The Bl ood of a Dragon
Dedi cated to Marian, Tom and Gordon

Chapter One

The boy stared eagerly down into the Arena, chewing his lip in anticipation
The horse races were over, and as a foretaste of what was to cone the sands
wer e being raked snmooth by magic.

The rakes thensel ves were the same perfectly ordi nary wooden rakes that had
been dragged back and forth across the sand by perfectly ordinary people

bef ore each race. Now, however, the rakes were noving by thenselves, as if
held in invisible hands, and the slaves, or servants, or whoever the people
were who were responsible for the Arena' s mai nt enance, were nowhere to be
seen.

Durrery wonder ed whet her the rakes had been ani nated sonehow, or whether they
were being w el ded by syl phs or sprites or denons, or whether the servants had
been turned invisible. Magic could do so many amazi ng t hings!

The rakes were all painted bright blue, and he wondered if that was inportant.
Did the magic in use here only work on blue things? He knew that magic could
have peculiar requirenents. O were the rakes blue because the Lord of the
Arena had taken blue and gold as his colors?

O perhaps, had he taken his colors fromthe gol den sand, and the bl ue rakes
and other fittings?

O was there sone other reason entirely?

There were so nmany things that he didn't know He had read everything he could
find about magic, but that wasn't much; he had asked questions of everyone he
knew, but he knew no wi zards, nor witches or warl ocks or sorcerers or any

ot her sort of wonder-worker. He had occasionally met a magician or two, and
had al ways asked questions, but he hadn't always gotten answers.

The rest of the time he just asked whoever was handy, even though they weren't
magi ci ans. Sonetinmes they had answers anyway, sonetimes they didn't, so he
just kept trying.

"Dad, " he asked, "why are the rakes bl ue?"

Startled out of a contenplative hal f-doze, Doran of Shiphaven let the front
legs of his chair drop heavily to the floor of the family box, rattling the
gold chain that draped across his velvet-clad chest. Rings clicked agai nst
wood as he gripped the armof the chair and turned to stare at his son
"What ?" he asked.

"Those rakes out there," Dumery said, pointing. "Wy are they all painted

bl ue?"

On his left, Dunery's sister Dessa, a year older than he, giggled into her
hands. Their two ol der brothers, noticing the noise, peered over fromtheir
father's right side to see what the fuss was about.

"So they won't rot, | suppose," Doran said, puzzled, "or to keep down the
splinters.”

"But whybl ue?" Dunery persisted. "Wy not red, or green? Brown woul dn't show
the dirt as much, or if theywant to see the dirt then white would be better

Wy bl ue?"
After a baffled pause, his father admtted, "I don't have the faintest idea."
Derath | eaned over, smirking, and said, "It's to match your eyes, Dumery!"

"My eyes are green, stupid!'" Dunery retorted. "Maybe you' d better have an
herbal i st checkyour eyes if you don't know that!"

"Ch,| know that," Derath said sweetly, "but the Lord of the Arena doesn't!" He
turned and grinned triunphantly at the el dest brother, Doran the Younger, who
snorted derisively.

Dessa gi ggl ed harder than ever

Durmery felt his cheeks redden slightly, and he turned his attention back to
the Arena floor, pointedly ignoring his siblings. He didn't think Derath's
joke was funny, since it didn't really even make any sense, but he knew from

| ong experience that if Derath and Doran and Dessa once got started nocking



himit would last for hours. Retorting wouldn't stop it; ignoring them m ght.
The raking was finished, Dumery saw, and the arena sands gl eamed snooth and
golden in the afternoon sun. The crowd quieted in anticipation

The silence grew, and a certain tension grewwth it, until suddenly a cloud
of thick yell ow snoke appeared, swirling out of one of the many gateways t hat
opened into the arena fromthe | abyrinth bel ow. The snmoke did not dissipate,
i ke any natural snoke or vapor, but instead hung together in a spinning

gl obe, sonmething like a mniature whirlw nd but far denser, and ball -shaped
rather than the tapering cylinder of a normal whirlw nd.

Durmery caught his breath and stared, and besi de him Dessa stopped giggling. On
the other side of the box Doran the Younger and Derath fell silent, as well.
The seething ball of snoke drifted out into the arena, noving across the sand
at about the speed of a brisk walk, until it stood in the exact center, its
base just barely disturbing the neatly-raked lines.

The snmoke was a paler yellow than the deep gold of the sands, a sickly, ugly

color, like the belly of a snake. Dunery stared at it, utterly fascinated.
Thunder booned from nowhere, and |ightning flashed, alnmost blinding him he
| ooked up, startled, but the sky was still clear and blue, the sunlight stil

sweepi ng across the stands.

When he | ooked back, the yell ow snoke was gone save for a few fadi ng w sps,
and in its place stood the w zard.

Durery | eaned forward eagerly.

The wi zard was a plunp fell ow of nedium hei ght, wearing a gl eam ng

ankl e-l1ength robe of fine red silk. Dumery was no good at guessing ages, but
this man was clearly no | onger young-his face was weathered and his jow s
sagged. His hair was still a glossy black, though, wi thout a trace of grey.
The wi zard thrust his hands up in the air, fingers spread, and cried,

"Behol d!'"

The vastness of the Arena swallowed his voice, and it was obvious that only
those in the best seats could hear what he had said. Dunery felt a tw nge of
di sappoi ntnment at that. Surely, a w zard's voice shoul d have enough nmagic in
it to overcone such inconveniences.

Then he forgot about the voice as streans of col ored snmoke poured forth from
the ten spread fingers. Each spouting plune was a different col or-crinson,
violet, ochre, lizard green, and pale blue spewed fromthe |l eft hand, while
magent a, indigo, copper, forest green, and nidnight blue streaned fromthe
right.

The wi zard waved hi s hands, crossing them above his head, and the rising bands
of snoke braided thenselves in intricate patterns, each renmaining pure and
di screte.

Then, abruptly, the snoke stopped, and the wi zard dropped his hands. He took a
step forward, and then another, and with the third step Dumery realized that
his feet had left the ground. He was clinbing up into thin air as if it were
solid stone steps!

When he had ascended to a hei ght of about eight feet above the ground the

wi zard stopped, and stood calmy unsupported in md-air. He waved a hand
again, and a trail of golden sparks glittered behind it.

"Behol d!'" he cried again.

Behind him the sands of the Arena rose up into a columm, sweeping away the
| ast traces of the colored snmoke. The columm rose to a height of perhaps
fifteen feet, then burst apart into a flock of white doves that flew quickly
away, scattering in all directions and fluttering up out of the Arena. A
single snow feather fell fromone bird' s wing, unnoticed until the w zard
turned and pointed at it.

The feather grew, and changed, and becane a white cat that fell to the sand,
| andi ng, catlike, on all fours. It did not run away or wash itself as an
ordinary cat woul d have, but instead began chasing its tail, spinning faster
and faster until Dumery could no | onger make out anything but a blur

When it suddenly stopped, the cat was black, fromits whiskers to the tip of
its tail.



It sat back on its haunches, and the w zard waved at it.

It grew, and becane a panther

The wi zard waved agai n and the panther was gone, leaving only a cloud of snoke
that rolled up the sky and di ssi pated.

Durmery stared, enthralled, as the performance conti nued.

To his right, Dessa was somewhat |ess inpressed. Dunery coul d hear her hunm ng
quietly to herself.

When the wi zard conjured a naked man out of a seashell Dessa giggled; Dumery

i gnored her.

To his left his father was dozing off in the bright sunlight. Beyond him
Derath and Doran were |oudly whispering crude jokes to each other

Durery's |ips tightened.

How could they fail to appreciate such marvel s? How had he ever been born into
such a famly of clods?

Finally, the wi zard finished his performance, bowed, and then began cli nmbing
up that invisible staircase in the sky again. He nounted higher, and higher
and hi gher, while behind himthe blue rakes enmerged agai n-gui ded, this tine,
by merely human hands.

Durmery paid no attention to the rakes, nor the servants wielding them nor the
scenery being hastily erected for the play that woul d conclude the day's show
He watched the w zard as he clinmbed upward into the sky, out over the side of
the arena, passing fifty or sixty feet above the famly of Gondar the

Wai nwri ght two boxes over, eighty feet above the outer wall of the Arena, and
on into the distance until he vanished.

Once the wizard was really, truly gone Dunery waited inmpatiently for the play
to be over, paying no attention to the clever dialogue-after all, even when he
could make out the words, half the time he didn't understand the jokes, which
usual |y seemed to involve sex. Hi s know edge of sex was still very limted and
entirely theoretical

The sun was scarcely above the western rimof the Arena when the actors
finally took their bows and the crowd called out polite appl ause.

As they were marchi ng down through the stone corridors, on their way back to
the street, the elder Doran remarked, "Well, Dumery, | hope you enjoyed that.
Seened |ike a good way to nmark your birthday."

Durery nodded, not really listening, and totally unaware of the annoyed | ook
his [ ack of enthusiasmreceived.

"Whenl turned twelve," his father continued a nmonment later, "I didn't get any
trip to the Arena, let nme tell you! | spent the day in the hold of a ship,

cl eaning up the nmess where a stormat sea had broken open a dozen crates of
pottery and herbs."

Durmery nodded. "You own that ship now, '
bef ore-several tines, in fact.

he pointed out. He had heard the story

"Dam right | do!" Doran replied. "I was |lucky, and | worked hard for it, and
the gods bl essed ne-1 own that ship. And if she's still afloat when | die,
she'll go to your brother Doran, becausehe was |ucky, and was born into the

ri ght househol d. You boys don't appreciate what you've got, because you' ve

al ways had it, you didn't have to work for it."

"I appreciate it, Dad," Derath interrupted.

"No, you don't," the elder Doran snapped. "Maybe you think you do, but you
don't really, because you've never been poor. Your nother and | saw to that!"
Derath and Doran the Younger exchanged gl ances.

"You' ve never had to work for anything in your lives," their father continued,
and Durery wondered whet her he was conpl ai ni ng, or boasting, or both.

They reached the street and turned north in the golden twlight, joining the

| oose-packed throng that was strolling up Arena Street, a hundred sandal s

sl apping the hard-packed dirt in a patter like falling rain. Shopkeepers were
lighting their storefront torches, and the fam liar, friendly scent of burning
oil reached Durmery's nose. As a rule he never noticed the city's ubiquitous
odor, which had been a constant in his life since the day he was born, but the
snoky smell of the torches seened to enphasize that distinctive mngling of



spi ces and ordure that always flavored Ethshar's air. As he renenbered the

wi zard's performance, the fading |ight and that conpl ex odor suddenly seened
magi cal , transforming the famliar avenue into something exotic and wonderf ul
"Never worked a day, any of you," his father muttered suddenly, breaking the
spel |l cast by the sunset and snoke.

"Andt hey never will!" Dumery said, annoyed, jerking a thunb at his brothers.
Dor an of Shi phaven | ooked at him startled, then back at Doran and Derath, and
then at Dunery again.

"No, they won't," he agreed. "And | don't suppose Dessa will, either, if she's
careful . "

Dessa threw hima startled gl ance, but then went back to watching the shops as
t hey passed, ignoring the rest of the conversation

"Just me," Dumery said, trying to sound flippant, rather than resentful
"Well," his father said, "I don't know. W could find you a way out of
working, |I'msure."

"Ch? Like what?" Dunery replied, making | ess of an effort to hide his
bitterness. "Doran's getting the ships, and Derath's getting the noney, and
Dessa's getting the house-what do | get, if not an apprenticeship fee? Wat
else is left? And every apprentice | ever heard of works hard enough!"
"Maybe we coul d dower you..." Doran began.

Durmery made a rude noi se.

"As far as | know," he said, ignhoring his father's annoyance at the

interruption, "I don't want to get married, let alone Iike that!"
Doran said, "You'll want to get married when you're older..."
"Ch, | suppose | will," Dunery interrupted, "but | don't want some fancy

arranged marri age where | don't have any say about who or when or what we'll
do afterward.”

Doran nodded. "I can see that,
| ooki ng at Dunery.

They wal ked on in silence for a few nonents. Doran and Derath dropped back a
bit, slowed by their horseplay, and Dessa dawdl ed as well, looking in the shop
wi ndows, so that Dunery and his father were able to talk in relative privacy,
wi t hout being overheard by the rest of the fanmly

"Maybe, " Doran suggested, "we could arrange for you to stay with the famly
busi ness-not as an owner, of course, because we've already settled it all on
Dorie, but as a nmanager, perhaps. Sonething that would pay well."

"And woul dn't have nme hauling on ropes? Thanks, Dad, but | don't think so.
It's bad enough being the younger brother now, | don't think | want to spend
the rest of ny life being Dorie's kid brother, and having to do what he tells
me or starve."

"You al ways were stubborn,’
from anyone. "

They wal ked on, and a bl ock | ater Doran shrugged and said, "Then |I can't think
of anything except an apprenticeship.”

"I know," Dunery said. "l've been thinking about it for weeks nyself, and
couldn't think of anything else. And | don't really mnd that rmuch. I'mstil
lucky, just as you said-it's just Dorie and Derath and Dessa were |uckier."
Doran could think of no reply to that.

After a noment, Dunery added, "I'mnot afraid of work, anyway."

"Well, that's good," Doran said, in a satisfied tone. "Have you given mnmuch

t hought to what sort of an apprenticeship you want? |I'm sure we could get you
aboard any ship you like, if you'd care to be a pilot, or to work toward a

he said. He kept his eyes straight ahead, not

Doran said, "and too dam proud to take orders

captai ncy."

"Thanks, but | don't think so," Dunery replied. "I'mnot that interested in
going to sea."

"Well, there's bookkeeping, or chandlery, or we could apprentice you to a

nmer chant of some sort. Had you thought about any of those?"

"I"ve thought about themall, Dad," Dumery said, stating what he considered to
be the obvious. "I know what | want to do."

"Ch?" Doran was slightly anused by his son's certitude. It was a trait the boy



had had since infancy, always know ng what he wanted and being determined to
get it, no matter what it took. "And what's that?"

Durmery | ooked up at his father and said, quite seriously, "I want to be a

wi zard. "

Doran stared at his son in shocked disbelief.

Chapter Two

Dor an of Shi phaven had not given his son an i medi ate answer. \Wen pressed, he
had limted hinmself to a nonconmital, "We'll see."

In the days following the show at the Arena he thought the matter over
careful ly.

There could be no doubt at all that the boy was serious. Dunery had never been
one to take things lightly; when he asked for something he meant it, it wasn't
just a passing whim And he had been obsessed with magic for years now.

That wasn't unusual, in a boy his age, and sonehow Doran hadn't realized just
how obsessed Dunery was. The child didn't just want tosee a w zard, he wanted
t obe one.

That took sone thought.

In theory, wizardry was a perfectly respectabl e profession, and Doran shoul d
have no objection to seeing his youngest son pursue it, but somehow he j ust
wasn't confortable with the idea. Wzards were such strange people, either
showy braggarts or ill-tenpered recluses, fromwhat he'd seen. And wasn't
magi ¢ supposed to be dangerous stuff? Al that messing around w th unseen
forces sinply didn't seem safe.

It could be worse, of course, it could easily bemuch worse. The boy ni ght have
wanted to be a denpnol ogi st. Now hat was dangerous work, dealing with the
forces of evil thenmselves, and trying to wing good fromthen

O maybe not trying to wing good fromthem for that matter; Doran had
certainly heard plenty of runors about denonol ogi sts perform ng assassi nations
and the like. And nobody ever denied that they laid curses on people. And
every so often denonol ogi sts woul d di sappear, |eaving only the nost bizarre
and fragmentary evi dence behind, and nobody really knew whether they'd | ost
control of their denons, or lost out in a dispute with other nmagicians, or
maybe been struck dead by the gods for their tanpering in places where humans
weren't supposed to neddle.

At | east Dunery wasn't interested inthat!

And he wasn't interested in witchcraft, which was such a peasantish sort of
magi ¢, or sorcery, which still had a rather unsavory reputation even though
the G eat War had been over for centuries, or warlockry, which was new and
strange and whose practitioners all seenmed to nmake everybody very nervous.
Theur gy, though-that was respectabl e enough, and nobody ever heard about

t heurgi sts getting a spell wong and vanishing in a puff of purple snoke.

Tal king to gods seened a | ot healthier than nessing around with runes and
powders and so forth.

He suggested it at dinner one night, and Dunery sat silently for a nonment,
pushing his greens around his plate with his fork

"Wl ?" Doran denmanded at | ast.

"I don't know, Dad," Dunery replied. "I mean, it just doesn't interest ne the
way w zardry does. None of the other magi cks do-at |east, not the ones |'ve
heard of."

Doran was baffled. "Wat's so special about w zardry, then?"

"Ch, | don't know, " Dunery replied. "It just ... | mean, it ... it justis,
that's all."

Dor an sighed. He knew he couldn't argue with that. It rarely did any good to
argue w t hanyt hi ng Dunery said.

"We'll see what we can do," he said.

He tried to think of an alternative, or an excuse for delay, but nothing cane,
and three days later he and Durery sl ogged through nuddy streets in a steady
spring downpour, hats pulled down tight on their heads, on their way to an



interview with Thet heran the Mage.

"Spoiled,” Doran nuttered under his breath as yet another puddl e turned out to
be deeper than it | ooked, "I've spoiled the boy. Wzardry-ha!"

Durmery could hear that his father was nuttering, but couldn't nake out the
words, and took it for curses directed agai nst the gods of weat her.

He didn't mind the rain, not really-the inportant thing was that he was going
to be a wizard! He really was

Oh, he'd start out as a mere apprentice, of course, and he'd have to work
harder than he ever had in his life, and study night and day, and practice,
but after six years-or nine, or twelve, depending-he'd be a wi zard! A real

wi zar d!

They were on Wzard Street now, and Dunery pushed his hat back a little, so
that he could see the signboards better as they wal ked al ong. He didn't want
to mss Thetheran's pl ace.

"There it is!" he called, pointing.

H s father |ooked up. "Yes," he agreed, "that's it."

As they approached the little shop the door swung open; Dunery felt a tingle
of excitenent run through him and he shivered with anticipation

A tall, gaunt man in a mdnight-blue robe appeared in the doorway, then

st epped back to make room for them as they crossed the threshol d.

Sonet hi ng Dunery coul dn't see snatched their hats away, sprinkling his face
with cold rainwater spilled fromthe brim

"Come in," the tall man said. "Conme in and dry off."

Durery | ooked up at hi mexpectantly, thinking that their clothes were about to
be dried magically, but the wi zard-if this was he-perforned no magic, he
nerely gestured toward a half-circle of velvet-uphol stered chairs arranged
around the hearth, where a fire was crackling confortably.

M1 dly disappointed, Durmery followed along and slid onto one of the chairs.

H s father took the next, and the tall man the one beyond.

"So you're Dumery," the tall man said, staring at himintently.

Durmery stared back, but said nothing.

"I am Thet heran the Mage, naster wi zard and master of this house, and | bid
you wel cone," the tall man said.

Doran di screetly prodded his son with an el bow. "I1'm Dunmery of Shi phaven, "
Durmery sai d, renmenbering his manners. "Thank you for making us wel cone.™

"I understand that you wi sh to apprentice yourself to me, to learn the

wi zardly arts," Thetheran said, still staring himin the eye.

Durery threw his father a glance, then | ooked back at the wi zard. "That's
right," he said. "I want to be a wi zard."

Thetheran finally renoved his gaze fromDunery's face, |ooking instead at
Doran. "If you will forgive me, sir, | nust speak to the lad in private, and
see whet her he has the maki ngs of an apprentice. You may wait here, or go
where you will and return in an hour's tinme." He raised one hand in a peculiar
way, the wist twisted in what | ooked to Dunery |like a very unconfortable
fashi on, and added, "Should you choose to stay, you will be brought food and
drink, if you wish. Sinply call out what you want; | haveoushka, if the rain
has chilled you, and ale, to wash theoushka down or nerely to sl ake your
thirst, and a well of clear water that | keep pure by nmy magic. To eat, | fear
| have little to spare at present but good bread and a fine wheel of Shannan
red cheese.”

Dor an nodded politely, and was about to say sonething, when the w zard stood,
staring at Dumery again and obviously no |longer interested in anything the
boy's father m ght have to say.

He reached out, and Dunery stood as well.

The wi zard started to | ead the boy toward a curtained doorway in the rear wall
of the shop-if a shop it actually was, with no nerchandi se nor displays of any
ki nd, but only the furnishings that one nmight find in an ordinary parl or

"Wait a minute,” Doran call ed.

Thet heran turned back toward him

So did Dunery, and for a moment the boy thought his father |ooked uneasy,



t hough he knew that couldn't be true; nothing ever bothered Doran of

Shi phaven, master of the sixth-largest trading fleet in the city's harbor
"Just call?" he asked.

Thet her an nodded.

"Cal | who?" Doran asked.

Thet heran sighed. "What would you |ike?" he asked.

What Doran really wanted was to take Dumery and go honme and forget all about
any involverment with wi zards or magic, but Dunmery wanted to be here, and it
was pouring rain outside, which nade the prospect of strolling about for an
hour extrenely unappeal i ng.

He didn't understand what the wi zard was tal king about, telling himto just
call for what he wanted, but right at that nonent he thought he coul d use
somet hing warming to drink."Qushka," he said. "I'd |ikeoushka."

Thet her an nodded. "Qushka!" he called in a firm clear voice, pointing at

Dor an.

Wth a sudden swirl, the curtain hiding the back roomwas swept aside, as if
by a strong wind, and a silver tray sailed out into the room unsupported and
rotating slowy. Upon it stood a brown earthenware jug and a small crysta

gl ass.

It sank gently onto the chair next to Doran, who stared at it-fearfully?

Di stastefully? Dunery wasn't sure.

Then Thet heran took Dunery by the hand and | ed hi mthrough the doorway, and he
saw no nmore of his father or the nagical tray for quite some tine.

Chapter Three

At Thet heran's behest Dunery seated hinself on a tall stool that stood close
beside the wizard's littered workbench. He sat there, staring at the room
around him while the mage puttered about with various nysterious objects.
This roomwas as large as the front parlor, naybe a bit larger, but far nore
crowded. The parlor had held six chairs around the hearth, a few small tables,
and a divan, with a few assorted kni cknacks and oddnents here and there; the
wal I s had been nostly bare. In this workshop Dunmery coul dn't evensee the

wal |'s, behind all the clutter

A stair leading to the upper storey ran al ong one side, and an incredible

m scel l any of pots, pans, and boxes was janmmed under it, stacked every which
way. On the opposite side several hundred feet of shelving were piled high

wi th books, scrolls, papers, pouches, boxes, bottles, jars, jugs, and other

wi zardly paraphernalia. The great stone workbench ran down the center of the
room m dway between these, and while half of it was kept scrupul ously clean
and clear, the other half was strewn with scraps of paper, spilled powders in
every col or of the rainbow and several colors of nmore doubtful origin, bits of
bone and bent netal, and other arcane debris.

At either end of the rooma curtained doorway | ed sonmewhere-one to the front
parl or, the other the gods knew where. The walls around both doorways were

pl astered over with diagrans and sketches and outlines, none of them naking
any sense at all to Dunery.

Sonet hing small and green was staring at Dunmery from behind a jar; he stared
back, and the thing ducked down out of sight before Dumery could get a good
look at it. He wasn't sure what it was, exactly; he'd never seen anything
quite like it. Sonme of his brothers' friends had been telling stories about
strange little creatures that had been stow ng away aboard ships fromthe
Smal | Ki ngdons and then getting | oose around the docks; maybe the stories were
true and this was one of them

Wzard Street wasn't anywhere near the docks, though. Maybe it was sone

magi cal creature, like the sylph, the air elenental, that nust have brought
hi s father' soushka

O maybe it wasn't a syl ph, maybe the tray was enchant ed-w zardry was so
varied and wonderf ul

He sat there, surrounded by the artifacts of wi zardry, and stared at it all in



amazenent .
Then Thet heran was back, holding a small black vial and a pair of narrow
silver tongs. He put them down on the workbench and turned to Dunery.

"So, boy," he said, "you want to be a w zard?"

"Yes, sir," Dumery said, nodding enthusiastically. "Very nmuch indeed."
"Aha," Thetheran said. "It's not your father's idea, then?"

"No, sir; | believe he'd nuch rather | do sonething else. Butl want to |earn
wi zardry!"

Thet heran nodded. " Good," he said, "very good."

He drew a dagger fromhis belt, and Dunery tensed, wondering if sonme sort of
bl ood ritual of initiation was involved.

Thet heran reached out and touched Dunery's forehead with the tip of the
dagger, very gently. "Don't nove," he warned.

Durmery didn't nove. Not only did he want to make a good inpression, not only
was he worried about magic spells, but that knife | ooked very, very sharp
Thet heran nmuttered sonething, and Dunery, |ooking up as best he could without
novi ng, thought he saw the bl ade of the dagger glowi ng first blue, then
pur pl e.

Thet heran bl i nked, then pulled the blade away. He | ooked at it closely.

Once again it looked Iike a perfectly ordi nary dagger to Dumnery.

Thet heran muttered sonet hing again, then said, "Hold still."

As before, Dumery froze.

Thet heran reached out with the dagger again, but this time he touched it to
Durery's bl ack velvet tunic, directly over the boy's heart. He held it there
for a noment, and then ran it lightly down Dunery's breastbone and across his
belly to his navel

Durmery held his breath until Thetheran finally pulled the knife away. As
Durery exhal ed, the wi zard held the blade up in front of his eyes and studied
it closely, his expression at first puzzled, then annoyed.

He put the dagger down on the workbench and picked up the vial and tongs.

"Here," he said, gesturing, "watch very closely, now Very closely. |'m going
to do a sinmple little spell, and then ask you to try and do it."

Durrery nodded, alnost trenmbling with anticipation. He | eaned over and stared
intently.

Thet heran opened the vial and fished out its contents with the tongs. He held
up a roll of white fabric for Dunery to see.

Durrery nodded slightly, keeping his eyes on the little cloth bundle.

Thet heran put it on the bench and unrolled it with the tongs.

Inside lay a sliver of greyish wood roughly the size of a man's finger, a tiny
gl ass bottle half-full of a brownish-red substance, and a wad of brown felt.
Thet heran spread the wad of brown felt to reveal a lock of hair. He plucked
out a single strand with the tongs and held it to one side.

Then, using his other hand, he pried the black rubber cap fromthe mniature
bottl e.

He di pped the single hair into the open neck of the bottle and drew up a
singl e m sshapen drop of the substance within, and as he did so he said
somet hi ng, speaking very slowy. The words sounded to Dumery like, "Fulg the
wal kers nose arbitrary grottle."

Then he nmoved one hand in a circle while the fingers of the other seenmed to
dance madly about, and then he |lowered the hair with the drop of stuff down to
t he pi ece of wood.

The instant before it touched, he said what Dunery took for, "Kag snort ruffle
t hunb. "

When the stuff did touch, a white spark appeared. Thetheran dropped the tongs
and let the hair fall-except that it seemed to Durmery it fell the wong
direction, and when he tried to followit with his eyes he couldn't find it.
Then the wi zard reached down and picked up the gl owi ng spark between his two

i ndex fingers. He brought his thunbs down to it, hiding it fromsight.

Then he announced, "Behold, Hal dane's Iridescent Anmusenent!" He drew his hands
apart, and there in the air between them stretching fromone thunb to the



other, was a string of gleamnm ng polychrome bubbles the size of oranges, each
joined to the next at a single point, colors shifting eerily around their
surfaces alnmost as if they were sonehow alive.

Durery stared, delighted.

Then the bubbles all silently popped and were gone, w thout |eaving even a
trace of noisture. Thetheran smled a tight little smle, then touched his
hands together and drew t hem apart again, and there was a new string, the
bubbl es even larger this tinme. Were before the combnest hues had been bl ues
and reds, now green and gol d predom nat ed.

Then these, too, popped, and once nore the mage drew out a new string, this
time mlky and streaked with purple.

Wien those vani shed there were no nore.

"There," Thetheran said. "Now you try it."

Durery blinked, and reached out for the tongs.

The hair had vani shed, along with the drop of stuff, so Dumery picked up a new
one fromthe felt. He was unfamliar with the tongs, so it took severa
attenpts before he managed to pick up one, and only one, strand.

He dipped it in the little bottle and drew up a drop of the reddi sh gunk. He
announced, "Fulg the wal kers nose arbitrary grottle."

He waved one hand in a circle while wiggling the fingers of the other

He touched the hair and goo to the piece of wood and said, "Kag snort ruffle
t hunb. "

Then he waited for the spark to appear

Not hi ng happened; the thick stuff on the hair dripped onto the wood, but that
was all.

He waited, but his hand quickly grew tired, holding the tongs steady |ike
that, and at |last he had to put them down.

"It didn't work," he said.

Thet heran was staring at him

"My boy," he said, "you are a phenomenon. A curiosity, really."

Durery bl inked. "What?" he asked.

"You are a fluke, an aberration. You have absolutelyno talent for w zardry
what soever!"

H s previous blink had been fromstartlenent; this time he blinked to hold
back tears that were suddenly welling up. "Wat?" he said again.

"Lad, | tested you first with a sinple spell with that dagger," Thetheran
explained. "It should have gl owed green, at |east, when | touched you with it.
If you had the talent strongly, it would have been golden, and if you were
destined to be one of the great wi zards of the age it would have gl owed
white-hot. You saw what it did-a flicker of blue, no nore, and it stayed as
cold as iron."

Durmery stared up at him unconprehendi ng.

"I thought perhaps |I'd nmisspoken the spell, or sonething el se had gone wong, "
Thet heran continued, "so | tried again, with your heart instead of your head,
and still got nothing. Well, | thought, perhaps you're a special case. So |
gave you a chance to show ne a spell. | took the hair and bl ood of a beheaded
nmurderer, and a piece fromthe scaffold he died on, and I worked one of the
sinmplest little spells | know, one that can't go wong easily, if at all, and
then | let you try-and you gotevery single step wong! Not one word of the

i ncantation, not one gesture, was right! You didn't even speak the second
stanza until too late in the procedure. And with some of the npbst potently
charged ingredients |I have on hand, short of wasting dragon's bl ood, you

rai sed not a single spark of eldritch energy. Not one little tw nge. Nothing."
"But..." Dunmery began

"It's amazing," Thetheran said, shaking his head.

"Let me try again!" Dumery said. "Please! I'll do it better this tinme, | swear
I will!"

Thet heran stared at himfor a noment, then shrugged. "Go ahead," he said.
Eagerly, blinking away tears, Dunery picked out another hair with the tongs.
Maybe, he thought, the power wasn't there because | didn't know what these



t hi ngs were. The hair and bl ood of a beheaded mrurderer-gods!

He trenbled slightly at the very idea.

He di pped the hair in the bottle of blood and drew it out, and Thetheran
coached him"Pfah'lu gua' akhar snuessar bitra rhi grau k'l," the w zard said.
"Fall oogah acker snoozer bid rory grackle,” Dunery said. He watched closely
t he gestures Thetheran nmade, and tried very hard to inmtate them

"Khag s'naur t'traugh f'lethaum "Thetheran said.

"Cog sonar to trow fill them" Dumery said, just before he touched the drop of
bl ood to the bit of scaffold.

Agai n, nothing at all happened. Dunery stared at the bit of wood in abject

di sappoi nt nent .

When Thet heran started to say something, Dumery burst out, "Let me try a

different spell! This one's too hard to start with; let me try another!"”

"It's an easy spell, boy," the wi zard said, and when Dunery started to protest
he held up a silencing hand. "It's an easy spell. But we'll try another, if
you like."

Durrery nodded.

He fared no better with Felojun's First Hypnotic than he had with Hal dane's

I ridescent Amusenent. The ingredients were sinpler-a mere pinch of dust from
the floor-and the incantation shorter, being a single word, but still, Dunery
failed utterly.

"Face it, boy," Thetheran said after the third unsuccessful attenpt. "You have
no knack for w zardry. Teaching you w zardry would be like trying to nake a
m nstrel of a deaf man. There's no shame to it; it's just the way you were
born. It's not just that you don't hear the words clearly, nor that you get
the gestures wong; it's that the magi c doesn'tlike you. You don't feel it,
and it avoids you. | don't know why, but it's true; | can sense it."

Durmery had run out of protests. Wen Thetheran jogged his el bow he got down
fromthe stool silently; he followed quietly when the wizard | ed the way back
through the curtain and into the parlor, where Doran was sitting, watching the
fire.

"I"'msorry, sir," Thetheran said when Doran | ooked up expectantly, "but |'m
afraid your son is not suitable for an apprenticeship with ne."

Doran blinked in surprise.

"He seens like a fine lad," Thetheran expl ai ned, "but he has no innate
aptitude for wizardry. It's just not in his blood. I'"'msure he'd do well in
any nunber of other fields."

Durmery stood, silent and woebegone, as Doran | ooked past the mage at him
"You' re sure?" Doran asked Thet heran

"Quitesure," Thetheran said.

"Well," Doran said, "thank you for your tine, anyway." He glanced at the
silver tray, where the crystal goblet had clearly been used. "And theoushka,
too; it was quite good, and just what | needed on a day like this."

"Thankyou, sir," Thetheran said, with a trace of a bow, "and I'msorry |
couldn't take the boy."

"Well, that's all right, I"'msure we'll find a place for him" He gestured.
"Come on, Durery, let's go."

Durmery stood, not noving.

H s father said, "Coneon, Dunery!"

"It's notfair!" Dumery wailed suddenly, not noving fromwhere he stood. "It's
notfair!"

Doran gl anced at Thet heran, who gave a synpathetic little shrug. "I know,
Durmery," Doran said. "lIt'snot fair, but there's nothing we can do about it.

Now, come on."
"No! He didn't give ne achance! He said the words so fast | couldn't even hear
t hem properly!™"

"Durery," Doran said, "lI"'msure the wi zard gave you a fair test. He's as eager
to find an apprentice as you are to be a wi zard, and he wouldn't send you away
wi t hout good reason. Now cone along, and we'll go home and figure out what's

to be done about it."



Rel uctantly, Dunery cane.

Qut in the street, during a lull in the downpour, Doran called, "Wll, now
that wi zardry is out, you'll need to give sone thought to what you want to do
instead. "

"No," said Dumery, enphatically, "I won't. | want to be aw zard!"

Hs father glared at himsilently for a nmoment.

"Youcan't be a wizard," Doran said. "You heard what Thetheran told us."
"That's just Thetheran," Dunery said. "He's not the only wizard in the Wrld."
"No, he's not the only one," Doran agreed, "but he's a good one, and he knows
his business. Don't be an idiot, boy; we'll find you sonmething else."

"No," Dumery said again. "I want to be a wizard, and by all the gods |'ngoing
to be a wzard!"

"No, you're not," his father said flatly. He could be stubborn, too.

Durmery didn't reply. He didn't want to argue any nore.

At | east, not right away.

Chapt er Four

It took hima full sixnight to convince his father to try again.

This time, the master was to be a young wi zard by the name of Zatha of the

ol den Hair. Dunery was interested to see that she reallydid have gol den

hai r-bl onde, his father called it. Dunery had rarely seen anything so exotic,
even in Shi phaven

Unfortunately, the results of the interview were no different than what had
happened with Thetheran. Sinple analytic magic reveal ed no power at all in
Durery, and he utterly botched a fewtrial spells.

"I"'mvery sorry," she told Dumery, "but the talent just isn't there. It's
somet hi ng people are born with, like double-jointed fingers or green eyes, and
you were born without it."

"But can't llearn it?" he asked, on the verge of tears.

She shook her head. "No," she said. "Really, I'mafraid not. If there were any
skill at all, it could be nurtured, | suppose, and a few spells |earned-but
there woul dn't be much point in it. For someone with only a trace of talent it
woul d take years to learn what a real w zard, or an apprentice, or anyone wth
t he knack for wi zardry can pick up in an afternoon-and in your case, Dunery, |
don't think there's even a trace. You're one of those rare people with
absolutely no talent for w zardry at all."

He managed not to cry, and didn't argue with his father on the wal k back hone.
At least it was sunny, with no rain soaking themthrough

After that, his father was adanmant. No third attenpt woul d be nade, and Dunery
was to find sone other career to pursue.

Durmery yielded to this, asked for tinme to think, and got it.

He then took all his carefully-hoarded savings-birthday gifts, Festival

pi cki ngs, noney earned running errands, his winnings fromthe kid down the
street who couldn't play the finger gane but kept trying to learn, all of
it-and very early one norning, while out playing, he "wandered off."

Once he was out of sight, he headed straight for the Wzards' Quarter, and
started goi ng door to door, |ooking for someone, anyone, who woul d take himon
as an apprentice.

In doing so, over the course of a very long day and well into the evening, he
spent all but a few copper bits in honoraria and testing fees, and | earned
that not only did he have no talent for w zardry, but that he had no tal ent
for warl ockry, denonol ogy, theurgy, witchcraft, or any other form of
magi c- except possibly sorcery. The only sorcerer he dealt with had no tests to
perform but nerely | ooked himover carefully and asked hima variety of
pecul i ar questions, nostly dealing with nunbers and unlikely hypothetica

si tuati ons.

Finally she shook her head.

"I"'msorry," she said, "but you won't do."

By that time Dunmery had given up arguing. He nodded, thanked her, and went on



Twi ce, as he prow ed through the Wzard's Quarter, he glinpsed Thet heran the
Mage, goi ng about his business. Both times, Dunery tried to stay out of sight,
ducki ng back into doorways; he was afraid that if Thetheran saw himhe'd say
somet hi ng enbarrassi ng.

Durmery felt he had been enbarrassed quite enough al ready.

It wasn't fair, he thought, that Thetheran should be strolling about, so cal m
and col l ected and confident, after he had ruined Dunmery's entire lifel It
wasn't fairat all.

If only there were sonething he could do about it! Some way he could get back
at Thetheran for refusing him

Couldn't the nasty old wi zard have at |east taken himon for a few days, to
see if the talent m ght havedevel oped, or sonething?

He was sure that it wouldn't do any good to go and ask for another chance;
after all, the great man had stated his position. He woul dn't back down from
it just because one spoiled rich kid asked him

O course, Dumery didn't consider hinself spoiled, but he' d noticed that
whenever he asked a grown-up to do sonmething for him the grown-up al ways
seened to think that Dumery was being a spoiled rich brat. He ascribed this to
the fact that the adults concerned hadn't grown up rich, and were jeal ous.

For hinmself, he thought he'd much rather have grown up poor-that woul d have
elimnated the jeal ousy, and he'd be able to dress in confortable old clothes
he could get dirty instead of the fancy velvets that his nother always gave
him Sure, he'd have to live in a tenenment instead of his father's house, and
he woul dn't have his own room but so what? Sharing a roomw th his brothers
m ght have been fun

He woul dn't want to bereally poor, living out in the Hundred-Foot Field or
somet hing, but a tenenment apartnment woul dn't have been all that bad.

Wuld it?

Maybe it would. If he were going to be rich, then, why couldn't he have been
born to the nobility? Living in the Overlord' s palace would be fun, wouldn't
it?

Specul ati on was pointless, of course. Hehad been born the son of a successful
nmerchant, and he was stuck with it.

He sighed, and trudged on

When his funds, energy, and ingenuity were all |argely exhausted, and nost of
t he magi ci ans had | ong since closed their shops, he headed wearily hone,
stunbling now and then as he dodged the ox-droppi ngs on Arena Street.

He reached hone | ong after his nother had cl eared away the di nner dishes, and
in fact she would have been in bed and asl eep had she not waited up for him
She was angry enough to refuse to feed hi manything but the | eft-over heel of
the | oaf of bread that had been served with supper

He ate that, and drank water froma crystal goblet he got down fromthe

ki tchen cupboard hinmself. He consuned this sorry excuse for a neal while
sitting nmorosely in his room staring out the windowinto the courtyard behi nd
t he house and trying to think what he could do with his life.

Magic, it appeared, was out. \Whether he really had no talent at all, of any
sort, or whether Thetheran had a grudge agai nst hi mand had sonmehow coerced
all the others into turning himdown, he wasn't sure, but at any rate, nagic
was out.

At least, if he stayed in Ethshar of the Spices, magic was out. What if he
were to sail off sonewhere on one of his father's ships? Mght he find nore
obliging magicians in, say, Ethshar of the Sands, or Morria in the Small

Ki ngdons?

It wasn't likely. Everyone agreed that Ethshar of the Spices was the greatest
city in the Wrld, its nerchants the richest, its w zards the nost powerful,
its overlord the wisest.

And he wouldn't have his father there to pay his apprenticeship fee, if he
went somewhere el se.

Well, then, he would just forget about magic and try sonething el se.

But what el sewas there? He'd wanted to be a wizard for as long as he could



renenber. He had never seriously considered anything el se.

Vll, nowit was tine to consider, so what el se was there?

He coul d apprentice to a nerchant, of course, or a pilot, either a harbor
pilot or a ship's pilot. H's father would have no trouble at all arranging

t hose.

O he could sign on as a sailor, and try to work his way up to captain.
Conmandi ng his own ship, sailing free across the waves-that sounded nice.

But it probably wasn't. The sea captains he'd net were nostly foul-tenpered
men who didn't seemto enjoy their work particularly. And there were storns
and pirates, and while it was all very romantic and heroic to battle storms
and pirates, Dunery renmenbered Captain Senallon, a big, robust, cheerful man
who had runpl ed Dunmery's hair, taught Dunery a few interesting swear words,
showed himhow to tie a few knots, and who had never cone back from an
ordinary run up to Ethshar of the Rocks. His ship sailed out and was sinply
never seen again. A report eventually canme that a pirate had caught him off
Shan on the Sea, but that was never confirned.

And Daddy had been furious about that, not because Captain Senallon was dead
and his wi dow and children bereft, but because the cargo was | ost and Doran of
Shi phaven was out goods val ued at sone seventeen pounds of gold.

Sai ling anywhere didn't sound very appealing after all, Dunery decided as he
swal | owed the |ast stale nouthful of bread.

Maybe he should just wait and join the city guard, then

One had to be sixteen to join the guard, of course, and Dunery's famly was
sufficiently well-known that |ying about his age probably woul dn't work, at

| east not for long, so that would nean a four-year wait. And after that four
years, it would nean living in the barracks under the city wall or over in
Canpt own, spending his tinme marching back and forth or standing guard at a
gat e sonewhere or going up and down the streets collecting taxes for Lord
Azrad. That was not really a very exciting life, when one actually sat down
and t hought about what was involved; it was no wonder that the guard got nost
of its recruits fromfailed apprentices, boys who had been kicked out by their
masters for stealing or disobedience or inconpetence, or whose nmasters had

di ed before the apprenticeship was conpl et ed.

O course, life in the guard could be exciting if there were a war or
somet hi ng, but Ethshar hadn't been in a war for over two hundred years-not a
real war, anyway. The Great War had ended back in 4996, or nmaybe 4998, or
somet hi ng-Dunery wasn't really very good at history, particularly not
renenberi ng dates-and he wasn't sure if there had been any little wars since
t hen.

A war woul d be exciting but dangerous, too. And while Dunery didn't think he
was really all that bothered by danger-hecertainly didn't consider hinself a
coward-he didn't care to depend on the chance of something as dangerous as a
war to make his life interesting.

No, not the guard, then

What did that |eave?

Wl |, there were ship chandl ers, and ropenakers, and coopers, and sail nakers,
and shi pwights, and shopkeepers of every sort, and none of them | ooked very
appeal i ng. Mdst of theminvolved a |ot of standing around haggling with
customers, and hauling dirty, heavy objects around, and they didn't pay al
that well, either.

The brothels in Shiphaven made plenty of noney, and the ganbl ers and ganers,
but Dumery didn't think one got into those trades through apprenticeship. He
really wasn't very sure

Bei ng a ganbl er m ght be interesting-but it had its risks. Wat if you |lost?
The gods of luck could be fickle, everyone knew that. And | osing opponents
could be hostile; Dunery had seen a sailor knifed over a stupid little ganme of
t hr ee- bone once. The stake had only been about four silver pieces-Dunery had
spent nore than twice that in testing fees today.

The sailor had lived, and in fact his wound really wasn't very serious at all
but any occupati on where one ran a significant risk of being stabbed wasn't



quite what Dunery had in mnd.

As for running a brothel-well, just now, at age twelve, he was enbarrassed
just thinking about it. And surely, one didn't get into it through an
apprenti ceship.

He sighed, and gul ped the last of his water.

He' d have to findsonething, but right now he couldn't think of a single
possibility.

Maybe he woul d do better in the norning.

He left the goblet by his bed for his nother to pick up, and went to sl eep.

Chapter Five

When the sunlight poured through his wi ndow the next norning, thick as honey
and warmas a purring cat, Dunery still hadn't thought of any non-nagica
occupation he cared to pursue.

He told his nother that at breakfast. He couldn't tell his father, because
Doran had left early to nake sure an outgoing ship caught the norning tide

wi t hout | eaving any of its cargo behind on the docks.

"You can do anything you like," Faléa the Slender told her son as she poured
hersel f tea.

Durmery started to contradict her. "Except w zardry," she added hastily,
cutting himoff.

He gl owered silently for a noment, then said, "But |I don't know what | Iike."
Dessa snickered; Dunery glared at her, and she turned away, smirKking.

"Look around, then," Fal éa said as she picked up her cup. "See what you can
find. "

"Look where?" Dunery asked.

She | owered the cup and | ooked at himin mld exasperation

"I"vel ooked all over Shiphaven," he expl ai ned.

"Then | ook el sewhere," she suggested. "It's a big city. Wiy not go to the

mar kets and | ook around?"

"The markets?" Dumery thought that over

So did Fal éa. She renenbered, perhaps a little later than she should have,

t hat Shi phaven Market was the recruiting center for all the crackpot
adventurers and axe-grinding lunatics in Ethshar, and that the New Cana
Street Market was the center of the |ocal slave trade.

She didn't particularly want her youngest son to run off on some fool hardy
attenpt to unseat a usurper in the Small Kingdons, nor to sign up as an
apprentice slaver. There was sonething distinctly unsavory about slavers-she
had al ways had her suspicions of how they acquired and handl ed their

mer chandi se, despite the official clainms that the whol e busi ness was cl osely
regul ated by the city. As a merchant's wife she knew how easy it was to bribe
the overlord' s harbor watch, and she didn't doubt it was just as easy to bribe
other officials.

There was a certain romance to undertaking desperate adventures, and even to
buyi ng and selling slaves-just the sort of ronmance, unfortunately, that m ght
wel | appeal to a twelve-year-old boy. Particularly to a twel ve-year-old boy
who had been interested in nagic, rather than any safer and nore sensible
occupation. Fal éa decided that it would probably be a good idea to distract
Durery before he investigated either of the markets in Shiphaven. |If he once
got it into his head to sign up for some half-witted expedition-well, Dumery
could be incredi bly stubborn

"Why don't you go down to Westgate Market," she said, "and take a | ook at the
peopl e there, both the city folk and the customers who come in from beyond the
gate. Maybe you'll see sonething of interest.”

Durmery, who was familiar with the recruiters in Shiphaven Market and had been
wonderi ng whether that could really be what his nother had in m nd, considered
her suggesti on.

There was a certain charmto the idea, certainly. He hadn't been in Wstgate
in months, maybe years. He renenbered it as being full of farners snelling of



manure, but surely there was nore to it than that; he'd been a little kid when
he went there before, not yet old enough to apprentice. He'd be |ooking at it
wi th new eyes now.

"Al'l right," he said. "I will." He served hinself an i mense portion of fried
egg and stuffed it in his nouth.

H's mother smiled at him glad that she had successfully diverted her son from
New Canal Street and Shi phaven Market, and not particularly concerned about
what he would find in Westgate. She rarely went there herself, and then only
to buy fresh produce when the courtyard garden wasn't doing well, but it
seened |i ke a whol esone enough pl ace, where the boy wouldn't get into any
serious trouble. There were no slavers or recruiters there.

Durmery finished his breakfast, then went up to his roomand pulled on his
boots. He took a | ook out back, where his nother was feeding the chickens and
chatting with one of their neighbors fromthe other side of the courtyard.

If he ever got as rich as his parents, Dunery thought, he'd hire servants or
buy slaves and |l etthem feed the chickens. H s nother seened to enjoy little
chores like that, but Dumery was quite sure thathe never woul d.

He turned and hurried downstairs, and out onto the street. Two bl ocks from
hone he turned right onto Shipwight Street. The avenue was al ready crowded

wi th people hurrying in both directions, and Dunmery quickly fell in with the
sout hbound st ream

He stunbl ed and al nost fell once, near the corner of Sea Captain Street, when
somet hing small and green ran between his |egs, but he caught hinmself in tine.
When he turned to see what had alnost tripped himit was gone.

He wondered if it had been the sanme sort of creature he had seen in

Thet heran' s wor kshop, but he couldn't spot it anywhere.

He shrugged, forgot about it, and marched on

Twenty m nutes' wal k brought himto Wall Street and into the northeast corner
of Westgate Market, where the norning sun shone brightly on the
vividly-col ored awnings of half a hundred nmerchants' stalls, and even turned

t he sonber grey stone of the great gate-towers cheerful. Farners in brown or
grey honespun jostled against city-dwellers in blue and bl ack and gold, and a
fresheni ng sea-breeze had worked its way through the streets and over the
rooftops to send the tunics and robes and striped awnings flapping. The
snappi ng of fabric provided a beat for the shouts of hawkers proclaimng the
superiority of their wares.

"The finest hanms in all the Hegemony!" a man shouted, al npbst in Dunery's ear
as he passed a wagon beneath a red-and-white striped awni ng, and for a noment
t he pungent scent of snoked neat pierced the nore general overlay of dust and
sweat .

"Peaches, sweet peaches!" called the wonan in the next stall, gesturing at her
own fruit-heaped cart.

Durery | ooked, then wal ked on. He had no intention of becoming a farmer or a
but cher, nor anything el se so nundane.

The market was not over-large-certainly smaller than Shi phaven Market-but it
was very crowded, so it took sonme time for Dumery to see everything.

He passed stalls selling apples and pears and pluns, beans and broccoli, beef
and nutton. He passed churns of butter and shelves of cheeses, all fresh from
the farmor so their sellers swre. Fine wool and spun cotton, felts and

vel vets, silks and satins, all, proclaimed a cloth nerchant with an unfamliar
accent, the best in Ethshar, and at bargain prices.

Durmery didn't believe that for a nmonent. He knew that the best fabrics were
sold in the Od Merchants' Quarter, not in the open-air markets.

Most of the goods sold here were the products of |ocal farnms; that was
Westgate's specialty, after all. Anything that cane any great distance cane in
by ship, and went to the markets of Spicetown and Shi phaven and Newnrar ket .
Anyt hing that could stand to sit unsold on a shelf for any length of tinme was
nore likely to wind up displayed in a shop sonewhere, rather than hawked in
the market square. That foreign cloth nerchant was an anonmaly, probably sone
anbitious fellow fromthe Small Ki ngdons who had hoped to get around the



Et hsharitic shipping cartels. Wstgate Market was a place to find punpkins,
not a career.

Al the same, it was pleasant to stroll about, taking it all in. The sun was
warm the colors bright, and the snmell of manure nuch | ess than he renenbered
As he strolled, there was a brief disturbance on the far side of the market,
and Durmery heard a cry of "Thief!" He stood on tiptoe and craned to see, but
coul d make not hing out through the intervening crowds.

He shrugged, and wandered on

After atime it occurred to Dunery to | ook behind the carts and wagons and
stalls of the vendors, at the pernmanent buildings that |ined the east side of
t he square.

They were all inns, of course-the O unsy Juggler, the Gatehouse Inn, half a
dozen in all, squeezed into the hundred or so feet between Shipwight Street
and H gh Street, each with its signboard and open door. Dunery paused and
consi der ed.

He knew that scores of other inns did business in Westgate, in addition to
this row on the square, and there were many nore el sewhere in the city as
well, a few at each gate and several scattered al ong the waterfronts-though of
course, Westgate had the |argest concentration

Durery t hought about inns. Could he become an innkeeper, perhaps?

Howdi d one becone an i nnkeeper? Did innkeepers take apprentices?

It might be interesting, neeting new people all the tine, listening to

travel ers' tales-but on the other hand, an innkeeper probably heard nore about
account books than adventures, nore conplaints than chronicles. And really,
he'd be little better than a servant. It wouldn't do.

Al the same, he | ooked over the row carefully, admiring the artistry of the
si gnboar ds.

The C umsy Juggler, with its red-clad fool dropping half a dozen nulti-col ored
balls, was the nost whinmsical of the six; nost were fairly straightforward
Two, the Gatehouse Inn and the Market House, had their nanes spelled out in
runes, while the others relied, sonetinmes mstakenly, on illustrations to
convey their nanes. The sign two doors fromHi gh Street, show ng sonet hi ng
green and wiggly on a field of irregular blue and gold stripes, seened
particul arly inconprehensi bl e.

Durmery was staring at that one, simultaneously trying to figure out what it
was supposed to be and wonderi ng who painted the boards and whether there was
a potential career there, when two figures energed fromthe door bel ow the

si gn.

He gl anced at them then stared.

The lead figure, a big man wearing scuffed brown | eather, he had never seen
before, but the other, following a step behind and | ooking very irritated, was
Thet heran t he Mage.

Durmery blinked in surprise, and then, without really knowi ng why, he turned to
follow the pair.

They were marching straight across the square toward the southern half of the
huge pair of towers that bracketed the city gates. The man in the | ead seened
cheerful and lighthearted; Dumery glinpsed a smile on his face when he turned
to |l ook back for a nmonment. Thetheran, on the other hand, seened very annoyed
about somet hing; he was frowning ferociously and stanping his way across the
har d- packed dirt.

Durery wonder ed whet her he would hurt his feet, walking like that. Maybe there
was sone sort of magic init.

Curious about what could possibly annoy the w zard that way, Dunery conti nued
to follow even after his initial inmpulsive action. He hurried through the
crowd, dodgi ng around clunps of haggling tradesnen and farners, at one point
ducki ng through a display of nelons and al nost toppling a pyranmid of the great
pale fruit.

The man in brown reached the base of the south tower, where a guardsnan in
yellow tunic and red kilt was | eaning confortably against the grey stone
besi de a small wooden door. He spoke to the guard; the guard rapped on the



door and shouted sonething that Dunery couldn't quite make out over the noise
of the crowd.

Thet heran, Dunery noticed, |ooked quite inpatient about all this.

The door opened, and the man in brown stepped inside, out of sight; Thetheran
started to follow, but the guardsman stopped himw th an outthrust hand

agai nst the w zard's chest.

Thet heran expl oded into a bell ow of rage, but the guardsman bel |l owed back, and
the w zard subsi ded.

Durmery stared. He had expected Thetheran to pull out a magi c wand and bl ast

t he guardsman to dust, or sonething, not to sinply back down like that. He
wondered what in all the Wrld could possibly nake Thet heran behave this way.
O course, even w zards, he supposed, nust fear the power of the city's
overlord, Azrad VII. And the guards were Azrad's direct representatives.

Then the | eather-clad nan re-energed fromthe tower, one hand held high
clutching sonething that |ooked |ike a peculiar sort of bottle. It wasn't
particularly |arge, perhaps the size of a big man's fist, and it gl eaned
purplish-red in the sun.

Thet heran reached for the bottle, but the man in brown turned away, holding it
out of the wi zard' s reach.

Durmery had now crept close enough to hear when the man in |eather said,
"That'll be six rounds in gold, in advance."

Durery' s j aw dropped.

Si x rounds in gold!

That was si xhundred pieces in copper-nore than a | aborer earned in a year
What wasin that little bottle?

"Il pay five, after I weigh it," Thetheran said.

"No," the man in leather said. "You'll pay six, now"

"Forty-four gold bits, then, but I weigh it first."

"Forty-eightbits. Six rounds. | told you."

"All right, all right, if it's full weight 1'll pay the six rounds!"
"Fair enough," the seller said. "They'l|l have a bal ance at the Dragon's Tail
we'll weigh it there.™

Thet heran nodded. "All right, then. A quarter its weight in gold, then, as we
agreed-for the blood only."

"Counting the flask, of course,” the other said, grinning.

Thet heran began to protest again, but thought better of it.

"Allright, damm it," he said. "Counting the flask."

"Good enough, then," the man in brown said. "Cone along." He marched back
toward the inn they had come from and Thetheran followed in his wake, fum ng
Durmery stared, then ran over to where the guardsman was once again | eani ng
qui etly against the wall of the tower.

"Hai,"he called. "Guard!"

The soldier stirred and | ooked down at him

"What doyou want, boy?" he asked mldly.

"That man," Dumery asked, pointing. "Wat did he sell that w zard?"

The guard gl anced up at the retreating back of Thetheran's m dni ght-bl ue robe.
He grinned.

"Ch, that," he said. "That was dragon's blood. W guard it for him"

Durery blinked. "Dragon's bl ood?" he asked.

The guard nodded. "Wzards use a lot of it. It's one of the nbst comon
ingredients for their spells. Wthout dragon's blood they couldn't do half
what they do."

"Real | y?" Dunery stared after Thetheran and the man in brown.

"Really," said the guard. "O at least so |I've always heard."

Durery nodded. It nmade sense. He'd al ways heard how wi zards used strange
things in their spells, and he'd seen hinself that Thetheran had shel ves and
shel ves of such things, like the hair of a beheaded nan and all the rest of
it. Dragon's blood would fit right in.

He ran after the two nmen, back toward the inn with the strange signboard, the
one that really didn't ook nuch at all like a dragon's tail, regardl ess of



what anyone said.

They were inside. Dunery didn't enter; he |leaned in through the doorway,

| ooking for them and waited for his eyes to adjust to the shadowy interior of
t he taproom

It took hima nonent to spot them ampong the thirty or forty people in the
room but at |ast he saw them seated across fromeach other at a small table
near the stairs; Thetheran's dark blue robe was fairly distinctive, and the
man in brown was tall enough to be easily noticed, taller than Thet heran-who

was no dwarf-by half a head. The pair was not far away at all, merely in an
unexpected direction
Durmery leaned in further, listening intently.

The transaction was under way; Thetheran was counting out coins, and the man
in browmn was testing each one, making sure they were all real gold.

He | ooked up. "I haven't sold to you before," he renmarked, |oudly enough for
Durmery to hear, "but | hope you know that if any of this gold turns out to be
enchanted, you'll regret it."

"I know," Thetheran said, alnost snarling. "I've heard aboutyou. It's al

real, you'll see. | didn't enchant anything."

"I hope not," said the nman in brown, "because if you did, the price goes up

for everyone, and you know your guild isn't going to like that."

"I know, | said!" Thetheran snapped. "Gods, all this just for dragon's bl ood!
You' d think the beasts were extinct, you make this stuff so precious!"”

"No," the other corrected him"you nmake it precious, all you w zards who use
so much of the stuff. Dragons aren't extinct, but they're dammably
dangerous-if you want dragon's bl ood, you have to pay for it."

"I know, | know," Thetheran said, rummaging in his purse for the last gold
bit.

Durmery stared, silently marveling.

Dragon's bl ood. Thetheran had let hinmself be humliated for a flask of
dragon's bl ood. He had paidsix rounds of gold for a flask of dragon's bl ood-as
much as Dunery's father would earn froman entire tradi ng voyage.

And dragons were big; a dead dragon, justone dead dragon, even a small one,

woul d surely fill a dozen fl asks easily.

Dangerous, the man said. Well, yes, dragonswoul d be dangerous, that was
obvious. Even if the stories about breathing fire and working magi c weren't
true, and for all Dunmery knew they were sober fact, dragons still had cl aws

and teeth. But all that gold! And to have w zards hunbled |ike that! To
haveThet heran, who had refused himand insulted him forced to pay any price
he asked!

It was irresistible. Now Dunery knew what he wanted to do with his life

He wanted to be a dragon-hunter

Chapter Six

It occurred to Dunmery that in all likelihood not a single full-tine

pr of essi onal dragon-hunter lived inside the city walls. It was not an
occupation that could be practiced in an urban environment, or that would be
in great demand on the streets of Ethshar. In order to ply his trade a
dragon- hunter would naturally require the presence of wild dragons, and the
only dragons in the city were baby ones kept as pets or showpieces by rich
eccentrics, or for the Arena by magi ci ans and show peopl e.

No wild dragons lurked in the streets and courtyards, Dumery was sure. Not
even in the sewers or the Hundred-Foot Field.

So no dragon-hunter would live in the city.

That meant, Dunery realized, that his father wouldn't be able to arrange an
apprenticeship for him Doran's contacts in the city were extensive and
varied, but el sewhere, outside the walls, as far as Dunery knew all his
contacts were with other nerchants

To the best of his know edge, the only person Dunery had ever seen, since the
day he was born, who might be a dragon-hunter, or at |east m ght know where



one could be found, was the man in brown | eather, right there in the Dragon's
Tail, pocketing Thetheran's gold and gl oati ng shanel essly over it.

Furt hernore, the odds of Dunery finding another dragon-hunter-if the man in
brown actuall ywas a hunter, and not just a m ddl eman of sone sort-before he
was too old to apprentice toany trade except soldiering | ooked rather poor
After all, he had gone twel ve years w thout ever noticing a dragon-hunter

bef ore; even when | ooki ng, he suspected that he night easily go two or three
years w thout seeing another

This, then, was it, Dunery told hinmself. This man in brown | eather was the key
to his entire future, an opportunity he could not afford to waste.

An over-hasty approach mght bring disaster; Dunmery deci ded agai nst sinply

mar chi ng up and presenting hinself.

As the boy reached that decision, Thetheran rose, haughtily ignoring his
supplier. As the nage stal ked out of the inn into the sunlit market Dunery
ducked back out of sight, behind a wagonl oad of tanned | eather

O course, there was no real reason to hide from Thet heran; he had done the

wi zard no harm and had no real reason to think the man wi shed himill-Dunery
didn't really believe in his own theories of a conspiracy created by Thetheran
for the express purpose of preventing one boy, hinself, from/l earning magic.
Al the same, Dumery preferred not to be seen

When t he nmagi ci an had grunbl ed his way around the corner onto Hi gh Street, out
of sight and sound, Dumery energed from behind the wagon and hurried into the
Dragon's Tail. He | ooked at the corner by the stairs.

The man in brown was gone.

Durmery stared, horribly disappointed, at the enpty table where the w zard had
bought the flask of dragon's bl ood. The boy turned, quickly scanning the rest
of the room but he saw no sign of his target.

How had the man slipped away? Dunery had never turned his gaze fromthe tavern
door for nore than a couple of seconds. He | ooked around the taproom

There was the hearth, and a door to the kitchens, and a long wall adorned wth
a strip of scaly green hide-froma genuine dragon's tail, perhaps? Then cane a
broad, many-paned wi ndow, and the door to the square, and then the stairs.

The stairs. Dunery finished his circuit of the room past the curtained booths
bel ow the stairs and past an open door that appeared to lead to the cellars,
and back to the hearth.

Unl ess there was a way out through the kitchens or the cellars, or behind one
of the draperied private booths, none of which seened |ike anywhere an

ordi nary customer would go, the man in brown had probably just gone up to his
room

O course, if the man in brown thought that Thetheran was angry enough to try
some dire revenge, then perhaps hehad gone out through the kitchens or cellars
or boot hs-thoughts of secret passages and ancient crypts and hi dden tunnels
came to mind

That didn't seemvery likely; Dumery was old enough to know that nost of the
nore romantic tales he had heard were exaggerated, and that as a general rule
everyday life did not include many hairbreadth escapes or nysterious passages.
Al the same, this was a man who dealt harshly with w zards. |If anyone m ght
anticipate a need for a secret departure, he m ght.

"Hai!"Dumery called, waving to a young woman in a white apron, carrying a tray
under her arm

She saw him and sauntered over

"What is it, boy?" she asked. "Aren't you a bit young for a traveler?"
"I"'mnot a traveler,"” Dumery said, concocting a lie on the spot. "I'ma
messenger. My master heard that there was a man here selling dragon's bl ood,
and as it happens, he has need of a pint or so."

The wonman frowned. "Ch? And who woul d your master be?"

"Doran of Wzard Street," Dumery inprovised.

"And the nanme of the man he sent you after?" she asked.

"I don't know," Dunery admitted. "A tall man in brown leather, | was told. My
master said |'d be sure to know hi mwhen | saw him But |'ve | ooked, and



don't see anyone here like that. Thisis the Dragon's Tail, isn't it?"
"OfF course it is!" she snapped. "You saw the signboard, and there's the skin

of the tail itself." She gestured at the hide stretched on the wall.

Durmery nodded. "OF course. Well, maybe he's stepped out, then, this man | was
sent after?"

"No," she said, "I know who you mean. He's upstairs, settling his bill and

packi ng his things; he's been three days here, and he's done his business and
ready to go. | don't think he's got a drop of that stuff left, but if you want
to ask him he should be down again any mnute."

"Ch," Dumery said. "Thank you."

Soneone called, and the woman turned away, lifting her tray. Dunery sat down
on a nearby chair and waited.

While he waited, he tried to figure out just how he wanted to approach the

si tuation.

Perhaps fifteen mnutes |ater, when Dunery was beginning to wonder if he'd
been tricked, two people canme tranping noisily down the stairs. One was a

pl unmp, elderly worman wearing a white apron and carrying a plunp purse-the

i nnkeeper, presumably-while the other was the fanmiliar man in brown. The man
had a | arge pack slung over one shoul der

Durmery waited until they had passed him then got quickly to his feet.

The i nnkeeper turned |l eft and headed for the kitchens; the man in brown turned
ri ght and headed out the door.

Durery followed the man in brown.

The man marched across the market square, Dunery staying close behind,

wat ching his every step. It appeared he was heading for the south gate-tower
once nore.

Sure enough, he stopped and exchanged a few words with the guard; Dunery was
not close enough to catch the words this tinme. He worked his way through the
crowmd, and energed a pace or so away just as the man in brown turned away and
mar ched on-out through the city gates and into the wide Wrld beyond.

A sudden irrational terror struck Dumery at the thought of follow ng him
Never, in all his life, had Dunery left the protection of Ethshar's city wall.
Venturing out of the streets into the wlderness beyond-or at |east,
conparative wilderness-was truly frightening. Dunmery knew that the rea

wi | derness didn't begin for a hundred | eagues or so, butanything that wasn't
city seemed dangerous and alien

Still, this was his one chance at becomi ng a dragon-hunter

"Hai!"he called, running after the man.

Even as he ran, Dunmery was surprised to see that the market continued outside
the gate. The city did not; to either side of the bare packed dirt of the

hi ghway | ay open green fields, rather than streets and shops. Even so, wagons
lined the sides of the highway, and farmers were selling their wares to a
mlling cromd of city-folk just as if they were all safely inside Wstgate

Mar ket .

"Hello," he called, "dragon's blood! In the brown | eather!"

The man in brown heard him and stopped. He turned, startled, as Dunery ran up
to him

"Yes, |ad?" he asked.

Durmery had to catch his breath. Furthernmore, he was disconcerted to find

hi nsel f actually outside the wall, and the broad expanses of open space,
dotted with trees and farmhouses, were so strange that his eyes kept being
drawn away fromthe man's face. By the time he coul d gather hinself
sufficiently to speak inpatience showed in the nan's features.

"Please, sir," Dunmery said, "I'mof an age to begin an apprenticeship, and
saw you selling dragon's bl ood, and |I thought that you nust be a
dragon-hunter, and | can't think of anything I'd rather do than to becone one.

A dragon- hunter, | rnean."
This was not the careful explanation and appeal he had tried to plan out while
sitting in the Dragon's Tail, but rather a rush of words that got out before

he could stop them He shut his nouth, cutting the flow off, and bit his lip



nervously, trying to think what he could say or do to inprove the inpression
he was maki ng.

The man stared coldly down at him and for the first tinme Dunery really got a
good | ook at him

The man's hair and beard were dark brown, al nost black, and both were | ong and
thick and not particularly tidy. H's eyes were brown and sunken, beneath heavy
brows. Hi s nose had obviously been broken at |east once, and three scars ran
paral l el across his right cheek, as if something had cl awed hi m badly once. He
was big, well over six feet, probably over six and a half, and he was broad,
too-his chest and shoul ders | ooked as if he'd have to turn sideways to fit

t hrough nmost doors. His hands were gnarled and scarred and | ooked strong
enough to crush stone.

He wore a heavy brown | eather tunic, cut |onger than was the fashion in

Et hshar, and matchi ng breeches that were stuffed into the tops of his heavy
brown boots. A wide brown belt held three knives of different sizes, an
ordinary purse, and a |larger pouch. He carried a pack on one shoul der that was
roughly the size of Dunery.

He did not actually |ook Iike very pleasant conpany, but Dunery had conmitted
hi nmsel f.

"Ah..." the boy said. "My father can pay all your expenses, if you take ne
on..."
"Boy," the man said, interrupting him "l don't want an apprentice, and if |

did, it wouldn't be a runt |ike you. Go hone and find sonething else to do."
Durery's nmout h opened, but no sound cane out.

Runt ?

The man had cal | edhima runt?

He wasn't terribly big for his age, but he was no runt! He was maybe a little

over average height, even. Perhaps a little thin, but he'd fill out, he was
sure, in a few years.

"I..." he began.

The man held up a sil encing hand.

"Forget it, kid," he said. "I don't need an apprentice, | don't want an

apprentice, and I won'thave an apprentice, and I certainly won't haveyou. |
don't care if your father's the overlord hinself and you' re Azrad the Eighth
to be, I'mnot interested. And quite aside fromany apprenticeship, | won't
tell you anything about dragons or hunting or anything else. | don't want
anything to do with you. Don't argue-just go away."

Durrery blinked, but could think of nothing to say.

The man in brown-or the dragon-hunter, as Dunery thought of himturned away
and marched on down the road.

At first Dunery sinply stood there, watching himgo, but sonething inside him
refused to give up that easily.

The man had called hima runt and had refused himbut what if he showed that
he wasn't a runt, wasn't as scrawny as he mght | ook? Wat if he proved he
could handle the wilderness, and wasn't just a panpered rich city kid?
Thenmaybe t he dragon-hunter woul d take himon

After all, even Thetheran had tested him He had failed that test, of course,
but he wasn't going to fail this one.

Maybe the man in brown was even doing itdeliberately! Maybe he reall ywas
testing Dumery, to see if Dunery had what it took to hunt dragons.

Durmery had to follow him

He began to hurry after the man in brown, but then he stopped, considering.

If itwasn't a deliberate test, and naybe even if it was, he didn't want to be
spotted too easily. He ducked off the highway, cut through the Iine of
farmers' wagons, and set out, traipsing across a nuddy field, paralleling the
road, trying very hard to keep the man in brown in sight.

Maybe, he thought, | can find sone way to hel p hi mout sonewhere. Then

he' dhave to accept nme as an apprentice, if | saved his life froma ranpagi ng
dragon or sonet hi ng.

Awash in dreans of glory, Dumery marched on through soneone's cotton field,



stunbling over plants and ditches. He kept an eye on the man in brown, but he
didn't try to catch up; instead he deliberately hung back. He didn't want to
be spotted.

Once they were both well past the outernost fringe of the nmarket, though
Durmery did return to the highway. Pushing through the fields was just too mnuch
wor k.

They marched on. O rather, the dragon-hunter marched, while Dunery kept up as
best he could, maintaining the distance between them He had to run
occasionally, to make up for the big man's much | onger |egs, and he often

t hought he was about to collapse from exhaustion-but each tine he reached that
state the man in brown would settle down for a rest.

When t he dragon-hunter rested, Dunery rested, stopping fifty or a hundred
yards away, where he wouldn't be easily recognized. He would sit, massagi ng
his feet and nervously watching the man in brown, and when the dragon-hunter
rose, Dunery would snatch his boots back on and leap to his feet and set out
anew.

A brief afternoon shower al nbst discouraged him but after some initial dismy
he hunched his shoul ders and resolved to ignore it. The man in brown pulled a
hat from his pack and put it on, but other than that he, too, ignored the
rain.

The rain ended in |less than an hour, and the sun reappeared, clean and bright.
Through it all, Dumery marched on, westward and then northward al ong the

hi ghway as it curved, keeping the |eather-clad man in sight, but never draw ng
near .

Only when the sun finally reddened and sank low in the west, and the skies
began to darken again even though the clouds continued to dissipate, did
Durmery realize just what an incredibly foolish m stake he had nade.

Chapt er Seven

He was only twelve years old. He was wearing an ordinary cotton tunic-vel vet
hadn't seened practical for a morning visit to Westgate Market-and wool en
breeches, and soft |eather boots. He had a cheap belt knife with him He had a
purse with a few bits in copper in it, and down at the bottoma few scraps of
string and an ol d and somewhat dusty honey drop he had never gotten around to
eating, and not much el se. No blanket, no flint and steel, no enchanted

bl oodst one, no sword, no pads for the blisters that had formed on his feet,
none of the supplies a sensible travel er woul d have.

And he was about ten | eagues outside the city wall and it was al nost ful

dark, and he had never been outside the city before, not for so nmuch as a
ten-mnute stroll.

The man in brown was still walking, though, still marching on, just as he had
all day.

It was too late to turn back. Dunery knew he couldn't possibly make it back to
the city gate until long after mdnight, even if he didn't lose the road in
the dark, even if he didn't neet any wol ves or bandits or denbns prow ing

al ong the way. He wasn't sure he could nake it back at all. His feet and | egs
ached; he had never before wal ked anything near this distance. The sol es of
his boots, which he knew were really still perfectly sound, felt paper-thin
and soggy with sweat; every pebble seemed to jab him

He saw a | ow ridge ahead, and at the point where the ground began to rise the
road forked, the right branch going up across the ridge, the left fork
paral l eling the slope; a glance at the sun's fading glow told himthat the
right fork ran north, the left fork west.

Nestled in the fork was a good-sized building, and with a start Dunery
realized that it wasn't a farnhouse. The farmhouses he had passed all day were
never built so close to the road.

Most of themweren't so large, and nost weren't built entirely of stone,
either. This structure ahead had wooden shutters and doors and a thatch roof,
but the walls were all stone, right up to the gabl e peaks, and



pecul i ar-1o0oking stone at that. Even the attached stable was stone.

There was no signboard, but all the sane, Dunery guessed it was an inn. The
fork was certainly a logical place for one, being not merely at the junction
of two hi ghways, but just exactly a full day's wal k from Et hshar

The man in brown marched directly up to the front door of the inn and entered,
openi ng the door without knocking. Dunery hurried after him

By the time he reached the building the man in brown was inside, and the door
was cl osed again. Dumery hesitated, unsure whether to knock or just walk
in-this place, with no signboard and its door closed, and so big, was not |ike
the inns he was famliar with in the city, and he was uncertain of the
etiquette. The dragon-hunter hadn't knocked, but did that nean nobody did? O
was the man in brown privil eged sonehow?

Just then the door opened again, and a man stepped out holding a torch. He was
fairly tall, brown-haired and heavily built, but nowhere near the size of the
dragon-hunter. He was wearing an ordinary woolen tunic and a white apron

"Ch, hello," he said, noticing Dunery. "Welconme to the Inn at the Bridge." He
turned and reached up to place the torch in a bracket over the door

"Bridge?" Dunery asked, |ooking around and seeing no bridge. There were
meadows, and the inn, and its attached stable, and the highway, but no bridge.
"Qther side of the hill,"” the man in the apron said, turning back and jerking
a thunmb toward the north fork of the hi ghway.

"Ch," Dunery said.

"Come on in," the man said, and he | ed Dunery inside.

The main room of the inn was spacious and confortable, with a plank floor and
stone walls. At one end was a huge fireplace with a nondescript sheathed sword
hangi ng above it; doors here and there led to the kitchens and stabl es and

ot her such places. A score or so of customers were scattered at various

t abl es.

Sonet hing small and green scurried along the floor; Dumery tried to get a | ook
at it, but lost sight of it anbng the chairl egs.

He' d been seeing a lot of those things in the [ ast few days, where he had
never seen any as of, say, two nonths before. He wondered what they were for a
nmonent, then turned his attention to nore inportant matters.

The man in brown was seated at a table near the kitchens, chatting with a
young wonman who was standi ng beside hin Dunery turned his face away hurriedly
so that he wouldn't be recognized if the nan happened to gl ance this way.

The wonman turned and bustled away, into the kitchens, and Dunery saw she was
hol ding a tray-one of the serving girls, obviously. The man in brown | ooked up
when she had gone, and Dunery did his best to not be noticed.

The man in the apron, presumably the innkeeper, told Dunery, "Mke yourself at
hone, and someone will be right with you." Then he, too, headed for the

ki t chens.

Durery | ooked about for a chair where the man in brown wouldn't see him and
as he did the thought occurred to himthat although he was ravenously hungry
and utterly exhausted, he couldn't stay here.

He couldn't afford it.

He had all of six bits in copper, as best he could recall, and that probably
wasn't enough for a nmeal and a bed. He didn't know how long it would have to
last him either. If he spent it all here and now, what would he do tonorrow?
If he had any sense, he told hinmself, he'd go backhome tonorrow. He wasn't

equi pped for anything el se.

Well, he replied nentally, he obviously had no sense, because he wasn't going
to go home, he was going to foll ow the dragon-hunter tohis home, even if it
took a sixnight.

And that meant he didn't dare spend all his coins. He might need them |l ater
Accordi ngly, when another serving girl, one who | ooked scarcely ol der than he
was, canme and smiled down at himhe said, "I'msorry, but I don't have any
money. Can | work for room and board, perhaps?"

The girl's smle vani shed

"l don't know," she said. "Let me ask Val der."



She turned and hurried to the kitchen
A moment | ater the man in the apron re-energed and crossed directly to where
Durmery sat. The boy gl anced over at the nman in brown, hoping that he woul dn't
noti ce anything out of the ordinary, anything that nmight draw his attention to
Dunery's presence.

"Asha says you told her you have no noney,'

t he i nnkeeper said, w thout

pr eanbl e.

Durmery nodded. "I can work, though," he said.

The i nnkeeper shook his head slowy. "I'msorry, boy, but | already have nore
help than I need. You'll have to go." He did sound honestly regretful

H's sincerity didn't help any. Dunmery asked, "Are you sure?"

"I"'mquite sure, yes. Asha herself is here nore frompity than because

needed anot her wench."

"Ch," Dumery said. "Ah ... but couldn't | sleep right here, in this chair?
don't need a bed." Hi s stomach growl ed, and he added, "And | have a bit, in
copper; could that buy ne some scraps?"

The i nnkeeper sighed, |ooking about the roomas if the furnishings mght offer
advi ce.

The furnishings remained silent, and Val der asked, "Do you have any famly
boy~?"

"Yes, sir, back in Ethshar," Dunery replied.

"Then what in the Wrld are you doi nghere?"

"I'm... I"'mon nmy way to take up ny apprenticeship, sir." That was cl ose
enough to the truth, Dunery thought.

"And nobody gave you any noney for the road?"

Durery shrugged and | ooked woebegone. G ven his exhausted condition, that
wasn't hard to do.

The i nnkeeper turned away, throwi ng up his hands."Hai, what a world!" he said.
He turned back

"Al'l right, boy," he said, "you can sleep in the stable, not in here where you
m ght annoy paying custoners. And I'Il be bringing scraps out after everyone's
eaten. Keep your bit; people farther up the road may not be so generous."
"Thank you, sir," Dunery said, relieved that he wasn't going to be thrown out
entirely, but disappointed that he would have to sl eep outside and eat table
scraps.

He had never eaten table scraps. He'd heard about poor people doing that; in
fact, the scraps fromhis father's table were regularly left by the street for
beggars, which was where he'd gotten the idea of asking.

He | ooked forward to his dinner with as nmuch trepidation as anticipation

The i nnkeeper stood over himfor a nonment, and Dunery realized that the
conversation was at an end and it was tinme for himto |l eave. Reluctantly, he
got up and left.

The only confort, he thought as he made his way around the corner of the inn
and into the stableyard, was that at |east the man in brown hadn't spotted
hi m

The front of the inn wasn't bad, because of the torch over the door, but the
stabl eyard was al nost black with the night. The sun was gone; neither noon was
in the sky just now, and the stars were obscured by high, thin clouds. Dumery
had to find his way nostly by feel

One thing he felt was that the ground beneath his feet was nmuddy and sli ppery;
twice his feet al nbst went out from under him but each time he managed to
catch hinmsel f on sonet hi ng.

The stabl eyard was roughly square, with stalls around three sides-the fourth
side was largely taken up with the gate he had entered through. The stalls
wer e under roof, and awash in gloom while the yard itself was open to the sky
and held what little daylight still |ingered.

He heard | arge animals noving around in the darkness al ong the sides, and

gl i npsed shadowy forns in the gloom and decided against trying to get into a
stall with one of them Yes, the stalls would have straw, which would be
relatively warmand dry, but he didn't like the idea of getting stepped on by



a horse or ox that failed to notice himin the dark

Instead he worked his way to a back corner and curled up there, huddling

m serably, trying to ignore the nud and the dirt and the heavy ani mal stink.
Was it really worth it?, he asked hinself after a few mnutes. This seened
like a lot of hardship to put up with just to get an apprenticeship, even in a
trade as exciting and exotic as dragon-hunting.

Maybe he shoul d go back home and pack proper supplies and put on proper
traveling clothes and borrow a reasonabl e anount of npbney, and then set out
anew.

O course, the problemw th that was that the man in brown woul d be | ong gone
by then, and picking up his trail m ght be inpossible. Dumery had no idea how
often he came to the city, either, so he couldn't rely on finding himat the
Dragon's Tail again; if his visits were annual, as nmany tradesnen's were, then
by the time he canme back to the city Dunmery would be too old to be
apprenticed.

H s stomach grow ed | oudly. He was not accustoned to going this |long w thout
pl enty of good food.

Sonet hing ran across his foot, and he started, |ooking about wildly, but
unable to nake out, in the darkness, just what it was that had startled him
He settled back again and sat there, waiting.

After a time, he found hinmself w shing he had sone way to send a nessage hone
to his famly. They were probably worried about him he had, after all

vani shed wi t hout warning. Hi s nother was probably sitting up, sewing to keep
her fingers busy while she got nore and nore worri ed.

Vll, it wouldn't kill her, and at |east she would catch up on the nending.
And his father m ght not even notice his absence until his nother or one of
his siblings pointed it out.

And his siblings probably wouldn't miss him

Even if they did, they would survive, he was sure. They would all survive,
even his nother, and he would get word to themeventually, |et them know he
was safe.

He wasn't going to think about that, he decided. Ri ght now he had enough to be
m serabl e about in his own situation wi thout worryi ng about how niserabl e he
m ght be maki ng ot hers.

It seenmed hours later-and in fact may havebeen hours | ater-when |ight cane

spilling suddenly into the stableyard. A door in the wall of the inn had
opened, at the back of a narrow passageway that Dunery had m staken for just
another stall, and a figure was standing in it, |anplight pouring out around
hi m

"Are you out here, boy?" the innkeeper's voice called.

"Yes, sir," Dumery replied, getting stiffly to his feet.

"I"ve got the scraps for you. Leave the bowl on the step when you're done.
Sleep well."

Bef ore Dumery could say anything, the figure stepped back and cl osed the
door way.

Durmery hurried to the doorstep and found a | arge wooden bow , full of
somet hing he couldn't see at all. It snelled of grease.

He di pped in a hand and came up with a crust of bread, soggy with congealing
gravy; he ate it eagerly.

It took some chew ng, and as he worked on it he ambl ed back through the short
passageway to his corner of the stableyard, where he settled down,
cross-legged, with the bow in front of him

He began picking through it, working by snmell and touch, dropping back the
pi eces he considered unfit to eat.

Unfortunately, nost of it he considered unfit to eat.

He was pawi ng through it, trying to find sonething edible, when his hand hit
somet hing unfam liar. He tried to pick it out, to see what it was, but it
pul I ed away.

He blinked, startled, and peered through the gloom Ws sonmething sitting
there on the other side of the bow ?



Yes, sonething was, something about the size of a kitten, but nore or |ess
human in shape, with its hands in the bowl of scraps. He stared.

It was sitting cross-legged, a pot-belly slopping across its lap, and it was
staring at himw th outsize, bulging eyes. Dunmery coul dn't make out nuch nore
than that in the darkness; he had no idea of its color, or what any features
except the big white eyes might | ook I|ike.

"Gack," Dunery said, snatching his hand away.

"Gack?" the thing replied.

Durmery suddenly guessed that this was probably one of those little green

t hi ngs that had been running about Ethshar lately, tripping people and getting
in the way.

That didn't tell himwhat it was, though

"What areyou?" he asked.

"Spriggan," the thing said, in a squeaky little voice. "Hungry," it added
pitifully.

Durrery | ooked down at the bow ; even in the dark he could see that the thing
had both its arms thrust into the scraps alnost to the el bows.

"Ch," Dumery said. He gently pushed the bowl away, toward the spriggan
"Here," he said. "Help yourself."

He had | ost his appetite.

As if eating garbage weren't bad enough, he was supposed toshare it with sone
vile little nmonster? A nonster that had shoved its dirty little paws into the
bow Iike that?

That was sinply too nmuch. He wouldn't stand for it. He turned away, huddl ed up
agai nst the stableyard wall, and tried to go to sleep

G ven his exhausted condition, that didn't take |ong.

Chapt er Ei ght

Fal éa had begun wondering around m d-afternoon just what Dunery was doi ng that
was keeping himso long. Was he still at Westgate Market? Had he found

somet hing to do, sone apprenticeship or other prospect, that appealed to hin®
Had he, perhaps, wandered off to sone other part of the city?

If he'd found an apprenticeship, that was fine-if it was sonething conpletely
i nappropriate Doran could refuse to cooperate, and that would put an end to
it, and if it was anything hal fway respectable then the problem of Dunery's
future was sol ved.

If he hadn't found an apprenticeship, that didn't matter; he had plenty of
time left before his thirteenth birthday.

She di d wonder, though, what was keeping him

The wondering turned gradually to worry as the sun set, and supper was cooked
and served and eaten, and still Dunery didn't return.

This wasn't the first time Dumery had m ssed a neal, of course, or even the
fiftieth, but still, Faléa worried.

Dor an, of course, hadn't even noticed the boy's absence. He was involved wth
the accounts fromtheSea Stallion 's latest run out to Tintallion of the

| sl e-Fal éa knew that there were apparently sone discrepancies, and that this
was inportant, so she didn't force her worries about their youngest son on her
husband.

Doran the Younger and Derath and Dessa all nade the predictable snide

adol escent remarks about their brother's absence, naturally, and Fal éa hushed
t hem hal f - heartedly.

Their father paid no attention

After dinner Fal éa and Derath cl eaned the table and kitchen, while Dessa swept
and Doran the Younger hauled water in fromthe courtyard well. The el der Doran
finally found the flaw in the records about an hour after dinner, as Dessa was
settling to bed, and spent the next twenty mnutes |oudly arguing with hinself
as to whether he shoul d have his agent whipped for theft, or merely fired, or
whet her he should forgive her this one last tine-a keg of good Morrian brandy
was m ssing and unaccounted for



"Why not ask her what happened to it?" Fal éa suggested. "It mght be an honest
m st ake. "

"Ha!" Doran bell owed. "Honest? Her?"

"I'tm ght be." While she had her husband's attention, she added, "By the way,
have you seen Dunery? He wasn't at supper."”

"I'"ll ask her, all right," he said. "I'll ask her first thing in the norning,
with a guardsman at ny side." He snorted.

"Have you seen Dumery?" Fal éa insisted

"What? No, | haven't seen the boy. Ask his brothers."

Fal éa did ask them catching themjust before they retired for the night. Both
of theminsisted that they hadn't seen Dumery since breakfast.

"You' re sure?" she asked.

They took of fense at that, unsurprisingly, and she could get nothing nore out
of them She let themgo on to bed.

O dinarily, she would have gone to bed herself not long after, but this tine
she didn't. She sat up, waiting, instead.

She got out her sewi ng basket and did the nmending. That kept her hands busy,
but didn't really distract her thoughts fromall the terrible things that

m ght have happened to her youngest child.

There were slavers over on New Canal Street, and prowling the streets. There
were drunken sailors starting brawls all along the waterfront.

Durmery had gone to Westgate Market; that was near Wall Street and the
Hundr ed- Foot Field. There were thieves in the Field, and maybe worse. Sl avers
never dared enter the Field itself, but they patrolled Wall Street, collecting
strays.

There were stories about evil magicians ki dnappi ng people fromthe
Hundr ed- Foot Field for various nefarious purposes-as sacrifices to denons or
rogue gods, as food for nonsters, as a source of ingredients for strange and
terrible spells. Young innocents were supposed to be especially
prized-virgin's blood, hair, and tears were reputed to be necessary
ingredients in several spells.

That was usually presuned to nmeanfemal e virgins, but perhaps boys had their
own uses.

And there were stories about other people than magicians finding uses for
boys. She had never heard such stories about Wstgate, but over in Canptown
there were runored to be all-male brothels.

Any nunber of horrible things could have happened to Dumery. Her needl e jerked
t hrough the cloth she held as she considered just how dangerous her native
city actually could be.

Around m dni ght Doran put away the account books and | ooked around for Fal éa.
He found her waiting in the parlor, staring at the front hallway, her sew ng
done and heaped on the floor; he remenbered suddenly that Dunery was m ssing.
He snorted under his breath. That dammed troubl esomre boy. The little fool was
probably pl aying some stupid prank, Doran told hinmself, or else he was staying
with friends and had forgotten to tell anyone.

Telling Fal éa that wouldn't do any good, though. She knew it as well as he
did, but still, she worried.

Not hi ng wong with that, Doran thought. A nother had every right to worry
about her youngest. And Dunery was a bright |ad, a prom sing | ad-Doran was
proud of him He would have been even prouder had the boy not been so

pi gheaded and prone to wild fancies and fool hardy advent ures.

Still, Dumery would turn up, safe and sound, he was sure. He always had.
Doran waved a good night to his wife and went to bed.

Fal éa waved back, half-heartedly, and sat.

An hour later, her head still full of thoughts of her Dumery captured by

sl avers, or set upon by thieves, or run off on reckless adventures, Faléa

j oi ned her husband in bed.

Chapter N ne



Durery awoke at the sound of rattling harness; a traveler was fetching his
nmount fromthe inn's stable.

The boy blinked up at the bright blue sky, and then panicked. He |l eapt to his
feet, sending the scrap bow spinning and knocki ng asi de the spriggan that was
curled up against him and he ran for the gate, spooking several horses. The
travel er shouted at himangrily, but Dunmery paid no attention. He was too
wor ri ed.

It was norning, and none too early. Wat if the dragon-hunter had al ready
gone? Dumery didn't even know which fork of the road the man in brown woul d be
taking, north or west.

He paused at the door of the inn to catch his breath. Looking up, he saw that
the torch above the door had burned away to a bl ackened stub. The sun was
still lTowin the east, but it was clear of the horizon

If the man in brown was gone Dumery woul d have no way of finding himagain. He
woul d be left with little choice but to give up and head hone to Ethshar

That woul d nean giving up his dream of becom ng a dragon-hunter hinself,

t hough, and he wasn't going to give in that easily if he could help it. He
wasdeterm ned to be a dragon-hunter and rub Thetheran's nose in it.

He opened the door, and, suddenly nervous about being spotted, peered
carefully in.

The man in brown was there, sitting at one of the tables, eating grapes,
careful ly plucking out the seeds as he went. He wore a different tunic, this
one tan wool rather than brown | eather, but Dunmery was sure it was him The
man's size and slovenly hair were distinctive enough to nake a positive

i dentification

A sigh of relief escaped the boy. The man was still here. He hadn't left yet.
Durmery hadn't |ost him
Hs ticket to a career in dragon-hunting was still in reach.

Durmery stood in the doorway for a nmoment, trying to figure out what to do
next .

As he stood, it registered with the boy that the man in brown | ooked cl ean and
wel | -rested and well-fed and was finishing up a | eisurely and generous
breakfast. He had undoubtedly slept in a fine bed paid for with Thet heran's
gold, while Durmery had spent the night freezing in the stableyard nud, with
nothing to eat but a few nauseating scraps. He was filthy and stinking, his
feet still ached, his back was stiff, and his stomach was so enpty it was
trying to tie itself in knots.

This journey was no great hardship for the man in brown, who was well - prepared
and wel | -financed, but it was clearly going to be torture for an ill-equi pped
boy who didn't even know where he was goi ng.

Durmery turned and | ooked down the road, back toward Ethshar. He couldn't see
any sign of the city, but he knew it was there, and in it his parents' house.
Shoul d he turn back?

He chewed on his Iip as he thought it over

Back in Ethshar, sonewhere over the horizon, he had a hone and a fanmly and a
fine soft bed, regular neals and a warmfire every night. He had a nother who
loved him a father who treated himfairly well, and three
reasonabl y-tol erabl e siblings who usually left him al one.

He al so had no prospects of any interest for the future, however, and the city
was honme to a dozen w zards and ot her nmagi ci ans who had rejected and
humi i ated him

That decided him He would go on

He woul d continue on until he reached the dragon-hunter's home base, and then
he woul d present hinself again anddemand an apprenticeship.

He | ooked back into the main roomof the inn, just as the man in brown pushed
back his chair and got to his feet.

The serving maid, Asha, hurried up as the man dropped a heavy coin on the
tabl e-a silver piece, by the |l ook and sound of it. The two exchanged a few
words that Dumery didn't catch

Wrried that he might be mssing something inportant, he slipped in the door



as they were tal king and crept closer.

"So the boat's there now?" the man asked.

"I think so," the girl replied.

"Well, that's fine, then. I mght as well wait there as here. My thanks, to
you and to Val der." He reached down and picked up his pack as the girl
pocketed the coin-a silver round, all right. That would cover his entire bill
Durmery was sure, and probably leave a bit or two over for the naid.

Vell, with a purse full of wizard s gold, the nman could afford to be generous.
Durery realized suddenly, as the man in brown shoul dered his pack, that the
man was about to | eave

Not wanting to be seen, the boy ducked back out the front door as the nman in
brown turned. He scurried back to the stableyard and through the gate; then he
turned and wat ched, peering around the wall as the dragon-hunter energed.

The man in brown wasted no time in |ooking around at the scenery, or adnmiring
t he weat her; he marched around the far corner of the inn and up the northern
fork of the hi ghway, out of sight.

Durmery started to hurry after him only to trip and fall headlong in the nud.
Bl i nki ng, he got to his knees and | ooked around, trying to figure out what had
tri pped him

The little nonster that had called itself a spriggan was sitting there,

| ooki ng as dazed as Dunery felt.

The thing was green, as he had guessed, and woul d have been about eight inches
tall standing upright. It |ooked |like a frog that had started to turn into a
man and then changed its mind; it was sitting in a human pose, rather than a
batrachi an one, its hind |legs stretched out before it, its forel egs-arns,
really, with hands, fingers, and even thunbs-dangling to either side. It had
broad pointed ears, far too large for it, and great protrudi ng eyes.

"Qoooh!" it said, in a piercing, squeaky little voice. "W bunp!"

"Yes," Dumery said, "l guess we did."

The creature | ooked harm ess; Dumery decided to ignore it. He got to his feet.
"Qoh, wait!" the spriggan said. "Were we goi ng?"

Durery | ooked down at it. "I don't have any idea whereyou're going," he said,
"butl' m goi ngthat way!" He pointed to the northern fork, where the man in
brown had vani shed.

"Come with you, yes! You feed, | come!" the spriggan announced

ent husi astically.

"I"'mnot going to feed you," Dunery said, annoyed. "I don't even have food for
nmysel f."

"You feed ne last night. | come with you," it insisted, stamping a foot

| udi crously.

"Right," Dumery said. "Try it." He turned and marched of f briskly, alnost
runni ng.

The spriggan let out a piercing shriek, hopped up, and ran after him

Durery's |l onger | egs made the difference; he easily left the little creature
behi nd as he topped the |ow ridge that ran behind the inn

As he did, he suddenly saw why the place was called the Inn at the Bridge.
Fromthe ridgetop the road sl oped steeply down toward a river bigger than
Durmery had ever imagined rivers could be. He had never seen a real river, of
course, just drainage ditches and canals; the broadest canal he had ever seen
was the New Canal, between Shi phaven and Spi cet own, which was two hundred feet
wi de for much of its length, big enough for the ocean-going ships to use
freely.

The | ower part of the Gand Canal, between Spicetown and Fi shertown, was about
the sane.

The two of them could have been put side by side and still not equalled nore
than a tiny fraction of the river before himnow
And the really amazing part of the view wasn't the river at all; it was the

bridge across it. It was stone, soaring arches of stone supporting a roadbed
hi gher and broader than Ethshar's city wall-and built across water, rather
than on solid ground!



Durmery stared at it in amazenent.

Sol diers, four of them in the uniformof Ethshar's city guard, stood at the
near end, chatting quietly and watching hal f-heartedly for approaching
traffic. Just now no one was crossing, but on the far side, in the distance,
Durery t hought he could see a wagon on the road.

What he didnot see was the man in brown, and he | ooked about worriedly as he
hurried on down the | ong sl ope.

Then Dumery spotted his quarry; he wasn't on the nmain road at all. Rather than
approachi ng the bridge, he had turned aside onto a smaller and even steeper
road that branched off inconspicuously to the left, just where the approaches
of the bridge parted conpany with the natural contour of the |and.

This little branch road foll owed the slope down to the river and a dock

It wasn't a particularly inpressive dock conpared with the great trading
wharves in Spicetown or the shipping piers in Shiphaven, but it was undeniably
a dock. What's nore, there were boats tied up there, and the man in brown was
headi ng straight for the biggest one, which waited at the end of the dock, its
gangpl ank out.

Forgetting about any need for secrecy, Dunery broke into a run, chasing after
t he dragon-hunter, |lest the boat | eave with the man aboard before Dunery coul d
reach it.

The boat was |ong and square, without masts or rigging, and with little
freeboard. Sweeps were racked on either side of the deck, their blades poking
up at a steep angle, giving the whole craft something of the appearance of an
overturned beetle with its legs in the air.

Despite its rather ugly shape, the craft was gaily painted; the hull was a
deep rich red picked out with gold, the deck and superstructure a gl eam ng

yel low, with predom nantly-green fancywork around the ports and hatches. G een
and gol d banners flew at bow and stern. The sweeps were painted green, with
gold scrollwork on the shafts.

This was not, Dumery realized, a sea-going ship, nor even a harbor boat. It
bore nore of a resenblance to the flat-bottonmed barges that were used to haul
materials around the waterfront, especially in the shipyard, than to anything
el se Dunery had often encountered. He thought he mi ght have seen a few such
craft here and there along Ethshar's waterfront, but he wasn't really sure; he
had certainly not seen many, and never at the deep-water piers.

It had to be a riverboat.

The man in brown marched up the gangpl ank w t hout slow ng and waved a greeting
to the handful of brightly-dressed people on the boat's deck. Two of them
waved back; a third stepped forward and exchanged a few words with the

dr agon- hunt er .

Durmery wi shed he coul d hear what was being said, but he was still nuch too far
away.

He was running as fast as he could on the downgrade, but the man in brown's
head start and | onger |egs had given hima sizable | ead, and the sl ope made
running difficult. Dunery's feet thunped onto the dock's first plank as the
man in brown vani shed through a | ow doorway, his business with the man on deck
conpl et ed.

Durmery ran out the dock's length and up the gangpl ank wi t hout sl ow ng.

At the sound of his approach-which was easy to hear, thanks to the dock's

| oose pl anki ng-the party on deck turned and | ooked at him The man who had
spoken with the dragon-hunter, a man in a white tunic and sky-blue kilt,

st epped over to the gangpl ank

Durmery ran straight into his outstretched arns.

"Hai,there," the man said, grabbing Dunmery's arns. "Wat's your hurry?"

Durmery realized he had nmade it; he was aboard the boat, with the man in brown.
"I didn't want to nmiss the boat," he said, panting.

"No danger of that," the man in the white tunic said. "W won't be | eaving
until noon."

"Ch," Dumery said, feeling foolish. "I didn't know. "

"Ah," the man said, releasing one arm "Well, now you do." He | ooked Dunery



over, and Dunery stared back defiantly.

He knew he | ooked terrible, after sleeping in his clothes in the nud and then
tripping over that stupid spriggan, but he didn't care, and he waited for the
man to criticize him ready to reply.

"I take it," the man said, "that you'd like to stay aboard for the ride
north?"

Durrery bl i nked and | ooked around.

No, he wasn't confused; there the sun was on the far side of the bridge, which
neant that was east. The other direction on the river was west. Was this boat
just a ferry, then?

If so, he could have just wal ked across the bridge!

"North?" he said.

"Yes, north," the man replied. "Didn't you know, then?" He pointed due west.
"We' || be cruising upstream all the way to Sardiron of the Waters."

"Ch," Dunery said.

Either the entire Wrld was confused sonehow and the sun was rising in the
south, or else the river to the west turned north sonewhere al ong the way.
This was no local ferry-Sardiron of the Waters was hundreds of niles away.

In fact, it wasn't even in the Hegenony of the Three Ethshars. It was the
council city of the Baronies of Sardiron, a |and Dunmery had heard described in
countl ess tales as a barbarous foreign real mof gloony castles, deep dark
forests, icy winters, hungry wol ves-and mar audi ng dragons.

Wast hat where the man in brown was goi ng?

It nade sense, of course. There were no dragons |left in the Hegenony, so far
as Dumery knew, certainly not anywhere near Ethshar of the Spices.

He shoul d have thought of that sooner. A dragon-hunter could scarcely ply his
trade in such quiet, civilized country.

He mi ght have to pursue the man in brown for sixnights, even nonths.

He hesitated.

"Were you going to Sardiron, then?" the boatman asked.

Durmery nodded. "Yes," he said.

"Ah," the boatman replied, nodding. "And you have the fare?"

Durery's heart fell. "Fare?" he asked.

"OfF course," the boatman said. "Did you think we man this boat for the sheer
delight of it?"

"No, | ... how nuch?"

"To Sardiron?"

"Yes."

"The full fare, lad, is five rounds of silver, but for a boy your size-call it
three."”

"Ch," Dumery said. Wile that discount neant that the price was actually
negoti abl e, Dumery knew there was no way in the Wrld he could haggle three
silver pieces down to a few copper bits.

And all he had was a few copper bits.

"Haven't got it, have you?" the man asked, glaring at him

"No, |..." Dumery began. Then he caught the boatman's gaze and just said

"No. "

"OFf the boat, then,"” the boatman ordered, pointing ashore and using the grip
on Dunmery's armto turn the boy.

"Could Iwork ..." Dumery began.

"No," the boatman said, cutting himoff. "TheSunlit Meadows is no cattle
barge, boy, to be hiring anyone who comes aboard with two hands and a strong
back-and your back doesn't | ook that strong, for that matter! This is the
finest passenger boat on the Great River, and we've had a full crew of trained
prof essi onal s worki ng her since before we |left Sardiron of the Waters; we've
no need for a funble-fingered farnboy." He put his other hand between Dunery's
shoul ders and began pushing the boy down the gangpl ank

"I"'mnot a farmboy!" Dunery protested. "My father's a wealthy merchant in the
city..."

"Then have hi m buy you passage, boy!" He gave Dunmery a final shove, not



particularly hard or vicious, that sent the |lad staggering onto the dock. Then
he stood there, astride the gangpl ank, hands on hips, and stared.

Durmery stared back for a nonent, then turned away.

He was not going to get aboard theSunlit Meadows easily, that was plain.

Al the same, he was not about to give up. The man in brown was aboard that
boat, and wherever he went, Dumery was determined to follow.

He had no i deahow he would follow, just now, but he'd find a way.

He had to.

Chapter Ten

"He still hasn't turned up?" Doran asked, startled.

"No, he hasn't!" Fal éa answered. She glared at her husband. He hadn't done
anyt hi ng wong, but she was furious with Dunery for worrying her this way, and
he wasn't there, so she directed her anger at his father

Doran was used to this; it didn't bother him "Have you asked the others if
t hey' ve seen hi n?" he asked.

"Of course | have!" Fal éa snapped. "Dessa saw hi myesterday norning at
breakfast; Doran and Derath won't even admit that nuch. Al three of them
swear they haven't seen himsince. |'ve got them out searching the

nei ghbor hood, asking his friends, but so far they haven't found any sign of
him"

Dor an considered this, and said, "You asked that little ratty one with the
long hair, what's his nane, Pergren of the Runny Nose, or whatever it is?"
"Pergren of Chandlery Street," Fal éa corrected him "Dessa talked to himan
hour ago. From what she said | think she threatened to beat himso hard his
nose would stop running..."

"Fromwhat |'ve seen of himthat would probably kill him" Doran nuttered
under his breath.
"...but he still didn't know where Dunery was," Fal éa said.

"Al'l right," Doran said, "I can see that you're seriously worried, and

suppose it's with good reason. What is it you want ne to do? What do you think
m ght have happened to the boy?"

"Ch," said Fal éa unhappily, "I don't know. Maybe sone slaver took him by

m stake. O maybe he ran away to sea. O..." She took a deep, unsteady breath
"Or maybe he got hinself killed, sonehow. "

Doran sighed. "All right, listen," he said. "I'll send a letter to Lord
Tal den; he'll alert the city guard and get a description posted everywhere.
And 1'Il check with the Slavers' Registry; if theydid pick himup, even if

t hey' ve al ready shipped himoff to Ethshar of the Sands or sonething, they'l
have reported the capture.™

"If itwas aregistered slaver..." Fal éa began

"Well, dam it, woman," Doran burst out, "if he got captured by anunregistered
slaver, then he's in the hands of outlaws, and it doesn't nuch nmatter whether
it's slavers or kidnappers or what, does it? There isn't much we can do!"

"Ch, | know that," Fal éa admtted disnmally.

Doran grimaced at her despairing tone. "Were was he goi ng when he

di sappear ed, anyway?" he asked.

"Westgate Market," Fal éa explained, "to see if he could find an interesting
career to apprentice for."

"Well, then, maybe hefound one!" Doran roared. "Wiy didn't you tell ne that
sooner? Maybe the boy signed on as an apprentice sonewhere, and will send word
when he can, in which case we're all getting upset over nothing! Have you sent
anyone down to Westgate to ask around?"

"Derath," Fal éa said. "He left half an hour ago. But Dorie, we'd have word by
now..." She let her voice trail off.

"Weshoul d, anyway," Doran admitted. "But some of these tradesnen are
eccentric. Listen, are you sure he went to Westgate? If he was | ooking for an
apprenticeship, maybe he went back down to the Wzards' Quarter again-he m ght
have sonme new schene for |earning magi c. You know how st ubborn ..



howdet er mi ned he can be!"

Fal éa did i ndeed know how stubborn Dunery could be, and she considered this
suggestion. It sounded plausible, but there was one problemw th it. "Wy
woul d that keep hi moverni ght?" she asked. "And ... but Dorie, if hedid go
there..."

"I'f he went there," Doran finished for her,"anything coul d have happened, with
all those magicians and all their spells running around | oose.™

"Even if hedidn't go there, nmaybewe should. W could buy a spell to find him™"
Fal éa's tone and expression shifted fromwoe to delight with amazi ng speed.
"Ch, that's what we'll do! We'll buy a spell! That w zard you went to, what's
hi s nanme?"

"Thet heran the Mage," Doran replied. He was | ess enthusiastic than his wife;
magi ¢ was expensive. He started to say sonmething to that effect, then took
anot her | ook at Fal éa and swall owed hi s words.

After all, this was his son they were tal ki ng about, not an escaped chi cken or
strayed cat.

"Al'l right," he said. "W'll go buy a spell."

"CGood!" Fal éa said, alnmobst grinning. "lIt's chilly out there; 1'll get your
coat while you find your purse and sonme noney." She bounced toward the

door way.

"I thought we could go after |unch..
The grin vani shed. "Now, " Fal éa sai d.
Dor an si ghed. "Now, " he agreed.

Dor an began

Chapter El even

Durmery sat on the slope above the dock, to one side of the road, and stared

di sconsol ately at the river

The Worl d was goi ng about its business all around him albeit in a nore

| eisurely fashion than a city boy like hinmself was accustonmed to. Travelers
were crossing the bridge in both directions, on foot or horseback, or riding

i n wagons and ox-carts, and the soldiers were collecting tolls fromall of
them Boats of various sizes and shapes were noving up and down the river,
some powered by sails, sone by oars, nost by magic. Some had tied up to the
dock; some had departed

Durmery just sat, staring at theSunlit Meadows and plotting out possibilities.
What if he headed to Sardiron of the Waters overland? There nust be a | and
route, after all. Could he neet the boat there, in Sardiron, and pick up the
dragon-hunter's trail ?

Probably not; he suspected that the boat would get there by water nmuch nore
qui ckly than he could on foot, particularly if it used nagical propul sion. The
boat didn't look as if it could hold enough men to work all those
sweepswi t hout magi c.

And if Sardiron of the Waters was anything |like Ethshar, he m ght not be able
to find the right dock even if he got there in tine. Ethshar of the Spices was
the largest city in the Wrld, yes, but Sardiron was surely good-sized itself.
Besi des, he didn't even know whether the man in brown was really going to
Sardiron. It seenmed likely, but what if he were planning to disenbark
somewher e al ong the way? The boat probably didn't just run fromthe bridge to
Sardiron, but made stops at other places along the river.

For that matter, he wondered if this was as far downstreamas it cane. It was
| ow enough to fit under the central arch of the bridge, certainly. It mght
have gone all the way to Ethshar itself.

If so, though, why hadn't the nman in brown boarded it there?

Wl |, maybe this particular vessel didn't go that far. After all, Ethshar
wasn't on the river, it was on the south side of the bay, and the river
enptied into the northwest corner, if Dumery renenbered his | essons correctly,
where the water was all shoals and shifting sandbars. Getting across the bay
woul dn't be easy sailing.

But even if thiswas as far downstream as theSunlit Meadows went, that stil



didn't nean that it wouldn't make stops on its way north.

Maybe, Dumery thought, he could ask the boat's crew where the man in brown was
goi ng. They m ght know. They m ght even be willing to tell him

Just as that thought occurred to him he felt sonmething like tiny fingers
grabbing at his arm He turned his head, startled, to |l ook for the cause.
The spriggan grinned up at him "Found you!" it said. "W have fun, yes?"
"No," Dunmery said. "CGo away!"

"Aw, " the spriggan said, "we havefun!"

"No," Dumery repeated. Before the spriggan could reply, he demanded, "Whatare
you, anyway? Where did you come fronf"

"Me, spriggan!" the creature said. "Canme frommagic mrror, me and all the
ot hers."

"Amagic mrror?" Dunery asked, intrigued.

"Yes, yes," the spriggan agreed. "Mrror!" It mmed staring at a glass, its
eyes bul gi ng absurdly.

"Where?" Dumery asked. "Wiere was this magic mrror?" He remenbered that the
very first place he had glinpsed a spriggan had been in Thetheran's

| aboratory; had that despicable w zard created these little nui sances?

The thing devel oped an expression of com cal and conplete bafflenment. "Don't
know," it said. "Not good at places."

"I'n Et hshar?" Dunery persi sted.

The spriggan thought about that for a nonment, then said, "Don't think so."

"Then how did you get here?" Dunery asked. "I saw a couple of you ... you
spriggans in the city before | left, | think."
"Yes, yes!" it said enthusiastically. "All over, now. Go on ships and in

wagons and ri de everywhere we can!”

"Ch," Dumery said. He considered this for a noment, then asked, "Why?"
"Havefun!" the spriggan explained. "Spriggans have lots of fun! You and ne, we
have fun, now"

"No," Dumery said, losing interest.

"Fun!" the spriggan repeated.

Durmery just stared at it, silently.

It stared back.

After a long nonment the spriggan realized that Dunmery wasn't going to say
anyt hi ng nore.

"Havefun!" it repeated

Durery just stared.

The spriggan | ooked up at himfor a nmnute |longer, then said, "You no fun." It
ki cked Dunery's | eg and wal ked away.

The kick didn't hurt; in fact, Dunery hardly felt it. Al the same, he was
tempted to swat the stupid little creature.

He didn't; he just stared after it as it stanped off.

Wien he | ooked back at the dock he saw the tillerman on theSunlit Meadows
casting off a final hawser. \Wile Dunery had talked with the spriggan the crew
had been readyi ng the boat for departure.

"Hai!"he shouted, junping up and running down the slope. "Hey, wait!"

H s feet pounded on the planks, and one popped up beneath himand tripped him
He fell sprawing.

When he lifted hinself up again theSunlit Meadows was well clear of the dock

t he sweeps working steadily, propelling it upstream Dunery could see no one
aboard paying any attention to him or to anything el se the boat was | eavi ng
behi nd.

In fact, he couldn't see much of anyone aboard save for the man at the tiller
t he sweeps were working by thensel ves, by magic-or at |east by sone conpletely
i nvisible force-and everyone el se seened to be bel owdecks.

Durmery wanted to cry. The man in brown, the dragon-hunter, the key to his
future, was aboard that boat.

And he, Dumery, wasn't.

He | ooked around and saw a few m scel | aneous people smirking at the pratfal

he had just taken; he didn't cry, but instead clinbed solemmly to his feet. He



brushed dust fromhis sleeves and pretended to ignore his surroundi ngs,

i ncludi ng the slow, uneven drumm ng noi se that was com ng from sonmewhere.
"Hai, boy," soneone called, "better |ook out behind you!"

Startled, Dunery turned and | ooked back at the |and.

A small herd of cattle, perhaps a dozen head, was marchi ng down the road
toward t he dock-straight toward him

Durery blinked, and started backing out further onto the dock, but then

st opped.

That wasn't going to work if the cattle were really going to charge right out;
he woul d just be crowded off the end of the dock into the river. Since he
didn't know how to swimthat was not a pleasing prospect-to say the |east.
Instead he turned aside and junped fromthe edge of the dock onto the deck of
a convenient, if small, boat.

He mi sjudged his | anding and sprawl ed once nore. This tine, when he lifted his
head, he found hinself |ooking at an old woman's grinning face.

"Hell o," Dunery said.

"Hell o yourself, boy," the old worman replied gleefully.

"I, ah ... | wanted to get out of the way," Dunery explained as he shifted
around into a sitting position

"I gathered that," the woman said, with a snile that exposed her two renaining
teeth. "And you're free to stay until the dock's clear; I'min no hurry."

A possibility occurred to Dunmery. He asked, "Where are you going, then?"

Per haps he could beg a ride, if she were headed upstream and naybe he coul d
catch up with theSunlit Meadows sonewhere.

"Downstreamto Ethshar," she said, dashing his hopes. "Got fanmily there
haven't seen since the third noon | ast rose.”

Durery puzzled for a nmonment over that expression. He'd heard "when the third
noon rises" used to nean "never," but this was different. If there had ever
actually been a third nmoon it had been gone for a thousand years or nore, or
so Durery had heard, and this worman didn't |ookthat old, so he assumed it was
a figure of speech.

It nust just mean not for a long tine, he eventually decided.

"Ch," he said, disappointment plain in his voice.

"You were looking for a ride upstrean?" she asked.

He nodded.

"Can't help you there. You missed theSunlit Meadows, and by the | ook of you
you couldn't have afforded it anyway. Only other boat | know bound for the
north is that cattle barge they're loading, and | wouldn't expect themto
carry passengers."”

"Cattl e barge?" That reninded himof what the crewnan on theSunlit Meadows had
said when Dunery had offered to work for his passage. He stood up and peered
across the dock.

Sure enough, the cattle were being herded across a heavy gangpl ank onto a
great flat-bottoned barge

"That's right," the old wonan said. "The lords up in Sardiron like to get

their beef fromthe south. I've heard they think it's better-tasting and nore
tender than the local neat."
"Ch," Dumery said, reaching a quick decision. "Excuse me, but | think I'Il be

goi ng. Thank you very much for your help."

"You' re wel come, boy," she said, watching w th amusenent as Dumery cl anbered
back up onto the dock

He had had a sudden inspirati on when she had said the cattle were going north,
and now he acted on it; he ran forward and slipped between two of the steers
as they were herded across the gangpl ank onto the barge.

The drovers were too busy keeping the cattle headed the right direction to
worry about anything else, and the barge crew was crowded to the ends, out of
the way of their frightened and rambunctious cargo. If the drovers noticed
Durmery at all they didn't mention it, and the barge crew, he was sure, hadn't
seen him

O course, his chosen method of boarding was not particularly confortable. The



cattle jostled against himfromall sides, and several times he narrowy

avoi ded falling and being tranpled. Even staying upright, three or four tines
a heavy hoof | anded directly on his toes, making himgasp-but not cry out-with
pai n.

He'd seen cattle now and then in the markets, and had passed a few on the way
fromEthshar to the Inn at the Bridge, but up until now he had never cone
directly into contact with the beasts. They were, he discovered, quite |arge,
conpletely solid, surprisingly warmto the touch, and not very pl easant
conpany.

He stood there, half-snothered by steerhide pressed against his face, for what
seened like half of eternity, getting bunped back and forth and scraped about.
Several of the steers were lowing plaintively, their hooves were thunping

| oudly on the decking, and people were shouting inconprehensible orders,
adding up to a real cacophony. The stink of unwashed, frightened cattle was
thick and foul in his nostrils. He could see nothing but brown hide.

Then the barge began noving, and though the shouting died away the cattle nmade
nore noi se than ever, stanping about and bell owi ng. Dunery waited,
concentrating on continuing to breathe.

He was considering several interesting questions, such as whether it was tine
to reveal his presence to the crew, whether he wanted to reveal his presence
at all, how he could attract their attention in the first place, and whet her
he was going to survive this little escapade, when he raised his head to take
a breath and found hinself |ooking up directly into a man's face.

"Just what the hell are you doing there, boy?" the man demanded, in

oddl y-accented Ethsharitic.

"Mmph, " Dunery said.

"Hai!"the man call ed; he sl apped the steers surroundi ng Dunery, and they
parted, as if by magic.

Rel i eved, Dumery obeyed the man's order to march up to the little deck at the
bow of the barge. The man foll owed cl ose behi nd.

Durmery found hinself the center of attention for the five-man crew as he

cl anbered up onto the narrow deck; all eyes were on him

"Who areyou?" one nman denanded.

"Durery of Shiphaven," Dumery replied. There wasn't any point in |ying.

"And what are you doi nghere?" asked anot her.

"I needed a ride north,"” Dunmery expl ai ned.

The five just stared at himfor a | ong nonent, and he added, "I can work for
nmy passage. | have no nmoney, but | really want to go up north..."

The five nen exchanged gl ances wi th one anot her

"You'll work?" one of them asked.

Durmery nodded. "Whatever's needed," he said, "if | can do it, | will."

Anot her man grinned. "Kid," he said, "I think you' ve got a deal."

"Hey, Kelder," another called, "where's the shovel ? W' ve got soneone here
who's really going to need it!"

Chapter Twel ve

"Well, now," Thetheran said, "it's not really ny specialty, finding things..."
"Dunery is not athing," Fal éa said. "He's our son."

"Ch, | know, | know," Thetheran assured her. "I nerely neant that |ocative
magi ¢ i s outside my usual practice.”

"Your sign says you're a mage," Doran pointed out, "and when | brought ny boy
here | was told you were one of the best wizards in the Quarter. Are you
telling me you can't even find ny son?"

"Ch, no, no, nothing like that," Thetheran said hurriedly. "Merely that it's
not a spell | commonly use, so that | may not have the ingredients readily
available! 1'll need to check. And |I'm not sure just which spell would be
best. Do you nerely wish to knowhere he is, or do you want to know his state
of health? Do you want a nessage conveyed? Wuld you..." He stopped, catching
hinself. He didn't want to prom se anything he couldn't deliver. The truth was



that he had no i dea what spells he had that night apply in this case, or which
spells he could buy fromthe neighbors w thout his customers finding out about
it.

"Well, we certainly want to know if he's still alive and well!" Doran snapped.
"It isn't going to do us any good to locate a..." Suddenly realizing that

conpl eting the sentence with the word "corpse,"” as he had intended to do,

m ght upset his wife, he let it drop and instead said, "I nmean, yes, we want
to know the state of his health!”

"And if there's some way we could talk to him.." Fal éa added, ignoring her
husband' s bl under.

"Ah," Thetheran said, stroking his beard. "Well, if you actually want totalk
to him that will call for a little research. Tell me, do you have any idea at
all where he is? Is he still inside the city walls?"

"W don't know," Doran said, annoyed. "All we know is he's gone."

"Well, then," Thetheran said, "I suggest that the two of you go keep
your sel ves busy for an hour or two while | investigate the matter, and when

you cone back | hope to have a spell ready for you."

Hehoped he woul d, but he admitted to hinmself that it wasn't very likely.

The nerchant and his wife hesitated, and whi spered to each other for a nonent,
but then they rose fromthe velvet chairs and nmade a polite departure.

The nonent they were outside Thetheran slamred the door and ran for his

| aboratory. He snatched his personal book of spells fromthe shelf and began
flipping through the pages, encountering one usel ess or inappropriate spel
after another.

"Eknerwal 's Lesser Invisibility," he muttered to hinself, "Felshen's First
Hypnotic, The Pol ychrone Smoke, the Dismal Itch. Damm. Love spells, curses,
invisibility, levitations, nothing about finding anything. The Iridescent
Amusenent. Fendel's Aphrodisiac Philtre. The Lesser Spell of I|nvaded..."

He stopped, and turned back

"The Lesser Spell of Invaded Dreans,"” he read. "Requires fine grey dust,

i ncense tainted with norning mst..." He nodded to hinself as he read over the
instructions and the | essons of his own | ong-ago apprenticeship cane back to
hi m

Then he got to the detailed description of the spell's effects and stopped,
cur si ng.

"Thatwon't do," he said. He stood staring at the page for a nonment, then

| ooked up at the ceiling, thinking. "There's something, though. This isn't
quite what | renenber."

Then it struck him "TheLesser Spell,'
flipping pages again.

He found what he wanted and stopped. "Ah!" he said, tapping the page with his
finger. "Here we go!" He began reading avidly.

An hour later he was waiting in his cozy front room when Fal éa and Doran
knocked on the door. Thetheran sent the sylph to let themin, while he stood
and adjusted his robe to make the nost inposing figure possible.

"I believe, Doran of Shiphaven, Fal éa the Slender," the mage declai ned as the
pair entered, "that | have just the spell you need."

Doran was suitably inpressed. Having spent the intervening time buying and
eating a nore-than-adequate |uncheon, Doran was in a nuch better nood than
before. "Oh?" he said, politely.

Fal éa had spent the entire nmeal worryi ng about whether Dunery had found
anything to eat in the past day or so, and was too upset to say anything.

he said, and he began hurriedly

"Yes," Thetheran said. "It's known as the Geater Spell of |Invaded Dreans. It
will permit me to speak to your son in his dreanms, and to question him
regarding his present circunstances. By performng the spell in a certain way,
| believe that | can put one of you-not both, however-into the dreamas well,
so that you, too, will be able to speak to him Thatis what you wanted, |
bel i eve?"

Both of Dumery's parents nodded, Fal éa with rather nore enthusiasmthan her
spouse.



"I cannot performthe spell with any chance of success until the boy is

asl eep, however," Thetheran expl ained. "That neans that | had best wait unti
wel |l after dark tonight. I will also need to know the boy's true nane, if it
is not Dumery of Shiphaven..."

"That's the only nane he's got," Doran interrupted. "Only one he ever had."
"Then it is his true nane," Thetheran said, unperturbed. "Now, which of you
will speak to hin®"

Doran glanced at his wife, who i mediately vol unt eered.

"I will need your true nane, as well, then," Thetheran said, "and it would be
easiest if you were to remain here, with ne, throughout, though in fact it
shoul d be possible to conduct the entire affair successfully if you are at
hone and asleep in your own bed."

"I'I'l stay here," Fal éa unhesitatingly replied.

Doran eyed her briefly, then | ooked over the mage, and decided that the risk
of being cuckolded was nminimal. "All right," he said. "Is there anything el se
you need, w zard?"

"Not for the spell itself," Thetheran replied, "but there is the matter of ny
fee..."

Chapter Thirteen

There may, Dunery reflected, be worse ways of paying for one's passage than by
shovel i ng manure, but offhand he couldn't think of any.

Seeing the five crewnen |olling about doing nothing much nost of the tine
didn't nake the work any easier or nore enjoyable, either. Onh, they fed the
cattle four times a day, and directed the gaseous spirit that was pulling the
barge al ong at an inpressive speed, but that was about the extent of it.
Durery wondered why all five of themwere along, since it seemed that three
woul d have been plenty, even if he hadn't been there hinmself to help.

It wasn't any of his business, though. He stuck to his shovel -sonetines
literally, when the sweat fromhis hands mixed with the accurul ated crud on

t he handl e-and di dn't ask questions.

An hour or two after |eaving what the crewren called Azrad's Bridge cane the
first really enjoyable part of the journey, when the bargenmen haul ed out

provi sions and ate |unch. Durmery was included, and stuffed hinself with cold
snoked ham creany cheese, hard brown bread, and a thin, watery ale.

It was sinmple food, but after the near starvation of the last day or two it
was absol utely delicious and wonderfully filling.

The break didn't last |ong, though

Durery was pl eased to see, when he | ooked up fromhis shovel and consi dered
the sun's position an hour or so after that excellent repast, that the river
had i ndeed turned north rather than continuing to the west. Sardiron of the
Waters, everyone agreed, lay to the north, and the dragon-hunter was on board
a boat bound for Sardiron of the Waters.

Not that Dunery had seen any branches where theSunlit Meadows coul d have
turned aside, or that he thought the crew of the barge had lied to him about
where they were going; it was just reassuring to know that the World around
hi m was behaving in a consistent and rational manner, and that they hadn't al
gone mad or wandered into sone denonic netherworld. Being outside the famliar
wal I s of Ethshar was not good for Dumery's peace of mind; he didn't entirely
trust the exterior Wrld to stay solid and consistent. The whol e experi ence of
gliding along a river had a feeling of unreality to it.

The sun grew steadily less visible as the day wore on; clouds gathered and

t hi ckened, but no rain fell that afternoon

As soon as the barge had pulled over to the side and tied up to a tree for the
first night, Dunmery and the five crewren ate a sinple, hearty dinner, very
simlar to their lunch. It wasn't until after they had all finished eating and
were settling in for the evening that Dunery got up the courage to ask how
long the journey to Sardiron woul d take.

"Ch, a sixnight or so," the first mate, Kelder the Unpleasant, told him



"Depends on the weather and how well the syl ph does. Those things are pretty
unpredi ctable. "

"Short of hiring a seer, anyway," Naral Rander's son renarked.

Durrery guessed that the syl ph was the alnost-invisible thing that pulled the

barge-all he could see of it by day was an occasional flicker, like the
distortion in the air over a hot stove, and now that night had fallen it
appeared as a faint filmness, like a wisp of steam Enbol dened, he asked,

"Where' d you get the syl ph, anyway?"

"Ch, it's not ours," Kelder explained. "The baron who bought this | oad of
cattle has a wizard working for himwho sent it along. It's fast. W need to
be quick so we can fit enough feed on board; wouldn't want the cattle to
starve. The baron likes his neat fat and tender, | guess. Anyway, getting
pulled by the sylph is a lot faster than poling upstream or hiring sone sort
of tug, or rigging a treadm ||l and paddl ewheel ."

Naral snorted. "I'd like to see anyonepol e a | oaded cattle barge upstream " he
sai d.

Kel der whacked the back of Naral's head, and the conversation degenerated into
general insults.

Not |ong after that the crew bedded down for the night, four of the five
crawing into the tiny, cranped space under the foredeck-too small to be
called a cabin, really-where four narrow berths took up virtually the entire
space.

The fifth, Kelder the Unpleasant, took the first watch, sitting quietly on the
f or edeck.

Durmery was tossed a decayi ng brown bl anket and told he could sleep on the

aft erdeck, a space about two feet fore and aft and thirty feet across.

Durmery eyed his assigned bed nervously. There was no railing across the back
only a | ow coam ng, and the prospect of rolling off the barge into the river
was unappeal i ng.

H s only other option was to bed down under the hooves of the cattle, however,
and getting stepped on seened rather nore likely than rolling into the river,
and al nost equal ly undesirable. There were other unpl easant aspects to
sleeping in the bottomof the barge, too, since Dunery hadn't done any

shovel ing since just before supper. The planks of the afterdeck were bl ackened
by several years' accumul ation of grease and grine, but the bottom of the
barge was far worse

Rel uctantly, Dumnery clinbed up, dismayed by the sliny feel of the planking,
and | ay down. He pulled the ragged bl anket over hinself, curled up, and tried
to sl eep.

Cranped and unconfortable as he was, dismayed by the hard pl anki ng and the
snell of cattle, it took tine, tine he would have spent counting stars had any
been visible through the overcast. The outside world seened all too real, now.
Eventual |y he dozed off.

H s | ast waki ng thought was that that was the end of the day's adventures, but
he was wong. He had been asleep no nore than half an hour when he began

dr eam ng

The dream began in an ordinary enough way; he was on Wzard Street, wandering
from door to door, |ooking for soneone-but he didn't know who.

At first none of the doors were open, and no one answered his knocking and
calling, but then he saw that all the rest of the shop doorswere open, and he
had somehow failed to notice before. He ran up to one, and found hinsel f
faci ng Thet heran the Mage.

He didn't want to talk to Thetheran; he turned away and ran to the next door
Thet heran was there, too.

Agai n Dunery turned away, and this time Thetheran was there behind him

| oomi ng over him He | ooked taller and nore gaunt than ever.

"Hell o, Dunery," the w zard said

Durery turned away, and found hinsel f facing another Thet heran

"Sorry to bother you, lad," this one said, "but your parents are quite worried
about you. You went off w thout a word of warning, and they were concerned for



your safety. They hired ne to contact you and nake sure you're all right."
Durmery turned, and turned, and turned, and Thet heran was always there in front
of him

"I"'mfine!" Dunmery said angrily. "Go away and | eave ne al one!"

"Don't worry," Thetheran told him "Your parents only paid nme to talk to you,
in your dreams, not to bring you honme. They just want to know what's becone of
you. Your nother's very worried."

"I"'mfine!" Dumery repeated.

"Well, 1"l let you tell her that, then." Thetheran stepped aside, and Dunery
saw t hat the door of the shop on Wzard Street led into the front hall of his
hone in Shiphaven. "Go on in, she's waiting," Thetheran urged him

Rel uctantly, Dunery obeyed; he stepped into the corridor, and Fal éa energed
fromthe parlor to greet him

"Durmery!" she said. "ls it really you?"
"It'sme," Dunery said a little doubtfully, "but is thatyou?"
"Of course it is!" Faléa replied. "Or at least ... | don't know | don't

understand all this magic. It doesn't matter. Al that matters-Dunery,

wher eare you?"

"I"'mon a cattle barge,"” Dunery said.

"A what ?"

"A cattle barge," he explained. "You know, a big flat-bottomed boat with a | ot
of cows and steers on it."

"What are you doi ngt here?" Fal éa denmanded.

"Well..." Dunery wasn't sure what he wanted to say. For one thing, he wasn't
entirely certain whether he was talking to his nother, or Thetheran, or

hi nsel f. He knew he was dream ng, but he didn't know any way to be sure that
it was a magi cal dream sent by the wi zard and not just his own inagination
runni ng anok.

And if it was really a magical sending, did that nean that he was talking to
his mother, or to Thetheran? He had no i dea how such things worked.
"I"'mgoing to be an apprentice," he said.

Hi s nother blinked at him startled.

"On a cattle barge?" she asked.

"Well, that's how |'mgetting there. | net a man in Wstgate Market, and
arranged to neet himin Sardiron, and | didn't have time to tell you before
had to | eave."

The possibility that Thetheran had some nystical neans of telling truth from
fal sehood in this dreamoccurred to him a trifle belatedly. If the w zarddid
have such a spell..

VWl l, he wouldn't worry about that.
"What kind of an apprenticeshi p?" Fal éa asked.
Durmery hesitated. "Well, dealing in exotic goods, nostly," he said.

"You need to go toSardiron for that? Couldn't your father have found you
somet hi ng here in Ethshar?"

"I wanted to do it on my own!" Dumery burst out.

"Ch," his mother said. "Oh, well, | suppose..." Her voice trailed off, but
then she gathered her wits and said, "You be careful! Are you safe? Is
everything all right? You tell ne about this man!"

Durmery sighed. "I'mfine, Mther," he said. "Really, | am |I'mperfectly safe.
I didn't have the fare for the fancy riverboat, so I'mworking my way north on
a cattle barge, and the crewnen are treating ne well, and | have plenty to eat
and a good place to sleep." This was not, perhaps, the exact and litera

truth, but it was close enough. "I'mgoing to neet this man in Sardiron and
sign on as his apprentice, and 1'll send you a letter telling you all about it
as soon as | can."

"What mran?" Fal éa demanded. "Who is he? What's his name? Wiere did you neet

hi n®"

"He didn't tell me his name-he said he wanted to keep it a secret until 1'd
earned it." Dumery had considered nmaki ng up a name, but had caught hinself at
the last nonent; if and when he reallydid sign up as the dragon-hunter's



apprentice, he didn't want to have an awkward lie to explain. He continued, "I
met himat the Dragon's Tail, and he offered ne an apprenticeship if |I could
prove nyself by meeting himon ... on the Blue Docks in Sardiron of the Waters
in a sixnight."

Durery hoped that this inpronmptu Iie would hold up-he had no idea if therewere
any "Bl ue Docks" in Sardiron, or whether his nother would know one way or the
other. As far as he knew, she had never been to Sardiron-but he was a bit
startled to realize that he didn't really know much of anything about her

past, even though she was his own nother.Had she ever been to Sardiron?

Ei ther she hadn't, or there really was such a place as the Bl ue Docks, because
she was somewhat nollified by his tale.

"Al'l right," she said, "but you be careful, and take care of yourself!"

She turned, and was gone; her abrupt di sappearance reninded Dunery that this
was all a dream

He | ooked about, wondering what woul d happen next, and as he did Thetheran

st epped out of nowhere.

The mage told Dunmery, "Well, lad, |1've done what your parents paid nme to do,
so l"Il let you get on with your regular night's sleep now In case you aren't
sure this dreamis really a wizard's sending-well, | can't give you any proof,
but | think you'll find you'll remenber it nore easily and nore clearly than a
natural dream | hope that you'll send a letter if and when you can, and save
your parents the expense of doing this again-1 don't particularly enjoy
staying up this late working conplicated spells just to talk to an

i nconsi derate young man who runs of f w thout any warning. Good night, Dunery
of Shi phaven, and | hope your other dreanms will be pleasant."

Then the nage's i nage popped like a soap bubble and vani shed, taking with it
the corridor and everything el se, and Dunmery woke up, to find hinmself staring
stupidly at the hind end of a steer, faintly visible in the diffuse Iight from
the watch-lantern on the foredeck

Chapt er Fourteen
Fal éa stared at the packed dirt of the street as she wal ked, shadi ng her eyes

fromthe norning sun. "I don't like it," she said.
"Don't |ike what?" Doran asked. "Arena Street?"
"No," Fal éa replied, without rancor. "I don't like it that Dunery's on that

barge-if that's really where he is."

"That's where hesaid he was," Doran pointed out. "Wy would he |ie?"
"That was where thedream sai d he was, anyway."

Doran | ooked at his w fe, puzzled. "Do you think the wizard was trying to
trick you? That there was sonething wong with the drean®”

"No," Faléa said. "Or maybe. O ... | don't know. | just don't like it."
"Well," Doran said, trying to sound determ ned and cheerful, as if everything
was satisfactorily settled, "I can't say | do, either, but if that's what

Durmery wants to do..."

"Butis it?" Fal éa asked. "There's sonething wong here. That nman he says he
nmet - whowas that? Wiy would he arrange to neet Dunery in Sardiron, instead of
acconpanyi ng hi m al ong t he way?"

"I don't know," Doran said. "l suppose to see if the boy can foll ow

i nstructions and handl e hinself al one.”

"But it's dangerous," Fal éa said. "And making the boy do sonething |like that
bef ore even starting an apprenticeship, isn't that amfully severe?"

"Well, yes," Doran adnmitted. "lI'd have to say it is."

"And this place he's nmeeting himin Sardiron, what's it like? Is it safe?
Maybe if we knew nore about it..."

"Well, then, what did the boysay about it? You didn't mention that. |I've been
to Sardiron-renenber, when you were pregnant with Derath, and | didn't want to
be away too long, so instead of the regular run to Tintallion | went up the
river to Sardiron, and it took just as long as Tintallion would have, and
didn't get back until two days before he was born?"



"I remenber that," Fal éa agreed. "Was that Sardiron? | thought it was Shan."
"No, it was Sardiron. Strange place. Cold. Very danp."

"Ch. Do you know the Blue Docks, then?"

"Bl ue Docks?" Doran puzzled for a nonent, then abruptly stopped wal ki ng.
Startled, Fal éa stopped, as well.

"There aren't any 'Blue Docks' in Sardiron of the Waters," Doran told her

"The riverfront's not ... everything's named for the person who owns it,
usual | y Baron sonebody-or-other. Are you sure Dunery said 'Blue' ?"
"Yes, |I'msure," Fal éa said. "Areyou sure about the names? Or is there a Baron

Bl ue, perhaps? O a baron who uses blue as his col ors?"

"I never heard of any. And you said Dunmery was supposed to neet this man there
in a sixnight?"

Fal éa nodded.

"A sixnight isn't nmuch time to get to Sardiron, either,"” Doran pointed out.
"It took ne el even days; you'd alnost need nmagic to get there fromhere in a
sixnight. O did he nean a sixnight fromwhere he is now?"

"l don't know, " Fal éa said, worried.

"There's sonet hing wong here," Doran said.

"Do you think Dunmery lied to us?"

"Maybe, " Doran said. "Or maybe Thetheran did." He turned and said, "Come on
we' re goi ng back."

Toget her they marched back to Wzard Street.

Thetheran listened to their worries in polite silence. Wen at |ast both of
them had said all they wi shed, the mage said, "l assure you, to the best of ny
know edge the spell worked perfectly, and if it did, then | did in fact speak
to your son Dunery. If he did |lie about where he is and what he's doing,

have no way of know ng-the spell does not force the truth. At |east you know
that he is alive and well, and that he is not in any i medi ate danger. Had he
want ed hel p, he would have said so; one hardly need worry about being
overheard in a dream"

Dor an grunbl ed an uneasy wordl ess agreenent.

Fal éa was not so easily swayed. "I want himback," she said."Sonething is

wr ong! "

Thet heran si ghed. "Lady," he said, "nothing was wong with nmy spell. If you
wi sh to pay an additional fee and stay here again tonight, |I can performthe
spell again, and you will be free to argue with your son all you |ike-or at
any rate, up to half an hour or so; | doubt | can sustain the contact mnuch

| onger than that."

"I don't want to justtalk to him" Fal éa snapped, "I want hi m brought back
here!"

"And what does that have to do with ne?" Thetheran asked.

"I want you to fetch him™"

Thet heran blinked at her. "Lady," he said, "while | nmay be able to find a
spell that would transport your son back here, consider carefully. It would be
very costly, | make no pretenses about that. Furthernmore, if your son does

i ndeed have a legitimte appointnent in Sardiron of the Waters a few nights
fromnow, fetching himback here would al nost certainly cost himthe
apprenticeship he has gone to so much trouble to arrange. | doubt he would

t hank you for that."

"Then you can go and find himand see if his story is true, and bring him back
if it's not!" Fal éa shout ed.

Thet heran stared at her in astonishnent. "Lady," he said, "I sincerely doubt
t hat your husband has enough gold to pay ne to do that. If he does have that
much, |'msure he has nore sense than to waste it so. | amnot interested in

leaving the city. If you' re determned to send soneone after your son, find
soneone el se.”

"You won't do it?"

"Not willingly."

"Why not ?"

Exasper at ed, Thetheran | ooked at Doran, who merely shrugged. The nmage turned



back to Fal éa and explained, "I, lady, ama w zard. | make ny living from

wi zardry, not by traveling hither and yon about the countryside. | have a shop
here; if | were to go gallivanting off after your son | would need to close it
down for a few days, which would undoubtedly hurt ny regul ar busi ness.
Furthernore, there is no telling what sort of hazards | m ght encounter out
there, and | would be hard pressed to know which spells | would need to
prepare, which ingredients | would want to take with ne. Wzards do not travel
well; we are too dependent upon our books and supplies. Or at least, | am |
am not desperate for work; | make a confortable living here in Ethshar, and
see no reason to face hardship and danger el sewhere.”

Fal éa glared at himfor a | ong nonent.

"Then you won't go after him and you won't send a spell to fetch him back?"
"Lady, | will do either one if you pay ne enough," Thetheran said mldly. "
nmerely state that | think it would be a very, very bad investnent to hire ne,
in this case. Wiy don't you go after your boy yourself, or hire soneone else
to doit? I'"'mnot the only one who has magic for sale that can locate him™"

Fal éa started to say sonmething, but Doran cut her off.

"The wi zard has a point," he said. "If he's not interested, we'll find someone
who is. Thetheran, is there anyone you'd recomend?"

Thet heran frowned, considering. "Not offhand," he said. "There are w zards who
specialize in informati on, and who could find out exactly what the boy is
doi ng and where he is, but they can be very expensive, and they woul dn't be
interested in fetching himback if you did decide on that. You mght try

anot her school of nmagic-they aren'tall charlatans.”

Doran nodded. "Is there a theurgi st around here?" he asked.
"Dozens of them" Thetheran replied. "And you might al so consider a wtch-sone
of them have a knack for finding lost things, | understand. O a warlock. 1'd

stay away from sorcerers, though-they make big clainms, but half the time their
spells don't work. And of course denonol ogy is dangerous, but it night serve,
if you want to risk it. |1 can't see nmuch use for nost of the |esser varieties
of magic in a case like this..."

"We'|l try a theurgist,"” Doran said.

They tried a theurgist. In fact, they tried three theurgists.

Two of the three said they could find Dunmery; one of themeven did so, for a
fairly nmodest fee, and reported that the boy was on a cattle barge on the
Great River, a good many | eagues northwest of the city.

None of the three, however, was willing to go after the boy, nor to fetch him
hone by nagi c.

They tried a warl ock next.

She cl ai med she had no way of finding the boy except to go out |ooking for
him She was perfectly willing to do that, if they could give her rough
directions and woul d pay her rather exorbitant fee.

O at least, she said she was perfectly willing, right up until they told her
about the barge.

"North?" she said. "How far north?"

Fal éa and Doran | ooked at each ot her

"We don't know," Doran said. "The theurgist just said it was a long way to the
northwest, he didn't say exactly how far."

She | ooked uneasily about, then down at the ornate carpet that covered nost of
the fl oor of her shop.

"I"'msorry," she said, "but I can't go far to the north. It's too ... well,
it's risky, for a warlock."

"Why?" Fal éa demanded. "I never heard of anything that made the north any nore
dangerous than any other direction!"

"You aren't a warlock," the warlock told her. "I don't dare go too near to

Al dagnor . "

"Why not ?" Doran asked. "What's in Al dagnor?"

"I don't know," she said, "but | won't go near it."

Durmery's parents argued for another twenty m nutes before they gave up and
went el sewhere.



The next shop they tried bore a sign reading, "Sella the Wtch, D viner &
Seer."

Sella was a smling, rosy-cheeked woman of fifty or so; Fal éa found herself
rather resenting the exi stence of so nuch bounce and cheerful ness in a woman
ol der than she was. The nonent the two of them stepped into the shop, Sella
was there, bustling themto a pair of overstuffed chairs and fetching them
over - sweet ened herb tea. They were so caught up in this whirlw nd of
donesticity that neither of themhad tine to spare a thought for the thin,
sad-1ooking girl standing in a shadowy corner of the room

Once Fal éa and Doran were seated, and before either of themcould get out a

word, the witch said, "You' re worried about your son? Well, I'mafraid that |
can't tell you very nuch; he's too far away. He's alive, though, and tired,
but healthy."

Doran's eyes narrowed wi th suspicion

"No, sir, I'mnot a fraud," Sella told him "Your son's nane is ... Dunery, |

think? And he ran off to find an apprenticeship, though | can't see the
details. You want soneone to find out the exact truth of his situation, and to

bring himsafely home if possible. | can't tell you the exact truth; no wtch
could, at this distance. Nor am|l willing to | eave the city nyself and fetch
hi m home. However, for the appropriate fee, | would be willing to send ny

apprentice, Teneria of Fishertown, after your boy.
girl in the corner, who managed a weak snile
Doran hesitated. This was all going too quickly; he had expected to have to
explain the situation, negotiate details, wait while the witch worked her
spel I s-and i nstead, they had been in the shop scarcely two m nutes, and
everything seenmed to be all but settled.

He didn't like that. It mght be witchcraft-or it mght be fraud. Sella m ght
have had informants, or a scrying spell, watching while Doran and Fal éa tal ked
to the other magicians.

Fal éa wasn't worried about authenticity; she had another concern

"An apprentice?" she asked. "A nmere apprentice?"

"Alnost a journeyman," Sella said, dismissing that worry with a wave of her
hand. "She's ready for journeyman status; in fact, she's as good as sone
master witches. We're nmerely waiting for her eighteenth birthday, which is

She gestured toward the

still three sixnights off."

"But if she's..." Doran began

"Yes," Sella said wearily, "she's over fifteen, but she wasn'tready at
fifteen. W witches make our journeynen at eighteen-or at least,l do. | want
themto reflect well on me, not just to know a few tricks and fidgets, so
don't let themgo until they know all | can teach. And sir, | see you suspect
me of sonme sort of trickery, and | assure you there is none. | worked a spel

this nmorning to see who would come to ne, and what they would want-it saves a
great deal of time and trouble. And a witch, a good one, can read a nman's

t houghts before they reach his lips." She smled wyly. "I'"'mafraid I'mtoo

i npatient to wait for your words to work their way from your tongue to ny
ears.”

Doran considered that, brows |owered. Faléa turned to stare at Teneri a.

"He's a little above average in height, for his age," Teneria said, in a |ow,
soft voice, "but thin. H's hair is black and his eyes brown, |ike npst

Et hsharites; when last you saw himhis hair was still fairly short, having
been cut for his apprenticeship trial with Thetheran, but had gotten a little
ragged. He was wearing a green cotton tunic and an expensive pair of boots,
boots meant for |ooks, rather than hard wear. He |left Westgate Market through
the gate around md-norning of the day before yesterday, passing near the

south gate-tower. | can follow himfromthere, |I think."
"And the sooner she does, the better," Sella said. "The trail isn't getting
any fresher. | have a pack prepared, since | knew you were coning, and Teneria

can | eave as soon as you pay our fee."
Doran started to speak, but Sella cut himoff. "One round of gold-yes, it's a
lot, but we will refund all but our expenses should Teneria lose his trail or



shoul d Dunery be harned while in her conpany, and will swear to that before
the overlord' s officers, if you insist, or register it as a geas with any
conpetent magi cian. She will |eave immediately, if you consent.”

Fal éa and Doran | ooked at each other. Doran saw the look in his wife's eyes
and reached for his purse.

Teneria bent down and picked up her pack fromthe corner. Wthout a word, she
left the shop and headed for Westgate.

Chapter Fifteen

Teneria was understandably nervous as she wal ked out the city gate, her pack
on her shoulder. This expedition was, she knew, the final trial of her
apprenticeship. If she succeeded, if she found the boy and either brought him
hone safely or saw that he reached his destination and was safe there, then
she woul d be a real witch, entitled to call herself Teneria the Wtch if she
chose, free to travel when and where she pleased, no longer at Sella's beck
and call-not that Sella was a harsh m stress, or unpleasant to work for, but
any sort of servitude chafed.

If she failed she would need to prove herself all over again. She would stil
be a nere apprentice.

And as if that weren't enough to worry about, this was very nearly the first
time she had ever left the city alone. Ch, once before she had been sent to
fetch herbs fromoutside the walls, alone, at night-but she had al ways stayed
in sight of the gate, Southgate it was that time, and she had known that Sella
was wat chi ng over her from afar

This time, Sella would not be watching-at |east, not once she had gone a few
| eagues. Her range was linited.

Teneria's own range was even nore linited, of course; she could barely nake
out a person's aura just a few bl ocks away, let alone all the way across the
city. The Wzards' Quarter-which reallyought to be called the Magicians
Quarter, she thought for the thousandth tinme, and probably woul d have been if
not for the political power of the Wzards' Quild-was in the southeastern part
of Ethshar of the Spices, a long way from West gate.

Her native Fishertown was on the waterfront to the north, just to the east of
the Grand Canal, and as a child she had roamed t hrough Henpfield and Allston
and Newnmar ket, but she had never been in Westgate before. Even so, she was too
concerned with the task before her to pay nuch attention as she passed through
the district and out the gate.

She did spare a glance around at the farmers' wagons al ong the roadsi de, and
the fiel ds beyond, before she turned her attention inward, |ooking for the
psychic trace her quarry nust surely have |left.

It wasn't easy. There were somany traces here! A young woman, a farmgirl
about Teneria's own age, had passed by here recently in a turnoil about an
unwant ed and unexpected pregnancy. An ol der farmer had been worried about his
debts, hoping he could hold out until the harvest-and that the harvest

woul dn't fail this year, as it had | ast. Thoughts of noney, |oneliness, worry,
| ove, greed, excitenment, anticipation, despair-this was such abusy stretch of
hi ghway!

She couldn't find Dumery's.

She wasn't really very surprised; after all, it had been nore than two days
since he had passed this way, and she had never even met the boy. She doubted
even Sella could have tracked Dunmery fromhis traces al one.

Fortunately, that wasn't necessary. Sella had read everything she needed from
the m nds of Dumery's parents or from Thetheran, or had heard it, and had
passed it on to Teneria. Al of them had been thinking about nothing else,

whi ch made it easy enough to see the needed infornmation

Teneria smled to herself. Wtchcraft had its advantages. It didn't have the
raw power thatany of the other major nmagi cks had, only the strength of the
witch's own body, but she had never heard of any w zard or warl ock who coul d
do to people's minds what witches could. And it was so easy, really, once one



knew how.

She still renenbered how, when she was thirteen and still just begi nning her
apprenticeship, she had first used the witch's trick of convincing sonmeone to
do what she wanted w t hout himeven knowi ng that magic was in use. She had
gotten credit froma notoriously-stingy candy butcher on Ganes Street.

She had al so overdone it, not realizing how easy it was. She had exhausted
hersel f, pushing at his nmind, and had al nbst col | apsed right there on the
street. When she had finally made it back to Sella's shop she had fallen into
bed and slept for a day and a half-and only found out | ater that the
candy-sell er had been so affected that he was giving credit and free sanples
to every kid in sight for the next sixnight.

And when it wore off, it gradually sank in that he had been the victimof a
witch's spell, and Sella had had to use herown persuasive magic on himto
prevent retaliation.

Teneria had watched, and had seen how subtly it was done.

She had al so, even at that age, seen the hurt and confusion in the
candy-seller's mnd, and had felt horribly guilty for the next four nonths.
She saved up what she could, and finally paid the man back for his | osses-but
that still didn't entirely renove the pain.

When peopl e wondered why sone witches were so adanant in their refusal to work
harnful magic, no matter how nuch they were paid, Teneria always renenbered
the enpty candy-basket and the baffled expression of the man holding it, the
puzzl ed disconfort of his aura. It wasn't worth it. Better to just persuade
people to go el sewhere for their curses and assassinations-or better still, to
persuade themto give themup entirely.

Sonme witches weren't so sensitive; some had even gotten involved in some of
the petty wars that were a pernmanent feature of the Small Ki ngdonms. There were
even stories about witches hel ping the Great Warl ock establish the Enpire of
Vond, a few years back

Teneria didn't understand how they could do that.

Fi ndi ng a runaway, though-that should be no problem And once found, it would
be easy enough to learn his true situation; no one could lie successfully to a
wi t ch.

It was unfortunate, though, that he had a two-day head-start. She picked up
her pace a little.

She could levitate, she thought, but there wasn't any point in it. She would
just wear herself out. Levitating would be Iike carrying her ninety-four
pounds over her head; wal ki ng was far easier, and al nost as fast.

And she didn't need to worry about following his trail, not yet; Sella had
seen in Faléa's mnd that Sander the Theurgi st had | ocated Dunery of Shi phaven
sonewhere on the Great River, and a check of Sander's mind had confirnmed as
much, so Teneria knew she had to get to the Geat River. There was only one
road from Ethshar to the river

She coul d have gone by sea, of course, and woul d have preferred to, but Fal éa
and Doran expected her to follow their son's path exactly, so that was what
she was attenpting to do.

It was well after dark, and she was nearing exhaustion, when she knocked on
the door of the Inn at the Bridge.

The man who opened the door, Teneria knew i medi ately, was the innkeeper

Val der hinsel f-she could sense in himthe presence of sonmeone far, far ol der
than he | ooked, and she knew that Val der the |Innkeeper, also known as Val der
of the Magic Sword, had been enchanted | ong ago.

He hel ped her to a table, and had food and drink fetched.

She didn't need to say a word, nor to even begin to frane a spell; Val der was
wel | -versed in handling weary travel ers.

He di d pause, though, just before putting her dinner on the table.

"You do have nobney, don't you?" he asked.

She nodded; he smiled, and placed the platter before her

She slept that night in a warm feather bed, too tired to worry about where
Durmery might be, or for that matter nuch of anything el se.



At breakfast, however, she pursued her mission, and asked Valder if he
renmenbered seeing a boy of Dumery's description

He cocked his head and gazed at her warily, and she began to prepare a small
coercion spell.

"Why do you ask?" he said.

"His parents hired me to find him" she said.

Val der | ooked at her for another nonent, then shrugged.

"He was here," he said. "The night before last. He | ooked pretty bad, dirty
and frazzled. He didn't have any noney, but | let himsleep in the stable and
gave hima bow of scraps. He | ooked harnl ess enough.”

"So he stayed here all night? In the stable?"

"As far as | know, he did," Valder said. "I didn't see himin the norning. And
I'"mnot sure how much he ate; there were spriggan tracks all over the bow I'd
left him"

"Spriggan tracks?"

"That's right."

"Excuse me, but what's a spriggan?"

Val der | ooked startled. "You haven't met themyet? Wll, nmaybe you haven't.

W' ve had them here for nmonths now, they hide in people's baggage, and on
wagons. "

"But whatare they?" Teneria asked.

"Little creatures about so high," Valder said, holding his hands out to
denonstrate. "They look like frogs trying to be human, sort of, with big

poi nted ears, and they talk, after a fashion. And they get into everything and
make real nuisances of thenselves. They cone from somewhere in the nountains
in the Small Kingdonms, I'mtold, and the runor is that they came about from
some wi zard's spell gone wong, four or five years ago. No one knows how many
there are, or how long they live, or how they breed-ifthey breed. They like to
pl ay ganes, though, and they're always hungry-when one turns up | need to warn

the guests and keep a careful eye out, or it'll be stealing food right off
custoner's plates."

Teneria was fascinated. "I never heard of anything like that," she said. "How
do you get rid of thenP"

Val der frowned. "Well, you can kill them of course-they aren'tthat nagical
Run one through with a steel blade and it'll die, just like anything else. |

hate to do that, though-the creatures don't really nmean any harm Wen | can
| just catch them and throw them outside and tell themnot to cone back, and

usual ly they don't. Mdst of the tine they' |l wander off down the road
somewhere. Sonetines if there's a whole gang of themwe had six at a tine,
once-they'Il work up their courage and try to slip back in, and I'll have to

get nore drastic."”
"More drastic?" Teneria asked. "How? Magic?"
"No, they're not worth wasting magic on."

"What, then?"

Val der | ooked around as if slightly enbarrassed, then | eaned forward and

whi spered, "I get them drunk."

Teneria smiled. "You do?"

"I do. It was ny wife's idea. | put out a bow of brandy oroushka with cherry
syrup in it-they love cherry syrup-and wait. Sooner or later they'll drink it,
and when they do they pass out drunk on the floor-can't hold their |iquor at
all, not even as well as a Tintallionese. And they wake up with hangovers. Al

| need to do is pick themup while they' re unconsci ous and dunp them out by
t he hi ghway, and when they wake up they're too sick towant to cone back."
"Always? None of them develop a taste for the stuff?"

"Well," Val der said, "none have so far, anyway."

"Are there any around now?" Teneria asked, |ooking about at the inn's main
room "I'd like to see one."

"I haven't seen any lately, but as | said, there were spriggan tracks in the
boy's bow ."

Teneria nodded. "Thank you," she said. "You' ve been very hel pful."



She settled her bill, picked up her pack, and left the inn

Qut si de she paused and | ooked about. Fromthis point on, Dunmery had had a

choi ce of ways. He could have crossed the bridge to the east bank, or headed
up the highway on the west bank, or gone down to the dock and boarded a boat
right there.

If he was on a cattle barge by his second night away from home, boarding right
there seened nost likely. It alsofelt right. She wasn't sure if it was

wi tchcraft causing her hunch, or conmon sense, or nothing at all, but she
decided to trust it. She headed for the dock

As she wal ked, she thought about spriggans. She hadn't heard of them before,

at | east not by that nane.

One of them had gotten at Dunery's food; did that nean anythi ng?

Maybe it did-and if that spriggan was still around maybe she could | earn
something fromit.

That was an idea. She stepped off the path onto the green, lush grass of early
spring, and settled down, cross-legged, her skirt spread around her. She
rested her hands on her knees and filled her mind with thoughts of warnth and
af fection, good food and soft fur and friendly smles; she held those thoughts
whi | e she watched the sunlight dancing on the river, projecting themin al
directions at once.

A fiel dnmouse wandered up, wal ked onto her skirt, curled up, and fell asleep. A
rat eyed her warily, but didn't approach-which was just as well, as she didn't
i ke rats.

Sone of the people down on the dock were starting to glance in her direction
she realized she was radiating a littletoo rmuch warnth

Then the grass rustled behind her, and she turned to see a peculiar little
figure, seven or eight inches tall, standing there. It was green and had
spindly little I egs and an i nmense belly, which did give it a froglike
appearance, but its feet and hands were not webbed, and its oversized head was
fairly human in appearance, if one ignored the big pointed ears and conplete

| ack of hair.

"Hello," she said quietly, trying not to startle it.

"Hello, hello!" it said back, in a squeaky, rather irritating voice that was
not quiet at all. "You like spriggans?"

"Yes, | do," she said.

"W have fun?"

"I'f you like."

"We havefun!" it enphatically replied.

"Al'l right," Teneria agreed, "we'll have fun. But |I'mlooking for a friend of

mne, first. We could have nore fun if we found him Mybe you can hel p."
"Friend?" The spriggan | ooked puzzl ed.

"Yes, a friend. H s name is Dumery of Shiphaven. He slept in the stable up at
the inn there the night before last-a half-grown boy with black hair and brown
eyes. Did you see hinP"

"Saw him saw him" the spriggan said, bouncing up and down as it spoke. "No
fun. No fun at all. Went on boat, went away."

"On a boat?"

"Cow boat, went that way." The spriggan pointed at the river, then waved a
hand in a vaguely upstream direction

"I see," Teneria said. "Then |I'mafraid I'll have to go after him"

The spriggan | ooked suddenly crestfallen, and Teneria had to snmother a | augh
even as she wanted to cry at the thing's msery. "You go, too?" it asked.
"Yes," Teneria said. "But we can have fun when |I get back." She sml ed.

The spriggan didn't care. "You go?" it asked, its voice cracking. "CGot to?
Can't stay?"

Teneria couldn't stand it; the thing wasso woebegone that her

wi t chcraft - hei ghtened senses could not face it. Besides, she realized that she
had a use for the little creature, a very inportant use. It had seen Dunery,
probably talked to him Stupid as it appeared to be, it night provide a
psychic link that she could use.



"Listen," she said, "I could take you with ne."

"Go with you?" The spriggan's woe vani shed. "Oooooh, fun!" it burbled. "Go,
go! Yes, yes, go!" The change was overwhel ning; black despair had transforned
instantly into golden delight. Teneria burst out giggling.

"Yes, go," she said. "Come on; we'll hire a boat."

Chapt er Sixteen

By his third day on the barge Dunery no | onger noticed the snell as he worked,
nor the stickiness. His feet still hurt, and his back ached, but he was able
to do his work without giving it nuch of his attention, which left himfree to
adnmre the scenery-what he could see of it. Mdst of the tine the grassy banks
were too high for himto see much of anything fromhis place down in the
bott om of the barge

Soneti mes, though, the river spread out a little, or the land flattened, and
he could see farnms and fields, pleasant little villages, and, on the western
bank, traffic along the highway that paralleled the river. People on foot,
ox-carts, even full-sized caravans passed al ong that road, bound upstream and
down.

Since the barge stayed nostly toward the eastern shore, though, Dunery could
make out none of the details of these fascinating figures; the wagons were
squares of bright color, the people |like walking tw gs.

Docks were a frequent sight along the river, even where the banks were high.
Sonme were no nmore than rotting remants, while others were |large and cl ean and
relatively fresh. Some, Dunery could see, were there to service villages, and
t hose m ght be individual docks or entire rows of them others seened to be

al one, out in the niddl e of nowhere, perhaps serving |ocal farmers or

fi shermen.

Trails down to the riverbank, where |livestock could come and drink, were also
commonpl ace, and every so often one of these would be in use by cattle. The
herd on the barge and the herd on the shore were likely to start | ow ng on
such occasions, calling to one another, and Durmery woul d have to watch
carefully for the stanping hooves of the disturbed animals.

There was traffic on the river, as well, of course-boats and barges of every
description, fromflat-bottoned fishing skiffs that drifted idly by the banks
to sharp-prowed express boats that plowed past Dunery's barge as if it were
noti onl ess, | eaving behind a wake that thunped rhythmcally across the barge's
under si de.

And as if these sights weren't enough, every so often, starting late on the
third day, the barge passed a castle, the stone towers and walls broodi ng
heavily over the countryside. Dunery assumed, when he saw the first and
finally figured out what it was, that the barge nmust have |l eft the Hegenony of
the Three Ethshars, where by the unani nous decree of the ruling triunvirate no
castles or other fortifications were permitted outside the walls of the three
capital cities.

Durery deci ded, however, when he had had a bit nore tine and had t hought the
matter over a little nore, that although they were at |east very near the
border, they m ght not have actually crossed it. He noticed that the castles
were always on the east bank of the river, and always set well back fromthe
wat er. Perhaps the west bank and the river itself were still in the Hegenony.
This came to seemnore likely not |ong after, when the river's curves found
themtravel i ng west again, rather than north. The "east bank" was now on the
north, the "west" on the south-that nmeant the occasional castle was to the
nort h.

Sardiron lay to the north of the Hegenony, as everyone knew. This stretch of
river, Dumery thought, made a perfectly reasonabl e border

He was encouraged by this. He was eager to get to Sardiron and catch up with
the man in brown, but on the other hand there was sonething rather frightening
about | eaving the Hegenony, and he preferred to put it off as long as
possi bl e.



And the third day passed.

That eveni ng, when the sun was down, the barge tied up to a tree. Each evening
it had tied up to a tree or a rock. Even when two of the crewren had waded
ashore to buy nore provisions, a nere hundred yards froma village pier, the
barge's tow i ne was secured not to the pier or a dock, but to a great oak. It
was on the third night that Dunery finally got up the nerve to ask why they
never used the docks.

"Trees don't charge fees," Kelder told him

It was around nid-norning of the fourth day that the barge passed under a
bridge, the first bridge they had encountered since Dumery cane aboard. The
whol e structure was built of wood, raised into a great arch above el aborate
framewor k, and the central opening was easily w de enough for two barges to
pass-though in fact there didn't happen to be another in sight just then

The roadbed across the bridge, Dunery judged, was w de enough for a wagon-but
just barely. He wondered what happened if wagons arrived fromboth ends at
once; how did they decide who would wait while the other crossed?

He was so interested in the bridge that they were well out into the | ake
beyond before he realized therewas a | ake.

Durmery had never seen a | ake before, and he stared. It was soflat! Large
bodi es of water didn't bother him but he was used to Ethshar's harbor, where
the water was in constant notion, waves rippling in fromthe @l f and breaki ng
agai nst the piers and quays. Even the river, while it had no waves, had a
visible current.

The | ake, though, appeared as calmand still as a puddl e.
The barge was huggi ng the right-hand shore-what Dumery thought of as the
eastern bank, though in fact at the noment it was still to the north. After a

few nonents of staring out at the open expanse of water, Dumery turned and saw
that they were passing a dozen yards or so froma stone tower.

He blinked in surprise, and | ooked nore closely.

They were passing a castle, a castle built right on the shore of the |ake!
"Hai,"Dumery called. "Were are we?"

Naral Rander's son | ooked up

"Take a good | ook, boy," he replied. "W've just crossed the border. Wl cone
to the Baronies of Sardiron!”

"W have?" Dunery asked.

"That's right; the boundary runs across the mddl e of this |ake-Boundary
Lake-fromthat tower, which is Sardironese, to one on the other side, which is
Et hsharitic. Fromhere on we'll be on Sardironese waters-up until now the
river was Ethsharitic."

"Ch," Dumery said, |ooking about uneasily, half expecting to see sone
difference in the water itself.

There was none; it was still clear and bl ue.

"There's a third tower over on the western shore,” Naral remarked, "between
the two rivers that flowinto the | ake-that's Sardironese, too. The Baronies
claimboth the rivers going in, the Hegenony has the one going out."
"Tworivers comng in?" Dumery asked, suddenly seriously worried.

"Certainly," Naral said, startled by the question. "The Great River, and the
Shanna River."

"Whi ch one are we taking?" Dunery asked.

"The Great River, of course,” the crewran said. "W told you when you cane
aboard, we're bound for Sardiron of the Waters."

"And the Shanna River doesn't go there?"

"No, of course not-it goes to Shanna." Naral considered for a nonent, then
continued, "Or really, it conesfrom Shanna, since we're downstream here. Not
much busi ness out that way, and the river's not easy to navigate, either-it's
wi der and sl ower and shall ower, and you can run a boat aground if you aren't
careful. Even a barge."

Durery had stopped |istening. He had pani cked at the thought that maybe the
boat he was on was going to take one route, while theSunlit Meadows took the
ot her, and he woul dnever have a chance of catching up with the nman in brown.



He was cal mi ng down now, though. TheSunlit Meadows was bound for Sardiron of
the Waters; the crewman who chased himoff had stated that quite definitely.
The barge, too, was bound for Sardiron of the Waters. Neither one had any
busi ness in Shanna. There was nothing to worry about.

He | ooked around, and realized that they were already approaching the western
end of the |ake-he could see trees, and sonething that m ght have been the
roof of the other Sardironese tower, beyond the water in that direction

An hour later they had left the | ake behind and were into the Upper Reach of
the Great River, inside the borders of the Baronies of Sardiron

Not |ong after that they passed under another high-arched wooden bridge; this
one was guarded by a castle on the western shore, just in case anyone had had
any |ingering doubts as to whether this land was truly a part of the Baronies.

The change of governnment nade little difference; the barge still passed farms
and fields, trees and vill ages, docks new and used. The river was still blue,
the sky was still blue, and Dunery still had shoveling to do.

It was late in the afternoon of the fifth day when he glanced up fromhis
shovel, to the east, and saw a faniliar boat, tied up at a dock that the barge
was passi ng.

It was theSunlit Meadows, gleanming bright in the sun. He had finally caught up
toit.

He | ooked around, but saw only the cattle and the river and the blue sky
above. He wished he could swm the shore wasn't so very far away.
Unfortunately, he couldn't, and trying to get ashore wasn't worth the risk of
dr owni ng.

He waited, biding his tine, growing steadily nore frantic with the thought
that even now, the man in brown mght be getting farther away-and even if the
man was still on that boat, Dumery hinself was now noving steadily farther
away fromit.

The possibility that the dragon-hunter had gotten off theSunlit Meadows days
ago hadn't escaped him but he tried not to think about that. At least, if he
could catch up to the crew of the passenger boat, he coul dask.

For a nonent he considered sinply asking the crew of the barge to put him
ashore sonewhere along the eastern bank, but he couldn't bring hinself to do
it. He had signed on for the journey to Sardiron of the Waters, and he knew
that the nen were glad to have himthere to nan the shovel; they weren't
likely to let himoff that easily.

Particularly not Kelder the Unpl easant, whose goal in life seened to be to
make everyone el se mserable. So far he hadn't bothered Dunery much, since the
job Dumery had was al ready about the worst thing that could be inflicted
aboard the barge without interfering with business, but the boy didn't doubt
for a noment that if Kel der knew Dunmery wanted off, he'd nake absolutely
certain that Dunery stayed on the barge.

So Dumery waited, not saying anything about his plans.

Finally, as the sun dropped bel ow the western horizon, the crew called to the
syl ph. That seemngly tirel ess creature obeyed, |ooping the towline around a
stunp on the steep eastern bank

Durmery breathed a little easier upon seeing that; he had worried about what he
would do if they had tied up on thewestern shore.

Not that they ever had yet.

The remai nder of the day was torture. He didn't dare try to slip away unti

nost of the barge's crew was asl eep, and until the man on watch was sonmeone he
wasn't scared of.

The eveni ng repast and the subsequent chatter seened interm nable, but
eventual ly the nen were yawni ng and stretching and clinbing into their narrow
little bunks bel ow the foredeck

Kel der took the first watch, unfortunately, and Durmery lay on his own rough
perch at the stern, wapped in his borrowed bl anket, trying to stay awake

wi thout letting Kelder knowit.

He had dozed off, but started awake at the sound of voices. Kelder was rousing
Naral for his shift.



Durery tensed, but lay still.

He heard Naral conpl ai ni ng about having a particularly pleasant dream
interrupted, and Kel der snarling that he was too tired to care, and then, over
the steady breathing of the sleeping cattle, he heard scuffling and scraping
as Kelder clinbed into a berth.

Naral 's footsteps sounded as he clinbed up to the foredeck and settled onto
the stool there. Dunery lifted his head and peered across the length of the
barge, over the cargo

Naral was sitting on the foredeck, yawning and rubbing his eyes.

Durery slipped out fromunder his blanket and crept over toward shore.

The barge was tied at the bow, and the stern had been left to drift until it
bunped gently agai nst the bank. Dunery knew that in the norning, if the syl ph
could not tug the barge away because it had snagged or run aground, the cattle
woul d all be herded over to the left-rather, portside, though in fact the
barge usually tied up along the starboard-and the barge woul d be rocked free.
He reached the starboard corner of the stern and got to his feet, casting a
cautious gl ance toward Naral

The man hadn't noticed anything. If he did happen to | ook up, he would
probably just assune Dumery was answering nature's call

Durery | ooked down; the barge was not hard up agai nst the bank. A couple of
feet of dark water, catching occasional flecks of light fromthe greater noon
that rode high overhead, swirled al ong between the hull and the grass.

He reached out, but he couldn't touch the bank

It had | ooked vertical, but it wasn't, really, it sloped away. Dunery gl ared
at it.

He took three steps back, then ran and junped.

H s hands and knees hit the bank, and he discovered that it isn't easy to grab
hol d of a steep, grassy, dewcovered slope; he slid down until his feet and
legs were in the chill water of the river, alnost up to his knees.

Naral , Dumery was sure, nust have heard the noise. He lay there on the bank
his feet in the water, waiting to see what Naral would do, whether he woul d
cone to investigate.

No one came, and after what seemed |ike hours Dunery turned his attention to
cl i mbi ng.

It could be done, by digging his toes into the sod with each step, w apping
his fingers tightly around the strongest tufts of grass, sonetinmes

i nadvertantly pulling themout and jamring his fingers into the hole they
left.

He began to worry about whether he would reach the top before dawn, but the

ni ght seemed to go on forever, and by the tinme he was finally able to stretch
his arms out full-length onto nearly | evel ground and pull hinself up onto his
feet he was nore concerned wi th whether the dawn would ever cone at all. Had
the sun burned out, was it gone forever? Surely it had taken himyears to clinb
t hat sl ope!

Everyt hi ng | ooked normal enough, though. He was at the edge of a farner's
field, and had to clinmb over a split-rail fence.

Once inside the field he | ooked up at the stars and nmoons, then back at the

still-dark eastern horizon, and decided the sun was just late. The | esser noon
had just risen in the east, almost full, while off to the west the greater
moon was still in the sky, a broad crescent, horns upward, like the snile of a

smal | god | ooki ng down at him

Sonet hi ng | ooked odd about the east, though, and Dunery | ooked agai n.

The horizon was in the wong place. It was too high. The | esser noon's |ight
gl eaned pinkly on hilltops that seenmed to be hal fway up the sky.

The hilltops | ooked awmfully steep and pointed, too.

Mount ai ns, Dumery realized suddenly. Those were mountains. He was | ooking at
nount ai ns.

There were no nountai ns anywhere in the Hegenony of Ethshar, any nore than
there were castles. A shudder ran through Dunery at the thought that he had,
beyond all doubt, left behind the only civilized land in the Wrld.



He was truly in the Baronies of Sardiron, the cold, wild northern |and, where
the evil taint of the ancient Enpire still lingered, where the people had
deliberately turned their backs on Ethsharitic civilization, choosing chaos
and brutality over order and sanity. Castles and sorcerers, stone and snow and
fire-that's what those nountains prom sed.

He shudder ed.

Then he grimced wyly. The nountains m ght be alien and frightening, but they
weren't the real problem The real problemwas nmostly that his feet were
wet . That, he told hinmself, was why he was shuddering. He needed to get warm
and dry.

A glance at the dark farnhouse in the distance was not encouraging. Visitors
arriving in the mddle of the night were not likely to be nade wel cone there.
Wal king would dry his feet and warm him He stepped up onto the bottomrail of
the fence and peered back over the bank he had just clinbed, back down at the
river.

The barge was still there, and Naral was still perched on his stool on the
foredeck. He appeared to be asleep

Sl eepi ng on watch, if discovered-well, Dumery didn't know just what that would
entail, since he had never been trusted enough to be put on watch, but he was

sure it wouldn't be pleasant.

Maybe Naral would replace Dumery in w elding the shovel. Sonebody woul d have
to, certainly.

Vel |, whatever happened to him it wasn't Dunery's problem He hopped down,
turned left, and began wal ki ng downstream toward the dock where theSunlit
Meadows had tied up

Chapt er Sevent een

Ri ver banks, Dunery di scovered, are not hi ghways.

Ri ver banks, he found, can be slippery, boggy, overgrown, |eech-infested,
nmosqui to-infested, strewn with sharp rocks and day-old manure, and generally
hard to traverse. They can have fences bl ocking access to them They can even
have rabbit-snares on themthat wap around your ankle and feel like they're
going to rip your foot right off, which you have to renove slowy and
carefully, in the dark, while sitting on cold, wet nud.

Al the same, the sun still hadn't cleared the nountaintops when Dunery,
filthy and exhausted but still determined, finally reached the inn and dock
where theSunlit Meadows had tied up for the night.

He identified it as the right dock by the sinplest possible method: TheSunlit
Meadows was still there, its distinctive outline recognizable even in the
faint |light of approaching dawn, augnented by the | esser noon, which had
crossed the sky, set, and was now rising again, a thin bowthis tine.

In the di mess the uprai sed sweeps | ooked nore like an insect's |egs than
ever.

This stretch of waterfront was clear and | evel and easy to wal k. A set of
wooden steps |l ed down to the dock; at the top of the steps a plank walk led to
t he verandah of a good-sized inn. Beyond the inn was a small village, a
handf ul of houses and shops along either side of a single street |eading up
the sl ope, away fromthe water

Durery knew the big building by the river was an i nn because a signboard hung
over the verandah showing a brown pig on a black spit, with a jagged orange
border below that was clearly intended to represent a cooking fire. He could
see the col ors because lanterns hung to either side of the sign, both of them
bur ni ng.

He found hinself faced with a difficult decision. Should he approach the inn
where the man in brown m ght be staying, or should he go down to the boat?
After sone thought, he chose the boat.

He tripped and very nearly fell on the top step, which would have made for a
noi sy and pai nful tunble, but he caught hinself at the last mnute and made
his way gingerly down to the dock



When he stepped off the last step and could spare attention to | ook at

somet hing other than his own feet, he | ooked up and found he was being

wat ched.

A guard had been posted on theSunlit Meadows, just as on the cattle barge-a
man was sitting on a stool on the foredeck, a sword across his lap. He was
staring at Dunery.

"Uh ... hello,"” Dunery said. He spoke |loudly enough to be heard over the
chirping crickets and the gentle splashing of the river going about its

busi ness, and was horrified at how | oud his voice sounded. The crickets and
wat er weren't maki ng anywhere near as nmuch noi se as he had thought; his nornal
tone sounded |ike shouting.

"Hell o," the watchman answered warily.

Durery strolled down the dock, trying to | ook casual. "I was |ooking for
someone, " he said. "I saw himon that boat of yours a few days ago."

"Ch?" the watchman asked.

"Yes," Dunery said. "Big man, dark brown hair, wore brown |eather, canme aboard
at Azrad's Bridge."

"I mght know who you nmean." For the first time, Dumery noticed that the guard
spoke Ethsharitic with an accent.

"Yes, well," Dunery said, "lI'mlooking for him | need to talk to him"

The wat chman's hand had crept to the hilt of the sword; now he lifted it and
gestured at the eastern sky. "Qdd hour to go visiting, isn't it?" he asked.
"Ch, well," Dumery said, "I didn't want himto slip away before | had a chance
to talk to him you know. "

"Ah. In a hurry, were you?"

Durmery nodded. "Yes, | was," he said.

"I'n too much of a hurry to clean up?"

Durery | ooked down at hinsel f.

H's tunic was nuddy rags. His breeches were split at the crotch and frayed to
t hreads for much of their length, and his skin was covered with scrapes,
scratches, and dirt. H s boots were badly scuffed, but still, thank all the
gods, sound.

"I mssed the road in the dark," he explained. "Fell down a couple of tinmes."
"Well, boy," the guard told him "I'msorry, but you' re not coning aboard

t heMeadows |ike that, and | don't care if you're a boy baron in disguise, or
one of the gods thenselves."

"He's on board, then?" Dunery asked excitedly. "The man in brown | eather? The
dr agon- hunt er ?"

The wat chman squinted at Dumery. The eastern sky had started to pale; the
greater moon had set, but the |lesser moon was clinmbing rapidly, filling out as
it rose. Aship's lantern hung at each end of theSunlit Meadows, shining
brightly. In short, there was |ight, but not enough to read faces easily.

The wat chman decided it wasn't his problem "The man's nane is Kensher

Ki nner's son, boy-that the one you' re | ooking for? Anyway, no, he's not

aboard. He's probably at the Roasting Pig. This is his stop, where we pick him
up twice a year, and drop himoff on the way back."

A great weight he hadn't known was there seemed to vanish from Dunery's chest,
and his breath rushed in, then out, in a great sigh of relief."Thank you!" he
said. "Then lhaven't missed him" He whirled and charged back up the steps,

i gnoring the watchman's shouted adnonitions to watch his step and not to say
who' d told him

He even knew the man in brown's name, now Kensher Kinner's son. Not exactly an
ordi nary name, by Ethsharitic standards, but not particularly exotic. Dumery
had a vague inpression that northerners used patronym c nanes |like that nore
than city-dwellers did.

He dashed headl ong up the boardwal k and onto the verandah, and smacked his
hands agai nst the door of the inn, expecting it to open

It didn't. H's danp feet slipped on the oiled wood of the verandah, and his
nose and chin slamed up agai nst solid oak hard enough to bruise, but not to
br eak anyt hi ng.



He caught hinself and stepped back, rubbing his injured nose, then reached
forward and tried the |atch.

The door still wouldn't open

Durery frowned. Who ever heard of an inn where the door woul dn't open? Wat
good wast hat to anyone?

Wl |, maybe the owners were worried about bandits wandering in. After all,
this wasn't Ethshar. Dunery | ooked about for a knocker or bell-pull.

A bl ack netal rod hung down just behind the signboard; he hadn't noticed it
before, taking it for a shadow or part of the bracket holding the sign. The
upper end vani shed into a boxy structure protruding fromthe wall.

He reached up and gave it a tug.

It noved freely, and when he released it it swung back up into place-obviously
count erwei ght ed somewhere. He wasn't sure whether he heard a clunk somewhere
when he let it go, or not.

An unfamliar voice, oddly hollow, called,"le kh gamakh."

Durery blinked. That wasn't Ethsharitic.

It was probably, he realized suddenly, Sardironese. He was presumably
sonewhere in the Baronies of Sardiron, so that woul d make sense.
Unfortunately, Dumery didn't know a word of Sardironese, and couldn't begin to
guess whet her the phrase he had just heard neant, "Wl come," or "Go away," or
"G ve the password,"” or "The key's on the windowsill," or sonething el se
entirely.

"I don't speak Sardironese,
annoy anyone.

Nobody answer ed.

He stood there, |ooking about and trying to think what he should do, until he
was startled by a scrapi ng sound.

He spun back toward the door, and there, an inch or two above the top of his
head, a panel the size of a man's hand had slid open. Bleary green eyes
beneat h bushy white eyebrows were | ooking out, and from what he could see of
them Dunery thought they | ooked puzzl ed.

"Hell o," Dunmery said.

The eyes blinked, and | ooked down, suddenly discovering Dunery.
"Hel | 0?" a voice answered, the voice of an old man.

"May | come in?" Dumery asked

The voice replied,"H khai debrou ... ie'tshei, yes, one noment.'
slid shut, nmetal rattled against netal, and the door swung open
Durery stepped in and | ooked around, to see what he could see, and discovered
that nostly he could see the starched white apron and vol uni nous red

ni ghtshirt of the man who had adnmitted him That worthy was standing in
Durery's way, |ooking down at himw th an unreadabl e expression on his face.
"By all the gods, boy, you are a ... aness!" the man excl ai ned.

Durery was relieved to hear the man deliver a conplete, coherent sentence in
Et hsharitic, even if itwas accented.

But then, an innkeeper would naturally want to speak several |anguages.
"I"'mlooking for a man dressed in brown | eather, going by the name Kensher

Ki nner's son," Dunery said.

"He is-ie'tshei,is he expecting you?"

"He's yetchy?"

"No, no. |Is he expecting you?"

"I's he here?"

he called-not too loudly, as he didn't want to

The panel

"I am...ie'tshei, why should I tell you?"
Durmery was tired. He was, in fact, exhausted, and as a result he was in no
nmood to deal with obstructions when he was so close to his goal. "Just tel

me, all right?" he said. "And what's that 'yetchy' nean, anyway?"

The man gl ared down at himfiercely, and Dumery realized he'd said the wong
t hi ng.

"le'tsheiis Sardironese for 'l neant to say,' boy," the man said. "You don't
make fun of nmy Ethsharitic, all right? You want to hear ne use all the right
words, you talk to ne in Sardironese. W aren't in the Hegenony here. Since



was your age, | could speak four |anguages enough to run this inn. | don't
hear you saying anything in anything but Ethsharitic. You don't sound so smart
to me, boy, so watch your nanners."

"I"'msorry," Dunery said, not really neaning it

The i nnkeeper ignored the interruption. "You conme in here an hour before dawn,
when | need ny sleep, you drip mud on ny floors and | ook Iike the worst

gar bage, |ike someone who takes what the dogs won't eat, you don't say who you
are, you make fun of how | talk in a foreign | anguage when |I'm hal f asl eep

you want to talk to one of ny guests who isalso still asleep, assuming he's
here, which | haven't said ... boy, you better have the noney to pay for a
room and a bath and a meal and new cl ot hes, because if you don't you go right
back out that door. | don't want you in here like this. You make me | ook bad."

"I"'msorry," Dunery said again, a little nore sincerely.

"Sorry, nothing. You have noney?"

Durrery | ooked down at the purse on his belt. Six bits, he knew, wasn't going
to buy himnmuch here. It certainly wasn't going to buy himany synpathy, |et
al one new clothes and all the rest of it.

The i nnkeeper saw Dunery's look and interpreted it readily enough

"No noney," he said. "CQut, boy. Qut." The man put a hand on Dunery's chest and
pushed gently.

Until he felt that hand it hadn't really registered with the |ad just how big
t he i nnkeeper was, which was very big indeed. Dumery doubted very mnuch that
this particular innkeeper had ever had to hire anyone el se as his bouncer; he
was cl early capable of handling the job hinself.

Unwi | I'ingly, Dumery stepped back out onto the verandah, and the heavy door

sl amred shut an inch fromhis face.

Chapt er Ei ght een

Despite the disconforts of his hiding place in the bushes al ong the riverbank
Durmery kept dozing off, only waking when he started to fall forward, branches
scrapi ng his face.

Each time he would jerk hinmself back up to a sitting position and stare wildly
about before settling back down to watch the door of the inn

Finally, about mid-norning, the man in brown, the dragon-hunter, energed. He
was wearing his brown | eather outfit again, not the nmore ordinary clothes he
had had on when he had left the Inn at the Bridge and boarded t heSunlit
Meadows.

He stepped out, turned to his right, and marched across the verandah to the
steps at the north end. He trotted down the steps w thout any hesitation,
turned again, and strode off to the east, down the main road of the tiny
riverside village, awmay fromthe inn and toward the nountains.

Durery scranbl ed from conceal ment and fol | owed.

He had had enough of secrecy. He had every intention of running right up to
thi s Kensher person and announci ng hinsel f, and then demandi ng an
apprenticeship. After all, Dumery had followed the man all the way from safe,
fam liar Ethshar out into the wilds of Sardiron-didn't that prove his
resolution? Didn't that show how determ ned he was? Wul dn't that be enough to
i mpressanyone?

Durery tripped over a branch and fell sprawing. He picked hinmself up quickly
and | ooked ahead.

Kensher was already well down the road, alnost out the far end of the
village-if the tiny collection of buildings qualified as a village; being a
city boy, Dunery was not sure just how small a village could get and stil
deserve the nane.

The dragon-hunter was wal ki ng al ong quickly, in the brisk, determned stride
of a man who knows exactly where he's going and who wants to get there. Dunery
broke into a run.

Tired as he was, he couldn't sustain it, and after a hundred feet, when he was
scarcely past the inn's stables, he slowed to a stunbling trot. Halfway



t hrough the village, as he passed through the rush of warmair fromthe
smthy, that became a wal k.

VWell, Durmery told hinmself, he'd catch up eventually. The nman woul d have to
stop and rest sonetine.

Stopping to rest sounded |ike an absolutely wonderful idea, but he knew he
didn't dare do that.

But maybe just aminute wouldn't hurt.

But he didn't dare | ose sight of Kensher!

He trudged on, and on, out of the village, out of sight of the village, past
the farms that Iined the river, up into the hills and forests where the road
narrowed to a trail, and when at |last, despite the best his tired | egs could
do, hedid | ose sight of Kensher, he collapsed in a heap by the side of the
road. Promi sing hinself he would only rest for a nonent, the better to run on
and catch up to the dragon-hunter, he immediately fell asleep

When he awoke, he sat up and | ooked around, puzzl ed.

Wher ewas he, anyway?

He was sitting in a pile of dead |l eaves in the mdst of a forest, beside a
trail that seened to wander aimessly through the trees. The ground was
uneven; it sloped in various directions. The air seemed unseasonably cool. The
sun was sending slanting |ight down through the |eaves, |eaves that spattered
the ground with shadow, and Dunery, upon consideration, decided that the sun
nmust be in the west.

That gave hima sense of direction. The road ran east and west; to the east it
sl oped up and over the crest of a hill, while to the west it sloped gently
downward and, by the look of it, into a valley.

Durmery's mind gradually cleared, and he renenbered the little village by the
river, the desperate chase after Kensher Kinner's son, through the village and
into the forest and all along that valley and on up here, to where the road
had wound up and over the hill and out of sight and he, Dunery, had finally
col | apsed.

There was no sign of Kensher, of course.

Frustration and lingering fatigue caught up with him and Dunmery burst out
crying.

When that was over, he stood up, brushed hinmself off as best he could, and

t hought about what he shoul d do.

Back down the valley lay the village and the river, and somewhere downstreanta
hundred | eagues? More?-lay Azrad's Bridge, and the road back to Ethshar and
horre.

Up the slope | ay-what?

Kensher's home canp might be just across the hill; why not? After all, this
was a Sardironese forest; wouldn't there be dragons around?

That was a disturbing thought, and Dunery i medi ately reconsidered.

No, there wouldn't be. He was still too close to the river, the village, and
civilization in general

Al the same, he owed it to hinself to go on. Surely, it couldn't be much
farther! And to come all this way and then give up-that woul d be ridicul ous.
Hi s brothers would never let himlive it down.

At the very least he should take a | ook over the sunmit, he told hinself.

He wi ped his eyes, |ooked around, and, seeing nothing dangerous, he marched
on, up the hill

At the crest he stopped and | ooked. There was the road, w nding down the other
slope-to a fork. Dumery stared at it in dismy.

Whi ch way had Kensher gone? Wich fork had he taken? Was there any way to
tell?

These questions got Dunery thinking, and he realized that he didn't know

whet her Kensher was still on the road at all. The man was a dragon-hunter, and
therefore he was surely an expert woodsman and dweller in wlderness. He

woul dn't need roads. He m ght have gone off the road anywhere.

Durrery woul d probabl ynever find him then

But if one dragon-hunter worked in this area, naybe others did, as well. At



the next village he cane to he could ask, or if he found no villages, then a
house or even a canp-sonebodylived out here, or there wouldn't be a road, |et
al one a fork. The locals would know about dragon-hunters in the area.

He didn't need to apprentice hinmself specifically to Kensher;any dragon-hunter
woul d do, really.

And he might yet catch up to Kensher. If hehad stayed on the road, maybe there
woul d be sone way to tell which fork he had taken. The ground around the fork
in the road | ooked soft; there mght be footprints, and Dunery hadn't seen any
sign of anyone else on the trail

He nade his way down to the fork, where the earth was, to Dumery's delight,
danp. Then he knelt down and studi ed the ground.

The left fork, which | ed eastward, showed fresh footprints in the soft, noist
earth; the right fork, which veered off to the south, did not.

Durmery took the left fork and marched on, over the next hill.

And the next hill.

And the next.

And there, at last, he canme across a house.

It was a rather peculiar house, by Dumery's standards, being built entirely of
heavy, tarred tinbers, with no plaster, no stonework, no fancywork of any

ki nd. The hi nges on doors and shutters were sinple iron straps. It was set
back fromthe road, anobng the trees; behind it Dumery could see a few smal

out bui I di ngs built of grey, weathered planks, and a gi gantic woodpile. There
were no signs of life.

Still, it was a house, and Dunmery was delighted to see it. He quickened his
pace-not to a run, he couldn't manage that, but to a brisk wal k-and hurried up
to the door.

He knocked, and waited.

No one answered, and he knocked agai n.

"Setsh tukul ?"a voice called frominside-a wonan's voi ce.

"Hello!" Dumery called. "lIs anyone hone?"

The door opened, and a wonan | ooked out-not an old woman, by any neans, but
one past the full flower of her youth. Her hair was |light brown, with no trace
of gray, and her skin was still smooth, but there were lines at the corners of
her eyes and a certain hardness to her face. She wore a plain brown skirt and
a tan tunic, and held a heavy iron fireplace poker

"Kha bakul t'dnai shin?"the woman denmanded.

"Do you speak Ethsharitic?" Dumery asked.

Her eyes narrowed."Ethsharit?" she said."le den norakh Ethsharit. Ha d' noresh
Sar di r oni s?"

Durery coul d make nothing of that, but he correctly concluded that in fact the
worman di dnot speak Ethsharitic.

Surely, though, she m ght know a few words.

"Dragon hunters?" Dunery asked. "I'm|looking for dragon hunters."

She glared at him"le den norakh Ethsharit," she said."D gash, d' gash!" She
gestured for himto | eave.

"Dragon hunters!" Dunery repeated. "Please!"

"D gash!"She pointed angrily at the road.

Desperately, Dumery tried, "Kensher Kinner's son?"

She paused, peered down at him "Kensher?" she asked. "Kensherfin Kinnerl?"
Durrery nodded, hoping that she meant the man he was | ooking for, and that he
hadn't accidentally spoken sone inappropriate Sardironese phrase.

She shook her head."Da khor," she said."Pa-khoru." She pointed down the road
in the direction Dunery had been traveling.

Durmery had no idea what the words nmeant, but the gesture was clear. "That
way?" he said. "Thank you, |ady! Thank you!" He bowed, and backed away.

She stood and watched until he was back on the hi ghway and headi ng east again.
Then she stepped inside and sl anmed the door

Durery trudged onward, wondering how far back into these wild hills Kensher
was going to go

Surely, if the woman knew t he name, Kensher's home couldn't betoo nuch



farther.

Durery passed five nore houses before night fell, and knocked at each one;
three were apparently unoccupi ed, but at the other two a scene simlar to his
first attenpt was repeated-Dunmery woul d ask questions in Ethsharitic, and
recei ve unconprehendi ng and i nconprehensible replies in Sardironese. At one
house even the nanme Kensher evoked no response, and he gave up and went on; at
the other, the nane elicited i mmedi ate recognition and careful directions,
using gestures. Dunery took a monent to grasp that when the man there hel d out
his first two fingers, spread wide apart, while pointing with his other hand,
that it represented a fork in the road ahead.

Once he had that, though, the crossed index fingers for a crossroads seened
obvi ous, and runni ng another finger along to show which fork to take, or
drawing an imaginary left turn in the air, was clear enough

The man gave Dumery a list of four forks and two crossroads, which Dumery
carefully nenorized

Surely, he thought, it wouldn't be |l ong now He marched on al nost nerrily, and
even whistled for a nonment or two.

He stopped, however, because it made himnotice the cold nore when he bl ew al
that air out. The weather had very definitely turned col der-or perhaps it was
because he was far to the north, and spring cane | ater here.

Cold or not, though, he expected to find Kensher's hone shortly.

By sunset he hadn't even reached the first fork

Not | ong after he stopped at a marker stone, bearing an inscription he
couldn't make out in the failing light, and decided that he needed to rest. He
couldn't go on in the dark; he m ght wander off the road or get hinself eaten
by wol ves. Besi des, he was exhaust ed.

He was hungry, too, but there was nothing he could do about that.

He would go on in the norning, he decided.

He spent the night curled up by the road, shivering with the cold and
listening to his stomach grow. In the stories he'd heard when he was younger
t he heroes had wandered about in forests for years, living off nuts and
berries and roots, picking fruit fromthe trees-but he could see no nuts or
berries or fruit and the roots were nostly well-hidden, while those that
weren't | ooked quite surprisingly unappetizing.

Water was no problem there were streans and pools all through the hills,
especially along the valleys between ridges. It was often dirty, stagnant and
foul -tasting, but it was water.

Food, though, he could not find.

He had chewed a few stal ks of grass as he wal ked, but that was not really

sati sfying. He had eaten reasonably well on the barge, but he hadn't eatenat
all since com ng ashore, except for the grass, and he was begi nning to wonder
how long it took to starve to death.

Sone of the houses he had passed had had gardens, and he wondered if he m ght
do well to backtrack until he found one and pick a few things, but it was too
early in the year for much of anything to be ripe yet, and he didn't like the
i dea of stealing.

Besides, it was getting dark very rapidly, and he was afraid he'd | ose the
trail if he tried to go anywhere.

When he awoke the sun was al ready high up the eastern sky; his disconfort had
kept hi mawake well after he should have slept, but once asleep his exhaustion
had taken over. He rose quickly and started on toward the east once again, but
al nrost i medi ately began to think about turning back and searching for food,
maybe goi ng back to the house where he had gotten directions and beggi ng. That
man had seenmed kind; surely, he would feed a hungry stranger

This idea grew steadily nore appealing for alnost half an hour. Then he topped
the next ridge and reconsidered.

Ahead of him at a fork in the road that was surely the first of the four he
had been told about, stood an inn

It had to be an inn. It was much | arger than any of the houses he had seen out
here in the wilderness, with a large, cleared yard, and a stable attached at



one end. The main building was all wood, but decorated with carvings and paint
in a way that none of the houses had been. A |arge herb and vegetabl e garden
spread across the hillside to the rear, with a well house at one back corner
and what appeared to be the roof of an icehouse at the other. A signboard hung
over the door.

If he had only gone on a little farther in the darkness-but that didn't matter
now. Dunery staggered happily down the slope; surely, his six bits would
buysonet hi ng edi bl e here!

When he got cl oser he saw that the signboard showed a pine tree splitting in
half fromthe top down, with a jagged yellowline in the center of the split
that extended up to the top of the wooden panel -1ightning, Dumery guessed.
That hardly seenmed |like a favorable omen, but Dunery didn't really believe in
onens in everyday life.

The front door was open, and Dunery tottered in without hesitation. He found a
chair and fell into it, and hauled his few pitiful coins out of his purse.
"Ukhur ie t'yel akh?"

Durery | ooked up at the serving maid who stood over hiny he had been too busy
with his noney to notice her approach.

"Do you speak Ethsharitic?" he asked, depressingly certain that she would not.
"Et hsharit?"she asked."D | osh. Shenda!" This [ast word was shouted in the
direction of the kitchens.

Anot her, ol der serving maid appeared in reply."Unu?" she asked.

"Da burei gorn Ethsharit."Wth that, the younger woman turned and headed for
the kitchen, while the ol der one enmerged to take her place.

"Yes, sir?" the new arrival asked.

"You speak Ethsharitic?" Dumery asked, amazed and pl eased.

"Yes, sir. What would you |ike?" Although she spoke politely, Dunmery saw her

| ooki ng askance at the rags he wore.

"I haven't eaten in two days," Dumery said. "This is all the noney | have
left. May | have sonething to eat? Anything?"

She | ooked at the coins and considered. "I think we can manage sonething," she
said. Durmery noticed she had only a very slight Sardironese accent.

She turned and headed for the kitchen, and Dunery sat, waiting nervously.

She emerged a few nonents later with a platter and set it before him

He stared, nouth watering.

There were soft brown rolls, and two green apples, and white-streaked orange
cheese, and the remains of a chicken-the | egs were gone, and the breast neat
stripped away, but one wing was still there, and Dunery could see a fair bit
of neat still on the bones.

"Left-overs frombreakfast," the serving maid explained. "Four bits."

Hand shaking with anticipation, Dumery pushed over four of his six coins and
began eating. The thought of haggling didn't even occur to him

The rolls were still good, only slightly stale, but the apples weren't
anywhere near ripe, the white streaks on the cheese were an unpl easant nol d,
and the chicken was cold and greasy.

Al the same, to Dunery it was all ineffably delicious. Wen he was done
not hi ng remai ned on the platter but chicken bones and the stens and seeds of
t he appl es.

He sat back, hands on his stomach, enjoying the sensation of repletion

The serving nmaid reappeared at his side.

"Are you a warl ock?" she asked. "You | ook so young!"

"No, I'mnot a warlock," Dunery replied, nystified. He stared up at her for a
nonment, then asked, "Should | be?"

"Ch," she said. "Ch, well, nost of the people who cone here who have forgotten
to eat for long periods are warl ocks.™

"I didn'tforget," Dunery said, flabberghasted by the very concept of
forgetting to eat, "I just didn't have any food!" He continued to stare up at
her.

She stared back. Dumery grew unconfortabl e.

"Way would ... | nean, do a lot of warlocks cone here?" he asked. He coul dn't



see any reason they would; while the inn was pl easant enough, he saw not hi ng
magi cal about it.

"Sometines," she replied.

"Why?" Dumery asked, puzzled.

She shrugged. "I don't know," she said. "They don't talk rmuch. They're always
headed sout heast, down the main hi ghway. Usually they fly."

This news did not set very well with Dunery. "Southeast, down the nmain

hi ghway" described his own intended route. The idea of encountering severa
war | ocks al ong the way wasn't appealing. If he couldn't be a magician hinself,
he preferred not to deal with themat all until he could sonehow hold his own.
"Just warl ocks?" he asked. "Wat about w zards, or sorcerers?"

"No, just warlocks," the woman said. "l've never even nmet a sorcerer, and it's
been years since a wizard' s stopped here." She paused, then added, "I net a
denonol ogi st once when | was a little girl, but that wasn't anywhere near
here.”

"Ch," Dumery said. He thought for a noment.

He couldn't think of any reason that warl ocks would want to travel the area,
but then, he didn't know much about warl ockry.

It didn't really concern him he decided.

He woul d want to stay out of the way of any warl ocks he encountered, of
course-not just now, but always. Warlocks had a nasty reputation. Being a
dragon- hunter and demandi ng piles of gold for dragon's bl ood would give hima
way to get back at wi zards, but warl ocks used no potions or spells; even a
dragon- hunter wouldn't inpress them

But on the other hand, they would have no reason to bother him He was

harm ess enough, and his business wouldn't interfere with theirs.

And now that he thought about his business, he had another question for the
serving mai d.

"Um.." Dunery said, "lI'mlooking for an apprenticeship to a dragon-hunter
Wul d you know of any around here who m ght be interested?"

The wonman bl inked, and thought for a monent.

"I don't think | do," she said. "OF course, there aren't very many dragons
right around here; they're nobstly to the east, up in the mountains. O north.
O south. There are certainly dragon-hunters in Al dagnor, but | don't know
where."

"Where's Al dagnor?" Dunery asked.

She stared."Here, of course!"

"I thought this was Sardiron," Dunery said, puzzled.

"It is."

"But you said..."

"The gods hel p you, boy, Al dagnor ispart of Sardiron! O at least, it's part
of the Baronies of Sardiron."

"Ch," said Dunery. "It's one of the Baronies?"
"The | argest of them" the wonman replied.
"How many are there?" Dumery asked. "I nean, there are three Ethshars, and

everyone knows that because it's called the Hegenony of the Three Ethshars,

but how many baronies are there?"

"I have no idea," she replied. "I think it varies-barons can divide their

| ands up between heirs, and sometines a marriage will nmerge two of them Right

now, well, there's Sardiron of the Waters, of course, where the Council neets,

and there's Taznor, which is east of the nountains and the richest of them

all, and Srignmor, in the north, except nuch of it's abandoned, and The Passes,

where the highways cross the mountains into Taznor, and then there are all the

Lesser Baronies along the river, Hakhai and Tselm n and Takranna and the rest
.1 don't know. "

"Ch," Dumery said again.

"We're in the North Riding of Al dagnor here," she volunteered, after a noment

of awkward silence. "Though I think it's actually nore to the west than to the

north of the others. You crossed the boundary about a mle back, if you cane

up the highway fromthe river-didn't you see the marker stone?"



Durery remenbered where he had slept the night before. "I didn't read it," he
admi tted.

This was all very interesting, he thought, but they were getting further and
further fromwhat he really wanted to know.

"So you don't know where | can find a dragon-hunter who needs an apprentice?"
he asked.

"No," she said, "lI'"mafraid not."

Durery si ghed, then asked his next question. "Do you know a man named Kensher
Ki nner's son?"

She stared at him "Wy, vyes,'
"Hedi d?" Dumery yel ped

"Yes, he did," she confirmed. "He cones by about four times a year, and he has
for as long as | can renmenber. Everyone along the road knows him he al ways
has a good word for everyone he sees. You' re not from around here, though; do
you know hi n"

"Sort of," Dumery said, while cursing hinmself for not pressing on the night
before. He had been so cl ose!

"Well, he just left, oh, half an hour before you got here, at nost. Mybe if
you hurry, you can catch himon the road."

"Maybe, " Dumery said, |ooking at the platter of chicken bones and w shing he'd
stuffed the food in his pocket to eat on the road i nstead of wasting tine at
the inn. "lI'd better get going." He rose, put his last two bits in his purse,
and headed for the door

"Cood luck!" the maid called after himas he rushed out. He didn't take tine
to answer,

A moment | ater, though, Dumery's head re-appeared in the doorway. "Which road
did he take?" he call ed.

The servant pointed. "That one," she said, indicating the right fork

That was in agreenent with the gestured directions Dunmery had gotten the night
bef ore. The boy nodded, turned, and ran

she said. "He stayed here last night."

Chapt er Ni neteen

Teneria turned and studied the bank again. "Do you think we're getting cl ose?"
she asked.

"Don't know," the spriggan said. "Don't care. Like you better."

"To Sardiron of the Waters, or to the barge?" the boat's owner asked.

"The barge," Teneria replied.

"I doubt it," the boatman said. "Those cattle barges are usually

syl ph-propel | ed; they can really nove al ong."

Teneria glanced at him worried. "They can?"

"Ch, yes. | told you when | picked you up that we weren't likely to catch him
this side of Sardiron-the city, not the country, we'rein the Baronies. But
it's still a good long way to the city, and we probably won't catch up, not
unl ess you use magic."

"Andl toldyou that | don'thave any magic that can nove a boat any faster than
you can row it or pole it."

The boat man shrugged. "Well, then," he said, "I'd say you aren't going to
catch this fellow, not so long as he's on that barge."
"I wonder," Teneria said, "if heis still on the barge." An odd uneasi ness

touched her as she thought about it, and she had | earned early in her
apprenticeship to pay attention to such things.

She stared at the spriggan for a noment, soaking in its nenories of
Durery-such as they were; spriggans, she had discovered, weren't nuch on
renmenbering things. Then she turned to the bank, raised her spread fingers to
her forehead, closed her eyes, and worked a locating spell Sella had taught
her years ago, using the spriggan as her faniliar

Her eyes fl ew open

"He's there!" she shouted. "He went ashore at the inn! Take us back, to that
inn we just passed, quickly!" She pointed desperately, jabbing at the air in



her excitenent.

How perverse of the boy, she thought, to go ashore without warning, instead of
continuing on to Sardiron of the Waters as he had said he would! Teneria was
begi nning to dislike Dumery w thout ever having net him

"What ?" The boatman stared at her as if she had gone mad, but already he was
backi ng water with one oar. "How do you know?"

"I just know," Teneria said.

"Magic? Is it magic? You're a wi zard?" H s voice was both eager and

appr ehensi ve.

"I'ma witch," Teneria corrected him Then she corrected herself. "An
apprentice, anyway. If | find the boy I'll make journeyman."

"But you said you didn't have any nmgic..."

"I said | didn't have any magi c that could nove the boat faster than you can

| don't. Wtchcraft doesn't work that way."

"But you say you know ... | nean, if you can do one kind of magic..."

Teneria decided to just ignore the boatman's questions, and after a noment
they trailed away into silence as he concentrated on bringing the boat safely
up to the dock.

Teneria fished in her purse and found the silver bits she had prom sed. She
handed t hem over, tossed the spriggan gently up onto the dock, then clinmbed up
after it.

"Thank you," she called back

The boatman just nodded as he pushed off. "Crazy witch," he nuttered a nonent
later, clearly unaware that witches were known for their remarkabl e hearing.
Teneria heard the remark, but paid no attention. She was scanning the area,

| ooking for psychic traces.

There, behind that bush-soneone had crouched there for at |east an hour
probably much nore, yesterday nmorning. It was a boy, about twelve.

It was Dumery. No doubt at all, it was Dunery. She had found his trail

From here, it would be easy. The traces weren't as fresh as they m ght be, but
there were no crowds, no conflicting signals, up here in the wilds of
Sardiron. The traces were there; all she had to do was foll ow t hem

How difficult could it be?

Wth a smile on her lips and the spriggan perched unsteadily on her shoul der
she marched up the trail into the forest.

By nightfall it had begun to sink in that Dumery still had a good, solid Iead
on her, and she wasn't gaining nuch on him Ch, she was gaining, but only very
slowy; she estimated the traces to be only a day or so old, where she had
started a good two days behi nd.

But she still had a ot of catching up to do.

She passed the spot where Dunery had slept, curled up beside the path, and
noted it, even in the darkness. She wasn't about to stop there herself; this
was her chance to gain a little ground.

Besi des, there was an inn ahead, she could sense it, no nore than a nile away.
She forged on, finding her way by noonlight and w tch-sight. The spriggan

hal f asleep, tottered and al nmost fell from her shoul der; she put a hand up to
steady it.

Her | egs dragged with weariness, but she kept noving.

After a time she paused to catch her breath. The inn was just over the ridge,
she knew that; she was al nost there.

Then the night was torn open by a blaze of orange |ight from above, |ight that
spilled in sharp-edged bl ades through the dark trees, turning the forest into
a jagged maze of bright color and bl ack shadow. She heard the sound of a man's
scream thin with distance, and she | ooked up, seeking the source of the
light.

A man was hangi ng unsupported in the night sky, perhaps a hundred yards up and
two hundred yards to the north, and the light came from his body, burning |like
a miniature sun

He was scream ng, and appeared to be struggling with the enpty air, as if
somet hing were pulling at him draggi ng hi msonmewhere he didn't want to go.



Then his head jerked, the light went out, the scream ng stopped, and he fell.
Teneria stood frozen in astoni shment for a nmonment, listening to the sound of
branches snappi ng beneath the fallen nagician's weight-for anyone who flew
about glowing like that was clearly a magician

Then she heard the dull thud of the body hitting the ground, and she cane to
her senses.

The spriggan, w de awake now, whinpered. She petted it once, quickly, then
turned her attention back to the fallen nan.

Wtchlight was tiring, and she was already very tired i ndeed, but she managed
a small, pale glow fromone palm enough to find an old tree linb; setting it
afire at one end al so used up nore energy than she could really afford, but
was not as taxing as maintaining a wtchlight would have been.

Once the wood was burning steadily she picked it up and began to pick her way
t hrough the forest underbrush by the light of this inpronptu torch

At first she al nost wal ked ri ght past the man because she was expecting to see
an orange cl oak. Wthout the magical glow though, his cloak was bl ack, and
she took it for a shadow until the torch's illunmination failed to dispel it.
He was |ying face-down atop a pile of dead | eaves and broken branches, and she
was unsure whether he was alive or dead until she heard his breath rustling
the | eaves. She stooped and pushed at his shoul der, as the spriggan clung
precariously.

There was no response; he was at | east dazed, nore likely unconscious.

In fact, hewas unconscious, she realized; had she not been so weary she woul d
have seen it imediately. H s aura was di mbut steady, and she could not sense
any thought at all.

He was hurt, as well; she worked a quick diagnostic spell and discovered that
the fall had broken two of his ribs and cracked the bone in his left wist.

It was a very good thing, she thought, that he was unconsci ous, because if she
had | ooked as a wi tch upon anyone that badly injured while the person was
awake, bot h of them would probably have passed out fromthe pain. This man was
seriously damaged.

He needed attention, and slow healing, and she was in no condition to provide
it here in the mddle of the forest, alone in the dark

Just a quarter of a nile away, however, was an inn. The fallen nman was tal

and broad, but he had clearly not eaten well lately, and his skin was
stretched tight on his bones, with little muscle |eft-she could nove him
Carrying hima quarter-nile, though, through the woods in the dark, wi thout
even the trail for much of the way...

Wll, did she really have any choi ce? She coul dn'tl eave hi m here!

She plucked the spriggan from her shoul der and placed it gently on the ground;
the little creature started to protest, but she hushed it. Then she bent down
and pi cked the unconscious magician up, using a levitation spell to hel p when
her grip was not strong enough or the man's body started to flop in the wong
direction, and got himhoisted up across her shoul ders.

She got a ook at his face as she lifted him he was in his thirties, she
judged, but his features were lined and troubled, even in his unconscious

stat e.

When he was secure, she started wal ki ng-or rather, staggering-toward the inn
the spriggan followi ng in her footsteps, nmaking unhappy little worried noises.
As she wal ked, she used little pushes of witchcraft to steady her, and a
l[ifting spell whenever her burden started to shift or slide, but she fought
the tenptation to just levitate himentirely. That was too risky. She could
kill herself that way-or so Sella had al ways warned her

"Levitation drains just as nmuch fromyou as lifting with your hands and | egs,"
Sella had insisted. "It's just that when you use your rnuscles, they'll protest
when they're overworked, they' Il tell you when you're tired, when you're doi ng
too much. They'll ache and twi nge and not hold. It's your body's natura
war ni ng system But witchcraft isn't natural, and your body isn't made for
it-thereare no warnings. In trance, you can keep up a spell until your body
has no life left init at all, hasn't got the energy remaining to keep your



heart punping. A witch can keel over and die, just like that, if she tries to
do too much."

Teneria had taken Sella' s word for it; she had seen how she could feel fine
and alert during a spell, and exhausted the nmonment she rel eased her
concentration, and had never cared to test the theory any further.

But now, after a |l ong and strenuous day, instead of eating her supper and
getting a good night's rest she had worked a whole series of little spells,
and in addition she was carrying a weight of at |east a hundred and fifty
pounds. She could hardly have much of an energy reserve left; if she tried any
nore spells shem ght keel over and die.

She stunbl ed at the very thought, and al nost went headl ong, catching herself
at the last instant.

When she saw the lights of the inn through the trees she |l et out her breath in
a great sigh of relief-but she wasn't there yet, and she didn't have the
energy to shout. She staggered on

After what seened |ike days she dropped her torch, |lowered the inert man to
the ground, fell heavily against the door of the inn, and managed a weak
poundi ng with one fist.

Soneone answered her knock, and she actually got herself inside and into a
chair before, amd nmutters and exclamations in Sardironese, she passed out.

Chapter Twenty

Teneria came to with a spluttering; soneone was hol ding a gl ass of oushka to
her mouth, and she felt as if the fiery liquor were burning her lips, its
fumes scouring out her nose.

She sneezed, and went into a fit of coughing, then gasped for breath, and when
she was finally able to pay attention to something other than her own distress
she realized that a wonan was talking to her, in a | anguage that she was not
quite able to make out-probably Sardironese.

"What ?" she said, in Ethsharitic. She didn't have the energy to use an
interpretive spell.

"She was asking," another wonan's voice said, in Ethsharitic, "whether you are
a warl ock. "

"No," Teneria said, puzzled. "I'ma witch." She wondered why anyone woul d ask
such a question. It seenmed an odd thing to ask, under the circunstances. She
bl i nked at the two wonen, both wearing aprons over sinple dresses, who were

| ooking worriedly at one another and nuttering in Sardironese.

The one who spoke Ethsharitic turned back to Teneria and asked, "Then the nman
you brought-i she a warl ock?"

"I don't know," Teneria answered. "He mght be."

"Where did you find hin®"

"He fell out of the sky near me, in the forest. He was scream ng, and gl owi ng
orange." She renenbered sonething el se, and added, "He has two broken ribs and
a cracked wist; handle himcareful ly!l'"

The wonen | ooked at one anot her.

"Listen," the one who spoke Ethsharitic said, "heis a warlock, fromwhat you
describe. W have seen this before. W will handle hinvery carefully-but we
will not let himunder this roof. He nmust stay outside."

Teneria's head was swinmng with fatigue, and she had very little idea of what
was goi ng on, but she asked, baffled, "Wy?"

"Because he is a warlock."

The Sardi ronese wonmen seened to think this was a conpl etely adequate

expl anati on, and Teneria was too tired to argue. She let her head fall back
agai nst the back of the tall chair she sat in.

Her stomach grow ed.

The two worren gl anced at each other, and one studied the purse on Teneria's
belt for a nonent. It | ooked reasonably plunp.

"Wl d you like sone food?" the ol der woman asked.

Teneri a managed a nod.



A moment | ater a thick slab of fresh bread, smeared with yellow butter, was in
her hand; a nonment after that it was in her nouth.

And not long after that she began to feel considerably better. Al she had
needed was food and rest, to replenish her depleted reserves; she knew that,
and had known it all along-or would have if she had had the energy to think
about it. She sat up straighter and | ooked around.

The two women were goi ng about the inn's business; there were half a dozen
customers-rat her unsavory-looking, all of them Teneria thought-and a fire, so
there were trays and nmugs to be carried, logs to be shifted and ashes to be
poked. The young witch watched for a few m nutes, but when one of the

servi ng-woren gl anced her way she caught her eye, and gestured.

The wonman put down the poker she had been w el ding and cane over to where
Teneria sat.

This was the ol der of the two, the one who spoke Ethsharitic. "Can | help
you?" she asked.

Teneria had any nunber of questions she wanted to ask, but before she could
thi nk of any of them she heard herself saying, "Mre food, please. Meat, and
fruit, and wine. | can pay."

"Yes, lady."

Wil e the servant was fetching food, Teneria considered, and deci ded questi ons
could wait until after she had eaten

It was half an hour later and the other customers had all drifted away when
Teneria asked the ol der serving woman, whose nanme she had | earned was Shenda,
"Why won't you | et warl ocks inside?"

"W will sometines," Shenda replied. "It depends on the circunstances. But
they seemto be prone to a sort of madness, and when we have any doubts about
whet her the madness is upon them we keep themout. If we don't, they're
likely to damage the place.”

"Damage it?" Teneria | ooked about. The inn did not appear damaged.

Shenda nodded. "The nmadness," she said, "it ... well, there's a conpul sion

i nvol ved, a geas or sonething. They all want to gothat way." She pointed to
the southeast. "And they don't care what's in the way. And with their magic,
if the madness is on them they can go right through the wall, or the roof-or
if they aren'tthat far gone, they may still smash furniture and set fires on
the way out." She nmade an unconfortable little gesture. "That one you
brought - from your description, flying and gl owi ng, the madness was probably
very strong in him He may have been fighting it-that would be why he fell
But when he wakes up, he may not be ready, and the nadness nmay carry him

away." She grimaced. "The south wall has been rebuilt twice in the past twenty
years; | don't want to nmake it three tinmes. And the roof went once.”
"They go ... warlocks go rightthrough the wall?" Teneria stared at the

pl astered stone and tinber in disbelief.
Shenda shrugged. "Magic. You're a witch, you said?"
Teneri a nodded.

"Couldn't a witch's magic take you through a wall |ike that?" Shenda asked.
"I don't know," Teneria adnmitted. "l suppose | could-yes, | think I could
break through a wall. But it mght kill nme, and | certainly wouldn't be going

anywhere right afterward.”

Shenda had no answer to that.

"Different magicks," Teneria said with a shrug. "There's no connection between
wi tchcraft and warl ockry. W have no madness that comes on us." Her eyes
narrowed. "In fact, | hadn't heard that warlocks did, either. | wonder about

wi zards, and sorcerers, and the others?"

Shenda shook her head. "Not around here, anyway. W never see anyone but
war | ocks. But there are a |ot of warl ocks around here. |1've heard that they're
nore common in Al dagnor than anywhere else, that it's easier to beconme one
here than el sewhere.”

"I wouldn't know, " Teneria said.

She was considering what to say next when the scream ng started outside.

She | eapt to her feet w thout thinking, and was surprised to find Shenda



grabbi ng her arm trying to hold her back
"I"ve got to go," she said, trying to shake the ol der woman off.

"No, you don't," Shenda said. "It's dangerous."
"Maybe | can help," Teneria insisted. "I'ma witch, | can heal and calm™
Shenda hesitated, but did not let go; Teneria used a subtle spell, |oosening

the other's finger muscles and maki ng her own sl eeve snoot her and nore
slippery, and pulled free. She hurried to the door

It slanmmed open before she could reach it, and brilliant golden |ight poured
in, blinding her nomentarily. Artificially speeding the contraction of her
pupils, Teneria shaded her eyes and peered out.

The warl ock was hanging in the air above the crossroads, eight or nine feet
up, spinning like a top and shrieking in agony, light pouring fromhimas if
he were a living flame or a piece of the sun itself. A whirlw nd surrounded
him carrying twigs and rotting leaves in circles about him it was the w nd
that had flung open the door. The inn's signboard was flapping wldly.

As Teneria watched, the warlock began to drift southward.

Wanting to help, or at least to understand, Teneria reached out with her

wi tchcraft and touched his mnd, as delicately as she could, and found a
roiling mass of terror and confusion. Sonething was conpelling him sonething
irresistible that whispered obscenely and unintelligibly directly into his
mnd; it was dragging himsouth, pulling at him and he was fighting against
it, hopelessly.

Part of himdidn't evenwant to resist, and that part was grow ng stronger-and
he knew it.

That was why he was screanming. It wasn't pain; it was terror and despair.
Teneria stepped forward and reached up with her own thoughts, calmng him
pushing his fear back, trying to block off that overpowering |lure, whatever it
was.

It wasn't easy. In fact, it wasn't possible to close it off conpletely.

She was able to muffle it slightly, though, and the warl ock's own resistance
strengt hened. Hi s spinning slowed, and he began to | ook down.

He spotted her, his eyes locked with hers, and then his head snapped away as
he continued to rotate.

H s gaze met hers again on the next rotation, though, and held for half a
second.

H's spin slowed further, and three turns [ater he had stopped.

He sank slowly to the ground, staring fixedly at her, trying to think of
nothing else, trying not to think of thething that had been calling him had
been drawing himto it. He tried to think only of this nysterious girl who was
somehow hel pi ng him fight back. Teneria sensed all this through her tel epathic
spel I's, though conmuni cation was nmade difficult by the fact that the warl ock
was doing all his thinking in his native Sardironese.

She coul d get the basics, though, and in fact was absorbing the | anguage

qui ckly.

As the warlock's attention became unfocused fromhis internal conflicts, he
became aware of the pain fromhis ribs and his wist. Wthout really thinking
about it he repaired the damage to the bones, reshaping the material with his
magi ¢ as easily and casually as a potter works clay.

Teneria gasped, and her hold on the conpul sion slipped for an instant; terror
swept across the warlock's face and through his mnd, but then she recovered
hersel f.

She had not known that warl ocks could heal, and certainly not that they could
do so nearly instantaneously. The bone-knitting he had done in seconds woul d
have taken her three or four hours of careful concentration

The warl ock was as surprised at the situation as she was, but for an entirely
different reason.

"I didn't think the Calling could be fought,” he said, in Sardironese. "M
mast er never taught me that. How do you do it?"

Teneria struggled with the unfanmiliar words for a nonent, then replied in the
same | anguage, "Wtchcraft." She concentrated for a nonent, trying to find the



right words in the unfamliar tongue, and then asked, "How did you heal your
wist?"

He gl anced down at his hand, startled. "Warlockry," he said. He | ooked up
again. "Aren't you a warl ock?"

"No," Teneria said. "I"'ma witch."

The two of them stared at each other for a | ong nonent.

"I"'mafraid | don't know very rmuch about warl ocks," Teneria said at |ast.

"And | don't know much about w tches,"” the warlock replied. "I don't think any
war | ock does. W keep to ourselves, and avoid the other magicians-ever since
the Night of Madness, I'mtold."

Teneria cocked her head to one side. "I'd heard that," she said. "I wonder
whet her it mght be a nmistake, this avoi dance?"

"I'f you can help us fight the Calling," the warlock said, "then | think itis a

m st ake. "

Teneria nodded. "And if you can heal like that, 1'd say we have a lot to talk
about . "

The warl ock nodded. "I think you're right," he said. He | ooked around.

He was standing at the crossroads, Teneria on the threshold of the inn; behind
her, Shenda and the other serving worman were wat chi ng cautiously.

"May | cone inside to tal k?" the warl ock asked.

"No!" Shenda shouted, imediately.

Startled, the warlock started to say sonething, but Teneria held up a hand.
"I"ll come out," she said. "These people have had bad experiences wth
war | ocks. "

The ot her serving woman called, "There are benches in the garden, out back."
"Thank you," Teneria replied. She | ooked around for the spriggan, but didn't
see it anywhere-the noi se must have frightened it away, she decided.

That was just as well. She held a hand out to the warl ock. "Shall we head for
t he garden, then?"

The warl ock nodded, and his tortured face managed a weak smile as he took her
hand in his.

Chapter Twenty- One

The first crossroads had al nost fooled him one branch was so small, nothing
nmore than a trail, really, that at first Dunmery thought there were only three
roads at the intersection

The man had been quite definite about the order, though-fork, fork

crossroads, crossroads, fork, fork

There was an inn at the second crossroads, but Dunery didn't stop; it was
hardly past ni dday.

He al so ignored various markers along the way; they were all witten in

Sar di ronese, which used sinmilar runes to Ethsharitic, but which Dunery could
not otherw se read. He recogni zed the nane "Al dagnor"” on nmpost of them now
that the tavern girl had alerted himto where he was, but the rest was just

gi bberish as far as he was concer ned.

He passed houses, as well, but didn't stop to investigate any of them

Since |l eaving the inn where he had breakfasted the road he foll owed had run
nore or less parallel to the ridges, rather than across them that nade
traveling significantly easier

The sl opes were getting steeper, though-much steeper

And the weat her was growi ng steadily colder, which seened al nost unnatural. It
was spring, after all-the weather was supposed to be warm ng up

The hills undoubtedly had sonething to do with it, as well as the fact that he
was well north of Ethshar

At sunset he still hadn't found the last two forks, nor an inn. H s generous
br eakfast was |ong past, and his gnawi ng hunger had returned. Al the sane, he
had little choice but to curl up by the roadside and try to sleep

He tried to think of somewhere, anywhere, that he could find food, but nothing
cane to mind. It had been hours since he had passed a house with a garden, and



when he had he hadn't seen anything that was even close to ripe yet. He stil
hadn't found any of the nuts or berries that always seemed to be at hand in
the stories, either.

Wl |, he had al ways t hought nost of those stories were lies. He lay there
listening to his stomach grow .

Eventual | y, exhausti on overcame hunger

He was awakened well before dawn by a thin, cold drizzle. He sat there,
huddl ed and soaking, until there was enough light to see, and then began
stunbling slowy onward, always watching carefully for even the faintest

pat hs.

The rain had ended, the clouds had dispersed, and the sun was finally peering
over the nountains when he passed a rather decrepit inn; he was tenpted to
stop, but renmenbering that his total fortune was down to a nmere two bits, and
t hat Kensher Kinner's son mght be just a few steps ahead of him he
reluctantly forged onward.

He found the third fork around mi dday, and turned left, up into the nountains.
After that the journey got worse. The road ran up and down sl opes steeper than
Durery had ever imagi ned clinbing, and often wi ggled so nmuch on the way up or
down that he felt as if he were constantly doubling back on hinself. On
occasi on he found hinself |ooking straight ahead at the tops of mature pine
trees, trees rooted at the base of a cliff or drop-off, sixty or seventy feet
down.

The nmount ai ns he had seen in the di stance back by the river were no | onger

distant at all; in fact, he wasn't sure whether the hills around himwere
nmerely hills, or whether he was actually anong the nountai ns now.
He certainly wasn't up anong the hi ghest peaks, which still towered to the

east, but the slopes he was clinbing were | ong and steep enough to qualify as
nmount ai ns by nost definitions. Small nountains, perhaps, but nountains.

He passed very few houses along this stretch, and those few were all set well
back among the trees, doors closed and wi ndows shuttered. He didn't inquire at
any of them

He might have tried robbing a garden or orchard if he had seen any, no matter
how unripe the fruits mght be, but he saw none.

H s boots, which were soft-soled city boots that had | asted | onger than he had
really had any right to expect, finally began to give out around

nm daft ernoon-the shredded |l eft sole pulled | oose fromthe stitches that had
held it, so that it hung down and flapped awkwardly with each step he took
After tolerating this for the better part of a mle he gave up, took the boots
of f, and tucked themin his belt as best he could. Then he trudged on
bar ef oot .

The sun was behind the treetops in the west when he reached the fourth and
final fork.

Anot her of the stone markers was set up at this fork, the first one he had
seen in hours, but as it was entirely in Sardironese he couldn't nmake out any
of what it said. He ignored it, and took the right fork

The left fork was plainly the main trail-it could no | onger honestly be called
a road, even in conparison to the paths he had followed thus far. The right
fork was little nmore than a trace.

It led almost directly up a mountai nsi de-unquestionably a mountainside, this
one, and not a hillside-and Dunmery followed it as best he could, but he had
not yet reached the peak when the fading sunlight made it inpossible to
proceed. He was certain he was nearing his goal, the | odge or cabin whence
Kensher based his dragon hunts, but stunbling on in the dark would be too
dangerous. He could fall over a cliff all too easily.

Rel uctantly, he settled in for the night, curling up on a pile of fallen pine
branches, all too aware that he hadn't eaten in al nost two days. He could
hardly hope for an inn up here in the wilderness, of course, and in fact he
had seen no human habitati ons of any kind since a few nmles before the final
fork. H's city-bred eyes had not spotted anything he knew to be edible and
reasonably non-toxi c anywhere al ong the way-no appl es nor pears nor anything



el se he recogni zed as food. The few berries he had seen had been unfanili ar
unri pe, and not very appeti zing.

He woul d need to find food very soon. If he didn't catch up to Kensher by

m dday, or find sone place he could beg a neal, he would have to turn back.
Even now, he wasn't entirely sure he could retrace his steps far enough to
find food before he coll apsed.

Wth that depressing thought, and the gnawing in his gut, it took hima |ong
time to get to sleep

When he awoke the sun was already high in the east. He stood, and stretched,
and took a nmoment to orient hinmself, ignoring the pain in his stomach.

The path | ed upward, over a rocky outcropping and through a line of pine trees
on a shoul der of the mountain; beyond that he couldn't see where it went, but
at least it would have to be going down, rather than clinbing any farther

He stretched again, took a deep breath, and marched on

He only took about fifteen mnutes to top the shoul der and | ook down through

t he pines, and when he did he stopped dead in his tracks and stared.

The path | ed down fromthe rocky shoul der onto a broad, flat plateau, through
a |l arge herb-and-veget abl e garden, between two small, well-tended fl owerbeds,
and up to the front door of a large, confortable-Ilooking farnmhouse built of
square-cut tinbers, topped by a red tile roof. To the left of the house was a
cliff, the edge of the plateau; to the right was a sizeable fenced-in pasture
ext endi ng across the plateau and up the slope toward the nmountain's peak
where a few dozen head of cattle were going about their bovine business.
Durmery didn't notice any of this until later; he was too busy staring at what
| aybehi nd the house.

There, in huge pens nmade out of massive black netal beans, were dozens of
dragons, ranging fromlittle ones not very rmuch bigger than a housecat up to
nonsters perhaps twenty feet in |ength.

Durery stared, flabberghasted.

One of the larger dragons, a green one, raised its head and | ooked at him and
Durrery swal | owed.

The dragon roared, and was answered by a cacophony of shrieks and bellows from
its conpanions.

Durery blinked, and felt tears welling up, tears of exhaustion, frustration
and despair.

This was no hunting | odge, no trapper's cabin. Kensher Kinner's son was quite
obvi ously not a dragon-hunter at all

He was a dragon-farner.

Durery |l et out a sob

This possibility had never occurred to him never would have occurred to him
A dragonfarn®? It went against everything he had ever heard. Al the stories
were about wild, treacherous beasts living free in the forests and nount ai ns.
Ch, there were people who had brought home dragon eggs, hatched them and kept
the dragons as pets until they reached an unnmanageabl e size and had to be

but chered-the Arena had had a dragon on di splay once when he was very
young- but he had never dreant of anything like this.

No wonder Kensher hadn't wanted an apprenticehunter

Durmery wi ped away tears with the back of his hand and tried to get hinself
under control. Crying wasn't going to do himany good, no good at all

And besides, wouldn't a dragon farmer need apprentices? There were a | ot of
dragons in those pens; it nust take several hands to do all the chores for an
operation this size. There nmust be special skills involved in running it.
Farm ng was not an occupation that Dunmery had ever taken an interest in;
farmers, as he understood it, were generally people too poor or stupid or
unanbitious to find any better trade. Dragon-farning, though, dragon-farning
woul d have to be different.

Durmery began to feel a little better. Dragon-farm ng m ght not be so bad.

And hunting or farming, if he had a supply of dragon's blood, it didn't matter
how he got it; he could still lord it over Thetheran and the other w zards who
had rejected him



And nost inmportantly of all, if he didn't get sonething to eat soon he woul d
never make it back down out of these nountains, he'd die up here, of cold or
hunger or sonet hi ng.

Still shocked, he forced hinmself to march onward, over the rocky shoul der and
down toward the farmhouse.

Durmery was in worse shape than he realized; he had barely managed to knock on
t he door before his | egs gave out, and he collapsed heavily on the doorstep

H s cheek was pressed against the cold stone of the threshold, one hand
underneath, the other out to the side, his feet off sone other direction, and
he didn't care about any of it any nore. He didn't want to nove, and in fact
he didn't think hecould nove any nore. His deternination had finally run out.
He just lay there, dazed and unable to nove, and even when the door swung open
he didn't react. It took too nuch effort.

In fact, everything took too much effort. Even staying conscious took too much
effort.

So he didn't.

Chapter Twenty- Two

The warl ock' s name was Adar Dagon's son, he told Teneria, and he had grown up
a farmer's son in the Passes. On the Night of Mdness, in 5202, as a boy of
ten, he had woken up with scream ng nightnmares, and afterward he had found
that he could nove things w thout touching them could sense what |ay beneath
the surfaces of things, could create heat and |light from nothing-had, in
short, beconme one of the original warl ocks.

He had had no idea what to do, and had at first treated his new gifts as a

t oy.

At age twelve an ol der warlock had taken charge of himand seen to his
trai ni ng and upbringing. This ol der warl ock, Gennar of Taznmor, had told him
about the Calling, which had taken hundreds of people on the Ni ght of Mdness,
and nore since.

As Adar explained to Teneria, the Calling was sonething that came fromthe
same source as a warlock's power. The nore magi c a warl ock used, the nore
power ful he becane-warl ocks inproved with practice, |ike anyone else, only
nore so-and the nore powerful a warlock becane, the stronger the Call was for
hi m

The Calling, and the warl ocks' power, canme from somewhere in southeastern

Al dagnor, and when the Calling becane too strong to resist warlocks were drawn
to the Source, whatever and wherever it was.

Sone people referred to the Source as the Warl ock Stone, but Adar didn't know
why; no one really knew what it was, because nobody who saw it ever cane back
War | ocks who were drawn to it, who gave in to the Calling, were never heard
from agai n.

No onecane back. Even non-warl ocks didn't come back. People who got too close
to the Sourcebecane warl ocks-and nobst were quickly overpowered by the Calling.
The closer to the Source a warl ock got, the nore powerful he becane-and the
stronger the Calling became for him

Adar had known all this for years, and had taken precautions. He had been
careful, or at |east he thought he had. He had thought he still had a
respectable margin of safety, at least in his native village.

Then he had ventured south fromthe Passes on an errand for a friend. He had
known he shouldn't go south, of course, but it wasn't really that far, and

Al dagnor and the Warl ock Stone were a long way off, so he had thought it was
safe. Oh, he expected a nightmare or two, perhaps, but nothing nore than that.
But as he went about his business he felt sonmething slip, and before he knew
what was happeni ng he had found hinself flying off, destination unknown, out
of control of his own mind and powers.

When he realized what was happening he tried to resist, he struggled, and

al t hough it had seened hopel ess, he had fought the Calling to a nonentary
standstill, there over the forest.



Then he had passed out fromthe strain, and when he had come to and resuned
the struggle, there Teneria was, hel ping him

And here he was beside her, astonished and relieved, even though he knew the
reprieve mght be only tenporary.

Tenporary or not, it was quite a surprise. "W didn't know witches could

hel p," he said.

"Neither did we witches," Teneria replied, smling. "lI'mas surprised as you
are."

He nodded, and then asked, jokingly, "If you didn't cone just to save ne, then
what are you doing in Al dagnor ?"

"Ch, | cane to save sonebody else entirely,"” Teneria said.

He rai sed an eyebrow in inquiry.

She told himabout Dunery; he listened, but quickly lost interest.

Teneria, herself, was not really terribly concerned about the boy at this
point. She realized that his trail was growi ng cold, and that she could be in
serious trouble with her mistress if she lost him but somehow she coul dn't
bring herself to worry too nmuch about that when she had sonething as
nmysterious and inportant as the warlock's problemto worry about. Dumnery
surely knew where he was going; he couldn't have wandered this far into the
wi | ds of Al dagnor just by chance. After all, if he had been seeking his
fortune, with nothing in particular in mnd, wouldn't he have gone to Sardiron
of the Waters, rather than Al dagnor?

And thanks to the psychic traces she had been foll ow ng, she knew he was
traveling al one, so he wasn't being ki dnapped. Wat she could sense of his
state of mind didn't seemto indicate any particul ar distress; he was al

right, at least so far, even if she didn't know what he was doi ng.

What ever he was up to, it could wait. Al this new information about warl ockry
and the Calling was nuch nore intriguing. For one thing, the possibilities of
an alliance between w tches and warl ocks were obvious to both Teneria and
Adar .

The two schools of magic used roughly simlar nmagical skills-the sensing from
afar, the levitation, and the rest-but in radically different ways. Wtches,
with the limts inposed by the finite energy of their bodies, had devoted

t hensel ves to subtlety, to the crucial fine adjustnment, the touch in the right
spot. Warlocks, with seemngly-infinite power not just available, but pressing
upon t hem andaski ng to be used, while at the sanme time they knew that to use
too much power could nean the unknown doom of the Calling, had devel oped a

di fferent style-avoiding the actual use of magic rmuch of the tine, but then
turning raw brute force onto the matter at hand when called for

As an exampl e, had Teneria healed Adar's wist, she woul d have encouraged the
bone to grow back together cell by cell and fiber by fiber. Adar had sinmply
forced the pieces back together and fused themin a single operation. That
woul d have exhausted a witch for hours, but was nothing at all for a warlock
And anot her difference was that warl ocks | acked the ability to sense,
interpret, and mani pulate the m nds and enotions of others-the talent that was
the very heart of witchcraft.

It was those skills at nmental nanipul ati on that had nmade it possible for
Teneria to partially block the Calling, and that bl ock was what |et Adar
resist it.

Teneria's account of her pursuit of Dunery was cut short when Adar asked

i mpatiently, "So which way did this kid go?"

"Sout h," Teneria answered, pointing.

She sensed the wormof fear that stirred in his mnd as Adar asked, "Are you
going to follow hinP"

She hesitated, renenbering that south was where the Source was, and then said,
"No. At least, not right away."

Adar sighed with relief.

"What, then?" he asked. "Whatare you going to do?"

Teneria blinked, and | ooked around at the night-shrouded garden. Torches
burned at the rear door of the inn, and the greater nmoon was in the sky. For a



nmonent she thought she m ght have seen the spriggan peeping around a rock, but
then it was gone, and she was too busy with Adar's mind to probe for the
little creature's.

"I don't know," she said. "Wat areyou going to do?"

"I should head back north," Adar said uneasily, "as soon as possible. | need
to get farther fromthe Source."
The witch nodded. "I'Il come with you and hel p," she said. "At |east unti

you're safe again."

Adar smiled. "Good," he said. "Now?"

Teneria hesitated again, and a yawn caught her. "In the norning," she said.
"Right now | need some rest."

Adar's smile vani shed.

"But, Teneria," he said, "you can't sleep.”

"Huh?" She blinked, snothering another yawn. "Wy not?"

"Because if you sleep..." he began. Then he stopped, and demanded, "Can you
work witchcraft in your sleep?”

"No, of course not," she replied, baffled.

"Then if you sleep..." He took a deep breath, then said, "If you sleep, it'll
get ne."

A sudden col dness cl anped down on Teneria's heart.

"Ch," she said. "Ch."

Chapter Twenty-Three

When Dumery woke he found hinself |ying on sonething warm and soft, surrounded
by the scents of soap and | avender. He heard gentle creakings and rustlings
and thunps, the sounds of a household going about its ordi nary business.

It took a nmoment before he had the nerve to open his eyes, but when he did he
was | ooking up at an undi sti ngui shed pl ank ceiling.

H s eyes worked their way down fromthere.

He was in a small bedroom lying in a well-fluffed featherbed, under a fine
war m bl anket. Bl ue sky was visible through the one wi ndow. A wash-stand stood
at the bedside, and two plain wooden chairs were nearby. A boy perhaps hal f
his own age was standing at the wi ndow, |ooking out at the Wbrld.

Durrery coughed.

The boy turned, |ooked at him then ran to the door of the room and shouted
somet hing in some | anguage ot her than Ethsharitic-Sardironese, presunably.
Then the boy turned back and stared at Dunery.

"Hello," Dumery said. Hs voice didn't sound very good

The boy just stared.

Foot st eps sounded, and peopl e began pouring into the room

The first was an old man, surely at |east sixty years old, Dumery thought. He
had been a big man once, and was still tall, but he was bent now, and his
nmuscl es sagged, rather than bulged. Hi s left armwas gone fromthe el bow down,
t he | ong-heal ed stunp projecting fromthe shortened sleeve of his tunic.
Behind this rather frightening figure cane a swarm of small chil dren-Dumnery

t hought there were four of them but they noved about so nuch he wasn't
entirely sure he hadn't m ssed one.

And finally, a black-haired wonman, small and pretty, appeared and stood in the
door way.

The one-armed old man said somet hing in Sardironese.

Durmery blinked up at him and tried to sit up, but wound up | eaning on one

el bow i nst ead.

"Does anyone here..." he began, before being interrupted by a cough. He
cleared his throat and tried again.

"Does anyone here speak Ethsharitic?" he asked.

"Yes," the old man said. "Of course | do. Could never have done nuch busi ness
without it. Is it your only | anguage? You don't know any Sardironese?"

Durrery nodded.

"That's too bad," the old man said. "The little ones won't be able to follow



what we're saying, then." He snmiled. "Well, when | tell themall about it
later | can dress it up a little, make it sound better, right?"

As he spoke, the wonman in the doorway slipped away.

A girl, perhaps four years old, tugged at the old man's tunic and asked him a
guestion in Sardironese.

The old man answered, and Dunery caught a word that sounded |ike "Ethsharit"
in his reply.

The girl asked another question, and the ol d man shook his head."Ku den nor
Sardironis," he said

The child started to ask again, but the man held up a hand and sai d sonet hi ng.
Durmery could only guess what all this was about, and he was still too battered
and worn to give it nuch thought, but he supposed the girl had wanted to know
why he and the old man were tal king funny.

In any case, the girl stopped asking questions after that, and the ol d man
turned his attention back to Dunery.

"Now, boy," he said, "who are you, and just what were you doing turning up on
nmy doorstep? You | ooked hal f-starved, and hal f-frozen, and you weren't wearing
anyt hi ng but sone rags that |look like they used to be fancy city street
clothes-how in the Wrld did you get way up here in the nountains?"

This mention of his clothes brought to Dunery's attention that he was wearing
an unfamliar, but very confortable, flannel nightshirt. He wondered what had
become of his own attire, but he didn't ask; instead he answered, "I'm Dumnery
of Shi phaven. From Et hshar."

"Whi ch Ethshar?" the old man asked, before Dunery could say anything el se.

"Et hshar of the Spices," Dunery replied, startled. It wasn't a question he had
ever been asked before.

But then, he had never left the city until this trip.

The old man nodded. "Go on," he said. "How did you get way up here?"

Durmery hesitated, unsure what to say.

If he told the truth, that he had foll owed Kensher Kinner's son into the
nmount ai ns, what woul d happen?

Where was he, anyway? Was this the house at the dragon farn? If so, where was
Kensher? Wasn't it his farnf

"I was lost," he said.

The ol d man frowned.

"Where am |, anyway?" Dumery asked, a trifle belatedly. "And who are all you
peopl e?"

"My nanme's Kinner," the old nan said, and Dunery's heart junped at the nane.
"That's Tal ger, Kalthen, Kirsha, Shatha, and Tarissa, some of ny
grandchildren,” the old man went on, pointing first to the boy who had been in
t he room when Durmery awoke, then to another boy, then to three girls. Kirsha
had been the one asking questions.

Just then the bl ack-haired woman reappeared in the doorway, holding a tray,
and the old nman added, "And that's Pancha, my son's wife."

"I brought soup,"” the woman said in heavily-accented Ethsharitic, raising the
tray.

Durmery groped for words as he sat up, and couldn't find them he settled for

| ooking as grateful as he could as the tray was set down atop the washstand.
Then he didn't worry about words or appearances as he began sl urping up the
soup. It was a thick beef broth with carrots and peas and ot her vegetables in
it, and Dunery considered it the nost wonderful thing he had ever eaten in his
entire life. It was warmand filling and savory and settled very nicely in his
enpty gut.

When he had to stop eating to catch his breath he managed to say, "Thank you."
Then he picked up the spoon again and conti nued.

When the | ast trace was gone, the bowl alnost dry, he | ooked up and realized
that the old man, the worman, and the five children were all staring at him
They had apparently been whi spering anong thensel ves, but that stopped when

t hey saw his eyes upon them

"Thank you, lady," he said. "That was delicious."



She shrugged, but a pleased snmile |lit her face.

"Now, " old Kinner said, "you were explaining how you got here."

That wasn't quite how Dumery renenbered the conversation, but he had | earned
| ong ago that arguing with adults was usually a nistake. "I wal ked," he said.
Ki nner | ooked exasperated. "But whyhere?" he demanded.

Durmery hesitated. These people seenmed friendly enough, and he was grateful
that they had taken himin and fed thembut on the other hand, it seemed very
likely that the existence of this farmwas supposed to be a secret, and he had
stunbl ed upon it. Adnmitting that he was interested in a career involving
dragons would draw attention to that fact.

But then, they nmust know he'd seen what was going on, and it really didn't
matter how or why he had cone here-he still knew the secret.

Besi des, he couldn't think of a good lie.

"I was follow ng soneone,” he said. "A nman nanmed Kensher Kinner's son."

Tal ger gl anced up, startled, at the sound of the famliar nane. Kinner eyed
Durmery with interest. "Were you, indeed," he said.

Durrery nodded.

"And why were you follow ng ny son?" Kinner asked.

That confirmed Dunery's suspicion. "I thought he was a dragon-hunter,"” he
admi tted.

"Ch? And why were you interested in follow ng a dragon-hunter?"

"I was seeking an apprenticeship."”

Ki nner stared at himsilently for a nmonent, and Dunery stared back defiantly.
The children, puzzled, |ooked fromone to the other and back again.

"You want to be a dragon-hunter?" Kinner asked.

Durrery nodded.

Ki nner said, "Wat nade you think that Kensher was a dragon-hunter?"

"I saw himselling dragon's blood to the wi zards back in Ethshar," Dunery
expl ai ned.

"Ah," Kinner said, a satisfied smle of conprehension spreading across his
face. He rocked back on his heels. "And you assunmed he'd gotten it by hunting
dragons. "

Durery nodded agai n.

"l suppose you saw this place clearly before you passed out,
Once nore, Dunery nodded.

"Then you now know that Kensher isn't primarily a dragon-hunter,"” Kinner said.
"He's a dragon-farnmer," Dunery agreed. "That's all right. | still want an
apprenticeship."”

Ki nner sighed. "Boy," he said, "you may have the nbst wonderful reasons in the
Wrld for wanting to be Kensher's apprentice, but I'mafraid it doesn't
matter. It will never happen."

"Whynot ?" Dumery denmanded

The old man stared at him considering, for a nonment. Then, holding up an
adnoni tory finger, Kinner said, "Wait." He stepped out the door of the room
and call ed sonething in Sardironese.

Durmery had little choice; he waited.

A moment | ater footsteps sounded, and faces appeared in the doorway-young
faces, varying froma little younger than Dunery to several years ol der
"That's Seldis," Kinner said, "and Wil ler, and Ki nthera, and Shanra, and
Kashen, and Korun, and Ki nner the Younger. You already met Tal ger, Kalthen,
Tarissa, Kirsha, and Shatha. They're all ny grandchildren except Wil ler, who's
married to Seldis-and nore inmportantly, they're all Kensher's children. And
Pancha's, of course," he said, with a slight bow to the woman.

Durmery stared. Eleven children, ranging in age froma young wonan down to a
boy of two or three-not to nmention the young nman Wil l er, who had married into
the famly

"And every one of themhas a prior claimto an apprenticeship here on this
farm" Ki nner pointed out.

"But..." Dunmery began

"Boy," Kinner said, cutting himoff, "it doesn't take el even people to run

Ki nner remarked.



this farm It doesn't take nmore than, oh, two or three, really, though nore
hands mean | ess work for each. And this is the only dragon farmleft in al
the Wrld, so far as we know, so there's no point in training you with the
idea you'll find work el sewhere once you make journeynman."

Durmery hesitated. "The only one in the Wrld?" he asked.

Ki nner nodded. "So we're told."

"But how ... if it's the only one...
and then asked, "How did itget here?"

Ki nner sighed. As he did, the girl-young woman, really-he had called Seldis
whi spered something in his ear. Kinner nodded, and nuttered sonething in
reply.

Sel dis and Wil I er vani shed fromthe doorway, and as Kinner told his tale nost
of the others gradually drifted away as well.

"You know about the Great War," Kinner said.

Durmery nodded. "When Et hshar destroyed the Northerners," he said.

"Yes, exactly," Kinner agreed. "It was a |long, |ong war-nobody knows anyt hing
about what the World was |ike before it began, not really. So we don't know
where dragons cane fromoriginally, because they were around fromthe earliest
days of the war. Personally, | suspect some wi zard i nvented them naybe by
acci dent-why el se woul d they have so much nmagic in their blood? And they
aren't like any other animals | ever heard of, the way they grow, and
behave..." He blinked, stared silently and thoughtfully at nothing for a
nonment, and then recovered hinself.

"Well, anyway," he continued, "wherever dragons cane from originally they
were all raised by people, there weren't any wild ones at all, anywhere. They
were used as weapons in the war-if they weren't just an accident, that mnust be
what they were invented for. They were fighting aninmals. One big dragon can
tear up a whole town pretty quickly, after all, and that's wi thout even
mentioni ng that sone can breathe fire, and sone can fly, and nost of them have
hide |ike armor, and if you let them grow big enough they get smart enough to
tal k-1 mean, how does that fit in with the rest of the Wrld, animals that can
learn to tal kas adults, when it's too late to civilize then? It just doesn't
make any sense unl ess sonebody invented themfor the war."

Durmery stared. This was beyond him the idea that somebody m ght havei nvented
dragons was all newto him After all, did squid fit in with the rest of the
Wrl d? Had soneone invented those, too? What about camels, or nightwal kers?

D d they nake any sense?

Ki nner noticed the dazed expression on the boy's face and realized he was

| osing his audience. He hurried to get on with his tale.

"So," he said, "during the war the armnmy kept dragons around as fighting
animals, and bred themas part of the war effort. Sone were trained to fight;
others were just turned | oose behind eneny |lines, where they grew up in the
woods and ate up all the gane, and when that was gone and they got hungry they
turned on the livestock and the civilians, and they just generally nmade life
nore difficult for the Northerners.

"And of course, Ethshar's nilitary w zards needed a steady supply of dragon's
bl ood for their spells-the war was fought as nuch with magic as with swords,
southern wi zards and theurgi sts agai nst northern sorcerers and denonol ogi sts.
So the arny ran its own dragon-breedi ng operations-1 don't know how many, but
several of them And toward the end of the war one of them right up near the
front but hidden in the nountains, was run by a man named Thar, who was a
sergeant in General Anaran's elite Forward Command." Kinner sniled. "Sergeant
Thar was ny ... let's see ... ny
great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather. Six greats-that sounds

Dunery puzzled over this for a nonment,

right."

Durmery blinked. "Oh," he said. "But the war ... | mean, that was hundreds of
years ago...'

"That's right," Kinner agreed. "It was. And when the war ended, about two

hundred and thirty years ago, Sergeant Thar sinply kept on raising dragons.
The government didn't care. O maybe they didn't even know. The way | heard it



fromny grandfather, orders cane down saying the dragons were surplus, that
the arny didn't need them any nore and they should all either be killed, or
set free up north, to help polish off any survivors after the Northern Enmpire
fell. Well, Sergeant Thar thought that was stupid and wasteful, so he kept the
dragons and the breeding canp for hinself, and passed them down to his son

and so on, and so on, until | inherited themfromny father. And when | die,
nmy son Kensher will inherit the dragons and the farmfromne."

"And you sell their bl ood?" Dumery asked, nildly revolted by the idea of
raising the animals just for that. It seemed awful |l y wast ef ul

"That's right," Kinner said, nodding. "W kill themand sell the blood. It's a
fine business, too. There are plenty of w zards out there who need the stuff,
and there isn't a lot of dragon's blood around. It seens, fromall we've
heard, that the other ol d dragon-breedi ng operations, the other ones that the
arnmy ran during the war, alldid shut down. At |east, we've never heard of any
others, and we don't seemto have nmuch conpetition out there selling blood. I
guess the other breeders didn't see that wi zards would still need dragons even
i n peacetine-or maybe they just didn't want to disobey orders. So they nust
have all killed their stock, or set it free. So we're the only dragon farm
left.”

He smiled, and added, "At least, as far as we know. "

"So you..." Dumery began, then stopped and tried again. "So this one farmis
where all the wizards in the Wrld get the dragon's blood for their spells?"
"Well," Kinner said judiciously, "maybe not all the wizards in the Wrld. W
have a good-si zed operation here, though. W can satisfy nost of the demand
fromw zards in the Hegenony of the Three Ethshars, and throughout the
Baronies of Sardiron, and that's where we sell. The wizards in the Snall

Ki ngdons-what few there are, magic isn't very popular there-well, anyway, in
the Small Kingdonms, or in the Tintallions, or in any of the other northern

| ands, the wi zards have to get their dragon's bl ood el sewhere. They can buy it
from m ddl enen in Ethshar, where there's always some trader who'll get it from
us and double the price, or they can try to obtain it magically, which
isextrenely difficult-1 nmean, it involves things |ike denpbns-or else they can
buy it fronreal dragon-hunters.”

He | aughed, and Dunery didn't like the sound of it. "If you think we
dragon-farnerscharge a lot, boy," Kinner said, "you should try buying froma
dragon- hunter!"He sobered. "There's a good reason for it, too-a beginning
dragon-hunter is lucky to live nore than a few nonths. O naybe days." He
shrugged. "We know dragons here, since we grew up with themand work with them
every day; they're dangerous creatures, no doubt about it. And the wild ones
can grow bigger than we ever let themget here. There are ways to deal with
them but it's risky. Dragons arenean, sonetinmes. It was a dragon that did
this." He gestured with the stunmp of his left arm "Not a wild one, either-one
here on the farm After that happened | decided | was getting old, and | Ilet
nmy son Kensher make the sales trips down to Ethshar and run things around
here, instead of doing themnyself. And ny granddaughter Seldis does the run
to Sardiron of the Waters." He smiled remniscently. "Seldis killed a wild
dragon once-that was how she met her husband, Wil ler. This dragon was preying
on his village, and they sent himfor help, and he saw Seldis in Sardiron of
the Waters selling dragon's bl ood and tal ked her into getting rid of it for
them But we know dragons, as | said-she did that with a trick, she didn't

hunt the thing down out in the open, with a sword or a crossbow or sonethi ng.
And mmy ot her sons, besides Kensher-two of themtook up dragon-hunting, and
last | heard, one of themwas still alive. We've lived with dragons all our
lives, and we don't do anything stupid. Mst dragon-hunters don't live |ong
enough to learn what's stupid.”

Durmery struggled to take this all in.

It was too nuch. He fell back on the bed, trying to think

Ki nner realized he'd been ranmbling, taxing his guest's strength. He called
quietly, "You rest, boy." Then he herded the remaining children out of the
room and stepped out himself, closing the door quietly.



Durery | ooked at the closed door for a nonment, then | ay back, decided it
wasn't worth the effort to think about it all just now, and fell asleep

Chapt er Twenty- Four

The witch and warlock had left hastily, w thout even a word to the innkeepers
at the Blasted Pine-Adar's only hope of escaping the Calling was to get far
enough fromthe Source to resist it before Teneria passed out from exhaustion
so there was no time to spare. Teneria quietly rebuked herself for wasting
time in explanations and histories, while Adar cursed his own stupidity, and
his insensitivity in not seeing howtired Teneria was. He levitated both of
themeffortlessly and began flying north.

He found that he could not nove quickly, though; the Calling was fighting him
every inch of the way, slowing him trying to pull himback south. If he sped
up he found hinmself turning, his path curving back toward the southeast; if he
kept hinself firmy on course it was like fighting a strong headw nd, forcing
hi nsel f northward yard by yard

And Teneria was fading; she had put in a | ong day wal ki ng, had carried Adar a
quarter-mle on her back, and now she was maintaining a tricky and unfaniliar
spell constantly. The neal and brief rest at the inn had hel ped, but weariness
was cl osing up around her.

I f Adar had been a witch, Teneria thought, he could have passed her sone of
his own energy-but of course, if he had been a witch, she wouldn't have needed
to stay awake. And warl ocks did not seemto be able to transfer energy as

wi tches coul d; Adar was conpletely unfamliar with the concept.

After all, why should warl ocks need to share energy? They all shared the sane
i nexhausti bl e Source.

Al the same, despite the differences, Teneria thought that she m ght have
been able to tap Adar's energy if she weren't so tired, and if she weren't
doi ng anyt hi ng el se.

She couldn't possibly do it in her current state, though. And she certainly
couldn't do it without dropping her defenses against the Calling.

If they had met el sewhere, under other circunstances, Teneria was sure that

t hey coul d have done rmuch nore, could have shiel ded Adar against the Calling
with his own energies-but that wasn't what the gods had wanted.

So they flew unsteadily northward, Teneria in Adar's arns |like a bride being
carried across the threshold, and she might have enjoyed the sensations and
the novelty had she not been so desperately trying to stay awake.

Per haps hal f an hour after their departure fromthe inn she dozed off for an
instant, only to be awakened by a shriek from Adar

Qui ckly, she restored her dropped spell, but both were shaken by the incident.
They survived that one.

They had survived that one, but it wasn't the |ast.

Teneria never did know exactly what had happened; the events blurred in her
menory, lost in a fog of fatigue. She knew that she had finally | ost

consci ousness somewhere over the forested hills, in the black depths of the

ni ght-that nmuch she renenbered

But that was all she knew until she awoke atop a bed of pine needles, lying on
her back with dawn's golden light in her face.

She lay on a hillside, surrounded by trees, their shadows bl ack on the ground
around her, the sun bright in the east. Her cloak was draped over her

There was no sign of Adar

She guessed that when she had passed out he had been unable to wake her, and
had had enough control to put her down gently before being carried off to the
sout heast .

She hoped that they had gotten far enough north to be safe, and that he had
put her down and gone on home by hinsel f-but she didn't believe it, no matter
how hard she tried

And when she used her magic to |locate herself, and realized that she wasn't
north of the inn at all, but east, she knew that she woul d never see Adar



agai n.

Maybe he had headed back, and had been able to stop partway and put her down.
Maybe, in the darkness and fighting agai nst the conpul sion, they had drifted
of f course or unwittingly circled back even before she passed out.

What ever had happened, here she was, alone and lost in the forests of

Al dagnor, and Adar was gone. She had only herself to depend on

Despite her night's rest she was still worn and weak fromw tchcraft overuse.
She needed food and drink. She pushed herself up on one el bow.

A squirrel chittered overhead; startled, she | ooked up. The animal was sitting
on a branch above her. Desperate, she managed to sumpn the strength to catch
its attention, to work a quick little spell.

The strain was nmore than she had expected for so small a piece of witchcraft;
she lay back and shut her eyes, recuperating, unsure whether the nmagic had
wor ked.

It had; a nmoment | ater she was showered with carefully-hoarded nuts. Relieved,
she roll ed over and gathered a handful, then cracked a wal nut on an exposed
root and ate the neat.

Even that tiny norsel hel ped; she ate another, and another, as the squirre
above her realized it had been tricked and protested | oudly.

Wthin an hour she had found a small brook, and was no | onger worried about
whet her she woul d survive, but only about how long it would take to return to
i nhabi ted | ands.

Wth her witchcraft to guide her she reached the Bl asted Pine by noon the next
day. The innkeepers-the two wormen and an old man whom she hadn't met
before-were startled to see her again, and greeted her enthusiastically.

They didn't inquire after Adar, and she didn't volunteer any explanation

She ate a proper neal, and as she ate she spotted the spriggan peeking out
from behind a nearby table, watching her anxiously.

She smiled at it.

The little creature grinned back, then ran out and | eaped up on her |ap. She
petted it, soothing its nerves, as she ate. Al though it babbl ed incoherently,
she could see that it had been terrified, had had no i dea what was goi ng on
It was very relieved to have her back; it had nore or |ess adopted her as its
pr ot ect or.

She grinmaced slightly at that. She hadn't been nuch of a protector for poor
Adar .

When she felt sufficiently fed and rested she gathered up her pack, put the
spriggan up on her shoul der, then picked up Dunery's trail and headed off

al ong the south hi ghway.

She wasn't really very interested in Dunery any nore, but what el se could she
do? Adar was gone; there was not hing she could do about that. She was stil
supposed to be fetching Dunmery safely home for his parents-it would conplete
her apprenticeship and make her a full-fledged journeyman witch. She woul d
followthe little nuisance and find out what he was up to, and then she woul d
go home and figure out what to do about what she had | earned about warl ocks.
It did not escape her attention that Dunery appeared to be heading directly
for the Warl ock Stone.

Nor that she was heading toward it herself.

Chapter Twenty-Five

Soneone cl eared his throat, and Dunery turned away fromthe w ndow to see
Kensher standing in the doorway. He was wearing green wool instead of brown
| eather, but it was unnistakably him

"It really is you," Kensher said. "The kid from Ethshar."

Durery blinked, but didn't answer.

"You have got to be the stubbornest little idiot | ever sawin ny life,
following me all the way up here from Et hshar!" Kensher said, marvelling.
"Itold you | didn't need an apprentice, didn't |?"

"Yes," Dunery admitted, "but | thought that if |I showed you how deterni ned



was you'd change your mnd."

Kensher snorted. "Not likely! Wth el even kids of my own? You'd need magic to
change nmy mnd."

"Well, | didn't know you had el even ki ds-you never mentioned that when you
turned me down! And if | had magic, | wouldn'twant to change your mind!"
Durery replied hotly.

"Exactly ny point," Kensher said. "Follow ng ne here wasstupid. Do your
parents know you're all right? Do they have any idea where you are?"

"Yes, they know I'mall right," Dunery said. "They bought a spell and checked.

A sixnight ago, | think it was-the second night after we left."

"Well, that's good, then," Kensher said. "That's one less thing we have to
worry about. Now all we have to do is get you safely back hone."

Durrery shook his head. "I'mnot going hone," he said. "Not until 1've served
an apprenticeship."

Kensher glared. "I just told you, boy, |I'mnot taking you on! No
apprenticeship! No way! You're going hone!"

"And if | go hone, do you know what I'Il do?" Dumery shouted. "I'Il tell
everyone on Wzard Street that Kensher the dragon-hunter isn't a hunter at
all, that you raise dragons, and you have all the blood they' Il ever need

right here for the taking, and then what's going to happen to your precious
fam ly farn®"

Durmery caught hinself, horrified. He hadn't nmeant to nmake the threat so
bluntly. He'd been thinking exactly that, that he could force Kensher to keep
himon here by threatening to expose the secret, but he'd neant to do it
subtly, gradually, not in a single angry outburst.

Kensher stared at himcoldly. "Not nuch,” he said. "For all | know, half the
wi zards in Ethshar already know we run a farm and not a hunt-maybe theyal

know. Haven't you ever heard of divination spells? You can't keep secrets from
wi zards, boy, not unless you're a magician yourself."

"But why woul d they have | ooked?" Dunery asked. "It probably never occurred to
themto check!"
"Ch," Kensher said, "I suppose nobody woul d ever have noticed that

three-fourths of the dragon's blood in the Hegenmony all seens to cone from one
hunt er. Nobody woul d ever have gotten curious about that. Nobody woul d ever
have noticed how steady our supply is. No, in two hundred years, no w zard
woul d ever think of that!"

"Ch," Dunery said.

Kensher glowered at him "If | were you, Dunery of Shiphaven," he said, "I'd
be alittle nore careful about what | said, and | wouldn't argue this. W
don't need any bl acknmailers around here, nor anyone who makes threats to the
peopl e who took himin and sheltered and fed him instead of |eaving himto
die. For all anyone back in Ethshar knows, if your parents haven't checked in
a sixnight, you mght already have died |l ost in the nountains somewhere-and if
you want to exchange threats, well, you mght yet die lost in the nountains
somewhere if you aren't careful!™

"I"'msorry," Dunery said contritely, and he was partly sincere. He hadn't
wanted to anger anyone.

He just wanted an apprenticeship.

"You shoul d be," Kensher answered, cal mi ng somewhat. "Besides," he added, "I

t hought you wanted to apprentice to a hunter, not a farner."

"Ch, | don't care which," Dunery said, "just so long as it's dragons."

"You |ike dragons, then?"

Durmery hesitated. That hadn't really been what he meant; he was far nore
concerned with the value of dragon bl ood than anythi ng about the beasts

t hensel ves.

On the other hand, they were pretty interesting.

"Yes," he said. "Very nuch."

"You were watching themout the wi ndow just now, weren't you?"

Durrery nodded.

"Do you think you're fit enough to go outside? W could go take a closer | ook



at them if you like."

"I'd like that," Dunery said

After all, if he was going to work with dragons-and he would find a way,
somehowit was never too soon to start |earning nore about them Besides, he
wanted to ingratiate hinself with Kensher. He'd gotten off to a bad start,

of fending the man with his silly threats, and this m ght be a chance to get
back on better terns.

Five mnutes later, wapped in a fur cape Korun Kensher's son had | oaned him
Durmery foll omed Kensher out the back door of the farmhouse onto the stony
ground of the little plateau

The icy wind hit himlike a hard slap across the face, |leaving his right cheek
red and stinging. He blinked hard, trying to keep his vision clear; it felt as
if teardrops were freezing in the corners of his eyes.

"Cold," he remarked, trying to keep his teeth fromchattering.

Kensher | ooked at him startled. "Alittle," he said. "For this time of year,
especially, | guess. But it's not that bad, really; you' ve just been curled up
i ndoors for too long."

Durmery gritted his teeth and didn't answer.

"OfF course," Kensher went on, as they strolled across the yard to the first of
the pens, "you're from Ethshar, aren't you? It doesn't get very cold there,
does it? Not |ike up here in Al dagnor."

"No," Dumery said, "I guess not." He had al ways thought that Ethshar of the
Spi ces got quite cold enough in the winter, when the snows cane, but by the

m ddl e of spring-which it now was-the snows were | ong gone, and the spring
rains getting progressively warmer. Warm danp breezes would be blowing in
fromthe Gul f of the East, nothing like the cold, cutting blast that swept
across these northern nountai ns.

He shuddered, literally, at the thought of what this place nust be like in the
wi nter.

It occurred to himthat maybe he didn't want to stay here after all

He thrust that thought aside and | ooked around.

He and Kensher were standing at the first pen, where wought-iron tracery
connected black iron beanms as big around as a man's thigh. The pen was perhaps
thirty feet long and fifteen feet front to back, and the iron barrier was at

| east ten feet high. The ironwork continued across the top in a graceful arch
The ground behind the nmetal was bare stone.

I nside the pen, a dozen tiny dragons were staring up at them

Durery stared back

"Hat chlings," Kensher said. "Broke the shells a sixnight ago, while I was on
the way back from Ethshar-1'd wanted to be here to help, but | didn't nake it.
Just two clutches this year; we usually do better.”

The | argest baby dragon, which was also the closest, was black, w th golden

eyes and gleamng white talons. Fromnose to the tip of its tail it was four
or five feet long, Dumery estimted, but nost of that length was in the |ong,
curling tail. It had four legs, thin and bony, each one ending in five |ong,
curling claws; its head was |long and narrow, with |ong, upright, pointed,

set - back ears. The gleam ng yell ow eyes had black slit pupils, like a cat's.

When the dragon realized Dunmery was staring at it it opened its nouth and

hi ssed, and Dumery glinpsed a pointed, yellow sh-red tongue surrounded by
hundreds of tiny white teeth.

They | ooked very sharp

It had wings on its back, great black wi ngs, shaped |ike the wings of a bat,
rather than any sort of bird, with thin, leathery skin stretched over a bony
frame-except that the wi ngs hung down linply.

"The wings..." Dumery said, pointing.

Kensher snatched the boy's finger back away fromthe bars. "They bite," he
sai d.

Durery gul ped, and | ooked at his finger, making sure it was still there.
"Broken," Kensher said.

Durrery | ooked up at him "What ?"



"The wi ngs are broken," Kensher explained. "W have to do that to nake sure
they don't fly away. We don't want a bunch of wild dragons running around

| oose in the woods down there."

"Ch," Dumery said, |ooking back at the little black dragon. "But you have a
roof on the cage."

"Yes, of course we do, but..." Kensher stopped, groping for the best way to
explain. After a nonment's thought he continued, "Look, when they fly, they're
a lot harder to handle. If you go in the cage they can knock you down and slip
out the door and get away, and there's no way to catch themif they can fly.
That bl ack one there nmust weigh thirty or forty pounds, and it's still a
hatchling. In a nonth it could be fifty or sixty pounds; in three nonths it
could top a hundred. You do not want to argue with a hundred-pound flying
dragon. It's bad enough when theycan't fly, believe ne."

"Ch," Dumery said, |ooking through the bars.

Behi nd the big black hatchling were about half a dozen green ones, smaller,
but still big enough to be frightening. A reddish-gold one was paci ng about in
a far corner of the cage; two blue-green ones and a red one were curled up

t oget her asl eep.

Al of them Dumery noticed, had broken wi ngs.

"So dragons really can fly," he said.

"Ch, yes," Kensher said. "Mdst of them anyway. Sone don't have the w ngspan
or the nuscles don't develop right, but nmost of themcan fly. At |east when

t hey' re young."

"Do any of themreally breathe fire?"

Kensher grinmaced. "Not around here," he said. "There are fire-breathing
dragons, all right, and back during the war they raised themhere, but it
doesn't make any difference in the blood, and that's the only market we have
left, so ny great-great-great grandfather culled themall. They're just too
dammed dangerous to have around. My ancestors used to have to wear arnor just
to go near them and even so, a couple of several-tines-great uncles got
fried. Sonetimes we get a throwback-the trait's not conpletely weeded out of
our bl oodlines yet-but when that happens, we kill it as soon as we find out
about it."

"Ch," Dumery said, |ooking at the hatchlings. "So none of these can breathe
fire?"

"Not that we know of, anyway, and usually they start to at |east spit sparks
by now. "

"Ch," Dumery said, stepping back

"Come on, let's look at the yearlings," Kensher said, beckoning.

Durery followed himaround to the right, past the hatchlings' cage.

The next cage was several tines the size of the hatchlings'; Dunery didn't
care to guess its exact dinensions. The wought-iron tracery was nuch sinpler
but much heavier, with |arger openings. Four dragons, each ten or twelve feet
| ong, occupied it; two were green, two golden yellow. There was a strong and
unpl easant odor to the place-Dunmery winkled his nose at it. He noticed the
pile in a corner that was presumably the source for nost of the stench

Al'l four dragons were clustered around the remains of a steer, eating noisily.
One gave the two humans a red-eyed gl ance, then turned back to its neal.

Al'l four had wings, and again, all the wi ngs were broken and hanging |inp.
"Those are just a year ol d?" Dunery said, |ooking at the curving tal ons, claws
bi gger than his fingers.

"That's right," Kensher said.

Durrery noticed a golden wing flopping. "Don't the w ngs heal up?" he asked.
"OfF course they do," Kensher replied. "That's why we have to break them again
every year."

"You do?"

"OfF course. Look at those things-four hundred pounds each. And we can't renove
the claws or fangs, because then they can't feed thenselves. W can't let them
fly."

Durery | ooked, just as a green dragon lifted its head with a bl oody nout hful



of beef. He shuddered. "No," he said, "I guess you can't."

The tour continued, past two nore cages of yearlings, and then a dozen huge
pens for ol der, nore nmature beasts. These ranged from about twelve feet |ong
up to twenty or nore, and glared fiercely at the two humans. Every so often
one woul d roar, and Durmery woul d cover his ears agai nst the sound.

A heavy outer fence ran around the entire group of pens, enclosing nuch of the
pl at eau. Kensher noticed Dunery |ooking at it as the pair wal ked on
"Sometines they get out of their cages," he said. "W don't know how t hey do
it, sometines, but they do-dragons are tricky. \When that happens, the fence
there stops them from going any farther."

"Do any ever get away conpl etely?" Dunery asked

Kensher admitted reluctantly, "Sonetinmes, yes."

Durery | ooked down across the edge of the plateau toward the forests bel ow
"So there are wild dragons out there?"

"Maybe. | don't know if they survive-after all, they've never |earned to hunt
for their food, and there isn't rmuch ganme around here, and they can't fly.
Most of them probably don't last |long."

Durmery didn't find that very conforting. He renenbered that he had conme up the
path t hrough those woods al one and unprotected, w thout ever giving the
possibility of being eaten by a wild dragon any serious thought.

Then, finally, they cane to the slaughterhouse, where Dunmery gawped at the
tangl e of huge iron chains and heavy beans, used to restrain and support
dragons while their throats were cut and their bl ood drained.

"We cull nost of themwhen they're six or seven nonths old," Kensher

expl ained. "That's where we get nmpost of the blood. By then we know which ones
we want for breeding stock, so we dispose of the rest here. If there's any
sign of illness or anema, or if they're unusually vicious, or if we just
don't like their |ooks, we weed them out then. The others we keep unti
they're about four or five years old, and then they have to go, too." He
gestured at the restraints. "A healthy dragon's about eighteen or twenty feet
| ong by then, weighs naybe a ton, but the growth is slow ng down, so it's not
wort h keeping them any | onger. Besides, any bigger and they get really
dangerous, and we can't handl e them any nore. They aren't just bigger and
stronger, either, they're smarter. A hatchling's no smarter than a kitten, and
a yearling maybe as bright as a wolf, but by the time a dragon's five or six
years old it's smarter than any ot her animal except people. Areally snmart one
m ght start learning to talk when it's seven or eight, and we can't have
that."

"Why not?" Dunery asked, puzzled.

Kensher blinked. "Ah ... because if ... if it can talk, then it's not just an
ani mal any nore, boy, and it wouldn't be right to kill it." He frowned. "It's
bad enough killing the breeding stock as it is."

Durrery consi dered that for a nmonent.

How did learning to tal k make a dragon a person? It was still a dragon, after
all.

But he could sort of see Kensher's point. |If you could hold a conversation
with sonmething, it wasn't just an animal any nore.

But if a tal king dragon shouldn't be killed, then was it really all right to
kill the immature ones? Did that mean that it would be all right to kill a
human baby that hadn't yet learned to talk? Maybe it did mean that; he had
heard that sonetinmes girls did exactly that when they had babies they didn't
want .

Durery deci ded he didn't want to think about that just now.

But if the dragons were killed when they were still babies, too young to
tal k. ..

"How ol d do they have to be to |ay eggs?" he asked.

"Ch, they'll start breeding as yearlings, if we let them" Kensher said. "W
don't, though; that's why there are three separate cages for yearlings instead
of one big one."

"Thr ee?"



"Well, we don't usually get nice even nunbers of male and femal e," Kensher
expl ai ned. "We usually have nore males than femal es. And we don't want themto
breed until they're about three; the young are healthier that way. So we have
two cages for males and one for fenmales."

Durery nodded, staring at the ironmongery.

The killing knife hung by the door, a huge sawtoothed bl ade the size of a
broadsword, its nmetal polished and gl eami ng. The bottles used for the bl ood
stood ranged on shel ves against one wall, all of themenpty and sparkling

cl ean.

He hadn't thought about the actual killing when he asked for an
apprenticeship. He hadn't thought about feeding al nbst a hundred hungry
dragons every day, about raising the cattle to feed them He hadn't thought
about breaking wi ngs every year, or watching for fire-breathers and killing

t hem young, or losing fingers or hands or arns in a noment's carel essness
around the livestock. There was far nore to raising dragons than he had
consi der ed.

It |ooked like a dull, dirty, difficult, and dangerous business. It neant
cruelty and killing.

Durmery didn't |ike any of that.

Al the same, Dunery thought, what el se could he do? He had cone this far; he
was reluctant to throw that away. Besides, for as long as he could renenber,
all he had wanted out of life was nagic, and he had been denied that. There
was not hing el se he wanted to do. Dragon-farm ng night not be nagic, but it
wassonet hi ng, anyway, and if it neant he could rub Thetheran's nose in the
dirt, then itwas what he wanted to do

Now all he had to do was convince Kensher to let himdo it.

Chapter Twenty-Six

"You know, " Durery remarked between bites of Pancha's baked puddi ng,
father's a wealthy man."

"Ch?" Kensher said, not particularly interested. Kinner |ooked up fromhis

pl ate, but said not hing.

Durmery nodded. "He'd pay well to buy me an apprenticeship, enough to cover al
the costs with sonme left over."

Kensher shook his head. "No apprenticeship,” he said. "I told you that. W
have plenty of noney as it is, and if we need nore we just raise our prices;
we don't need your father's gold." He scooped up another heapi ng spoonf ul
Durery | ooked down to hide his annoyance. He had thought he had a chance, that
he woul d at | east be able to put up an argunent, but how coul d he counter that
flat refusal ?

He | ooked up again and gl anced down the dinner table, taking in all the faces.
Most of them he knew, didn't understand Ethsharitic, so they had no i dea what
he and Kensher had just said. For all Dunery could tell, nost of them m ght
not even know t hat hewanted an apprenticeship.

And did all of themwant to stay here and learn the fam |y business? Maybe he
coul d repl ace one, sonehow.

He caught a glinpse of Willer of Srignor, the shepherd who had married Seldis
of Al dagnor, the el dest granddaughter.That was a possibility-Willer had
married into the famly, and there were still five other granddaughters,
presumably all unmarried and probably not spoken for yet. There were not a | ot
of eligible suitors up here in the nountains.

There was Shatha, and Tarissa, and Kirsha, and Shanra, and Kinthera. Shanra
and Kinthera were a few years ol der than Dunmery was-not that that really
mat t er ed.

None of them particularly appealed to him though. Seldis was pretty-but she
was al ready married, andmuch too ol d.

And besides, he didn't really want to conmmt hinself to marryi nganyone yet.

O course, he could lie andsay that he wanted to marry Shanra; nobody woul d
expect himto make good on that until he was sixteen, at the earliest, by

ny



which tine he ought to know all there was to know about raising dragons for

t hei r bl ood.

But the knowl edge woul dn't do himrmuch good if he angered the owners of the
only dragon farmin the Wrld.

And besides, he didn't like the idea of lying about it. It wouldn't be proper
to get an apprenticeship that way. And in all likelihood his lies wouldn't be
believed in any case; these people weren't stupid, and they knew what he

want ed, since he had foolishly admtted it already. They woul dn't accept him
into the famly just to give himan apprenticeship, and they would know t hat
was thereal reason he wanted to marry in.

Besi des, there was no guarantee that Shanra or any of the others would be
interested in marryinghim now, was there?

No, marrying into the famly was not going to be his answer. At least, not in
and of itself.

If he could find sone way to stay, then in fact he really mght eventually
marry one of the girls. After all, if he stayed here for a few years he

woul dn't see anyother girls, and sooner or |ater, he supposed, he woul d want
to get narried.

But that argument wasn't going to convince Kensher to |l et himstay, he was
sure.

"And you really don't care if | tell all the w zards back in Ethshar that you
peopl e are running a farmhere, and not hunting dragons in the wld?" he
asked.

Ki nner blinked, Pancha flinched, and Kensher sighed.

"Not much," Kensher said. "The hunting story is a convenient fiction, and
we're happy with it, but it's not really essential. W'd stay in business
without it; we mght need to negotiate a little with the Wzard's Guild,
that's all." He put down his spoon. "Look, Dumery," he said, "give it up. W
don't need an apprentice here, and if we did, it wouldn't be a rich, spoiled
city boy who was stupid enough to foll ow ne horme the way you did. And
particul arly not one who makes threats about revealing secrets.”

Pancha flinched again. "Kenshi," she said, "don't be so harsh. It took courage
and resourceful ness for himto come all the way up here by hinself."

"Doesn't nmean it was smart," Kensher said. "And resourceful or not, we donot
need an apprentice!"

Ki nner made a noi se of agreement, and even Pancha couldn't argue with that.
Durmery often didn't know when to quit, but this time it finally sank in that
he wasn't getting anywhere, and he finished his pudding in silence.

When he was done he sat staring at the enpty plate, and inspiration struck. He
| ooked up.

Pancha was cl earing away the enpty di shes, and Ki nner had gone of f somewhere
wi th some of his younger grandchildren, but Kensher was still at the table,

| eani ng back confortably.

"What if | bought a dragon?" Dunery asked.

Kensher let out his breath in a whoosh, then | eaned forward, startl ed.
"What ?" he denanded

"What if | bought a dragon?" Dunery repeated. "Or two, actually. They woul dn't
have to be good ones; a couple of hatchlings you'd cull anyway woul d do j ust
fine."

"We don't sell dragons," Kensher said, eyeing himsuspiciously.

"You sell their blood," Dunery said. "Wat's the difference?"

"Plenty," Kensher said. "A bottle of blood never bit anyone's armoff."

"Al'l right, soit's not the same," Dunery admitted. "WII you sell me a pair
anyway ?"

"Apair, is it? You nean you don't just want any two dragons, you want a male
and a fenal e?"

"Well, yes," Dunery admitted, "that is what | had in nind."

Kensher stared at himfor a nonent, then | eaned back in his chair and said,
"Boy, you're amazing. You nust think I'mas dunb as you are! You want me to
sell you a breeding pair so you can set yourself up your own little dragon



farmand go into business in conpetition with us?"

That was, in fact, exactly what Dumery wanted, but it seened inpolitic to say
so just now. Instead he sat silently frustrated, staring at Kensher

"I have got to admit, Dumery, you are the stubbornest, nopst persistent |ad
have ever net in ny life," Kensher said, his tone alnost adnmiring. "Even the
dragons aren't as determined as you. But it doesn't matter. W arenot going to
set you up in the dragon-farm ng business, either here or in conpetition with
us. W're going to send you home to your famly, and hope you have the sense
not to go and cause pointless trouble by telling everybody where we |live and
what we do. Is that clear enough?”

Durmery reluctantly nodded. "It's clear," he said.

And in fact itwas clear that the descendants of Sergeant Thar wouldn't help
himintentionally.

Per haps, though, they night be made to provide assistance w thout knowing it.
As he carried his enpty plate to the scullery Dumery was planning just how
that m ght work.

It would involve Iying and stealing and a good bit of danger, but he thought
he coul d manage it.

Just alittle while ago he had been reluctant to lie to Kensher and his famly
about wanting to marry Shanra, and here he was considering not just |ying, but
robbing themas well.

Wl |, he was desperate. And this new schene was rmuch nore likely to succeed,
anyway, and it would be over much sooner, one way or the other.

There was a chance it would get himkilled, but he refused to worry about
that. It mght work.

And if it worked, it would be well worth the risk.

[Back to Tabl e of Contents]

Chapter Twenty- Seven

Teneria stared in disbelief at the pens.

Dr agons!

Dozens of dragons!

Bi g dragons, snmall dragons, red, blue, and green dragons!

She had never seen any dragon before, in her entire life, and here there were
dozens of dragons.

What in the Wrld was this place?

And what was Dumery doi ng here?

She | owered her pack to the ground, then scooped the spriggan off her shoul der
and dropped it onto a nearby rock. She sat down, still staring at the farm
and tried to think.

As she did, she was aware once again of a sort of soft muttering in the back
of her mind, as if sonmeone were trying to sneak up on her, or was thinking

| oudl y about her somewhere nearby. The sanme unconfortabl e sensation had cone
over her a fewtines on the way up into the nountains, and she didn't like it
at all.

She had disliked it right fromthe start, but oddly, it had taken until the
fourth tine she felt it before she recognized it.

It was the Calling.

Wtches weren't supposed to be susceptible to the Calling-but on the other
hand, Adar had told her that people who got too close to the Warl ock Stone
coul d spont aneously become warl ocks, and witchcraft and warl ockry were

apparently not all that different, after all. She knew that she had been born
with a strong talent for witchcraft-Sella had told her as rmuch. That was why
Sella had been willing to take Teneria on as an apprentice even though

Teneria's parents couldn't pay the customary fee.

And if Teneria had the innate talent for witchcraft, why wouldn't she have the
talent for warlockry, as well?

Even so, she m ght not have picked anything up, m ght not have sensed the
Calling, if she hadn't spent those long, horrible hours focused on Adar's
mnd, trying to hold the Calling out. That had taught her what the Calling



was, had attuned her to it.
She wasn't a warl ock, even now, by any neans; she could levitate things, of

course, but it still tired her, it was still witchcraft, not warl ockry.
Wtch or warlock, though, she could feel that unpleasant nental touch, ever so
[ightly.

And it seemed to be growi ng nore noticeable as she continued southward and
eastward. She did not like the idea of venturing even farther in that
direction.

But now she wouldn't have to. Dunery was here; despite the delays, she had
finally caught up to him And this, surely, was where he had been headed al
al ong.

She coul d see why he hadn't wanted to tell the truth when his parents' hired
wi zard contacted him That woul d have sounded so reassuring to his poor

mot her-"GCh, I'mhiking up into wild, dragon-infested, warl ock-haunted
nmount ai ns in Al dagnor, along what used to be the frontier of the old Northern
Empire. I'lIl be up there in the freezing cold weat her w thout any supplies or
nmoney, with nothing but the clothes on nmy back. |I'mgoing to a secret

nmenageri e of dragons up there.”

And what in the Wrld did Dumery want in this niserable, gods-forsaken place,
anyway? What business did a twel ve-year-old boy have at an all-dragon zoo I|ike
this? Had he been tricked into com ng here as dragon-fodder?

No, that didn't nake any sense; he was still alive, she could tell. And even
if there were sonme reason to feed dragons boys instead of sheep or cattle,
surely there were gullible boys to be found closer than Ethshar of the Spices.
Maybe t he boy was on sone errand for a w zard? Everybody knew he had been
houndi ng hal f the nagicians in the Wzards' Quarter for an apprenticeship;
maybe he had settled for a job as a wizard's errand boy. Wzards seened to
take an unhealthy interest in dragons; she had certainly seen enough of them
wi t h dragons enbroi dered on robes, or with carved dragons adorning their

shops.

Vell, there were ways to find out what was going on. The sinplest and best was
to wal k right up and ask.

If it turned out that her interest wasn't wel come, well, she was a witch; she

coul d defend herself.

She marched down the path. Behind her the spriggan let out a small yip of

di smay, which she ignored, and then scurried after her

She reached the door, stopped, raised a fist, and knocked | oudly. The spriggan
grabbed her ankl e and held on

Even through the heavy oak, and even though she had never had any contact wth
t he people on the other side, she could sense the astonishment w thin. She
wai t ed.

Eventual | y, the door creaked open an inch or so.

"Yes?" a handsone young woman asked, in Sardironese. "Can | help you?"

Teneria could see that the woman was thinking in Sardironese-hardly
surprising, as they were still in Aldagnor. The witch was still not very
confortable with the | ocal |anguage, but she tried. "I amlooking for Dumery
of Shi phaven, " she said, unhappily aware that she had spoken with a very thick
Et hsharitic accent, and that the spriggan was clinging to her |eg, hanpering
any fast novenent.

"Dunery?" the woman in the house replied, startled. Teneria saw that she knew
exactly who Durmery of Shiphaven was; the nental image she conjured up mat ched
Teneria's own perfectly.

"Yes," Teneria said, nodding. "Dumnery."

"He hadn't told us he was expecting anyone," the woman said, uncertainly.
Teneria realized that she wasn't nuch ol der than herself.

"He wasn't expecting me," she said. "His ... his..." She groped for the word.
Seeing Teneria's disconfort, the woman said, "l understand Ethsharitic,
nostly."

Teneria noticed that she hadn't said soin Ethsharitic, so she kept her words
as simple as she could. "His parents sent ne," she said.



"Ch!" The confusion cleared fromthe wonman's mnd with mracul ous speed. "Cone
inl I'mSeldis of Al dagnor; ny parents and grandfather own this place. Come on
in." She swung the door wide.

"Thank you," Teneria said, accepting the invitation. The spriggan, riding on
her boot, canme with her

She found herself in a large, cluttered room facing a horde of children and a
handful of adults. One of the children she i mediately recogni zed- Dunery of

Shi phaven.

"Hell o, Dunery," she said. "I'm Teneria. Your parents sent ne."

"My parents?" the boy asked warily. "Not Thet heran?"

"Well-my mstress, actually. I'mstill an apprentice. But your parents hired
her." Teneria was unconfortably aware of nore than a dozen pairs of eyes

wat chi ng the conversation closely, even though she could tell that only four
of the listeners understood Ethsharitic-an old nman with an arm m ssing, a big,
power ful m ddl e-aged nan, a snall, dark niddl e-aged woman, and Sel dis.

Sone of the children had spotted the spriggan, and were pointing at it and

whi spering to one another. The little creature hopped off and ran off to hide
under the furniture sonewhere.

"They did?" Dunery asked. "Wo is she, your m stress?"

"Sella the Wtch," Teneria replied.

"My father hired a witch?" The boy believed her, she knew, he was just

startl ed.

"I think your nother had nore to do with it," she answered.

The m ddl e-aged man had stepped forward; while Dunery groped for another
guestion the man spoke, holding out a hand in greeting. "Wl come to our hone,
young |l ady," he said. "I am Kensher Kinner's son."

"Teneria of Fishertown." She bowed politely.

Durmery wat ched as this unexpected new arrival was introduced to all the

i nhabitants of the farmhouse, and as he watched he was trying to figure out
what to do now

He had never expected his parents to send soneone after him despite the dream
Thet heran had sent he hadn't thought that they cared enough, or that his
father would be willing to pay for it, and besides, why would they send
someone when they had used the dream spell?

And quite aside fromall that, how had this person found hin?

She was an apprentice witch, of course, but he hadn't known that witches could
do that.

Sonehow, though, she had found him Maybe that spriggan he had seen run under
the sofa had had sonething to do with it, if that was the sane one he had seen
back at the Inn at the Bridge-after all, he knew even | ess about spriggans
than he did about w tches.

Just how it was done didn't really matter, though, since it had been done.

So now what ?

What did this do to his plans?

It pretty much knocked themto pieces, he realized, unless he could either get
rid of this Teneria, or get her over on his side, somehow. He had intended to
take his | eave of the farm then sneak back at night and steal two hatchlings,
as breeding stock for his owmn farm If he were in a witch's care he couldn't
very well carry out his scheme w thout her knowi ng about it.

Getting her over to his side-well, that would be ideal, certainly. A wtch
woul d be extrenely useful.

However, he couldn't inagine any way it could be done. Getting rid of her
shoul d be far easier.

Just now, though, he wasn't sure howto do that, either

It would require further thought.

Teneria, even as she committed the nanmes of all the children to nmenory, was
listening as best she could to Dumery's thoughts.

She couldn't get them exactly, but she knew he wasn't happy with her presence.
He had been pl anni ng sonet hing, and he didn't think she woul d approve.

Thi s was sonething she woul d want to discuss with him In private.



She smled at Pancha and conplinented her, in awkward Sardironese, on her fine
collection of offspring. The nmistress of the house smiled back

She invited Teneria to stay for dinner, and for the night, and with an eye on
Durery, Teneria accepted.

Chapter Twenty- Ei ght

Upon consideration, Teneria realized that effective privacy would not actually
be all that hard to obtain, since the children spoke no Ethsharitic-only the
adults had to be avoided. Wen Kensher and the ol der children were out
checking on the livestock after dinner, and the younger children were playing
wi th the spriggan, and Pancha was in the kitchen putting away dishes, a little
judicious witchcraft allowed Teneria to get Dumery away from Ki nner and
Sel di s.

Durmery hadn't really noticed yet that the two of themwere alone in the front
roomuntil Teneria denmanded, "All right, Dunmery, what are you up to?"

Startled, Dunery said, "I don't know what you mean." He eyed the young woman
he was beginning to think of as his captor and wondered how rmuch she knew. The
stories he had heard were vague on whether witches could read one's thoughts,
or merely sense npods.

"I know you're up tosonething," she said. "I'ma witch, renenber? Now, suppose
you tell nme all about it."
"Al'l aboutwhat?" Dunery persisted, still unsure of his best course of action

Teneria put her hands on her hips and glared at him "You know what."

"No, | don't," Dumery said, trying to | ook puzzl ed.

Teneria |l et out an exasperated sigh. "All right, then," she said, "let's take
it a step at a tinme. What are you doing up here in the nmountains of Al dagnor,

i nstead of safe at hone on with your parents?"

That was no secret any nore, so there was no harmin telling the truth. "I
foll oned Kensher," Dunery said. "I wanted to arrange an apprenticeship with
him | saw himselling dragon's blood to Thet heran the Mage back in Ethshar
and | decided | wanted to get into the dragon's bl ood busi ness, too. So

foll owed himhere, and asked him"

"And he turned you down," Teneria said. She could see that from Dunery's
attitude, and she could even see the reason-Kensher had el even children of his
own.

"That's right," Dunery agreed. "He turned ne down."

"So now you're just going to go quietly honme with ne, | suppose,” Teneria said
sarcastically.

Durery ignored the sarcasm and nodded, trying to | ook innocent.

Teneria was disgusted. "Right," she said. "You know perfectly well that that
wasn't what you were planning at all."

"Wl

"So what were you pl anni ng?"

Durrery stood obstinately silent.

Teneria sighed again. "Suppose," she said, "that your parents had instructed
me to do whatever | can to see that you get what you canme after, be it an
apprenticeship or whatever. Wuld you still be standing there |ike that?"
"They didn't, did they?" He sounded very doubtful indeed.

"Not exactly," Teneria admitted. "But they do want you to be happy, Dunery,
and to find a career you'll enjoy. | don't think they'd object to
dragon-farm ng. Now, did you have sone scheme for getting an apprenticeship
dragon-farm ng, after all?"

"No," Dumery said. "There isn't any way. Kensher won't listen to nme, and there
aren't any ot her dragon-farners.”

Teneria was glad to see that Dunery was telling the truth. "So it's not that,"
she said. She eyed himcarefully.

He was tall for his age, but very thin, with a very stubborn set to his jaw.
Hs mind was not easily pried at-she could see at a glance that he was very

cl osed and sel f-contai ned, and coul d never have becone a witch



A thought struck her. The boy had been desperate to becone a magician, and
here he was in Al dagnor, where, she now knew, the source of one kind of nagic
was to be found. "lIs it something to do with the Warl ock Stone?" she asked.
"The what ?" Dunery answered, baffl ed.

No, it wasn't that; Teneria could see that the boy had never heard the term
bef ore.

Back to other matters, then. "Sonmething to do with dragons?" she asked.

He didn't answer, but he didn't have to.

"Dragons," she said. "Something to do with dragons.
careful ly.

"Not hunting them | hope?" She had a rough i dea how dangerous dragon-hunting
m ght be; she could hardly say she'd fulfilled her task of seeing that Dumery
was safe if she let himgo off hunting the great beasts.

"No," he said, and she knew that he was telling the truth.

"It's something you feel guilty about, though," she said. That nuch was

obvi ous. "Sonet hi ng danger ous?"

He shook his head.

Teneria frowned. That was a hal f-truth. Dumery thought it mght be risky,
somehow, but he didn't think it should bereally dangerous. That didn't tel

her nuch.

This was all very tiresome. He obviously wasn't going to tell her if he could
possi bly avoid doing so, and she couldn't read it fromhim and it mnight take
hours, or days, to guess it. She glowered at himfor a nmonment, then changed
her appr oach.

"I's there anything you wanted to ask ne?" she asked.

Startled, Dunery studied her carefully and consi dered his response.

She was a witch, but he had only a vague idea of what sort of magic wtches
used- he had nostly heard of healings and divinations, and didn't know nuch
about how t hose worked. He had al ways been nore interested in wizardry and the
other, nore prestigious varieties of magic, not the rather plebian wtchcraft.
And she was a girl, alnbst a woman-he wasn't sure whether to consider her a
grown-up or not.

She was working for his parents, so he had been thinking of her as being on
their side, on the side of rules and regul ations and authority, but night that
be a m stake?

He couldn't very well ask her straight out, "Are you going to stop ne from
conmitting a robbery?"

Maybe he coul d sort of feel her out, though. And there was somnething that he
wonder ed about .

"What's the Warl ock Stone?" he asked.

Teneria was caught off-guard, and hesitated for a nonent.

Vel l, why not? What harmcould it do?

"It's the source for all the warlocks' magic. It's somewhere in Al dagnor, to
t he sout heast of here.”

"Real | y?"

Teneria could clearly see the boy's sudden interest in this news, which was
not at all what she had wanted. She sighed again.

"Listen, Dumery, forget it," she told him "You can't get near it. No one can.
It kills anyone who gets too close.l don't dare get much closer than | am

ri ght here and now magi ci ans are nore susceptible.”

"Ch," Dumery said. He thought that over

He wasn't sure he believed her, but on the other hand, if it reallywere
approachabl e, and if people knew where it was, and if it was really any use,

t hen someone el se woul d have gone there by now, and it would all be in the
hands of others. After all, warlocks had been around since before he was born
So that was out, and he was back to his former schene.

"You're a witch, right?" he asked.

Teneria nodded. "An apprentice, anyway."

"Have you ever put a curse on anyone?" Maybe she wasn't a total goody-goody.
Maybe she'd go along with a little adventure.

She consi dered him



"No," she said, dashing his hopes. "Wtches don't do curses."

"They do in the stories..." Dumery began

"Al'l right," Teneria said, exasperated, "I don't do curses. And | never net a
witch who did, either, but maybe there are sone."

"Ch." Dumery shut up. It was clear to himthat a person who wouldn't deal in
curses was not the sort to go along with a burglary schene.

Teneria glared at him The boy was infuriating! And it appeared that she
wasn't going to |learn anything el se useful fromhim

"Al'l right, look," she said, "whatever you've got in nmind, just forget it, all
right? Tonmorrow norning we're starting back down the nountain, taking you homne
to Ethshar. You can find an apprenticeship of some kind there."

Durmery didn't answer.

They gl owered at one another for a nmonment, then marched away in opposite
directions.

Later that night, as the household began to settle down, Dunery considered the
si tuati on.

He had intended to take his | eave, go down the nmountain until he was out of
sight, then slip back up at night.

He couldn't do that while in Teneria's care, though. He would have to nake his
nove that very night, while everyone was asl eep, before he and Teneria were

t hrown t ogether for good.

He had al so planned to flee down the trail to the river, the same way he had
cone, but now he decided against it. If he did that, Teneria would conme after
himand find him al nost certainly. She was a witch, after all, and had found
hi mway up here in the nountains of Al dagnor.

He coul d escape her, though. He saw exactly how he could escape her. If he
headed south or southeast, toward the Warl ock Stone she had spoken of, she

woul dn't dare follow. The thing would kill her
It wouldn't kill him though, because he wasn't a magician. O at least, it
woul dn't kill himunless he got really close, which he would try not to do.

And the possibility that he m ght stunble on the Stone by accident-well, that
was a chance he'd take.

And if he did, who knew? Maybe Teneria was wong and he would wi nd up a
war | ock after all.

It didn't seemvery likely, though

He hadn't really planned everything out yet, but there was no tinme to spare,
with Teneria here. He would just have to inprovise, deal with problens as they
ar ose.

As soon as he was sure everyone was asl eep, he woul d go.

He | ay back and wait ed.

Chapter Twenty-N ne

Durmery crept down the stairs with his pack on his arm walking to one side to
| essen the chance of creaking, and listening intently for any sign that
someone el se was still awake-soneone |ike Teneria, for exanple.

He heard not hing but the wi nd outside. Apparently witches slept just as
soundly as anybody el se.

Cautiously, he nade his way down the hall and through the rear storage roomto
t he back door, the one that |led out to the dragon pens.

It was barred, with three heavy bars-Dumery assuned that that was just to keep
dragons out, should one escape fromits cage. He | ooked the bars over
careful ly.

They were padl ocked in place, and the keys were nowhere in sight.

He had hal f-expected that. Wth a shrug, he turned and made his way, slowy
and cautiously, back through the house to the front door

That had an ordinary bolt and a hook latch; he threw the bolt, lifted the

| atch, and then, very slowy, eased the door open and slipped out.

Bot h noons were hi gh overhead, the | esser just passing the greater, and

bet ween t hem t hey gave enough |ight that Dunmery coul d see where he was goi ng.



He nade his way up the path between the fl owerbeds and through the garden

back over the rocky shoul der of the nmountain, until he could see the forest
spread out below, black in the noonslight.

The weat her had finally warnmed sonewhat in the | ast day or so, and the w nds
were relatively calm for once. Mponslight sparkled eerily from snowaps on

di stant peaks, and the noons' two col ors edged shadows wi th pink and orange.

It was a beautiful night. Dumery could easily have nade his way down sl ope and
into the woods without fear of stunbling or |osing his way.

That was if he were headi ng down sl ope, though, and in point of fact he had no
i ntention of doing so.

Rat her, he intended to circle around the house so as to get at the dragon
pens.

Accordingly, as soon as he was certain he was out of sight, should sonmeone
wake and gl ance out an upstairs wi ndows, he turned left off the path and began
cutting cross-country, through the pastures where the cattle that the dragons
ate grazed.

At first he had intended to sinply circle around to the back of the house by

t he shortest possible route, but he encountered an obstacle he hadn't known
about-a fissure, separating the pasture fromthe dragon pens. The house
appeared to have been built directly atop it.

He studied it for a monent. It was deep, and wi de, and the plank bridge that
the people and cattle presumably used to cross it was drawn up on the other
side. One end ran right up to the foundations of the farmhouse.

He supposed it kept the dragons and cattle from approachi ng each other too
closely, and he wi shed he had noticed it before.

It was too wide to leap, in the dark, and the | ower end was inpassabl e because
of the farmhouse. He woul d have to go around the upper end.

That took himup out of the pasture, over the fence, and into the w | derness

beyond.
There was no trail at all this way, and the terrain was rough; stretches of
bare, jagged stone were interspersed with noss, |ichen, gravel, and a few

struggling pines. Dunery had to pick his footing carefully, and every so often
a rock or chunk of nobss would slide out from underneath himand send him
spraw ing. He cut his chin, bruised and scraped the pal ns of both hands, and
twisted his left wist painfully, but he made steady progress.

H s biggest worry wasn't falling into the fissure-he kept a healthy distance
between himand that-nor falling off the nountain-for the nost part the slopes
were not so steep as to nake that a real danger-but the possibility of
encountering an escaped dragon. Despite what Kensher had said, Dunery
suspected that there were probably quite a nunber of themin the vicinity,
gone wi |l d.

He couldn't deci de whether they would be nore Iikely to | eave the area
conpletely and avoid the place where they had suffered in captivity, or

whet her they woul d hang around the only home they had ever known.

He tended toward the forner theory, not just because it was reassuring, but
because he renenbered those pitiful broken w ngs hangi ng down across the

hat chl i ngs' flanks. If he'd had sonething equally unpl easant done to him such
as a broken armor two, he certainly would never again want to go anywhere
near the place it had happened.

But he wasn't a dragon, of course, and he didn't know how dragons thought

about these things. So he struggled onward and tried not to worry about it.
The | esser nmoon was down and the greater sinking fast when he finally
scranbl ed around a towering boul der and found hinmself in sight of the back row
of dragon pens, with the farnmhouse just barely visible beyond them

He smiled, satisfied, and crept down toward the pens, noving as silently as he
knew how. He ignored the curious glances sone of the dragons gave him Severa
of the sharp-eyed creatures were awake, and sonme had spotted himas soon as he
energed from behind the boulder into sight of the farm but they hadn't done
anyt hing about it. There was no reason they shoul d.

They weren't watching himconstantly, but they certainly knew where he was and



cast an occasional glance at him

The bigger ones did, at any rate; the yearlings didn't seemto have noticed
anyt hi ng, and he couldn't even see the hatchlings fromwhere he was.

The hatchlings, however, were what he was interested in. If he could sneak off
with a pair of them one of each sex, then he could start his owmn farm and to
hell with Kensher and his brood.

He had planned it out as best he could while he was conval esci ng, and al t hough
he never got another real tour after that first one, and had had to hurry
everything up drastically when Teneria showed up, he had had chances to watch
out the wi ndow when the hatchlings got fed, and had asked a few i nportant
guestions-such as, "How do you tell themapart? Male and female, | nean."

He hadn't gotten a good explanation, really, but in the ensuing conversation
he had been told that the black one, the red one, and the reddish-gold one
were all male, while the two bl ue-green ones were both femal e. The green ones
i ncl uded four males and two fenales.

He intended to ignore the green ones, since he couldn't tell themapart, and
grab a bl ue-green one and one of the others. He figured that if he held them
by the neck, one in each hand, they wouldn't be able to bite himand he just
hoped they woul dn't claw him Hauling two four-foot, forty-pound dragons was
going to be quite difficult enough w thout getting clawed up.

He hoped he could manage it. It would be tough, but if he got away with it he
woul d be set for life.

He had wat ched when the hatchlings were fed and watered, and when Sel dis had
given themtheir bath-she had clinmbed up on top of the cage and poured buckets
of water in through the bars, and then had gone into the cage w th another
bucket and a scrub-brush to do a final inspection and touch-up. Wl ler had
gone in with her, carrying a sharp prod, and two of the others, Kinner the
Younger and Korun, had stood at the door of the cage as back-up, but the
dragons hadn't given her any trouble.

And wat ching that, Dumery had seen that the latch on the cage didn't need a
key. He hadn't gotten a good | ook at just how it worked, but he was sure no
one had used a key, or anything but fingers, to work it.

And the calmease with which Seldis had handl ed the hatchlings had been very
encour agi ng. They were used to human touch

Durery thought he could nanage it-get in there, grab the dragons, and get out
again, and then hide sonewhere in the forest, work his way south and west,
back out of the nountains and back toward civilization. Teneria wouldn't dare
follow himif he went south, near the Warl ock Stone.

He hadn't worked out all the details, of course, but the hard part, he was
sure, would be getting the dragons. Once he had his breeding pair he would
worry about details, such as where he was going to keep them and how he was
going to get themthere.

First things first, he told hinself.

He reached the outer fence, and discovered that the very first step-getting
back into the farmwas going to be harder than he had thought at first. This
was not an easy fence to clinmb. It was nine or ten feet high, with black iron
uprights set a few inches apart-that nuch he had known al ready.

He had not, however, paid rmuch attention to the fact that there were only two
crosspi eces holding the uprights together, one nearly at ground | evel and the
other near the top. The uprights were far enough apart that he couldn't brace
his foot between two of them but close enough together that he coul dn't
squeeze t hrough.

And clinmbing the uprights thensel ves, while possible, wasn't going to be easy,
because they weren't round, easy-to-grasp rods, they were triangular, wth
concave faces, so that the edges were sharp

He sighed, grabbed hold of two uprights, and started cli nmbing.

The netal cut into his palnms and his fingers; if he clung tightly enough to
pul I himself up, the edges cut nore deeply.

And then he felt hinself starting to slide back down; the snooth netal didn't
gi ve himenough friction to hold. The edges were cutting nore than ever as his



hands slid down them

He et go and fell back to the ground, frustrated. He | ooked at his hands.
The pal mof his left hand was bl eedi ng sl uggishly; the fingers and his right
hand were nmarked with red pressure lines, but the skin hadn't been broken

He swore, using every foul word he'd ever heard the sailors on his father's
shi ps use, and w ped the blood off on the grass.

That, he told hinmself, was a truly vicious fence! Wiy had they made it that
way ?

He supposed that it was really intended to prevent dragons fromgetting out,
rather than to keep himfromgetting in, but it seemed to work quite well
ei t her way.

On the other hand, he thought, he was smarter than any dragon, and the dearth
of crosspieces gave himan idea. If he could find something and wedge it
between two of the bars, he should be able to bend them further apart and
squeeze through. After all, he was thin enough, particularly after his recent
adventures in reaching this point. The bars were iron, not steel-iron was
cheaper and | asted better in the open weather, since steel would rust away.
Iron, however, was easier to bend, and the bars weren't that thick, no nore
than an inch or two through.

He | ooked around, but he was standing on bare rock. Hi s only real tool was his
belt knife, and that wouldn't do.

The greater noon's |light was already starting to fade, and he deci ded t hat
speed was nore inportant than any ot her consideration; he picked up a handy
rock, roughly the size of his head, and jammed it into the fence.

It went right through.

He swore again, and picked up another, |arger rock

This one took an effort to hoist up, but at least it didn't go right through
the bars. One end of it did. He braced it up with one hand and hanmered at it
with the other.

The fence jangled loudly at the inpact, and he hurt his hand, but the bars
didn't yield.

A dragon roared at himfromone of the pens, but in the darkness he coul dn't
make out exactly which one it was.

He snarled in reply, then with one hand hol di ng his wedge-rock in place, he
pi cked up another, and used it as a hamer, pounding at the wedge-rock with
it.

The fence rang and buzzed at the inpact, and the dragons bellowed in

repl y-which pl eased Dunery, as he judged that the draconic racket would drown
out the noise the fence was maki ng.

Then one bar started to give, and Dunery pounded harder, holding his

i mprovi sed hamer in both hands.

Wth a | oud snap, the rock suddenly fell through the fence, and Dunery

bl i nked, startled. The bar hadn't bent that far yet!

He | ooked again, and realized that the bar had snapped off at the bottom He
pushed at it, and it swung freely.

Del i ghted, he shoved it to one side and squeezed sideways through the
resul ti ng opening.

Now all he had to do was to get to the hatchling cage, get inside, grab two
dragons-a mal e and a fenal e-drag them out, close the cage behind him drag the
dragons over here and out through the fence, and run and hide.

Oh, sure, that was all. He grimaced slightly, and wondered if maybe he was
being a little over-confident.

It also occurred to himthat he did not want to close the cage behind him If
all twelve hatchlings got [oose the resulting confusion would keep the farners
much busier, which woul d be so nuch the better for him

He trotted al ong the fence, around the |argest pen, ignoring the dragons that
were staring at him Hi s toe caught on a rock and he stunbled, which elicited
a weird hooting fromone of the dragons, but he caught hinmself and hurried on
The di m orange noonl i ght was fading, and he didn't want to stunble over a
cliff in the dark; he had to hurry!



Chapter Thirty

The latch was a black lunmp in the di mess, and he poked at it in grow ng
frustration.

How in the Wrrld did the dam thing work?

It was like no latch he had ever seen before. There was no sinple bar to lift,
no lever to pull, no knob to turn; instead two thunb-sized stubs protruded
fromthe top of a tangle of ironnmongery that Dumery coul d make no sense of. He
tried pushing first one stub, and then the other; both resisted, but either
one coul d be nmoved. Neither one seenmed to do nmuch of anything.

Annoyed beyond reason, he bashed at the thing with his fist, and that didn't
help either. It nmade the cage door rattle against the frame, but the latch
stayed cl osed.

A dragon snorted sonewhere nearby; Dumery didn't | ook up. Instead he grabbed
each stub in one hand and tried working both at once, to see what would
happen.

Sliding both to the right didn't work, nor did both to the left, but when he
pushed themtogether in the mddle he heard a clank, and the door swung open
Durery smil ed

A dozen little dragons stared up at himfrominside the cage, their gleamng
eyes unreadabl e. He stared back. The colors were harder to distinguish in the
gl oom t han he had expected-the orange light of the greater moon turned both
green and blue-green to a nurky, dim nameless color. He was about to step
into the cage for a closer | ook when he heard the grow of a |arger dragon. He
turned away fromall those staring little eyes to see if anyone in the house
had noticed the noise, or had just happened to be | ooking.

He found hinself |ooking directly into another, much larger, pair of draconic
eyes.

He blinked, and caught his breath.

One of the big dragons was | oose, and standing not ten feet away, its |ong
neck extended so that its head was nere inches fromhis own.

It grow ed again.

One of the hatchlings hissed, and snapped at Dunery's |eg; he snatched the
threatened linb away and started to kick at the little beast, then

reconsi dered as he felt the big dragon's hot breath on his shoul der

Snatching up two of the hatchlings while this nonster watched did not seem
like a viable plan. In a hopeless attenpt to | ook i nnocent, Dunmery nanaged a
sickly smile and started to cl ose the door of the cage. He stopped abruptly
when one of the hatchlings shrieked; he had caught its neck and one wing in

t he door.

He decided to | eave the door open after all and to just forget about the

hat chl i ngs.

In fact, he decided to forget about everything except |eaving, as quickly as
possi bl e. He began backi ng away, watching the big dragon carefully.

H s foot | anded on sonething slick, and a hatchling yow ed; stepping quickly
asi de, Dunery saw that one of them the black one, was out of the cage

al ready, and he had just stepped on one of its draggi ng w ngs.

The big dragon roared angrily at him

Durmery didn't dare turn away, and he found hinmself with a clear view of a dark
mouth |ined with hundreds of extrenely sharp teeth; foul breath, redol ent of
rotting neat, swept over him and his ears rang.

A wi ndow swung open in the farmouse.

"Who' s there?" soneone called

Durmery wasn't stupid enough to answer that, but the big dragon turned away for
a nonent, distracted, and Dunery seized the opportunity. He spun on his hee
and ran, narrowWy avoiding tripping over the black hatchling.

As he ran, he heard a man's voice shouting, "Hai, dragon! Wat is it? Guard,
boy, guard!"

Durmery ran for the | oose upright in the fence, not worrying about what that



meant, not worrying about anything except whether that huge, angry dragon was
following him He didn't see it start after him nor did he see it stop when
it heard the order to guard. He didn't see it return, disgruntled, to the door
of the hatchling cage, where it began snatching up errant dragonets by their
tails and tossing them back into their pen

Durery didn't dare | ook back as he groped along the fence in the dark, feeling
for the broken bar, but at last he found it and squeezed through. He stunbl ed
on until he rounded the boul der and was out of sight of the farm

There he fell to the ground, panting.

After a noment he felt sufficiently recovered to sit up, |ook around, and
listen.

He heard dragons bell owi ng, but that was off in the distance somewhere; there
was no sign of pursuit. The | esser noon was up again, |ooking even nore

pi nki sh t han usual and hal f-obscured by a wi sp of cloud. The greater noon's
glow had faded to a nere tinge in the west, and no nore stars were visible

t hrough the gathering m st and cl oud.

Al'l Dunery could see was rock and noss and sky.

He sat and gathered his wts.

It appeared that Kensher and company had a |line of defense they hadn't

nment i oned-trai ned wat ch-dragons. O one watch-dragon, anyway. That hardly
seened fair.

But then, they weren't trying to be fair-they were trying to defend

t hensel ves.

Agai nst what, Dunery wondered. What was there out here in the mddle of
nowhere that called for that sort of defense?

O was it to keep the dragons in?

Wul d a dragon, even a trained one, help in inprisoning its own kind?

Wl |, yes, Dumery thought, it probably woul d. People served as gaol ers

wi |l l'ingly enough, didn't they?

What ever the watch-dragon was there for, it was there, and it had kept him
fromgetting his hatchlings. The exact reason for its presence didn't seem
anywhere near as inportant as thefact of its presence.

H's burglary attenpt was a failure; he hadn't gotten his breeding pair.

Had Kensher guessed what had happened? Wul d he be guardi ng agai nst anot her
attenpt? Wuld Teneria know what was goi ng on?

Wl |, the ground was so rocky that there would be no footprints to show t hat
an unaut hori zed human bei ng had been there. The watch-dragon woul dn't be able
to say anything-would it?

No, Dunery just couldn't believe that Kensher woul d keep a tal king dragon
around. And that one had growl ed and roared, but shown no signs of any greater
vocal ability than that. It also wasn't any bigger than sonme of the dragons in
t he cages.

So it couldn't talk and say it had seen Dunery. The only evidence of his
presence woul d be the broken fence-if that was noticed-and the open cage door
That was quite an extensive fence, and there were a great many uprights init;
one broken one might well go unnoticed. It would al nost certainly not be found
until daylight, at the very least, not unless soneone wal ked the entire fence
with a lantern.

O course, sonmeone might do just that, Dumery had to admt.

And there was that witch. He had no i dea what she might see, with her nagic,
or what she m ght do about it.

He decided that he would assune that she woul dn't know anythi ng nore than
anybody el se. After all, what did she know about dragons or burglars? Neither
one had anything to do with witchcraft. So he would ignore her for now, and
assune that she would go along with whatever the others thought.

If he was |ucky, they would see the open cage door and woul d think that one of
t he hatchlings had sonmehow opened it, or that whoever was last in there hadn't
closed it properly, and that what the watch-dragon had spotted was hatchlings
getting | oose.

After all, could they really expect intruders up here?



Al most certainly, they'd just think it was an accidentally-opened cage that
caused the fuss.

In that case, once everyone had settled down again, Dunery would be able to
sneak back into the house. Or even sneak back to the pens and try again.

He had to think about that. If he were going to make a second attenpt it would
be best to do it tonight, rather than waiting, because the |onger he waited
the nore time they would have to find the break in the fence.

There was the problem of the watch-dragon, however. Did the creature ever
sleep, or was it constantly on guard? Was there any way he could elude it, or
fool it into thinking he bel onged there?

This was a matter that required some thought. Besides, it would take sonme tine
for everything to settle back to normal, and there was the darkness to worry
about -the | esser moon was still low, and didn't give all that much light in
any case. Dunery decided that he would wait until everyone had had tine to
cal m down, and then woul d deci de whether to nake another try, or to slip back
into the house and pretend he had slept through all the excitenent.

For now, he would wait. He settled down, making hinself as confortable as he
could on the hard stone.

He had no intention of sleeping, but all the same, within mnutes, he was

asl eep.

Wien he awoke the sun was warmon the bare stone, and he realized with a start
that he had nissed his chance. The sun was well up in the east, peering down
at himover the peak of the nountain-half the norning was gone. Kensher and
his famly woul d be out and about; they night well have found the break in the
fence. They would surely have all the hatchlings back in their cage, and m ght
have put a lock on it. The watch-dragon would surely be awake.

And he had missed his chance to get back into the house. They would surely
have noticed his absence by now

In fact, that Teneria night already be | ooking for him brewi ng up her spells
or whatever she did. She mi ght conme upon himat any nonment; if she had
followed himto the farmfromall the way back in Ethshar, finding himnow
shoul d be easy.

He sat up and consi dered.

She hadn't found himyet, though. Maybe she wasn't | ooking, or naybe sonething
had gone wong with her witchcraft.

If she didn't find him he could slip away, hide sonewhere, wait unti
nightfall, and then try again; he could break the fence again, if it had been
repai r ed.

But how coul d he get past the watch-dragon?

And | ooking at the situation in the Iight of day, how would he get two
squi rm ng hatchlings out through the fence, and down the nountain?

And what if one of the hatchlings turned out to be a fire-breather?

It was a good thing that Kensher didn't raise flyers or fire-breathers, even
as wat ch-dragons. If the watch-dragon had been a fire-breather, Dunery
realized, he m ght have been dead by now, a charred corpse lying on the stone,
instead of alive and well. If the watch-dragon could fly it m ght have pursued
hi m past the fence-and he hadn't gone very far, had he? Around that boul der
and across maybe fifty feet of open ground lay the fence; surely, the dragon
coul d have tracked himthat far

He was gl ad that Kensher hadn't thought to |l et the dragon out, hadn't cone
after himwith it.

That assuned, of course, that dragons could track, l|ike dogs or cats, and
really, Dunery didn't know for certain that they could. And Kensher probably
had good reasons for not letting the watch-dragon out; could he control the
beast outside the fence?

Maybe the fence was there to keep the watch-dragon in, nore than anything

el se.

Whet her dragons could track people or not, witches surely could; why hadn't
Teneria found himyet?

And while all this speculation was very interesting, it wasn't getting himany



closer to setting up his own dragon-breedi ng operation

He sat and thought, unconfortably aware that Teneria m ght appear at any
nonent .

He devi sed schene after scheme for stealing a pair of hatchlings, but they al
fell apart upon close inspection. He could think of no practical way to dea
wi th the watch-dragon, or with Kensher and his fanmly if he tried to sneak in

when the dragon wasn't on duty. He had no way of killing a dragon that size.
Besides, killing it seemed a bit extrene. It was Kensher's dragon.

It hadn't been that hard to talk hinself into stealing a couple of hatchlings;
after all, Kensher had |lots of them and nost of themwere destined to be

sl aughtered in a year or so anyway. The watch-dragon, though, was fifteen or
twenty feet long, and nust be three or four years old, at |east. Kensher had
clearly put considerable effort into training it, judging by the way it had
behaved- and Dumery was grateful for that training, because without it the
nmonst er ni ght have gone ahead and eaten him

He was al so grateful to Kensher and the rest of the family for taking himin,
when he turned up on their doorstep. Yes, it was just normal hospitality to
take himin and give hima neal, but even that much wasn't sonething everybody
woul d bother with, and they had gone further than that, giving himdays to
regain his strength, feeding himgenerously, and giving himclothes and
supplies for the journey hone.

He began to be ashaned of hinmself for plotting to rob the people who had saved
his life. Was he that | ow a person? WAs he that desperate to get hold of a
coupl e of dragons?

He shook his head. It wasn't right. He had |l et his obsessions get the better
of him He had done Kensher quite enough harm al ready. He had repaid ki ndness
and succor with threats, attenpted bl ackmail, burglary, and a broken fence. He
woul d do no nmore harmin return for good

It was time to get away from Kensher and his farm

It was tine to go hone.

For one thing, he didn't really want to get caught.

Gstensibly, all he had to do was | oop back around the way he had come, and
head on down the trail to the river

There was a problemw th that, however. A problem naned Teneri a.

He was sure that she would know what he had done. She woul d know that he had
tried to steal those hatchlings. If she went hone with himshe would probably
tell someone, like his parents. And even if she didn't, she would certainly be
keeping a close eye on himevery step of the way hone.

He didn't think he could face that.

And for that matter, did he really know anythi ng about her? Had his parents
sent her? It didn't seemlike them After all, they knew he was all right;
they'd talked to himin that silly dream Thet heran had sent.

Maybe soneone el se had sent her, or she had cone on her own. Maybe the
magi ci ans, including the witches, were all out to get him

Was she really a witch, though? He hadn't seen her work any nagic. She had
found him sonmehow, which was inpressive, and she seemed to be able to tel
lies fromtruth with phenonenal accuracy, but neither one proved she was
actually the witch she said she was. He hadn't seen her fly or anything.

But even if she were exactly what she clainmed to be, he really didn't want to
go home with her, having her there gloating over himthe whole tine.

He would find his own way home-overland, not by the river. And south, where
the witch wouldn't dare follow, if she was really a witch.

And if she hadn't |ied about the Warl ock Stone.

He didn't really think she had. He set out down the slope, to the southeast.
As he wal ked, he consi dered.

True, he didn't want to rob Kensher, and he couldn't think of any way to do it
in any case, but did that really mean he had to just give up and go hone?

He still wanted to do sonething about his thwarted anmbitions. He couldn't be a
wi zard, he had established that. And he couldn't seemto find an
apprenticeship in any other branch of magic, either



Controlling a supply of dragon's blood would et himlord it over the w zards.
He couldn't wangl e an apprenticeship in the dragon-farn ng business, that was
clear, and he couldn't see any way to get hold of any of Kensher's livestock
to set up his own farmbut were those the only possibilities?

Al'l he needed was a pair of dragons, and whil e Kensher mi ght have the only
dragon farmin the Wrld, he didn't have all the dragons in the Wrld, by any
nmeans. There were plenty of dragons out there.

W1 d dragons.

Dragon-hunting as a career didn't sound very prom sing, though. He renenbered
the sight of that gaping, tooth-lined maw when t he wat ch-dragon had roared at
him and Kensher had said that the farm dragons were nowhere near as big as
dragons could get. Presumably there were wild dragons that were nuch bigger
and fiercer.

But what if he were to find and capture a pair of baby dragons? O better yet,
find unhatched eggs? It happened; he had seen dragons in the Arena that had
been hatched in captivity.

That woul d be perfect.

But how could he hope to find then? He | ooked out over the edge of the cliff
he was skirting, and saw forest stretching to the hilly southern horizon

That was a | ot of countryside, and dragons m ght be anywhere-or nowhere-in it.
He coul d I ook, though, couldn't he?

If he did, he nmight search forever without finding anything. O he m ght
starve to death, or get killed by a wild dragon, or by wolves or bandits or
sormet hi ng.

On the other hand, who knew what he m ght find?

Wl ves, pitfalls, bandits-or a dragon's lair.

Wl ves, pitfalls, and bandits were probably far nore likely, and if he did
find a dragon's lair it mght well have a nother dragon at home, guardi ng her
young.

That was a good way to get killed, finding an occupied lair.

No, the thing to do was to go hone, to his own hone, back in Ethshar, and then
see if he could sonmehow buy a pair of dragon eggs.

A thought struck him If he demanded that as his patrinony, would his father
cooper ate?

He should, Dumery thought. After all, Doran hadn't come through with the

prom sed apprenticeship to a wizard. MIleniumold tradition said that every
child was entitled, between his or her twelfth and thirteenth birthdays, to
demand that his or her parents provide sonme way to establish a future
career-arrange a profitable marriage or an apprenticeship, guarantee an

i nheritance, sonething. Demanding a pair of dragon eggs was unusual, but it
ought to qualify.

That, then, was what he would do. He would go home and denand a pair of eggs.
Al he had to do was find the way.

He knew he was somewhere in Al dagnmor, in the Baronies of Sardiron. That neant
that he was far to the north of Ethshar of the Spices. And he was east of the
Great River, since he had gone ashore on the eastern bank, while all the
cities of Ethshar were nore or less to the west of the river's nouth.

Et hshar of the Spices was actually south or maybe southeast of the river's
nmout h, because of the way the river and the coastline w ggled about, but it
was effectively on the western side all the sane.

I f he headed west he would eventually cone to the Great River, but that would
mean cutting directly across all those ridges, and then finding transportation
downstream and Teneria might well catch up to himthere was nothing she
feared in the west. On the other hand, if he headed due south he would
eventual ly reach either the G eat River-much farther downstreamor the Gulf of
the East, or if worst came to worst, the southern edge of the Wrld. And he
woul d be passing too close to the Warlock Stone for Teneria.

He certainly hoped he woul dn't have to go anything like as far as the edge of
the Wrid. It seened unlikely that he woul d.

If he arrived at the river he could follow it downstream either on foot or by



boat, and once he reached Azrad's Bridge he would have no trouble finding his
way hore.

If he reached the @ulf he could follow the coast west to the river's nouth,
then up to Azrad's Bridge. If the gods were nasty and he reached the edge of
the Wrld, he could head west to the sea, and then take ship honme, or foll ow
the coast around to the river's nouth.

So he woul d head south, and when due south wasn't practical he would veer to
the west, and sooner or l|later he would reach civilization, or the Great River,
or sonething el se hel pful

Accordingly, he | ooked up at the sun, which was al nost directly overhead now,
and then around at the nountains, and estimted which direction nust be south.
This was turning out to be far nore of an adventure than he had expected when
he went up to Westgate Market to seek inspiration. He stepped out boldly,
stunbl ed over an exposed root, fell, picked hinmself up, and marched on

si ghi ng.

Whi |l e Durery made his decision, Teneria had finally gotten everything

strai ghtened out. The chaos of the farmfanmly's efforts to round up the
escaped hatchlings and get everything back to normal had confused and del ayed
her, and she had not worried at first about exactly what had occurred, but
only about straightening out the current nmess. She had offered to hel p, but
had been turned down-apparently these people did not entirely trust her

That was not really surprising, under the circunstances. Her unexpected
appear ance the day before did look as if it mght be connected with the

ni ght's disruptions.

And the nature of those disruptions was pretty clear; the reports of the
various famly nmenbers, conbined with what her own senses and witchcraft told
her, nade it all plain.

Durery had slipped out in the nmddle of the night, had circled around to the
back of the farm and had then broken into a cage of hatchling dragons.
Kensher assumed that the boy had intended to steal a breeding pair, so as to
start his own dragon-farm and Teneria had to admt that it was a very

convi nci ng theory.

However, the watch-dragon, which Dunery hadn't known about, had caught hi m and
rui ned his plans.

When Teneria first heard that she was afraid that the dragon had eaten Dunery,
whi ch woul d not only have been regrettable in itself, but would nmean that she
had failed in her task of keeping himsafe. Fortunately, Kinner the Younger
was able to reassure her-the watch-dragon hadn't eaten anybody. There was no
bl ood anywhere.

Besi des, when Teneria stopped and concentrated, she could sense that Dumery
was still alive.

After the farmers had rounded up all the dragons they could find and had taken
i nventory they concluded that only one of the hatchlings was m ssing, not a
breeding pair, and it was entirely possible that that one, a rather feisty

bl ack one, had slipped away by itself in the confusion, rather than having
been carted off. Spotting a black dragon in the dark would not be easy.

She considered offering to track it down for Kensher, but she was unsure she
woul d be able to deliver. Dragons, especially young dragons, didn't seemto

| eave much in the way of psychic traces.

Besi des, the dragons weren't her problem Dunery was. She was not particularly
enanored of the ungrateful little woul d-be thief, but she was supposed to see
hi m saf el y hore.

Once the el even hatchlings had been rounded up and secured, and once she had
used a little witchcraft to convince Pancha that she was not Dunery's
co-conspirator and that it was safe to |l et her out of her roomand out of the
house, Teneria set out on the business of tracking Dunery down.

She followed his trail around the nountain, across the pastures and through

t he dragon pens, and back out to the flat, stony area behind the boul der
There she st opped.

The dammed fool of a boy hadn't gone back to the trail. Instead he had set out



due south, into the wilderness. She | ooked down the sl ope after him peering
into the gloomof the forest, her supernatural senses extended.

Sonet hing nmuttered blackly in the back of her mnd, something harsh and alien
and al nost seductive, something that had drawn Adar away forever.

The Cal li ng.

That wasit, she told herself. That was the pebble that sank the barge. To Hel
with Durmery of Shiphaven. To Hell with Sella, if she dared to criticize
Teneria for her failure.

She had foll owed the boy hal fway across the Wrld, up the Geat River and
across nost of Al dagnor, but she was not going to walk out into the uncharted
wi | derness, where escaped dragons roaned free and somet hing apparently ate
war | ocks alive, something that seemed to intend to eat her alive, as well.
She had had quite enough. She was goi ng hone. She was goi ng horme by the sane
route she had conme, though w thout the aerial detour fromthe Bl asted Pine.
And maybe, when she got back home to Et hshar, she could contact sonme of the

| ocal warlocks and see if something couldn't be done about the Calling.

Chapter Thirty-One

At |east, Dumery told hinself, it was warner once he got down off the
mount ai n. And the forest could be very beautiful-the sunlight spilling down
through the trees, the branches stirring in the breeze with a whisper |ike the
waves of a distant sea, the squirrels and chi pnunks darting about in the

treetops and underbrush every so often, like little flickers of fur
The ground was rougher than he had expected, though. He hadn't realized just
how much difference having a trail, any trail, underfoot actually nade. He was

sure that he wasn't naking very good tine at all

He had the horrible suspicion, the first night, that he hadn't gotten nore
than a | eague or so fromthe dragon farm He wapped hinself tightly in the
one thick wool en bl anket Pancha had given him which he had surreptitiously
stuffed in his pack, and huddl ed agai nst a tree, hoping that there were no

ni ght-prow ing predators in the area. Dragons, he was fairly certain, were
basically diurnal, but didn't wolves hunt at night? He wasn't sure. And of
course, nightwal kers were all of necessity nocturnal, but he had never heard
of any of themin the north; they were found in the Small Ki ngdonms, according
to the tales his nother had told him

O course, he didn't know how far they m ght roam or even how far he was from
t he northernnost of the Small Kingdons.

Sonet hi ng, probably a bird, shrieked weirdly in the distance, and Dunery tried
to make himself smaller. He was a city boy; this sort of thing was not his

i dea of a good time. Going north he had at | east been on trails, and usually
within a mle or less of some sort of human habitation, but here, for all he
knew, there wasn't another hunman being for a | eague or nore in every
direction.

He lay curled up in a ball, one hand on the hilt of his belt-knife, while he
eyed the surrounding trees suspiciously, trying to see by the feeble Iight of
t he cl oud-snudged nmoons until exhaustion got the better of himand he fel

asl eep.

The second day of the journey he was stiff and sore fromsleeping all tensed
as he had, and that nade wal ki ng even worse. He took frequent rest stops,
telling hinmself there was no real hurry. He didn't need to catch up to anybody
now, he was just going home, and he could take his tine. He still had nonths
before his thirteenth birthday, nonths in which to make his demand for a pair
of dragon eggs.

On the other hand, his trail rations were already running | ow, and traveling
cross-country nmeant that he wouldn't pass any inns. Wen this fact sank in,
after lunch, he tried to pick up his pace a little.

When he settled for the night this time he tried to find a sheltered spot
where he could stretch out, to prevent the sort of cranping he had suffered

t hat norning. He found what seened |like a good spot, but when he |ay down he



found that a knob of pine root dug into the small of his back. After shifting
about in unsuccessful attenpts to dodge it he finally gave up and noved to a
near by corner that | ooked nuch nore crowded, but which in fact proved to be
quite confortable.

He was sl eepi ng soundly and peacefully when the dream cane.

He was home, in the front hall of his parents' house, and Thetheran the Mge
was standing there before him

"Hello," Thetheran said. "This is another magic dream Your parents haven't
heard fromyou in quite sone time, and they're worried. They even sent someone
after you, an apprentice witch, but we haven't heard fromher, and | take it
she hasn't found you. Are you all right, Dumery?"

"I"'mfine," he answered, a little defensively. It was somewhat reassuring to
know t hat Teneria hadn't reported in. "I'mon nmy way honme. The apprenticeship
didn't work out. | have another plan, though, one that | think they'll be
happier with."

"What sort of a plan?" Thetheran asked.

"That's none of your business, w zard!" Dunery noticed that he was bolder in
these dreans than he was when he was awake, and wondered if it was sone
side-effect of the spell.

"Al'l right, then," Thetheran said. "There's no need to be rude. |'mjust
asking on behal f of your parents-1'msure they'd want to know. When do you
expect to be home?"

That was an awkward question, but reasonabl e enough. Dunery hesitated, and
then said, "lI'mnot sure. |I'mtraveling overland from Al dagnor, and | don't
know how long a journey it is." He was annoyed at his own inability to give a
cl ear answer, and he turned that irritation on his questioner. "You tell them
that 1'msafe and on ny way," he shouted. "That's enough!" He waved angrily,
and to his surprise a wind swept Thetheran off his feet and bl ew hi m back down
the hallway into the kitchen and out of sight.

Durery | ooked foolishly at his upraised hand. "Did | do that?" he asked.

A great grinning nmouth suddenly appeared on the wall next to him "You m ght
say so," it said. "Thetheran's spell is slipping-it's not one he's done very
often, and he didn't get it quite right this tine. He's |l osing control of the
dream It's turning into just an ordinary dream rather than a w zardly one.
He nmanaged to send ne here anyway, but I'mafraid that the two of you aren't
really talking to each other any nore."

Durmery stared at it. "Way would | dream you?" he said.

The nmout h vani shed wi t hout answering, |eaving Dunmery alone in the house. He
started up the stairs, feeling | ess real every nonent; a huge green dragon
thrust its head out the door of Dessa's bedroomat him and he turned and
fled, the dragon's head pursuing on a neck that stretched | onger and | onger

wi thout end, and fromthere on the dreamturned into an ordinary, if

di stressing, nightmare, full of fangs and claws and dark hal |l ways.

In fact, when he awoke and blinked away grit he wasn't sure whether the

magi cal part of the dream had been genui ne, or whether he m ght have dreant
that by hinsel f.

He assunmed it was genuine, though. That neant that they were still thinking
about him back honme, and now they'd be expecting him He really hadn't
anticipated that they would go to all this trouble over himw zards' spells
and wi tches' apprentices and all. He sighed, brushed hinself off, and got on
wi th the business of wal king interm nably south.

Around md-norning he was feeling fairly cheerful -his parents were concerned
about him which mght not seemlike nmuch, but it was something. And the

weat her was beautiful-it had been an unusually dry spring so far, which
undoubtedly had all the farmers worried, but which made for easy traveling.
He casual ly dodged a mal odorous object that lay nore or less in his path, and
t hen st opped.

He turned and took another | ook

What ever sort of beast had left that was big. And it was fresh, too. H's good
cheer faded abruptly at the thought of |large, hostile animals in the area.



There was sonething fam liar about the stuff, too, both appearance and odor

He studied it for a nmonent, then | ooked around uneasily.

Sonet hi ng had scraped that big oak tree there. He stepped over and

i nvesti gat ed.

Two or three tiny flakes of red-gold scale clung to the rough bark. They were
unmi st akabl e.

A dragon. A wild dragon had passed by here, quite recently-a good-sized one.
He was torn by two powerful and conflicting urges.

First, here was a dragon, and quite possibly a female, and a femal e ni ght have
eggs or hatchlings nearby, and it was too good an opportunity to ignore. The
gods had sent himthis chance. He should follow the trail-and yes, there was a
visible trail through the underbrush-and track the beast to its lair, and see
what the situation was. This m ght be the only chance he woul d ever have to
realize his dream of capturing dragons he could raise as his own, to start a
dragon-farm and get rich selling dragon's bl ood and rubbing the w zards' noses
init. Hs father m ght not be able to buy dragon eggs, or night not get both
sexes, but he might be able to just pick up a couple for hinself if he
followed that trail

On the other hand, here was a dragon, and dragons were fl esh-eaters, by al
accounts and by the evidence at the farmperfectly willing to settle for
eating people if they couldn't find anything tastier. It was a fairly |large
dragon, too, no nmere hatchling-the scale fragnments on the oak were level with
the top of Dumery's head, and presumably canme fromthe beast's flank. An

ani mal defending its nest was likely to be particularly vicious, and dragons
had remarkabl e teeth and claws. This was no hal f-tane farm dragon, either, but
a wild dragon, that m ght breathe fire, mght be able to fly-it could be

| urki ng overhead, waiting to pounce, even as he stood and debated with

hi nmsel f.

He | ooked up quickly, and scanned the treetops, but saw no sign of a |large
red-gol d dragon anywhere.

The gods mi ght have sent himthis opportunity-but he was an Ethsharite. He
knew t he proverb, "Trusting the gods is no better than throwi ng dice." The
gods were powerful and benevol ent, but that didn't necessarily nean that
everything they did would work out for the best. If he went after the dragon

t he gods probably wouldn't help himfight it, or escape fromit, or rob it. If
itwas sone god doing hima favor, just putting the dragon in his path was
probably the extent of it, he couldn't hope for any further protection. The
gods coul d be whinsical, and they generally kept their neddling to a m ni mum
If there were eggs or hatchlings, he would have to steal themfromtheir

not her, and the nother was likely to strenuously object to that. He would do

best to kill the nother, if he possibly coul d-but how could a twel ve-year-old
boy kill a grown dragon? He didn't even have a sword or a shield, just his
belt knife.

For that matter, if there were hatchlings, how could he hope to capture them
and get them back to Ethshar? He had no tools, no rope, no sacks or nets, he
was tired and footsore and didn't really know where he was. He was in no shape
to handl e even hatchling dragons.

Eggs, though-if he could slip a couple of eggs out when the nother dragon
wasn't home, he could wap themin the blanket and carry themthat way.

O if there were no eggs, at the very least he could see where the lair was,
what it | ooked like, and maybe he would be able to find his way back to it

| ater, when he was better-equi pped.

He woul d go and take a | ook, anyway, and hope that he didn't encounter the

dr agon.

That brought up the question of whether the dragon, when it passed through
had been going to its lair, or fromits lair.

It was still norning; Dunery guessed that it was going fromits lair, and
therefore he wanted to backtrack, rather than follow ng the beast.

Besides, this way he was far less likely to wind up as the dragon's | unch.

He knew he was being reckless followi ng the dragon's path in either direction



but after all, one couldn't be a great hero or becone fabul ously wealt hy
wi t hout taking sone risks.

He studied the scraped bark, the trampled underbrush, and turned eastward,
back the way the dragon had cone.

Chapter Thirty-Two

As he wal ked, Dunery wondered just what he was actually |ooking for. He had
never seen a wild dragon's lair. In the stories, dragons lived in caves, or
forgotten crypts, or ancient tombs, or abandoned castles, or at the very | east
on rocky nmountain | edges, and he wasn't in the nountains any nore, just in
rolling wooded hills, where it seened very unlikely that he would find caves,
castles, or crypts.

What if the beast lived in a concealed pit, like a hunter's trap? He m ght
fall into it and wind up as an eveni ng snack

What if it had no lair, but just roaned about from place to place? He could
wander on indefinitely, in that case-and he was going the wong direction to
get hone.

He decided to give it until sundown, and if he hadn't found the lair by then
he woul d turn around and head sout hwest.

At | east the dragon hadn't tried to hide its path; it had just marched on
nore or less in a straight line, wthout worrying about obstacles.

He crossed a boggy area where he found a few claw prints, and he al npst
reconsi dered what he was doing; this was no ten-foot yearling. The claws were
as long as his arm

On the other hand, it was going in the other direction. If he turned around
now, for all he knew he'd nmeet it com ng back

He wondered why it was wal king, rather than flying. He rmulled that over for a
time, and a suspicion arose that he night be dealing with one of the escapees
fromKensher's farm Its wings could well have failed to heal properly after
del i berately being broken each year for two or three years, leaving it too
weak to fly. Or nmaybe it had just gotten accustoned to wal king. Was flying
somet hing a dragon had to | earn young, or not at all, perhaps?

It didn't really nmatter; he pressed on

One pl easant thing he noticed about followi ng the dragon's trail was that he
didn't need to worry much about tripping over branches or catching his tunic
on thorns-the dragon had stonped all such obstacles flat. He marvel ed at j ust
how mashed sone of the brush was.

He | ooked up froma pile of shattered twi gs that had once been a rhododendron
and spotted sonmething in the distance.

At first he took it for a fallen tree, and then for several fallen trees, and
he wondered whet her the dragon had knocked them down, or whether sonme storm
had | eft themthere.

As he approached, though, he realized that these were not just downed trees.
No storm knocked trees into stacks.

Sonet hi ng had stacked up whole trees like kindling for a fire. Sonething had
yanked themup by the roots and then laid themin a rough approxi mati on of a
circle, piling themup so that the roots and branches interwove and held t hem
in place, forming a great wooden ring at |least ten feet high-probably nore,
Durery t hought, |ooking up at the massive barrier

It looked a little like a gigantic bird' s nest, using fifty-foot trees instead
of five-inch tw gs.

Durmery hadn't really been thinking in terms of a nest, despite the w nged,
egg- |l ayi ng nature of the beast, but this was obviously the dragon's lair.
This, he thought as he | ooked at the huge trees used as building materi al
coul d be dangerous. Suddenly wary, he crouched down and crept closer, noving
as silently as he could, nentally cursing the twigs and | eaves that crunched
and rustled underfoot.

What if the dragon had returned by another route? Wat if its mate was in
there? What if it had young-not hatchlings, but yearlings, big enough to



di smenber and devour a full-grown cow or a hal f-grown boy?

Durery i nched cl oser.

The trees were not stacked very tightly; Dumery could see daylight through
some of the gaps between them He decided that he could sneak up and | ook

t hrough one of those chinks and see whether there were any eggs or hatchlings
in there.

As he drew nearer he noved ever nore slowy, taking his time with every step
struggling to mnimze the sound he nade, but finally he reached the wooden
wal | s of the nest.

By stooping slightly he could peer between two of the nassive |ogs; he

st ooped, and peered.

The inside of the nest was a sunny, treeless, bow -shaped encl osure-a bow
full of dragons.

Most of them he took to be yearlings-he counted four, three of them various
shades of green and the fourth a brilliant red, that were eight or ten or
twel ve feet long. It was hard to judge | engths when the only background was
uprooted trees, which could be al nost any size, but he was fairly sure that

t hose four were yearlings.

One | arger one, with gl eam ng sea-blue scales that faded to a fish belly white
along its underside, was curled up in the sun; Dumery estimated that,
uncurled, it would be at least a fifteen-footer, probably nore.

And he could hear, but not see, something stirring about just bel ow the crack
he was | ooki ng through. He was pressing his forehead up against a log, trying
to get a better angle, when the rustling of |eaves abruptly stopped. A head
popped up into view

There, staring at himthrough the crack, was a hatchling dragon, a black one,
with golden, slit-pupilled eyes.

It | ooked exactly like the black one back at Kensher's farm

It blinked at him and hissed loudly, thrusting out its long dark red forked

t ongue.

Durmery sat down abruptly, dropping out of the little creature's line of sight.
The hissing stopped; the dragon was silent. Dunery wondered what it was doi ng.
Was it waiting for himto reappear? Was it going on about its business?
CGetting spotted hadn't been in his plans. If that [ittle nuisance had sonme way
of communi cating to the other, bigger dragons that there was a human bei ng
snoopi ng around uninvited Dunery m ght well w nd up as dragon food.

He cowered, craw ing down beside the bottomopst | og and maki ng hi nsel f as

i nconspi cuous as possi bl e.

He |istened, and heard no nore hissing, no roaring or bellow ng or growing.
That probably nmeant that he was safe enough

Still, he waited.

Wil e he waited he thought about that black hatchling.

If that was the same one he'd seen at the farm it was a healthy, spirited
little beast. If he could capture it sonmehow, take it hone with him he'd have
hal f the pair he needed.

How in the Wrld had it ever gotten here, though? True, when he fled the farm
it had been out of the cage and runni ng about |oose, and it m ght be small
enough to have squeezed out through the fence the sane place he did, but how
could it possibly have conme all this way and wound up in this other dragon's
nest ?

And who were all these other dragons, anyway, and how did they relate to the
one whose trail he had foll owed? WAs the big blue one the nate of the one that
made the trail, and these others their offspring?

That woul d make sense, but it didn't explain the hatchling. Dragons never

hat ched just one egg.

O course, maybe there were other hatchlings he hadn't seen. He hadn't gotten
a very good | ook at the entire nest.

Suppose, though, that the yearlings were the young of the blue one and the
wandering red one, and that the black hatchling had escaped fromthe farm and
somehow found its way here, seeking out its own kind?



In that case, would the other dragons really object if he captured the little
one?

How coul d he capture it, though? He had no chains or rope, no sacks or
restraints of any kind. Al he had was his belt knife, and the borrowed-no,
stol en-bl anket, and a dwi ndling supply of trail food.

That, and his bare hands.

That wasn't really enough, and he knew it.

Still, that hatchling-was it the one he had seen at the farn? Wre there any
other hatchlings in there?
He still heard nothing alarm ng frominside the barrier; apparently he was

safe, for the noment. He crawl ed out of conceal nent and inched al ong the

out side of the nest, |ooking for another vantage point.

About a fourth of the way around he found an opening level with his chest that
seened wi der than nost; it |looked as if he could | ean through it and | ook
around.

Cautiously, he did just that, slipping his head between the |logs, his hands to
ei t her side.

The wall was thicker here than he had realized, and he pulled hinmself forward,
into the gap. His feet left the ground and he tugged hinmself along with his
hands.

The problemwas that this section of the barrier was two trees thick, and the
i nner |ayer was made of very large trees indeed. He slipped through the outer
wal I, and then had to work his way along the trunk of a gigantic oak until he
found an opening in the inner wall, an opening into the bow -shaped encl osure
itself.

He lay along the oak and slipped his head through the gap, into the nest.

The big blue dragon was still sound asl eep, over on the far side. The four
yearlings were entirely concerned with each other-they were arguing, or

pl ayi ng, or doi ngsonething that involved twi sting their |ong necks about one
anot her and tuggi ng back and forth.

Durrery spotted the hatchling off to the side, and just as he did, it spotted
hi m

It came slithering over the thick |ayer of broken branches that l|ined the
sides of the bow, its tail wi nding back and forth like a snake, its broken

wi ngs hangi ng down and brushi ng across the shattered wood.

The broken wi ngs convinced Dunmery-this had to be the sane hatchling he had
seen at the farm

He hesitated, debating whether he should pull back, get back out of sight
before the creature reached him That would certainly be the safe and sensible

thing to do.
It didn't look hostile, though, nerely interested. He watched it approach
until it was just a few feet away, |ooking up at him

He | ooked down at it, and at the tree branches beneath it, and he suddenly
noticed that nmany of the tree branches were white, rather than grey or brown.
Wod isn't white, Dunery told hinself. He | eaned forward to get a better | ook
Those white things, he realized, weren't branches.

They were bones.

Thi s graphic rem nder that dragons were carnivores convinced himthat it was
time to |l eave; he started to shift his hands, which were positioned for
sliding forward.

Just then a titanic boom ng sounded, and the sky overhead darkened. Startl ed,
Durrery | ooked up

At first he saw only an i mense darkness, but then his eyes adjusted and the
thing dropped | ower and he realized what it was.

A dragon, the biggest dragon he had ever seen, bigger than any dragon he had
ever even inmagi ned, was flying overhead. Its great translucent green wi ngs hid
the sky, its head blotted out the sun, its body was |like a flying nountain,
dark with shadow. Sonething dangled fromits jaws, and its talons held

squi rmng objects that Dunery didn't have tine to recognize.

Those trenendous wi ngs fl apped, and the boom ng sounded again; a great w nd



swept down into Dumery's face, blinding himfor a nmonent. He blinked, and

wi ped at his eyes, and came within an inch or two of |osing his balance and
sliding down into the nest.

By the time he had recovered hinsel f the dragon had dropped the load it had
been carrying, and three large brown steers had fallen thunderously to the
ground.

The four yearlings innmediately | eapt upon them the blue dragon-Dunery coul d
scarcely continue to think of it as the big dragon, under the

ci rcunst ances-cl ose behi nd.

The hatchling paid no attention to this bounty fromthe heavens; it was
staring at Dunery.

Durmery stared back, then | ooked quickly up as the shadows deepened.

The big dragon, having delivered its cargo, was comng to rest, settling down
into the nest. Dunmery could see now that its scales were a rich enmerald green
on its back, |egs, head, neck, and tail, while its chest and belly were gol den
yel | ow.

It was imrense, easily larger than all the other dragons put together. The
head al one was as large as a yearling' s body, the neck as long fromjaw to

col l arbone as the blue dragon was fromnose to tail. The talons on the fore
claws were at least as big around as Dunery's thighs, the claws thensel ves as
big as his entire body.

Those tal ons | ooked as sharp as spear points, nonethel ess.

There was al so a | ook of age and maturity about this creature, a nore
har d- edged and fini shed | ook, rougher and nmore worn than any ot her dragon
Durmery had ever seen; by conparison, even the biggest back at the farm
appeared as soft and harnl ess as infants.

It struck Dumery that the fact that it was green rather than red-gold neant it
wasn't the one whose trail he had followed, and any scales it |ost against
trees woul d have been nuch higher up than the traces he had found. That hardly
mattered, under the circunstances.

The yearlings | ooked up and began scamperi ng-Dunery had never inagi ned
ten-foot dragons could scamper, but there was no other word for it-out of the
way of the descendi ng behenmoth, dragging the freshly-killed cattle with them
The huge dragon landed lightly in the center of the bow, touching down first
with its foreclaws and then its hind ones, facing toward the blue dragon. The
tail snaked down into a graceful coil. The gigantic w ngs stretched,
shuddered, and then with a sudden snappi ng notion and a deafening slap, folded
agai nst the broad green-scal ed back

The wind fromthat action dislodged Dunery fromhis perch, and with a great
crunching and rattling of dead branches and dry bones he tunbled down into the
nest .

Chapter Thirty-Three

The hatchling hissed and thrashed its tail like an angry cat; the yearlings
and the blue dragon, busy as they were with their feasting, paid no attention
The gargantuan green dragon swung its head around to see what the conmotion
was about, and two huge golden, slit-pupilled eyes focused on Durery.

Durery scranbl ed back, snatching at his belt knife, but as the great head drew
cl oser and closer he realized that even with a strong man's armbehind it, |et
al one his own far weaker nuscles, his pitiful little tool-even calling it a
weapon was an exaggerati on-wouldn't so nmuch as scratch this creature's arnored
hi de.

He' d want ed dragons, he thought bitterly-well, now he had plenty of dragons,
in all sizes and colors, and they were about to be the death of him He would
be swal |l owed by the big one in a single gulp, or ripped into shreds and
devoured by the yearlings, or ghawed on by the hatchling. He woul d never raise
dragons, never have a farmof his own, never rub Thetheran's nose in the dirt,
never see his fanmly again, never see Ethshar again, never grow up to be a
nman.



He woul d be eaten by dragons. He woul d be nothing but dragon fodder

He shoul d have just gone with Teneri a.

The ponderous jaws began to open, and sudden inspiration struck Dumnery.

This creature was surely the one that had built this nest, and that had put at
| east sone of the other dragons in it, giving thema place of safety, a hone,
a nest. It had brought themfood. It cared for them It mght be the nother or
father of some of them

He roll ed over and dove for the black hatchling, catching it off-guard. He
canme up with his left armclanped around its throat, his right hand hol ding
his knife under its jaw

"Il cut the little bugger's throat if you conme any closer!" he shouted.

The bl ack dragon squirned, one fore claw gougi ng Durmery's leg, but it stopped
when it felt the prick of the bl ade.

The great green dragon's gl eam ng gol den eyes blinked, thick horny lids
sliding down across them and then flicking back up

"Very well," the beast said, in a voice |like an aval anche, "then | shan't cone
any cl oser."

Durery's nouth fell open

He had known that dragons could talk, at least in theory-but theory wasn't
reality. Al the dragons he had seen so far had been treated as nere beasts,
and had behaved as nere beasts, either caged and subdued or wild and
dangerous. Even given the far greater size and obvious relative maturity of
this nonster, he hadn't expected speech; where could it have | earned

Et hsharitic, out here in the forests of Al dagnor?

Still, it had clearly spoken, and spoken clearly.

For a nonent Dunery stood, the black dragon's head clutched to his chest, the
knife at its throat, while those huge gol den eyes watched him the gigantic
dragon's expression conpl etely unreadabl e.

H's own throat was dry; he swall owed.

"I'f you would be so kind as to rel ease the hatchling?" the tremendous runbling
voi ce said.

The hatchling reacted to this by scrabbling viciously, shredding the right |eg
of Dumery's breeches and drawi ng three deep scratches down his thigh. He
squeezed its neck more tightly, and it stopped.

"You'l | eat me if I let it go," he said.

"Nay, | shall not," the great dragon replied. "I feasted well ere |I fetched
the kine for these younglings, and |'ve no appetite left in ne. I'll swear not
to harmyou, if you'll in turn swear not to harmthese infants here gathered."

Durrery gl anced down fromthose eyes, and saw the other five dragons watching
with interest.

"You' ve got to pronmise to keep the others away fromne, too," he said.
"Surely," the dragon agreed. It turned its i mense head and hissed, a sound
like stormdriven waves breaking across the docks of Ethshar; the yearlings
and the blue dragon backed away to the far side of the nest, thoroughly cowed.
Then the head swung back to face Dunery.

"Rel ease the youngling, then," the dragon said.

Still reluctant, Durery | ooked down at the black hatchling. It glared up at
himwith its yell owgold eyes, and squirnmed again, but this time its forecl ans
m ssed his |eg.

He dropped his knife and took the little beast's neck in both hands, then
flung it aside, stepping back away fromit as he did so.

The dragon tunbl ed, then scranbled to its feet and started back toward Dunery,
hi ssing, its neck weaving like a snake preparing to strike.

The adult dragon hissed in reply, |loud as an ocean; startled, the hatchling
stopped in its tracks, turned its head, and stared up at its guardian

The big dragon bent down and picked the infant up, grasping it gently inits
gigantic maw and depositing it, unhurt, with the others.

Then it turned back to Dunery.

"You swore," Dunery said, nervously.

"Aye, | swore I'd not harmyou, and | shan't. Speak, then, manling, and tel



me what has brought you hither. Wy have you conme to ny nesting and keepi ng?"
The beast spoke Ethsharitic very clearly, but also very oddly. Its words were
accented strangely, consonants enunciated far nore clearly than Dunery was
accustoned to, and sone of the words it used struck himas curiously

ol d-fashi oned. Dunery tried to nake sense of the dragon's question. Did it
mean why was here in the area, or what was he doing in the nest?

He decided it nust nean the latter

"It was an accident,"” he said, defensively. "I was just curious about what was
in here, so | was |ooking through the Iogs, and the wind fromyour w ngs
knocked ne down inside."

"Ah, and what was a |lad from Ethshar, for | note your use of the Ad Tongue as
spoken in that |and, what was a lad from Et hshar doing in the w | dernesses
here, where few nen dare venture, save the warlocks bound to their fate?"

This sentence was too nuch for the boy, with its warlocks and tongues and
ventures.

"What ?" he asked.

The dragon made a noise in its throat that rem nded Dunery of a heavy bucket
dropped into a very deep well. "Are ny words hard on your ears, then?

confess, | nust strain to apprehend sonme of your own pronunciations."

Hopel essly, Dunery repeated, "What?"

The dragon eyed himwarily, then asked, "Do you have troubl e understanding ny
words, |ad?"

Durery nodded. "Yes," he said, nervously.

"And | yours," the beast said. "I fear our common | anguage has changed since
last | had occasion to speak it."

"And you use big words," Dunmery said.

The beast snorted in anusenment, and the gust of hot, fetid air nearly knocked
Durmery off his feet. "Aye," it said. "Surely | do, by the standards of a |ad
as young as yourself. | forget nyself. Well, then, | shall attenpt to limt
nmysel f to sinpler words, and ny apol ogies to you, boy, for ny

i nconsi deration."

Durery just stared.

"Now t hen, boy, why is an Ethsharite in this vicinity?"

"I ... | was on ny way hone."

"Ah? Whence, that your route led through these wlds?"

"What ?"

"\Where had you been, | ad?"

"Ch. In Al dagnor."

The dragon made the bucket-in-a-well noise again-could it be a chuckle? Dumery
hoped it was that, and not sonething nore om nous. The dragon said, "Verily,
lad, still are you in Aldagnor, as they call this land, and indeed at its very
heart and namesake. Mean you that you were at the keep of he who falsely
clains to rule here, himstyled Baron of Al dagnor?"

"No," Dumery said. He hesitated, then asked plaintively, "Un... snaller

wor ds, pl ease?"

"Forgive nme, child," the dragon said, with what Dunery took for a sort of
smle. "'Tis such a pleasure to speak to a human again, after all these years
wi th none but foolish young dragons to hear me, that | find nmyself wapping ny
tongue around the richest and finest words that strike ne, the better to savor
t he experience. |I've had none with whomto hold converse for twenty years or
nore save younglings of ny own kind, taught to speak by nyself, so that 1've
but heard ny own words prattled back to ne, and poorly, at that. This drought
has been hard and long on ny ears, so that | would now drink deeply indeed
fromthe font before nme. Is't truly hardship for you, then, to foll ow ny

t hought s?" It | ooked at Dumery's bewi | dered expression. "Ah, | see it is, and
again | would beg pardon." The beast paused, clearly thinking, its head cocked
slightly to one side. Then it spoke again.

"I shall try to use smaller words. Were you visiting the Baron of Al dagnor?"
"No," said Dumery. He debated whether to volunteer nore information, and if
so, whether to tell the truth



"You are surely a reluctant font, that needs nust be punped,” the dragon
remarked. "Were, then, were you, if not at the castle?"

"I applied for an apprenticeship,” Dunmery said. "I was turned down, and | | ost
my way, and | knew that if | headed south, 1'd eventually come to the river or
the sea."

"And in truth you nmight, but had none warned you of the perils of such a
journey? This land is counted accursed by many of your kind, boy, and indeed
nmysel f ama portion of that curse, though of late only the | esser portion." It
saw Dunery's hel pl ess expression and said, "'Tis dangerous, |lad! Did no one
tell you?"

"No," Dumery said. He was begi nning to accustom hinself to the beast's nanner
"Well, "tis. Truly, it is. Aside fromthe presence of nyself and ny kind, this
is the | and where warl ocks vani sh, where ordinary fol k may become warl ocks, to
vanish in their turn. Al this, and the nore usual hazards of any w | derness,
as well."

"I didn't know," Dunery said. It seened the sinplest reply, under the
circunmstances, and after all, he hadn't known there were wild dragons, or that
the Warl ock Stone was real and dangerous, if it really was.

"And did you make this journey unacconpani ed, with none to aid you?" the
dragon asked. "No father, nor nother, nor sib, nor conrade, to see you safe to
your destination?"

"No," Dumery said. "Just me. My father didn't approve.™

"Ah," the dragon said, in a curiously synpathetic tone, "an outcast fromthe
bosom of famly, are you? So was |, once, these few centuries past, to a way
of thinking. What name do you go by, |ad?"

"Dunery," Dunery said. "Dunery of Shiphaven."

"Afine nane, it seens ne, a fine nane. No patronynic, then, but nerely a

resi dence?"

"I"'mthe third son," Dunery said in explanation. He didn't mention that
patronym cs were out of fashion in Ethshar

"Ah. Well, then, Dunery of Shiphaven, | have been known, and know nysel f as,
Al dagon, which is in the speech of the lost ancients 'She Wi Is G eat Anong
Dragons,' or so | was once told. Sone have called me Al dagon of Al dagnor, but
that strikes me ill, since the land' s naned for ne."

"It is?" the boy asked, startled.

"Aye," the creature said, "Al dagnmor neans clearly, the Muntains of Al dagon
and the Al dagon so nanmed is nyself. | was here ere this |land had any nane in
our comon tongue." Al dagon turned its-or rather, her head slightly and
squinted at Dunery. "Me seenms we' ve wandered a field in our converse, |ad.

was aski ng whence you cane, and why, and we've ranbled off to names and

what not whilst | have no sound reply fromyou."

Durmery sai d not hi ng-not because he was stubborn or reluctant, but only because
he didn't know what to say.

Al dagon | et out a long, earth-shaking draconic sigh. "Speak, lad, tell me the
tale entire, in whatever words and manner that you choose, but you tell it
all. How came you here?"

Durmery hesitated, but then explained, in awkward and stunbling sentences, that
he had wanted to see dragons, and that he had seen Kensher Kinner's son in

Et hshar, and had foll owed himhone to the dragon farm There he had asked for
an apprenticeship, had been refused, and had left in despair, only to |lose the
trail and head south, cross-country, toward Ethshar

That was the tale as he told it, and Al dagon accepted it. No mention was made
of burglaries or wtches.

"You sought dragons, you say, and indeed you've found a surfeit of them I'd
venture-first cane you to that accursed and dammable farm and now to ny
nesting, where you find us all."” She flexed a wing slightly to indicate the
hal f - dozen young dragons huddl ed on the far side of the lair.

Durrery nodded.

"Me seens you have an unusual favoring of fortune, to chance upon so many. In
truth, I amnot often to be found here; ny common dwelling is to the east,



beyond the mountains, where I'mlittle troubled by your kind. | take pl easure
in converse with humans, but alas, few care to join me so; the nore likely
occurrence, should | appear anpbngst them is a flurry of spears or spells,
flung hither and yon for fear of ne."

Durery gul ped, and ventured, "Wll, you do eat people, don't you?"

"Nay," she replied, with a shake of her head, "I've not tasted nan-nor woman,
nor child-for these two centuries and nore, not since the G eat War ended.”
"Ch." The idea that this creature had been around during the G eat War seened
absurd at first, but then Dunery |ooked at it again. Al dagon was inmense, her
head al one a good bit bigger than a farner's wagon. She had certainly needed a
very long tinme to grow to such a size

And she was clearly old. Her scales were thick and overl apped each ot her
heavily, while the edges were all worn snooth. Her teeth were huge, but they,
t oo, | ooked worn.

And if she had really been around back then it nmade her claimthat Al dagnor
had been named for her nore reasonable, too-Dunery was rather vague on the
details, but he thought that Al dagnor, |ike nost of the rest of Sardiron

m ght have been part of the Northern Empire, so it woul dn't have had any nane
that ordinary people could use until after the war was won.

"Were you really around during the War?" he asked.

"Ch, aye, of course,” Al dagon said. "I was born and bred for the war, these
four hundred years past. | was hatched on just such a farmas you saw, though
not that very one-the Ethsharite forces had not penetrated so far in ny tine.
| was trained fromthe egg to fight and fly in the service of the Holy Ki ngdom
of Ethshar, against the minions of the Enpire, and for a century | burned the
towns and canps of the Northerners, slew their sorcerers and the sorcerous
beasts sent against me, and devoured whatever Northern soldiery |I could find.
| took many a blowin that service, and with damably little in reconpense.”
"Real | y?" Dumery asked.

"Aye, really," Aldagon said. "Ch, at first | was but a beast, rampagi ng where
my masters sent nme, at the behest of a half-trained fool whose hand-signs I
had been nmade to recogni ze, but when | had at |ast learned to speak | began to
operate nmore freely, to take orders too conplex for a beast, to fetch back
what news | could, and ny masters sent ne ever farther afield in pursuit of
sundry mlitary goals. And what did | ever receive for ny pains, but shouted
conmands, scant provision-for they wanted ne al ways hungry, the better to feed
on the foe-and the occasional whack on the snout?"

Durmery made a wordl ess noi se of synpathy. Al dagon nodded.

"At last | thought better of it," she continued. "I betook me across these
nmount ai ns, and made ny honme upon their eastern slopes, where | could dine in
peace upon the abundant wildlife and the stray Northern patrol that ventured
by."

"And you' ve been there ever since?" Dunery asked.

"That | have, save when the whinsy takes me, and | stray back this way,
seeking a taste of beef, or to rescue a handful of ny fellows fromthat foul
farmwhere you were turned away." Again, Al dagon gestured toward the young

dr agons.

"Ch," Dumery said. "They didn't just escape?"

"Nay, | brought them forth-save that one hatchling, he of the black scales,
who | found wandering the mountaintop behind the farm |ost and alone. | know

not how he cane there." She made a notion with her neck and shoul ders that
bore an uncanny resenbl ance to a shrug.
"Ch," Dumery admitted, "I think that was ny fault."

Chapter Thirty-Four

Al dagon eyed Dumery with interest.

"Speak, child," she said. "Tell me how you canme to send this youngling roaning
free."

Durery cleared his throat uneasily, stalling for tine to think about what he



wanted to tell this gigantic beast. Despite its oath, he still feared that if
he said the wong thing he m ght be roasted, eaten, or both-after all, a fit
of temper would only need to |l ast an instant for a dragon as large as this one
to kill him

"First," he said, "tell me about rescuing the others."

"There's little to tell,"” Aldagon said, |ashing her tail slightly and sending
dry bones and broken branches flying. "I came upon that farmin the wani ng
days of the war, when | chanced to be flying over the area and saw dragons
beneath. Mne is a lonely life, lad, so | descended, only to see that ny

fell ows were penned up |ike beasts, as had | been in nmy youth. | realized that
it was but another breeding farm and paid it no nore heed-1 had no wish to
interfere in the Ethsharitic war effort.

"But then cane runors of peace, and | wondered what was to becone of dragons,
when they were needed no nore in the great conflict, so | took to flying over
t hat establishment every few days.

"To ny confusion, | saw few changes. Still were there dragons penned there,
and still did humans tend them and assist in breeding them and watch
carefully over the hatchlings.

"But intime | did notice that all was not as it had been. Many of the
hat chl i ngs were slain, and yearlings as well. Those that reached an age to be
trained were not trained, but were slaughtered instead. Wngs were broken, and
br oken again, and I know not why. It seened to nme that this canp had becone a
nmere prison, with no sound reason to conti nue.

"I mused upon this, and consi dered what action |I should take. The thought that
| mght destroy the establishment and free ny fellows occurred to nme, but |
pursued it not-surely sone sound and | ogical reason existed for its
continuance, and had | obliterated it | might be doing great harm in sonme way

| failed to conprehend. | might well, | thought, by such an action, have given
your fellow men reason to hunt nme down and sl ay ne-sonething that none ever
troubled to seriously attenpt, though ny presence was w dely known. | bot hered

few, and the task of exterminating nme, while certainly within the abilities of
your Kkind, was apparently deened to be not worth the effort required. Had
destroyed the canp, though, perchance that had provided the inpetus needed to
send wi zards against me with spells sufficient to the task."

"Are there spells that could kill you?" Dunery asked.

"Ch, assuredly," Al dagon replied. She continued, "Thus it was, though, that I

knew of that iniquitous place, yet feared to demolish it. Instead, | ventured
near, and snatched free one of the | argest dragons, whilst no humans wat ched.
| sought to question him but alas, the poor thing was still only a beast,

with no powers of speech and little thought beyond his belly. So no greater
pur pose was served by ny effort."

Durrery nodded hi s under st andi ng.

"I noted that no retaliation was made against nme for his freedom though,"”

Al dagon went on. "No enbassy was sent, no traps set, no spells cast. It seened
to nme that though | dared not blast the farmto rubble, | might even so save
sone of its inhabitants fromthe abattoir, and the humans woul d not trouble to
stop me, should | keep my depredations nminor. And in fact, such has proved
true-though | have returned every few years and carried off as nmany as a
hal f-score of dragons at a tine, as yet have they done naught to deter ne.
She made an odd noise in her throat, then continued, "I confess, 'twas for the
nost part |oneliness that drove ne to these rescues, nore than altruism for
had hoped to enjoy the conpany of ny own kind again, as | had not since |I fled
my duties long before. In that | was sorely disappointed, for the infants I
have saved from sl aughter are none of them capabl e of speech, and nost perish
ere they learn." She glanced around the nest. "I see, certes, that the one
called Kuprik has fled the lair, no doubt seeking the food that I would have
brought him had he but waited."

"Was that a big red and gold one?" Dunery asked. "I mean, not big, not like
you, but bigger than nost of those."

"I ndeed he was," Al dagon answered, startled. "Saw you such a one?"



Durmery shook his head. "No," he said, "but |I followed his trail back here. He
left sonme scales on a tree he scraped against, so | knew what color he was."
"Ah, well," Al dagon said, "and you had seen himhe would nost |ikely have
devoured you. A shane that he's gone, for he was the el dest and | argest | had
here, and knew a few words, as none of these others yet do." She sighed.

"Coul dn't you follow himand bring hi mback?"

She shook her head, and Dunery got dizzy just watching it sw ng. "Nay, how
could I know whither he's fled? And am| a gaoler, in my turn, to keep him
pent against his will? Neither gaoler nor nother, but only a friend and tutor
and with other charges who nust be tended, leaving little tine to pursue those
who refuse ny care.”

Durery blinked. "But ... you said you'd rescued a |ot of dragons. If you've
been doing it since just after the war, that's two hundred years! You mnust
have rescued hundreds of dragons. \Where are they all?"

"How am | to know?" Al dagon snapped, angrily; Dumery cowered a little,

i nvoluntarily. Then the great dragon cal ned and said, "I fear, though, that
nost have | ong since perished. | have seen them fight anmongst themnsel ves, aye,
and even battle to the death over a scrawny bullock ere | could intervene.
have seen them slain by nen armed with swords and spells, their heads and
tails fetched away as trophies of the fight. I have found their starved
bodies, little but skin stretched on bone, dead of hunger, for nost never

| earned to hunt properly-the foolish creatures have been accustoned to havi ng
their food fetched to them | have found them dead in a hundred ways, of falls
and drowning and fire, sword and spear and spell, choking and poi son and
traps, claws and teeth and fangs. Few have lived | ong enough to | earn speech
and none | ong enough to |learn sense.” She twitched her tail. "Wich my be al
for the best, in truth, for if dragons were wi ser when young and survived in
greater nunbers, the entirety of the Wrld m ght now be covered with dragons."
Durmery shuddered at the thought, and for a noment the two sinply stood | ooking
at one anot her.

"It occurs to me," Aldagon said, staring at Dumery, "that your presence here
may bring ne the answer to a nystery, to wit, the continued existence of that
farm Is't maintained only |lest there be another war, and dragons recalled to
service? If so, it seens to ne that they are doing their job but poorly, as
they train themnot, neither do they permt themto attain a size that would
allow themto be effective in conmbat. Wy, then, do they continue, breeding
the poor little beasts and then slaying then? And you have not answered ny
guestion, as to the part you played in the liberation of little Pish. M ght
there be sone |ink, betw xt these two?"

"Well," Dunery said, "you nmight say so..." He hesitated, trying to think what
to say, and the hesitation grew into an awkward silence. "I nean..." He let
his voice trail off.

"Speak to the point, Dunery of Shiphaven,’
temper bests ny honor."

"Il try," Dumery said. "I ... | let the black dragon out because | was
trying to steal it."

"Steal Pish?" Al dagon asked, startled. "Watever for?"

"I wanted himand a female, a breeding pair, so | could start my own farm"
Durmery suddenly found hinself fighting back tears, and though he succeeded in
that effort, words began to spill out instead. "I didn't nean any harm and
woul dn't have broken their wings that way, | think it's cruel, and |I'd be good
to them and..."

"Peace, lad, and fear not," Al dagon told him holding up a foreclaw

Durery gul ped, and regai ned control of hinself.

"I"'msorry," he said.

"Lad, you've no need to apol ogize," Al dagon said kindly. "Think you |I know not
that | ama thing of terror to you? Think you | expect a nere child to have
courage to face me without fright, or the wit to charmne, or the wisdomto
know wrong fromright, when your elder fellows do not? You saw a farm where
dragons were treated as cattle, and you knew naught of dragons but what you

Al dagon said irritably, "ere ny



saw there, so why should | think the less of you for wishing to keep dragons
yourself, as if they were only cattle?"

Durery swal | owed again, and attenpted a snmile

"There, lad, that's better! Now, tell me, what use are these infants, that

t hey have been raised there these two centuries, and that you woul d have your
own?"

"Bl ood, " Dumery expl ai ned.

Al dagon bl inked, and Dunery was surprised just how puzzled a dragon's
relatively i muobile features could | ook

"Dragon's bl ood," he el aborat ed.

"I had not supposed you nmeant chicken bl ood," Al dagon retorted, "nor fish oils
nor insect's ichor. O what use to themis dragon's bl ood?"

"For magic," Dunery said. "Wzards use it in their spells. Alnost all the good
spel I s need dragon's bl ood."

Al dagon frowned. "Do they?" she asked. "Do they indeed?"

Durmery nodded. "I think so," he said. "I wanted to be a wi zard, but it's al
secret, you have to be an apprentice to learn anything, and then join the
W zards' @uild and swear secrecy, so nobody really knows but w zards. | wanted

to be a wizard, but they all turned ne down, nobody would take ne on as an
apprentice, and then | saw Kensher selling dragon's bl ood and the w zards had
to pay any price he asked, and | thought..."

"You thought that you would take a petty revenge,
Durery nodded, shame-faced.

"Well, ho, boy, | expect no better fromone of your years, so you needn't | ook
so woeful . You' ve done no wong that | can see-save, wait, you sought to stea
Pish and his mate?"

Durmery nodded again. "They wouldn't take ne on as an apprentice there,

either."”

"Nor sell you a pair?"

"No, of course not," Dunery replied.

Al dagon bl i nked. "Wy not ?"

"Because that would break their monopoly,’
dragon farmleft in the Wrld."

"Isit, in truth?" Al dagon rocked back on her four heels at this news and eyed
Durmery with renewed interest.

Durrery nodded.

"And they bleed the little dragons, and sell the blood?" Al dagon asked. "Well,
| suppose 'tis no worse than some other wi zardly ingredients-now that | think
back all these long years | seemto recall wzards calling for virgin's tears
and lizard skulls and the hair of unborn babes, and other such things, and
dragons are said to be nagical in nature-though the gods know | have no magic,
else | could scarcely live here, so close to the Warlock Stone!" She nused,
whi | e Dunery absorbed this new nmention of the Warl ock Stone. Was it really

cl ose by?

"Do you know, " Al dagon said at last, "I believe | remenber, when | was very
young, that at times wi zards drew ny blood. The nenories are very dim after
so long a time, but me seens they are truly there, that | do recall such a

t hi ng. The draw ngs stopped, of course, when first | went to fight, and had
need of nmy full strength. So they carry that on, and bl eed the dragons at the
f ar nP"

Durmery nodded. Then he stopped. She didn't understand, he realized. And she
shoul d under stand-these were her kin they were di scussing. He swall owed, and
said, "They kill them and drain the blood. They cut the dragons' throats."

Al dagon reared back, her head flying upward. "Kill then? Kill then? Do they
so? |Is that why they breed so many, and kill them so young?"

Durrery squeezed back against the hard logs of the nest wall. "Yes," he said.
"Wy, those foul, treacherous fool s!" Al dagon roared, so |loud that Dunery

t hought his ears would burst inward into his skull. "Wat need, to kill the
poor things? Those barbaric idiots! Any pinprick will draw bl ood; what need to
open their throats? Wat need to slay thenP" She stanped about, her tai

Al dagon finished for him

Dumery expl ained. "That's the only



thrashing, and the smaller dragons scattered in terror, while Dunery readi ed
hinself to clinb back through the gap between the | ogs.

"Idiots! "Al dagon roared, spewing forth a huge gout of flane, the single word
so |l oud that the ground shook, and wind rustled the | eaves in the surrounding
trees for several seconds.

Finally, though, the great dragon cal med herself, and sought out Dunery once
agai n.

He stood with his back pressed agai nst the rough, peeling bark, trying not to
cower too obviously, and faced her as she | owered her head toward him

"Tell me, boy," she said, so loudly that Dunmery's ears rang, "did you intend
to slaughter them so, had you your own farn®"

Durmery had sense enough to lie. "No," he said, shaking his head, "of course
not!"

She gl ared at him suspiciously. Then she turned away. "Ch, foul creatures,”
she nmuttered, nore |loudly than Dunery could shout, "to slaughter them so
needl essly! Wuld that | had smashed that den of evil long since! Wuld that |

but shall | now, then?" She turned, head raised, and | ooked north, her
tail lashing, sending up showers of broken wood and bone. "Nay, they would
sumon their clients, all those w zards who purchased hatchlings' I|ifeblood,

to turn their spells against ne..."

Durmery wat ched this display of draconic fury, marveling, and very glad indeed
t hat Al dagon had nanaged to keep her word and hadn't killed himin her first
burst of anger.

He synpathized with her, really. The farmls methods did seem unnecessarily
cruel. The memory of all those hatchlings dragging their poor broken w ngs
around the cage was still fresh. But what could anyone do?

I nspiration struck.

"Hai! "he shouted. "Al dagon!"

She ignored him

"I have an idea," he called. "Al dagon!"

She turned. "Manling," she grow ed, "you'd be well advised not to draw ny
attention just now "

"But | have an idea,"” he insisted. "A way to put the farm out of business!"
She blinked, paused her thrashing, and | owered her head to | ook at himnore
cl osel y.

"Manling," she said, "your idea had better be good."

Chapter Thirty-Five

Al dagon sat and considered, the tip of her tail twitching slightly.

"I don't know," she said doubtfully.

"It'"1l work,"” Dumery insisted. "It'll work fine. W'IlIl just undercut their
prices. My father's a nmerchant, | know howit's done!"

"I don't know," Al dagon repeated.

"Look, Al dagon," Dunery said, "how big are you? Wat do you wei gh?"

"How am | to know?" She | ooked back al ong her gl eam ng, green-scal ed body,
past the dark green wings and the four great hunched | egs and out al ong her
tail. "Forty yards, perhaps, fromhead to tail? Seventy, eighty, ninety tons?"
Durmery nodded. "Say it's eighty tons,” he said. "I think that's the inportant
part. Well, the farm has, what, a dozen dragons a year to ... um... | was
going to say harvest, but that's not the right word."

"To sl aughter," Al dagon said. "And betines it's a score.”

"Al'l right, twenty. Well, they aren't any bigger than twenty feet | ong,
ever - Kensher told nme that was a rule his fanmly had always |ived by, ever
since the war ended. And a twenty-foot dragon wei ghs maybe a ton, he said."
Al dagon nodded. "About that. Betimes a plunp one could be a ton and a hal f."
She consi dered, then added, "Avery plunmp one."

"Well, then," Dumery said, "say twenty dragons at a ton and a half apiece-and
that's nore than it really is, you know. "

Al dagon acknow edged that, with a dip of her head.



"Well, that's thirty tons of dragon a year that they drain of blood. You weigh

eighty tons..."
"And you drain thirty tons of me, 1'll perish," Al dagon replied angrily.
"If we drained it all at once, it might kill you, yes, but suppose we bled you

once a nonth, draw ng bl ood equivalent to three one-ton
dragons-three-eightieths of your blood."

"And how nmuch woul d that be, in fact?"

Durmery shrugged. "I don't know," he said. "I've never done this before."

"And is there no variation with age and size? Does a ton of ny flesh hold the
same bl ood as the whole of a | esser dragon?"

"I don't know," Dunery repeated.

"You woul d have nme, alone, conpete with the entire farn®"

"Why not ?" Dumery asked. "You're bigger than every dragon on the farm put

t oget her!"
She shook her head. "I am not convinced of that," she said.
"Well, then, you can steal some nore dragons there! And we can bl eed sone of

t he ones you've rescued, the bigger ones, anyway-you can hold themwhile |I do
it, so they won't hurt me. And they can breed-or you can..." He stopped,
unsure of hinmself, and a little enbarrassed at bringing up sonething so

per sonal

"Mayhap it's still possible,” A dagon said, untroubled by the topic. "I've no
i dea. There's been none of a size to interest nme these past two centuries. But
yes, Prittin should be good for many a fine clutch of eggs, and there are nore
females to be had at the farm" She glanced at the blue dragon as she

consi dered. "But what's to stop the farners from breeding nore of their own?
What if they turn to slaughtering two score, or three, each year? Then |'|
have suffered this bl eeding for naught but your enrichment, Dumery of

Shi phaven, and while | have no dislike for you, yet | see no reason to gift
you so generously with the very blood of ny body."

"Well, first off," Dumery said, "they don't have much roomto expand on that
nmount ai ntop of theirs. And second, once there's another source of

bl ood-yours-then the w zards won't need Kensher so much, and who's going to

retaliate if you destroy the farm someday? You'll be the one with w zards for

customers! And third, | could split the gold with you, of course, | don't have
to keep it all. | wouldn't expect to keep it all."

Al dagon snorted, and grey snoke curled up fromher nostrils. "Ch, surely, and

what good to ne is a fat purse? What is noney to me? AmI| to stroll into an

inn and order a barrel of ale? AmI| to buy gewgaws and playpretties, as if |
were a femal e of your own species? Wiere would | wear such things, that they
m ght be seen? And if we have custoners anong the wi zards, and Kensher has
customers, and | burn that stinking farmto the ground, will not his w zards
be pitted against ours? Mght we not provoke a split within the Wzard's
Quild, or perhaps an outright war?"

"Well, what if we do?" Dumery said.

Al dagon bl inked, and thought, and replied, "Aye, what if we do, indeed? You' ve
no | ove for w zards, have you? And in truth, neither do I."

"And as for the gold, it can buy nore than jewelry or wine. Wiat if | spent
hal f the noney on cattle? I could bring themup here to feed you and the
little ones." Dunery blithely waved an armat the "little" dragons on the
other side of the nest, the smallest of themlarger than he was.

"Coul d you, then?" Al dagon asked, startled.

"Sure, why not?" Dunery said. "And anything el se you want, | could buy it for
you and bring it up here."

"Cattle?"

"OfF course! You won't need to hunt any nore, or steal fromthe farners-no nore
worries about poison or magic or hunger, because you'll have your own cattle

to eat! And seasonings for the neat, if you |like. Sheep for variety, or
anything el se you fancy." He was beginning to pick up a trace of Al dagon's
ar chai ¢ phrasing

"This seenms too good to be true,’

Al dagon sai d suspi ciously.



"Ch, not really,” Dunery insisted. "I mean, I'll have to work hard, build up
t he business-1 better start off by apprenticing nyself to a nerchant to |learn
the trade and nake contacts. And you'll be giving blood every nonth or so,

once we get going, you won't be just doing nothing. And you nmay need to free
some nore breeding stock fromthe old farm™

"I still find..." she began, then stopped. Then she asked, "Howis it that a
nmere lad like you should bring this about, when I, after better than four
centuries, had never nanaged it?"

"Age isn't everything," Dunery said. "You need determnation, and anbition."
"And you, a child, have those in greater quantity than I?"

"Well," Dunmery said, "back honme in Ethshar, there's a saying that's used to
descri be sonmeone who pushes hard, who won't be stopped-they say that he was
apprenticed on his twelfth birthday." Al dagon |ooked puzzl ed, and Dunery

expl ained, "That's the first day someone can be apprenticed; it's not legal to
take on an apprentice before he's twelve. Mst people wait a few nonths, to

| ook around and think it over and see what they want."

"And were you, then, apprenticed on your twelfth birthday?"

"No," Dumery admitted, "I wasn't apprenticed at all. But it was on ny twelfth
birthday that | asked my father to arrange it; it's not ny fault it didn't
wor k out . "

"Ah," Al dagon said, "and will this arrangenent of ours work out?"

"I'f we're careful,"” Dunmery said, "it ought to."

Chapter Thirty-Six

They tal ked for hours, well into the night, working out the details; when the
sun dropped bel ow the horizon they noved outside the nest, into a clearing
where Dunery made a small pile of brush that Aldagon lit, providing a fire for
[ight and heat.

They tackl ed such questions as how long it would take to get things under way,
and how much of the arrangenment they had made shoul d be kept secret, and how
many ot her humans would be hired to help with establishing a cattle ranch
selling blood, and the like.

Taki ng Dunery's age into account, they decided to build up slowy.

"After all," Aldagon said, "I'min no hurry. | should live another millennium
or so, if I'"'mcareful, ere nmy body fails of its own weight and ny heart
bursts. 1've | earned patience."

The final discussion was over just how Dunery was to get back to Ethshar

"You can't walk fromhere," Al dagon insisted. "It's too dangerous."

"Why?" Dunery asked, puzzled. He had survived encountering wild dragons; what
wor se dangers coul d remai n?

"Why, you'll be passing within two | eagues of the Warl ock Stone!" the dragon
told him

"I will?" Here was a chance to confirmor refute what Teneria had told him He
asked, "So what ?"

"Lad, don't you know?" Al dagon said, amazed. "That stone is the source from
whi ch all warl ocks draw their power, and which draws themin when it can
turning their own power against them | don't pretend to understand it well,
but I've spoken with a good many warl ocks on their way to it-on their way to
destruction, for none have ever returned. Ordinary nortals who go too near the
St one becone warl ocks thensel ves, but take no pleasure in the transformation
as they're drawn inmmediately to it. I'lIl not have you devoured by the Stone
whatever it truly is!™”

"But | don't have any talent for warlockry!" Dunery pointed out. "Everybody
told me that."

Al dagon consi der ed.

"Well, '"tis possible," she admtted. "In truth, 1've flowm within a | eague or
so of the Stone nyself and felt nothing beyond a certain unease-but why risk
it?"

"Because if | don't, how am| going to get hone?"



"Why, go around, of course. And in truth, to be sure, | could fly you there.
I've not seen Azrad's Ethshar in three hundred and seventy years, but | think
| can find it. | could deliver you right into Westgate Market-if Westgate

Mar ket still stands."”

"Ch, it does," Dumery said. Then he stopped to think

The prospect of flying to Ethshar, on dragon back, was dazzling, both tenpting
and terrifying-and, after a nonment, irresistible.

"Al'l right," Dunery said, "but you can't fly me right into the city. Everyone
woul d see you. Everyone would want to know what's going on. And someone m ght
get frightened and throw a spell at you."

"True enough," Al dagon agreed. "Well, then, what if |I fly you to the hi ghway
north of Ethshar, in the hour before dawn when all's quiet, and deliver you
there, in sight of the walls?"

"That shoul d be safe enough," Dunery agreed.

It was settl ed.

Then Dumery curled up in his blanket and slept, while Al dagon returned to her
nest .

The foll owi ng afternoon, when the tine cane to depart, a small snag appeared
in their plans-just how would Al dagon carry Dunery?

"I can hold you in my claw, " she suggested.

"It doesn't sound very confortable,"” Dunery protested. "I thought | could ride
on your back."

"But what would you hold on to?"

Durmery had to admit that she had a point; her back was far too broad to ride
astraddl e, as he mght a horse. Still, he refused to adnmt defeat. Flying the
entire way clutched in the dragon's claw |like a sack of meal sinply didn't
appeal to him

"What if | sat on your neck, just behind your head?" he suggested. "I think
I'd have a pretty good grip there with a leg on each side, and | could hold
onto your ears with nmy hands."

"And choke me, and pi nch nme?"

"I"d be careful. And | really don't weigh that much."

"True enough," the dragon agreed. "All right, then, we'll try it."

Durery grinned. Al dagon | owered her head, and he cl anbered up onto her neck
swi ngi ng one | eg over.

H s seat was rather precarious at first-dragon scales were nuch nore slippery
than he had expected. Twice he alnost fell off, and only saved hinself by
snat ching at Al dagon's i mense pointed ears at the |ast nonent.

Finally, though, he found a position that seemed secure, with his toes hooked
into the underside of her jaw, his body pressed forward al ong the back of her
skul I, and his hands hooked firmy around the bases of her ears.

"How s that?" he asked.

"Awkward," she replied, the novement of her jaw knocking his feet |oose, "but
"twill serve."

"Don't talk," he said. "It pushes ny feet out."

"I shall attenpt to restrain nmyself,"” she replied. "Ready yourself, lad!l"
Durrery crouched down and clung tightly while the great dragon |eapt into the
air.

The forests and hills fell away below with startling speed, the thick grey

cl ouds above drawi ng nearer until they seened to be al nost cl ose enough to

t ouch.

Then Al dagon wheel ed about, |eveled off, and headed sout h.

They spoke very little; not only did Al dagon's jaw nmovenents di sl odge Dunery's
toes, but the wind carried away the boy's words before the dragon coul d hear
t hem nmaking conversation inpractical

He woul d have had little to say in any case, as he was too busy watching the
Wrld sweep by bel ow

The forest was no longer a thing nade up of individual trees, with trunks and
| eaves, but was instead a vast green sea spilling down the hills and spl ashing
up around the rocky mountaintops. He narvelled at its beauty.



He marveled as well at his nount, her scales as green as the forest bel ow, her
Wi ngs as large as the mainsails of his father's |argest ships. He could see
her tal ons outstretched, the cruel, curving claws each nearly as |large as he
was.

Had anyone ever had so magnificent a nmount? Even Azrad hinsel f-neither the
present Lord Azrad VII, nor the original Admral Azrad-had never had so fine a
ride as this. And he, Dunery of Shiphaven, was riding her

Al dagon sailed on, blithely unaware of Dunery's egotisns.

He | ooked down at the ground below, and realized that it all |ooked alike to
hi mhe couldn't see any sign of where they had started from or where they
were goi ng. How coul d Al dagon find her way, he wondered, with no paths to
fol | ow?

Presumably she was taking her directions fromthe sun, and the few

recogni zabl e | andrmar ks that thrust up through the general green

The sun had been low in the west and the cl oud-cover dense when they took off,
so it wasn't long before they were flying through darkness, the stars and
nmoons hi dden by the overcast. The forest below turned grey, and then bl ack
Now, nore than ever, Dunery wondered how Al dagon knew where to go. D d she
have sone sense he did not that told her the way? She seemed untroubl ed as she
soared steadily onward

Then, after what seened like and nmay in fact have been hours, Dumery glinpsed
a faint glow, far, far ahead, on the horizon

That puzzled him it couldn't possibly be dawn al ready, and besi des, how coul d
t hey have turned east?

After staring for long nonents he | ooked down and saw |ights-faint and
scattered, but lights. Canpfires and |lanterns and candl es, surely; they were
out of the forest and over inhabited |ands.

Not |ong after they passed over lights that seenmed to be oddly spread out and
nmobi l e, and Dumery realized they were boat-lanterns reflected in the water of
the G eat R ver.

He | ooked ahead again, and saw that the glow on the horizon was grow ng.

Et hshar, he realized. The glow had to be the city, Ethshar of the Spices, with
its thousands of torches and | anps and braziers, lights lining the streets and
burning in hundreds of courtyards, doorways, and w ndows.

He was al nost hone.

He watched, and the gl ow grew nearer and brighter and spread across a w der

ar ea- Et hshar was a | eague across, he knew.

"Boy," Al dagon said, "ahead | see naught but water between here and the city.
Wher e does the highway |ie?"

Startled, Dunery clutched at the dragon's ears and w ggl ed a di sl odged f oot
back into place. "West," he shouted. "That's the Gulf of the East ahead; we
want to circle to the west!"

He wondered how she could tell water fromland; except where there were lights
it all looked Iike undifferentiated bl ackness to him

Then he had no tine to worry about anything but hol ding on, as Al dagon banked
into a long, swooping turn to the west. She descended sonewhat as well,

| ooki ng for |andmarKks.

They passed over a building with a torch burning by the door, and Dunery

t hought it mght be the inn where he had stayed that first night. Then they
were over the highway, sweeping onward toward the city.

At last, as the city's glow spread across the entire eastern sky, Al dagon
dropped to the ground.

"Behold, the towers that flank the gate," she said.

Durery | ooked, and could just barely make out di mshapes on the horizon; there
could be no doubt that Al dagon had better eyesight than he did. The great
dragon | owered her head al nbst to the ground; Dumery swung his |l egs free, and
dropped awkwardly down onto the hard-packed dirt.

He | ooked around, but all he saw was the city lights to the east and bl ackness
everywhere el se. He blinked, but it didn't help. He could hear the breeze
stirring through grass, or possibly young corn, and he could hear his



conpanion's breathing, like a strong wind in an open attic, but otherw se the
ni ght was silent. Not even crickets chirped.

"It strikes ne," Al dagon said, shattering the quiet so suddenly that Dunery
junped, lost his balance, and found hinmself toppling into the ditch by the
road, "that we have neglected an inportant facet of our schene."

Durmery managed to land sitting up, with only a small spl ash.

"What facet?" he demanded, annoyed. The ni ght was so dark he could barely even
see Aldagon; only a faint glimer of golden Iight reflected fromher eyes was
visible. He got carefully to his feet. Hi s breeches weren't actually dripping,
he was pl eased to discover, just danp.

"The means for comuni cation," Al dagon expl ai ned. "Wen you have all in

readi ness, and woul d summon nme, or cone to nme, how are we to find one

anot her ?"

"Ch," Dunery said.

The dragon was quite right, they had neglected that.

Still, he had a ready answer.

"While | was away," Dumery said, "ny parents contacted ne twice by hiring a

wi zard to send nme magi cal dreans. Do dragons dreanf? | nean, in their sleep?”
"Ch, aye, of course we do!"

"Well, then, when | have things ready, I'll hire a wizard and send a dream "
"Need you not know my | ocation?"
"No-just your true name. Ah ... it is Aldagon, isn't it?"

The dragon was silent for a | ong noment.

"Isn't it?" Dumery repeated.

"Tell me, lad, if you can," Al dagon replied, "just what is a true nane?"
"Ch," Dumery said. "Well. Ah." He stopped and thought.

He had heard magi ci ans di scussing true nanmes when he had been unsuccessfully
seeki ng an apprenticeship, and even before that, on occasion

"I"'mnot sure," he said, "but | believe it nmeans the very first nane that you
recogni zed as your own."

Al dagon sighed, and a pale flicker of flame emerged w th her sul phurous
breath, illuminating for an instant the nuddy ditch, the dusty road, and the
young green corn of a neighboring field.

"I was afraid of that," she said.

Durmery started to ask a question, then thought better of it. He waited.

Al dagon sighed again. "I fear, manling, that | rnust confess that the nane

Al dagon was not ny first, though |I've borne it these four centuries and nore.
Ere | coul d speak, however, | was known by another, and answered to it."
"Ch," Dumery said. "What was it?"

"You'll recall I had no choice, and was but a beast, in the service of

Et hshar . "

"I remenber," Dunery said

Al dagon hesitated, then admitted, "It was Yellowbelly. Yellowbelly of Third
Conpany, First Regiment, Forward Conmand. "
"Ch," Dunery said.

After a noment's silence, he added, "Well, at least it's easy to renenber."
He couldn't see her face, but he heard Al dagon snicker. "Aye," she said, "it
is."

Durery waited for a nmonent, to see if she had anything nore to say, then said,
"I guess this is it, then."

"I ndeed so, young man. From here you need but follow the glow, and you'll cone
to the city gates and your home. And when you've readi ed yourself, sumon ne
to you with that spell of dreans, and I'lI|l conme. Readily, 1'll cone; we'll put

that foul famly out of the business of butchering nmy kin, and make oursel ves
weal thy in the doing!"

"Right!" Dumery answered, with a gesture of enthusiasm

"Fare you well, then, Dumery of Shiphaven!"”

Durery's reply was lost in the boom ng of draconic wi ngs as Al dagon | eapt
upward, into the black sky above.

When the wi nd of her departure had died away, Dumery turned and trudged toward



the gate.

The next few years would be hard, he knew. He would take his father's advice
and apprentice hinself to sone successful nerchant; he would learn the arts of
buyi ng and selling, of transporting goods hither and yon. At fifteen, if he
was | ucky and worked hard, he nmight make journeyman-surely by eighteen

Until he was a journeyman, though, he would be careful never to nention what
goods he neant to trade in. He would hoard his earnings carefully.

And soneday he'd be ready-at fifteen, or eighteen, or maybe twenty-one, if
there were unforeseen expenses. But soneday he'd be ready.

Then he would start his business-Dunery of the Dragon, Purveyor to Wzards. He
woul d bankrupt Kensher and his clan, put an end to the abuse they inflicted on
dragons. He woul d watch Thetheran and the other w zards fune and fuss, and
then have no choice in the end but to pay Dunery's prices. He would send
cattle to Al dagon, and collect blood in exchange, and he'd be, in tine, very
rich indeed.

At first he might pretend to be a dragon-hunter, he thought as he stunbl ed,
then re-oriented hinself and marched on. In tine, though, once he was
establ i shed, he could reveal his secret, show everyone that he had nmade
friends with a dragon, rather than hunting or slaughtering the noble
creatures. He didn't need to worry about conpetition; after all, where would
anyone else find a dragon |ike Al dagon? And once found, who could befriend
such a beast? Hi s own encounter had been a fluke, a lucky chance-had he cone
upon t he nest when Al dagon was in it, or when it was enpty, she would probably
have slain him had he dared approach. Had he been arned w th anything nore
than a belt knife, and therefore nore threatening, or had the hatchling been
too far away to grab..

He doubted he woul d have much conpetition even when his nmethods becanme known.
As he finally cane cl ose enough to see the open gates clearly, light spilling
out fromthe torches and | anps of Wstgate Market, he w shed he had flown
openly into the city on Al dagon's back. Think of the inmpression it would have
made, he told hinself. A hundred-foot dragon, landing inside the city walls,
and he, Dunery of Shiphaven, Dunery of the Dragon, on its back! Wat a wonder!
The city gossips would have tal ked of it for years!

He hadn't done it, of course.

But soneday. ..

Soneday, he pronised hinself, when his business was a goi ng concern, he would
do it.

Epi | ogue

Sella | ooked up as Teneria entered.

"Good to see you back safely," she said. "Cone for your things?"

Teneria nodded. She had | earned years ago never to be surprised by Sella's
conversational |eaps. And she had, in fact, come to collect her bel ongi ngs and
nmove back to Fi shertown-she could finish up her apprenticeship later. R ght
now, she did not want to live under Sella's roof, where she would be reninded
of her failure.

"Have you deci ded what you'll be doing with yourself, now that you're a
j ourneyman?" Sel |l a asked.
"But I'mmnot..." Teneria said, startled. "I nean, | didn't bring Dunery back!"

"Ch, nonsense," Sella told her, waving away such details. "You found him and
he got home safely, and he's given up his half-witted schenes and taken a
respectabl e apprenticeship with a jeweler, so who cares if you didn't actually
cone hone with hinP And he says it was your magic brought himhome so quickly,
t hough of course we both know that's not true."

"He said that?" Teneria stared.

Sel | a nodded.

Teneria considered that for a noment, then shrugged. The boy m ght have done
it to make up for the trouble he had caused her, but nore likely it was part
of some schene he had devised, intended to distract his parents from



somet hing. "Dunery," she said. "Ha. 1'mglad to be done with him"

Sella sm | ed understandi ngly.

"Mstress..." Teneria began. Sella held up a hand, cutting her off.

"Not any nore," she said. "You' re not an apprentice any nore."

Teneria smled. "That's right. Sella, then. Sella, do you know anythi ng about
war | ockry?" As a puzzled frown crept across the older witch's face, Teneria
noticed a pair of bul ging eyes peering around a curtain.

"Or spriggans?" she added.

Author's Note for the Second Edition

The single nost common question fromny readers in recent years has been, "Are
you ever going to reprint all the short Ethshar stories somewhere? | can't
find them "

VWhile it would be nice to gather themall into a collection, so far there
aren't enough to fill an entire volune. Rather than wait until there are
enough to fill a whol e book, which might well take another ten or twenty
years, | decided that including themin the backs of the novels would be
better than nothing. |1've tried to match the thenmes and details of the stories
with the novels they acconpany.

Accordingly, here is "Portrait of A Hero," which first appeared in an

ant hol ogy called Once Upon A Tine, edited by Lester del Rey and Ri sa Kessler
and published by Del Rey Books in 1991

Portrait of A Hero

For ny youngest sister,

Charl otte Hotchkiss

because one Christmas | prom sed her
a story with a prophecy in it

1.

The dragon atop the nountain | oomed over the village |like a tonbstone over a
grave, and Wil l er | ooked up at it in awe.

"Do you think it'll come any cl oser?" he whispered to his aunt.

Il luré shook her head.

"There's no telling, with dragons,"” she said. "Particularly not the really big
ones. One that size nust be as experienced and cunning as any human that ever
lived."

Sonet hi ng was odd about her voice. Willer glanced at her face, which was set
inarigid calm and realized that his aunt Illuré, who had faced down a
runaway boar with nothing but a turnspit, was terrified.

Even as he | ooked, her cal m broke; her eyes went w de, her nouth started to
open.

Wil l er whirled back in tine to see the dragon rising fromits perch, its

i mense wings spread wide to catch the wind. It rose, wheel ed about once, and

then swept down toward the village, claws outstretched, |ike a hawk diving on
its prey.

For a nonent Wil ler thought it was diving directly athim and he covered his
face with his hands, as if he were still a child.

Then he remenbered how hi gh that nountaintop was, and his mnd adjusted the
scal e of what he had just seen-the dragon was |arger and farther than he had
assuned. Ashamed of his terror, he dropped his hands and | ooked up agai n.

The dragon was hovering over the village, directly over his own head. Wil |l er
felt a tugging at one arm and realized that Illuré was trying to pull him out
from under the great beast.

He yielded, and a nonment later the creature settled to the ground in the
village comon, the wind fromits wings stirring up a cloud of grey dust and
flattening the thin grass. The scent of its hot, sul phurous breath filled the



t own.

A swirl of dust reached Willer, and he sneezed.

The dragon's | ong neck di pped down, and its nonstrous head swung around to
ook Wil ler directly in the eye froma nere six or seven feet away.

He stared back, frozen with fear

Then the head swung away again, the neck lifted it up, and the mghty jaws
opened.

The dragon spoke.

"Who speaks for this village?" it said, in a voice |like an aval anche.

"It talks!" sonmeone said, in tones of awe and wonder.

The dragon's head swept down to confront the speaker, and it spoke again.
"Yes, | talk," it runbled. "Do you?"

Wil | er | ooked to see who it was addressing, and saw a young man in blue-his
cousin Pergren, just a few years older than hinself, who had only recently
started his own fl ock.

Pergren stanmered, unable to answer coherently, and the dragon's jaws crept
nearer and nearer to him Wller saw that they were beginning to open-not to
speak, this time, but to bite.

Then a man stepped forward-Adar, the village smth, Willer's father's cousin.
"I"lIl speak for the village, dragon," he called. "Leave that boy al one and say
what you want of us."

Wil | er had al ways adnired Adar's strength and skill; now he found hinself
admring the smth's courage, as well

The dragon reared up slightly, and Willer thought it |ooked slightly anused.
"Well!" it said. "One anbng you with manners enough to speak when spoken
to-though hardly in a civil tone!"

"Cet on with it," Adar said.

"Al'l right, if you're as inpatient as all that," the dragon said. "I had
intended to make a few polite introductions before getting down to business,
but have it your way. | have chosen this village as nmy home. | have chosen you

peopl e as ny servants. And | have come down here today to set the terns of
your service. |Is that clear and direct enough to suit you, man?"

Willer tried to judge the dragon's tone, to judge whether it was speaking
sarcastically, but the voice was sinply too different fromhuman for himto
tell.

"W are not servants," Adar announced. "W are free people.”

"Not any nore," the dragon said.

2.

Wil | er shuddered again at the nenory of Adar's death, then turned his
attention back to the nmeeting that huddl ed about the single lantern in his
father's house.

"We can't go on like this," his father was saying. "At a sheep a day, even
allowing for a better |ambing season next spring than the one we just had,
we' Il have nothing left at all after three years, not even a breeding pair to
start anew "

"What woul d you have us do, then?" old Kirna snapped at him "You heard what
it said after it ate Adar. One sheep a day, or one person, and it doesn't care
whi ch!"

"We need to kill it,"” Willer's father said.

"Go right ahead, Wilran," soneone called fromthe darkness. "W won't nmind a
bit if you kill it!"

"I can't kill it, any nore than you can," Willer's father retorted, "but

sur el ysomeone nust be able to! Centuries ago, during the war, dragons were
used in battle by both sides, and both sides killed great nunbers of them It
can be done, and |I'm sure the know edge isn't lost..."

"I"mot sure of that!" Kirna interrupted.

"Al'l right, then,” Wilran shouted, "nmaybe itis lost! But |ook at us here! The
whol e I ot of us packed together in the dark because we don't dare light a



proper council fire, for fear of that beast! Qur livestock are taken one by
one, day after day, and when the sheep run out it will start onus -it's said
as much! Already we're left with no snmth but a half-trained apprentice boy
because of that thing that lurks on the nountain. W' re dying slowy, the
whol e ot of us-would it be that much worse to risk dying quickly?"

An enbarrassed silence was the only reply.

"Al'l right, Wilran," soneone nmuttered at l|ast, "what do you want us todo?"
Wil | er | ooked at his father expectantly, and was di sappointed to see the

sl unped shoul ders and hear the admi ssion, "I don't know. "

"Maybe if weall attacked it..." Willer suggested.

"Attacked it wthwhat?" Pergren denmanded. "Qur bare hands?"

Wil | er al nbst shouted back, "Yes," but he caught hinself at the |ast nonment
and stayed silent.

"I's there any magic we could use?" little Salla, who was barely old enough to
attend the neeting, asked hesitantly. "In the stories, the heroes who go to
fight dragons al ways have mmgi ¢ swords, or enchanted arnor."

"We have no magic swords," |lluré said.

"Wait a mnute," Alasha the Fair said. "W don't have a sword, but we have
magi c, of a sort." Willer could not be certain in the darkness, but thought
she was | ooking at her sister Kirna as she spoke.

"Ch, now, wait a mnute..." Kirna began

"What's she tal king about, Kirna?" Pergren denanded.

"Kirna?" |lluré asked, puzzled.

Kirna glanced at the faces that were visible in the lantern's glow, and at the
dozens beyond, and gave in.

"Al'l right," she said, "but it won't do any good. |I'mnot even sure it stil
wor ks. "
"Not surewhat still works?" someone asked.

"The oracle," Kirna replied.

"\What or acl e?" someone demanded, exasper at ed.

"I'"ll show you," she answered, rising. "lIt's at my house; I'll go fetch it."
"No," Wilran said, with authority, "we'll cone with you. Al of us. W'Ill nove
the neeting there."

Kirna started to protest, then glanced about and thought better of it.

"Al'l right," she said.

3.

The thing gleaned in the lantern-light, and Wil l er stared, fascinated. He had
never seen anything nmagi cal before.

The oracle was a bl ock of polished white stone-or polished sonething, anyway;
it wasn't any stone that Willer was famliar with. A shallow dish of the
snoot hest, finest glass he had ever seen was set into the top of the stone,
glass with only a faint tinge of green to it and wi thout a single bubble or
flaw

Kirna handled it with extrene delicacy, holding it only by the sides of the
bl ock and placing it gently onto the waiting pile of furs.

"It's been in ny famly since the Great War," she said quietly. "One of ny
ancestors took it fromthe tent of a northern sorcerer when the Northern
Empire fell and the victorious Ethsharites swept through these |ands, driving
t he eneny before them™

"What is it?" soneone whispered.

"It's an oracle,"” Kirna said. "A sorcerer's oracle.”

"Do we need a sorcerer to work it, then?"

"No," Kirna said, staring at the glass dish and gently brushing her fingers
down one side of the block. "My nother taught me how "

She stopped and | ooked up.

"And it's very old, and very delicate, and very precious, and we don't know
how many nore questions it can answer, if it can still answer any at all, so
don't get your hopes up! W've been saving it for nore than a hundred years!"



"Keeping it for yourselves, you nean!"

"And why not?" Al asha demanded, conming to her sister's defense. "It was our
famly's |l egacy, not the village' s! W' ve brought it out now, when it's
needed, haven't we?"

Nobody argued with that.

"Go on, Kirna," Wilran said quietly. "Ask it."

"Ask it what, exactly?" she replied.

"Ask it who will save us fromthe dragon," Pergren said. "None of us know how
to kill it; ask it who can rid us of it."

Kirna | ooked around and saw several people nod. "All right," she said. She
turned to the oracle, placed her hands firmy on either side of the block, and
stared intently down into the glass dish

Wil | er was cl ose enough to | ook over her left shoulder, while Illuré |ooked
over her right, and Al asha and Wilran faced them on the other side of the
oracle. Al five watched the gl eam ng disk, while the rest of the crowd stood
back, clearly nmore than a little nervous before this strange device. Willer's
not her Mereth, in particular, was pressed back against the wall of the room
busily fiddling with the fancywork on her blouse to work of f her nervousness.
"Pau'ron,"Kirna said."Yz'raksis nyuyz'r, lai brinan allasis!"

The gl ass di sh suddenly began to glowwith a pale, eerie light. Willer heard
someone gasp.

"It's ready," Kirna said, |ooking up

"Ask it," Wilran told her

Kirna | ooked about, shifted her knees to a nore confortable position, then
stared into the dish again.

"W are beset by a dragon," she said loudly. "Wio can rid us of it?"

Wil l er held his breath and stared as faint bluish shapes appeared in the dish,
shifting shapes like clouds on a wi ndy day, or the snoke froma bl own- out
candl e. Sone of them seenmed to formrunes, but these broke apart before he
could read them

"I can't make it out," Kirna shouted. "Show us nore clearly!"

The shapes suddenly coal esced into a single inmage, a pale oval set with two
eyes and a nouth. Details enmerged, until a face | ooked up out of the dish at
them the face of a young woman, not mnuch ol der than Wil ler hinself, a
delicate face surrounded by billows of soft brown hair. Her eyes were a rich
green, as green as the noss that grew on the nountai nside.

Wil | er thought he had never seen anyone so beauti ful

Then the i mage vani shed, the gl ow vani shed, and the gl ass dish shattered into
a dozen jagged fragnents.

Kirna let out a long wail of grief at the oracle's destruction, while Illuré
called, "Find me paper! | nust draw the face before we forget it!"

4

Wil l er stared at the portrait. Illuré had come very cl ose, he thought, but she
had not quite captured the true beauty of the face he had seen in the gl ass.
"Who i s she?" Pergren asked. "It's no one in the village, certainly, nor
anyone | ever saw before."

"Whoever she is, how canshe possibly kill a hundred-foot dragon?" Pergren's

br ot her Gennar denanded.
"Maybe she's a nmgician,"” Pergren suggested.
"There nust be nore powerful magicians in the Wrld than her, though," Gennar

objected. "If it just takes magic, why didn't the oracle say so? Wiy not show
us sone fanmous powerful wi zard?"
"Maybe shewon't kill it," Alasha said. "Kirna asked who couldrid us of the

dragon, not who couldslay it."

Gennar snorted. "You think she'lltalk it into going away?"

"Maybe, " Al asha said. "Or naybe there's another way."

Pergren and Gennar turned to stare at her. Willer was still |ooking at the
pi cture.



I[Iluré certainly had a talent for draw ng, he thought; the charcoal really

| ooked |i ke shadows and soft hair.

"What do you nean?" Pergren asked Al asha.

"I nmean, that in sone of the old stories, there are tales of sacrifices to
dragons, where when a beautiful virgin willingly gave herself to the nonster
t he beast was overcone by her purity, and either died or fled after devouring
her."

Pergren gl anced at the picture. "You think that's what she's to do, then?
Sacrifice herself to the dragon?”

Gennar snorted. "That's silly," he said.
"No, it's magic," Al asha retorted
"Why don't you sacrificeyourself, then, if you think it'll work?" Gennar

dermanded.

"I said avirgin," Al asha pointed out.

"She said beautiful, too," Pergren said, grinning. Al asha tossed a pebble at
hi m

"W have a couple of virgins here," CGennar said. "At least, Ithink we do."
"Virgins or not," Pergren said, "the oracle said thatshe would rid us of the
dragon." He pointed to the picture Willer held.

"No," said Alasha, "it said shecould rid us of the dragon, notwould."

That sobered all of them

"So how do we find her?" Pergren asked. "Do we just sit here and wait for her
to walk into the village, while that nonster eats a sheep a day?"

"I'"ll go look for her," Willer said.

The other three turned to him startl ed.

"You?" GCennar asked.

"Why not?" Willer replied. "I"'msmall enough to slip away w thout the dragon
noticing me, and |I'm not doi ng anything inportant around here anyway."

"How do you expect to find her, though?" Pergren asked. "It's a big world out
there."”

Wil | er shrugged. "I don't know, for sure," he admitted, "but if we had that
oracle here, then surely there will be ways to find her in the cities of the
sout h. "

Gennar squinted at him "Are you sure you aren't just planning to slip away
and forget all about us, once you' re safely away?"

Wil ler didn't bother to answer that; he just swung for Gennar's nose.

Gennar ducked aside, and Willer's fist grazed his cheek harm essly.

"Al'l right, all right!" Gennar said, raising his hands, "I apol ogize!"

Wil l er glared at himfor a moment, then turned back to the portrait.

"I think Wil ler's right," Pergren said."Sonebody has to go find her, and |'ve
heard enough tal es about the wi zards of Ethshar to think that he's right,
finding a magician is the way to do it."

"Why him though?" Gennar demanded.

"Because he volunteered first," Pergren said. "Besides, he's right, heis snall
and sneaky. Remenber when he stole your laces, and hid in that bush, and you
wal ked right past him |looking for him half a dozen tinmes?"

Gennar conceded the point with a wave of his hand.

"I't's not up to us, though,"” he said. "It's up to the elders. You think old
Wil ran's going to let his only son go off by hinself?"

Al asha whi spered, |ooking at Willer, "He just might."

5.

In fact, Wil ran was not enthusiastic about the idea when it was brought up at
the neeting that night, and started to object.

Hs wife | eaned over and whispered in his ear, cutting himoff short.

He stopped, startled, and listened to her; then he | ooked at Willer's face and
read the solid determ nation there.

He shut his mouth and sat, silent and unhappy, as the others thrashed the
matter out, and the next norning he enbraced Wil l er, then watched as the boy



vani shed anong the trees.

It was really nmuch easier than Wil |l er had expected; the dragon never gave any
sign of noticing his departure at all. He just wal ked away, not even

hi di ng-though he did stay under the trees, hidden fromthe sky.

At first, he sinply wal ked, marking a tree-branch with his knife every few
yards and headi ng sout hwest -south, because that was where all the cities were,
and west to get down out of the mountains. He didn't worry about a particul ar
destination, or what he was going to do for food, water, or shelter. He knew
that the supplies he carried with himwould only last for two or three days,
and that it would probably take much I onger than that to find a magician, but
he just couldn't bring hinmself to think about that in his excitenent over
actually leaving the village and the dragon behi nd.

He took the charcoal sketch out of his pack, unrolled it, and studied it as he
anbl ed onward beneat h the pines.

Whoever the girl was, she was certainly beautiful, he thought. He wondered how
long it would take himto find her

He never doubted that he would find her eventually; after all, he had the
portrait, and magic was said to be capable of alnbst anything. If one ancient
sorcerous device could provide her inmage, surely nodern w zardry, or sone
other sort of magic, would be able to | ocate her

An hour or so from home he stopped for a rest, sitting down on the thick
carpet of pine needles between two big roots and | eani ng back agai nst the
trunk of the tree he had just marked.

He had worked up an appetite already, but he resisted the tenptation to eat
anyt hi ng. He hadn't brought that much food, and woul d need to conserve it.

O course, he would get sone of his food fromthe countryside, or at | east

t hat was what he had pl anned. Perhaps he could find sonething right here where
he sat.

d anci ng around he saw a small patch of mushroons, and he | eaned over for a

cl oser | ook-he knew nost of the local varieties, and sone of themwere quite
tasty, even raw

This variety he recogni zed i nmedi ately, and he shuddered and didn't touch
them They m ght be tasty, but nobody had ever lived | ong enough to say after
eating them Illuré had told himthat this particular sort, with the thin
white stemand the little cup at the bottom held the nbpst powerful poison
known to humanity.

He decided he wasn't quite so hungry after all, and instead he took a drink
fromhis water flask; surely, finding drinking water woul d be easy enough! If
he kept on headi ng downhill, sooner or later he would find a stream

Far nore inmportant than food or water, he thought, was decidi ng where to go.
He had tal ked about going all the way to Ethshar, but that was hundreds of
mles away; no one fromthe village hadever been to Ethshar. Surely he

woul dn't really need to go that far!

He | ooked about, considering.

H s hone, he knew, was in the region of Srignmor, which had once been cl ai ned
by the Baronies of Sardiron. The cl ai m had been abandoned | ong ago; the North
M nes weren't worth the trouble of working, when the mnes of Taznor and

Al dagnor were so much richer and nore accessible, and Srignor had not hing el se
that a baron woul d consider worth the trouble of surviving a winter there.
Sardiron was still there to the south, though

To the west | ay unnaned, uninhabited forests; he did not want to go there.
True, beyond themlay the seacoast, and there m ght be people there, but it
woul d be a long, hard, dangerous journey, and he knew not hi ng about what he
m ght find there.

To the southwest the forests were said to end after about three days' travel,
opening out onto the plain of Aala. If Srignor were part of any nation now, it
was part of Aala.

He had never heard of any magicians living in Aala, though. He tended to
associ ate magicians with cities and castles, not with farms and villages, and
Aal a had no cities or castles.



The Baronies of Sardiron it would be, then

H s grandfather had visited Sardiron once, had made the long trip to the
Council City itself, Sardiron of the Waters. If his grandfather could do it,
so could he

He stood up, brushed off pine needles, and nmarched onward, now headi ng al npost
directly south.

6.
Streanms were harder to find than he had thought, and not all were as clean as
he liked; after the first day he made it a point to fill his flask at every

opportunity, and to drink enough at each clear streamto | eave hinself feeling
unconfortably bl oat ed.

H s food ran out at breakfast the third day, and he di scovered edible
nmushroons weren't as comon as he had expected-though the poi sonous ones
seened plentiful enough-and that rabbits and squirrels and chi pnunks were
harder to catch than he had realized. Skinning and cooking them was al so far
nore work than he had expected it to be; the hunters and cooks at home had
made it | ook so easy!

He al nost broke his belt knife when it slipped while he was hol ding a dead
squirrel on a large rock as he tried to gut it; he felt the shock in his wist
as the bl ade slipped and then snagged hard on a seamin the rock, and he held
his breath, afraid that he had snapped off the tip.

He hadn't, but fromthen on he was nore careful. The knife was an absolutely
essential itemnow. He wi shed he had had the sense to borrow another, so as to
have a spare.

He had made good tine the first two days, but after that nuch of his effort
went to hunting, cooking, eating, and finding soneplace safe to sleep. He
dropped from seven or eight |eagues a day to about four

He had expected to find villages where he could ask for food and shelter. He
didn't. He knew that there were villages within three or four |eagues of his
own, and assumed there were nore scattered all through Srignor, but sonehow he
never managed to come across any. He saw di stant snoke several tines, but
never managed to find its source.

By the third night he was very tired i ndeed of sleeping on dead | eaves or pine
needl es, wapped in his one thin blanket. Even in the nmld weather of late
spring, the nights could be chilly-so chilly that only utter exhaustion |et

hi m sl eep.

Late on the afternoon of the fourth day, though, his luck finally changed. He
saw a break in the forest cover ahead and turned toward it, since such

openi ngs were often made by fallen trees that rotted out and becane home to
various edible creatures.

Thi s opening, however, was not made by justone fallen tree. Rather, an entire
line had been cl eared away, and the surface bel ow was conpletely free of
debris. It was a long ribbon of hard-packed dirt edged by grass, with two

shal low ruts running parallel for its entire length, and Willer realized with
a start that he was | ooking at a hi ghway.

H's spirits soared; checking his bearings fromthe sun, he set out southward
on the road, certain that he would find other people to talk to within

m nutes. I n his eager confidence, he did not worry about finding supper

The m nutes passed, and added up into hours, as the sun vani shed bel ow t he
trees to his right, while he encountered no one at all.

At last, long after dark, he gave up. He found hinmself a clear spot by the
roadsi de where he unpacked his blanket and curled up init, still hungry.
Despite his hunger, he slept.

7.
He was awakened by | aughter. He sat up, startled and groggy, and | ooked about.
An ox-drawn wagon was passing himby. A man and a woman sat on its front



bench, | eani ng agai nst each other as the woman giggl ed.

"I like that, Okko!" she said. "Know any nore?"

"Sure," the man replied. "Ever hear the one about the witch, the wai nwight,
and the Taznorite? It seems that the three of themwere on a raft floating
down the river when the raft started to sink..."

Wil | er shook his head to get the bits of grass and | eaves out of his hair,
stood up, and called out,"Hai! Over here!"

The man stopped his story and turned to see who had called, but did not stop
his pair of oxen. The woman bent qui ckly down behind the bench, as if | ooking
for somet hing.

"Wait a minute!" Willer called.

The man snorted. "Not |ikely!" he said. The wagon trundl ed on, heading north.
Wth a quick glance at his unpacked bel ongi ngs and anot her down the hi ghway to
the south, Willer ran after the wagon, easily catching up to it.

The driver still refused to stop, and the woman had sat up again, holding a
cocked crossbow across her |ap

"Look," Willer said as he wal ked al ongside, "I'mlost and hungry and | need
help. My village is being held hostage by a dragon, and I..."

"Don't tell ne your troubles, boy," the driver said. "lI've got ny own

probl ens. "

"But couldn't you help ne? | need to find a magician, so | can find this
girl..." He realized he had left the sketch with his pack, back where he had
slept. "If you could give ne a ride to Sardiron..."

The driver snorted again. "Sardiron! Boy, take a | ook which way we're goi ng!
W're heading for Srignor to trade with the natives, we aren't going back to
Sardiron. And I'mno magician, and | don't know anythi ng about any mnagici ans.
W can't help you, boy; sorry."

"But | just came down from Srignor, and | don't know ny way..."

The driver turned and stared at Willer for a nonment. The oxen pl odded on

"You just cane from Srignor?" he asked.

"Yes, | did, and..."

"There's a dragon there? Wiere? Wich village?"

A sudden rush of hope nade Wil ler's feet Iight as he paced al ongside. "It
doesn't really have a name-it's not on the hi ghway..."

"Ch!" the man said, clearly relieved. "One of the back country villages, up in
the hills?"

"I guess so," Willer admitted.

"Then it won't botherme,"” the driver said. "Sorry, it's not ny problem You go
on south and find your nagician." He turned his eyes back to the road, and
said to the wonman, "As | was saying, the raft starts to sink, and they're too
far fromshore to swim So the witch goes into a trance and works a spell to
keep it afloat, and the wai nwight gets out his tools and starts trying to
patch the | eaks and caulk it all up, but the Taznorite just sits there..."
Wil | er stopped, and watched in dismay as the wagon rolled on northward.

He had not expected a reaction |like that.

On the rare occasi ons when an outsider happened into his native village, he or
she was invariably made to feel wel conme, given the best food, drink, and
shelter that the village could offer. He had expected to receive the sane
treatment in the outside world.

It appeared that he had m sjudged.

O perhaps, he told hinmself, that rather hostile pair was a fluke, an
aberration. Surely, nost people would be nore generous!

He turned and headed back down the road, collected his bel ongi ngs, and marched
on southward toward Sardiron, certain that the pair in the wagon could not be
typi cal .

8.
The pair in the wagon had not been typical; nost people either wouldn't talk
to himat all, or shouted at himto go away.



It didn't help any that all the traffic he encountered was northbound.

By mid-afternoon he had net half a dozen such rejections, and gone a full day
wi t hout food. He was debating with hinmself whether he should | eave the road to
hunt sonet hi ng when he glinpsed a buil di ng ahead, standing at the roadside.

He qui ckened his pace a little.

A moment | ater he spotted a second building, and a third-an entire village!
Fifteen mnutes |ater he stood on the cobbl estones of the village square,

| ooki ng about in fascination

Roads | ed off to north, south, and east; he had cone in fromthe north, and to
the south lay Sardiron of the Waters, but where did the eastern road go? The
mountains lay to the east, and while they did not |look as tall here as they
did back home, surely that was just a matter of distance. Wiy woul d anyone
want to go into the nountains?

The square itself amazed him He had never seen cobbl estones before; the only
paverment back honme was the slate floor of the smthy. Here, a broad circle,
per haps a hundred feet across, was conpletely cobbled. He marvelled at the
wor k that rmust have gone into the job.

At the center of the circle was a fountain, and he marvelled at that, too. He
wonder ed how they made the water spray up like that; was it magic? If it was
magi c, would it be safe to drink?

Houses and shops surrounded the square, and those, while | ess narvel ous, were
strange; they were built of wood, of course, but the end of each beam was
carved into fantastic shapes, like flowers or ferns or faces. He recogni zed
the smthy readily enough by its open walls and gl owi ng forge, and the bakery
was di stingui shed by the enticing aroma and the broad w ndow di spl ay of breads
and cakes, but sone of the other shops puzzled him The | argest of all,
adjoining a shed or barn of some sort, bore a signboard with no runes on it at
all, but sinply a picture of a |one pine tree surrounded by fl anes.

Curious, he took a few steps toward this peculiar establishment.

An unfamliar animal thrust its head over the top of a pen in the adjoining
shed, and suddenly sonething clicked into place in Willer's nind

That was a horse, he realized. The shed was a stable. And the buil ding,
surely, must be an inn

He had never seen a horse, a stable, or an inn before, but he had no doubt of
his guess. An inn would give himfood and a place to sl eep; he marched
directly toward the door.

The proprietor of the Burning Pine blinked at the sight of the peasant I ad.
The boy | ooked perhaps fifteen, and nost northern peasants kept their sons at
hone until they were eighteen; if one was out on the road at a younger age it
usual |y neant a runaway or an orphan

Nei t her runaways nor orphans had nuch noney, as a rule. "Wat doyou want?" the
i nnkeeper demanded.

Startled, Wil ler turned and saw a plunp old man in an apron. "Ah ... dinner

to start with," he said.

"You have the noney to pay for it?"

Wil | er had never used noney in his life; his village made out quite well with
barter, when communal sharing didn't suffice. Al the sane, his uncle Regran
had insisted that he bring al ong what few coins the village had.

Wil | er dug them out and di splayed thema piece and three bits, in iron

The proprietor snorted. "Dam peasants! Look, that'll buy you a heel of bread
and |l et you sleep in the stabl e-anything nore than that costs copper."

A d stories percolated in the back of his mind. "I could work," Willer

of f er ed.

"I don't need any hel p, thank you," the innkeeper said. "You take your bread,
get your water fromthe fountain, and you be out of here first thing in the
nor ni ng. "

Wil | er nodded, unsure what to say. "Thank you" seemed nore than the nan

deser ved.

Then he remenbered his mssion. "Ch, wait!" he said, reaching back to pull out
the sketch. "I'm| ooking for soneone. Have you seen her?"



The i nnkeeper took the drawing and studied it, holding it up to the |ight.
"Pretty," he remarked. "And nicely drawn, too. Never saw her before,

t hough-she certainly hasn't cone through herethis year." He handed the
portrait back. "Wat happened, boy-your girl run away?"

"No," Willer said, suddenly reluctant to explain. "lIt's a long story."
"Fine," the innkeeper said, turning away. "lIt's none of ny business in any
case."

9

Wil | er was gone the next norning, headed south, but not before listening to
the chatter in the inn's comon room and asking a few discreet questions when
t he opportunity arose.

He knew now that he was well inside the borders of the Baronies of Sardiron
that this inn, the Burning Pine, was the | ast before the border on the road
north to Srignor. Each spring and sumer traders woul d head north, bringing
the Srignorites salt, spices, tools, and other things; each sumer and fal
they woul d come back home to Sardiron with wool, furs, and anber.

To the east lay The Passes, where a person could safely cross the nountains
into the Valley of Taznor, that fabulous realmthat Willer had never entirely
bel i eved in before.

There was little nagic to be found around here, save for the usual village
herbalists and a few prinitive sorcerers and witches-but a nere fifteen

| eagues to the south was Sardiron of the Waters, where any nunber of nagicians
dwel t.

None of the people who had visited the inn had recognized the girl in the

pi cture, or had any useful suggestions about finding her

He al so knew now that a |lunp of stale bread was not enough to still the
grow i ng of his stomach or stop the pinching he felt there, but that he could
buy no better unless he could acquire sone noney-real noney, copper or silver
or even gold, not the cheap iron coins the peasants used anong thensel ves.

As he left the village he sighed, and deci ded he needed to catch anot her
squirrel or two-which would probably be a great deal nore difficult now that
he was in inhabited country.

Even as he decided this, he | ooked down the road ahead, past the trees on

ei ther side, and saw what | ooked like a very large clearing. He sighed again;
squirrels preferred trees.

He wat ched both sides of the road carefully, but had spotted no gane when he
energed into the "clearing"” and realized his m stake.

This was no clearing. This was the edge of the forest.

Before himlay a vast expanse of open |and, such as he had never seen before,
or even imagined. Rolling hills stretched to the horizon covered with brown
pl owed fields and green grass, and dotted with farmhouses and barns. The

hi ghway drew a |l ong, gentle curve across this |andscape, no | onger hidden by
the forest gl oom

A fewtrees grewon the farns and hills, to be sure-shade trees sheltered sone
of the houses, and small groves of fruit trees or nut trees added sone
variety. In sone places, neat |ines of young trees narked boundaries between
farns.

Most of the land was treel ess, however, |ike the nountains where the sheep
grazed above his home village.

He would find no squirrels here, he was sure.

Even as he cane to that conclusion a rabbit |eapt from conceal nent and dashed
across the road in front of him and he snmled. Were there was one rabbit,
there woul d be others.

Two hours | ater he knocked on the door of a farnmhouse by the roadside, a
freshly-skinned rabbit in hand.

In exchange for half the rabbit and all of its fur, he was permtted to cook
over the kitchen fire and eat sitting at the table, chatting with his hostess
while two cats and three young children played underfoot. Water fromthe



farmer's well washed the nmeal down nicely.

Thus refreshed, he set out southward again.

Not |ong after that he passed through a fair-sized town-to him it seened

i npossibly large and bustling, but he knew it couldn't be any place he had
ever heard of, since he was still well to the north of Sardiron of the Waters.
A large stone structure stood atop a hill to the east, brooding over the town
and a highway, and Wil ler realized with a shock that that big ugly thing was a
castle.

Havi ng no noney, Willer marched directly through w thout stopping.

An hour | ater he encountered another village, and another one an hour or so
after that, though these had no castles. They had inns-but Willer had no
noney.

At sunset, he found hinself on the outskirts of another town. Like the village
of the Burning Pine and the town with the castle, this one had three hi ghways
leaving it, rather than just two. Unlike the other towns, here the directions
weren't north, south, and east, but north, south, and northeast; it wasn't a
crossroads, but a fork

There were no fewer than three inns on the town square; Willer marvelled at

t hat .

He was tired and hungry, so he did nore than marvel -he went to each in turn
and asked if he could work for a neal and a bed.

The proprietor of the Broken Sword said no, but was polite. The owner of the
ol den Kettle threw himout. And at the Blue Swan the innkeeper's daughter
took pity on himand let himclean the stables in exchange for bread, cheese,
al e, and whatever he could pick off the bones when the paying custoners were
finished with their dinners.

She al so found hima bed for the night-her own.

10.

No one at the Blue Swan could identify the girl in the portrait, but the

i nnkeeper' s daughter suggested he contact Senesson the Mage when he reached
Sardiron itself. Senesson was a wi zard who was said to be good at this sort of
wor k.

There were a good many magi ci ans of various sorts in her town of Keron-Vir

but she doubted any of them could hel p-and certainly not for free.

Wil |l er hesitated over that, but in the end he took her advice. After all,
Sardiron of the Waters was only one day's wal k away now, and he wanted to see
the capital after coming so close. Besides, Teneria surely knew her own

t ownspeopl e wel I enough to judge such things.

He did, however, stop in at the Golden Kettle and the Broken Sword to show the
portrait around.

As he had expected, nobody knew who the girl in the picture was.

He shrugged, gathered his things, and set out.

He glinpsed the castle towers by m d-afternoon, and he could see the city
wal | s and hear the thunder of the falls before the sun had set, but it was
full dark by the time he reached the gates, with neither noon in the sky, and
he made his entrance into Sardiron of the Waters by torchlight.

Even in the dark, he was inpressed by the place. Al the streets were paved
with brick, flags, or cobbles-not a one was bare earth, anywhere inside the
wal I's. Where the hillside was steep, the streets were built in steps, like a
gi gantic staircase.

The buil dings were built up against each other, with no gap at all between
themin many cases, while others left only a narrow all ey-and even t hese
al l eys were paved.

Torches bl azed at every intersection, and despite the gloomthe streets were
not deserted at all-people were going about their business even in the dark of
ni ght!

The sound was al so amazing. The roar of the river was a constant background to
everything, and fountains splashed in a dozen little squares and plazas, as



well, as the city lived up to its name. A steady w nd nopaned endl essly around
the bl ack stone towers. On top of this were the normal sounds of a big, busy

t own- creaki ng cartwheel s, | owing oxen, and a nyriad of human voi ces chattering
away.

The great castle of the Council of Barons reared up above the city, high atop
the hill, | oom ng darkly over everything.

The place was really like another world entirely, Willer thought, as he | ooked
about in confusion, wondering where he could eat or sleep

A torchlit signboard caught his eye. There were no runes, but a faded painting
of a dragon hatching froman egg.

That, he knew, must be an inn. And perhaps the dragon enbl em was an omen, of
sorts.

There was no broad wi ndow di spl ayi ng al e kegs and pewter tankards, nor open
door spilling light into the street, as there had been at the village inns he
had seen so far-in fact, the only wi ndow here was a snall one with bars on it,
hi gh above the street, and heavily curtained with black velvet. The only door
was painted in four triangular sections, red at top and bottom and bl ue at
either side, and studded with short spikes of black iron. It was tightly

cl osed.

However, most of the city's architecture was equally strange and forbiddi ng.
He had seen no open doors or |arge w ndowsanywhere inside the gates. Thishad
to be an inn. He gathered his courage and knocked on the heavy wooden door

bet ween t he protruding spikes.

One of the spikes twisted, then slid back into the door and vani shed;
startled, Willer looked into the hole it had |left and saw an eye staring back
at him

Then the spi ke was repl aced and the door swung open

"We've no beds left,” the old woman who had opened it announced, before he
could say a word, "but if you've nmoney for drink, we have plenty on hand."

"I don't have any noney," Willer explained, "but I'd be glad to work for a
drink, or a bite to eat, or to sleep in a corner-l1 don't need a bed." He

| ooked past her, into the commobn room where a crowd of people was | aughing
and eating at tables set around a bl azing hearth.

"W don't need any," the old worman began

Wil | er's gasp of astoni shnent interrupted her

"Wait!" he said. "Wait!" He slid his pack off his shoul der and began di ggi ng
through it.

"Young man," the worman said, "l don't have tine for any nonsense..."

Wil | er waved a hand at her. "No, wait!" he said. "Let me show you!" He pulled
out the charcoal portrait and unrolled it.

"Lady, 1've conme all the way fromnorthern Srignor," Willer explained, "on an
errand for ny village-there's a dragon, and ... well, you don't care about
that. But | ook!" He showed her the picture.

She took it and held it up to the light fromthe comons.

"Seldis of Al dagnor," she said. "CGood |likeness, too." She glanced into the
room beyond, where the young woman Wil | er sought was sitting alone at a table
eating dinner, then | ooked at the picture again, and fromthe portrait back to
Wil l er. "What do you have to do with her?"

Wil | er decided quickly that this was not the time for the conplete and exact
truth, but for sonething sinpler.

"I must speak with her," he said. "The seer in our village knew her face, but
not her nane, and sent ne to find her. | had thought | would have to search
for sixnights yet, or nonths-but there she is in your dining hall! Please, |et
me cone in and speak with her!"

The old woman | ooked at the portrait again, then turned to | ook at the young
worman in the room beyond, sitting alone at a small table. Then she shrugged,
and handed the picture back to Wil ler.

"No business of mine," she said. "You behave yourself, though-any trouble and
"1l have the guard in here."

"No trouble, lady," Willer said. "I promse!"



11.

He settled into the chair opposite her, still astonished at his incredible
good fortune, and astonished as well at her beauty. Neither Illuré's charcoa
sketch nor the image in the oracle had really captured it.

"Hello," he said. "My name's Wil l er Wilran's son."

She | ooked up from her plate and stared at him but said nothing. The face was
unm st akably the one he had seen in Kirna's oracle, the one that Illuré had
drawn, with the vivid green eyes and the soft curls of dark brown hair. It was
somewhat eerie to see it there in front of himas a real face, a small snudge
of grease on the chin, rather than as a nere inmage.

The reality was nore beautiful than the inage, grease-spot notwi thstanding.
"I"ve been | ooking for you," he said.

She turned her attention back to her plate, where a few fried potato slices
remai ned. Wil l er gl anced at them rem nded how hungry he was, then returned
his gaze to the top of her head.

"No, really, 1've cone all the way fromnorthern Srigmor |ooking for you. My
village el ders sent nme." He pulled out the portrait and unrolled it. "See?"
She raised her head, put a slice of potato in her nouth, and began chew ng.
She blinked. Then she put down her fork, reached out, and took the picture.
She stared at it for a nonent, then | ooked at Willer. "Did you do this, just
now?" she asked. "It's pretty good."

"No," Wil ler said. "My Aunt Illuré drewit, nore than a sixnight ago."

"A sixnight ago | was home in Al dagnor," the girl said, her gaze wary.

"I know," Willer said. "I nean, no, | didn't know at all, really, but | know
that Illuré didn't see you. | nean, didn'treally see you."

"Then how ... all right, then who's this Illuré person? How did she draw this?
| don't know anybody named Illuré that | can recall."”

"You' ve never met her. She's my aunt, back home in Srignor. She drew this
because she's the best artist of the people who saw your face in the oracle."
"What or acl e?"

"Kirna's famly oracle."

"Who's Kirna?"

"She's one of the village elders. Her family got this sorcerer's oracle during
the Geat War, and it was passed down ever since, and when the dragon cane..."

"\What dragon? One of ... | nean, what dragon?"
"The dragon that's captured ny village."
The girl stared at Willer for a nmoment, and then sighed. "I think you'd better

start at the beginning," she said, "and explain the whole thing."

Wil | er nodded, and took a deep breath, and began

He described the dragon, how it had arrived one day w thout warning. He told
her how it had killed Adar the Smith and given the village an ultimtum He
expl ai ned about the neeting in Kirna's hut, and how the oracle had shattered
after showi ng them her face

" ...And they sent nme to find you," he said. "And here | am and | thought 1'd
have to find sone way to hire a magician to find you, only I don't have any
nmoney, and then by sheer luck, here you are!™

"No noney?" she asked.

"No, " he said.

"Doesanyone in your village have any noney?"

"Not any nore," he said, atrifle worried by this Iine of questioning.

He considered what he nmight do if she proved reluctant to come to the aid of
the village. Small as he was for his age, he was still slightly bigger and
stronger than she was; if worst came to worst, perhaps he could kidnap her and
carry her home by force

He hoped it wouldn't come to that. "WII you hel p?" he asked.

She | ooked down at the portrait she still held.

"Well," she admitted, "your oracle wasn'tconpletely silly. | do know sonething
about dragons. My famly-well, ny father's a dragon-hunter. That's been the



fam |y business for a long, long tinme now That's why | come to this
particular inn when |'m here, the Dragon's Egg, because of the connection with
dragons. | was here in the city selling the blood fromny father's latest kil
to the |l ocal w zards; they use it in their spells. And sone of my uncles will
get rid of dragons when they cause trouble. But ordinarily..." She frowned.
"Ordinarily, we don't work for free. This dragon of yours doesn't sound |ike
one |'ve heard of before, so there's no question of famly responsibility-I
mean, this isn't one that we taught to talk, or anything. At |east, |
don'tthink it is."

Wil | er suggested desperately, "W could pay in sheep, or wool."

She waved that away. "How would | get sheep from Srignmor to Al dagnor? Even if

they made the trip alive, 1'd do better just buying themat hone. Sane for
wool . We don't raise as nuch in Al dagnor as you do up north, but we have
enough. "

"I'f you don't come, though,"” Willer said, "my village will die. Even if the
dragon doesn't eat us, we'll starve when the sheep are gone."

She drew a deep sigh. "I know," she said. She | ooked around the room as if
hopi ng that someone el se woul d suggest a solution, but nobody el se was

[ i stening.

"Well," she said, "I suppose I'll have to go."

Wil l er couldn't repress his smle; he beamed at her
"But | don't like it," she added.

12.

When she realized that he was not mere poor but totally penniless she bought
hi m di nner, and allowed himto stay the night in her roomat the inn. Willer
slept on the floor, and she slept on the bed, and he dared not suggest

ot herwi se, either by word or deed.

For one thing, he had noticed that she carried a good | ong dagger in her belt,
under the |long vest she wore. The hilt was worn, which inplied that it had
seen much use and was not there sinply for show.

In the norning she bought them both breakfast, gave the innkeeper a nessage to
be sent to her father when next soneone was bound to Al dagnor, bundled up her
bel ongi ngs, and stood waiting inpatiently by the door while Willer finished
his meal and got his own pack squared away.

That done, the two of them marched side by side down the sloping streets
toward the city gates. It had rained heavily during the night, and the cobbles
were still danp and slippery, so that they had to nmove carefully.

This was the first time Willer had seen Sardiron of the Waters by daylight,
and he was too busy marveling at the strange buil dings of dark stone, the
fount ai ns everywhere, the broad expanse of the river and the falls sparkling
in the norning sun, to pay much attention to his beautiful conpanion

Once they were out the gate, though, he found his gaze com ng back to her
often. She was very beautiful indeed. He had never seen another girl or wonan
to equal her.

He guessed her to be a year or two older than his own sixteen winters. Her
face was too perfect to be nuch ol der than that, he thought, but she had a
poi se and sel f-assurance that he had rarely seen in anyone, of any age.

Al t hough her beauty had been obvi ous, she had seened | ess inpressive, sonehow,
the night before; perhaps the dimlight had been responsible. After all, as
the saying had it, candlelight hides many flaws. Could it not equally well
conceal perfection?

By the time they were out of earshot of the falls, and the towers of the
council castle were shrinking behind them he worked up the nerve to speak to
her again for the first tine since they had left the inn

"You're from Al dagnor?" he asked.

I mredi ately, he silently cursed hinmself for such a banality. Were else could
someone named Sel dis of Al dagnmor be fronf

She nodded.



"Do you cone here often, then?"

She | ooked at him startled."Here?" she asked, waving at the nuddy hi ghway and
the surrounding farms. "l've never beenhere in ny life!"

"l neant Sardiron,"” he said.

"Al dagnmor's part of Sardiron," she replied. "Qur baron's vice-chairman of the
Council, in fact."

"I meant thecity, Sardiron of the Waters," Willer explained with a trace of
desperati on.

"Ch," she said. "Well, that's nothere. W left the city hours ago." This was a
gross exaggeration, but Willer did not correct her. "And | cone down to the

city about twice a year-usually once in the spring and once in the fall. I'm
the one they can best spare, since |I'mfenale and not strong enough for nost
of the work around ... at hone, so | make the trip to sell blood and hi de and

scal es and order any supplies we need."

"Lucky we were there at the sanme time, then," Willer said, smling.

"Lucky foryou," she said.

Wil ler's smle vani shed, and the conversation | angui shed for a tine.

The cl ouds thickened, and by mdday it was drizzling. They stopped at an inn
for lunch, hoping it would clear while they ate. Seldis paid for them both.
"This could be expensive," she remarked.

Wil | er groped for sonething to say.

"We' || do our best to find a way to repay you," he said at |ast.

She waved it away. "Don't worry about it; it was ny decision to cone."

Two hours later, when they were on the road again and the rain had worked
itself up into a heavy spring downpour, she snapped at him "I don't know why
| let you talk me into this!"

He sai d not hing.

13.

They stayed the first night at the Blue Swan, in the town of Keron-Vir, but
this time Teneria the innkeeper's daughter was much | ess cooperative. She took
one |l ook at Seldis, and despite the dripping hair and soaked cl ot hing saw that
this was a beauty she could not possibly match; she refused to talk to either
of themafter that.

Sel dis once again paid for neals and a small room and once again she slept in
the bed while Wil l er slept on the floor

He |ay awake for half an hour or so, listening to the rain dripping fromthe
eaves, before finally dozing off. He dared not even | ook at Seldis.

The rain had stopped by the tine they |left the next norning, and by noon

Seldis was once again willing to treat Willer as a human being. After a few
polite remarks, he asked, "So how will you get rid of the dragon?"

"I don't know," she said, shrugging. "lI'll need to see what the situation is."
"But..." he began.

She held up a hand. "No, really,"” she said. "I don't know yet, and even if |
did, I mght not want to tell you. Trade secrets, you knowfanily secrets.”

Wil l er did not press the matter, but he worried about it. The oracle had said
that Seldis could rid the village of the dragon, and Sel dis hersel f seened
confident of her abilities, but still, he worried.

He renenbered Al asha's words, about virgins sacrificing thenselves, and
shifted his pack uneasily. Wuld Seldis sacrifice herself to the dragon?
The idea seened silly at first thought-she hardly | ooked suicidal. On the
ot her hand, she had agreed to make the journey in the first place, which
certainly wasn't a selfish decision. Just how altruistic was she?

He stole a glance at her. She was striding al ong confortably, watching a
di stant hawk circling on the wind-scarcely the i mage he woul d expect of
someone who intended to fling herself into a dragon's jaws for the good of
ot hers.

He shook his head slightly. No, he told hinmself, that couldn't be what she
i nt ended.



A naggi ng thought still tugged at him though-it nmight turn out to be what

t heor acl e had i nt ended.

They stayed that night at the Burning Pine, in the village of Laskros, and as
Wil ler lay on the floor of their room staring at the plank ceiling, he
wondered if he was doing the right thing by taking Seldis to his village.

Why shoul d she risk going there?

Why shoul dhe ri sk goi ng back?

Wuldn't it be better for both of themif they forgot about the dragon and the
village and went off somewhere- Al dagnor, perhaps-together? He would court her
as best he could with no nmoney and no prospects and no famly..

No fam ly. That was the sticking point. Hs fanmily was waiting for himback
hone, relying on him He couldn't |let them down w thout eventrying. Here he
had had t he phenonenal good luck to find his quarry quickly, as if by magic,
and now he was considering giving up?

No, he had to go hone, and to take Seldis with him and then to help in

what ever it took to di spose of the dragon

He | ooked at her, lying asleep on the bed, her skin pale as mlk in the |ight
of the two noons, and then he rolled over and forced hinself to go to sleep

14,

W won't be staying in inns after this,"” he told her the next norning. "W
shoul d | eave the highway | ate today and go cross-country.”

She turned to stare at him "I thought you said it was another few days," she
sai d.

"It is," he replied.

She gl anced eastward, at the forests that now lined that side of the road.

"If you headed east for two days, anywhere along this road, you'd wind up in
the nmountains,"” she said. "Three days, and you'd be on bare stone, wouldn't
you?"

"I'f you headed due east,'
nort h-nort heast."

"For three or four days, you said?"

he agreed. "But | didn't say that. W head

He nodded.

"Way not follow the road until we're ready to turn east, then? W'll be al npst
paralleling it!"

"Because," he said reluctantly, "I don't know the way if we do that. | can

only find ny way honme by following the trail of peeled branches | narked

com ng south."

"Ch," she said.

A few paces | ater she asked, "Wat were you planning to eat, if we're |eaving
t he road?"

He stopped dead in his tracks. "I hadn't thought of that," he admitted.

Seldis stared at himw th an unreadabl e expression. "Wat did you eat on the
way down?" she inquired.

"Squirrels, nostly," he said.

She sighed. "I think," she said, "that we had best go back to the Burning Pine
and buy sone provisions. Wth nore of ny noney, of course."

Shane-faced, he agreed, and they retraced their steps.

When they reached Laskros Wil |l er pointed out a bakery and a snokeshop, so they
did not in fact return to the Burning Pine for food. They did, however, buy
three nore bl ankets there. Willer was proud of hinself for thinking of that,
and thought it partly conmpensated for his earlier foolishness.

There were no ot her del ays, but the shopping expedition was enough to force
themto sleep by the roadside that night, w thout having | eft the highway.
Wil l er refused to travel after the light began to fade, for fear of m ssing
his trail, so the two of themsettled down a dozen yards fromthe road, built
a fire, and ate a leisurely dinner of sweet rolls and snoked nutton

They chatted quietly about trivial matters-friends and fanmly, favorite tales,
and the like, never nentioning dragons or anything el se unpl easant. \Wen they



were tired, they curled up in their separate bl ankets and went to sl eep

The next day they proceeded slowy, watching for marks, and at nid-norning or
slightly thereafter Wil l er spotted a pine branch with the bark curled back on
the top-the mark he had used.

St andi ng under that branch he could see the next, and fromthat one the next.
Retracing his steps fromtree to tree, they left the road and headed
cross-country, back toward his home vill age.

They slept two nmore nights in the forest, but late the foll owi ng afternoon
Wil | er recogni zed the | andscape beyond any question, and a noment |ater Seldis
spotted snoke fromthe village fires drifting above the trees.

They waited, and crept into the village under cover of darkness, nmaking their
way silently to Willer's own hone.

VWhen Wil I er swung the door inward he heard his father bellow, "Wo the hell is
it at this hour?"
He peered around the door and said, "It's me, Willer. |I'm back."

Wil ran was speechless. He stared silently as Wil l er stepped inside, and as
Wil | er then gave Seldis a hel ping hand up the stoop

The two travel ers dropped their packs to the floor. Wil ler pointed out a chair
to Seldis, who settled into it gratefully and then put her tired feet up on
anot her.

"You can sleep in Aunt Illuré's room | guess," Willer told her. He turned
back to his father for confirmation, and was astonished to see old Wil ran
weeping silently, tears dripping down his beard on either side.

15.

Wil l er and Seldis arose |late and spent the norning resting, soaking their
tired feet and generally recovering fromtheir journey. Meanwhile, Willer's
fam ly scurried about the village, passing the word of his return and his
success in finding the girl the oracle had shown them A council neeting was
called for that evening to discuss the next step

Shortly after lunch, while Illuré was showi ng Seldis around the village,

Wil ran gestured for Willer to come sit by him

The | ad obeyed, a trife warily.

"Wil l er," the old man whi spered, "you know what Al asha thinks, don't you?"
"About what?" Willer asked.

"About this girl you brought back-about how she's to rid us of the dragon.”
Wil | er thought he knew what his father nmeant, but he hesitated before saying
anyt hi ng.

"She's to be a sacrifice,” Wilran said. "That's what Al asha thinks. W may
have to feed her to the dragon.”

Wil ler's thoughts were turbulent; he struggled to direct them enough to get
words out, and fail ed.

"It's necessary,” Wilran said. "Gve up one life, and a foreigner at that, so
that we all can live."

"We don't know that,"” Willer protested. "W don't knowif it's necessary or
not!"

Wil ran shrugged. "True," he said, "we don't know for sure, but can you think
of any other way that fragile little thing could rid us of the dragon?"

Wil ler didn't answer at first, because in truth, he could not. At |ast he
managed, weakly, "She knows tricks, famly secrets.”

"She may know the ritual of sacrifice, | suppose,” Wilran said.

Wil | er could stand no nore; he rose and narched off.

Wil ran wat ched hi m go, and was satisfied when he saw that his son was not

i medi ately heading off in search of the Al dagnorite girl, to warn her of her
fate.

Wil l er wanted to think before he did anything rash. He | ooked up at the
nmount ai nt op, where the dragon was sunning itself, and then around at the
village, where his kin were all busily going about their everyday business.
The sheep were out on the upsl ope meadows, and the smith's forge was quiet,



the fires banked, but villagers were hauling water, or stacking firewood, or
sitting on benches carding wool. To the west of the smithy, the downw nd side,
a hardwood rick was being burnt down for charcoal

He pulled the rather battered charcoal portrait out of his sleeve and | ooked
at it.

Sel di s' face | ooked back at him

He rolled the picture up and stuffed it back in his sleeve. Then he | ooked
around.

[Iluré and Seldis had been down to the stream and were returning with buckets
of water. Willer thought about running over to them and snatching Seldis away,
headi ng back south with her, away fromthe village-but he didn't nove. He
stood and watched as she and Illuré brought their pails to the cistern and
dunped themin.

Sel dis was not stupid enough to have cone all this way just to die, he told

hi nsel f. She surely knew what she was doi ng. She woul d have some way to kil

t he dragon, sone nmgical trade secret her father had taught her

At | east, he hoped so.

16.

As the villagers gathered in Wilran's main room that worthy pulled his son
asi de and whi spered, "W'Ill listen to what the girl has to say, but then we
may need to get her out of here for awhile. You understand. |If that happens,
you take her out and nmake sure she can't overhear anything. Later on we'll |et

you know where to bring her."

Wil | er nodded unhappily, then took a seat in the corner

He understood perfectly. He was to be the traitor ramwho would lead Seldis to
the slaughter, if it cane to that.

A few mnutes later Wil ran cl osed the door and announced, "I think everybody's
here.”

A sudden expectant silence fell as the quiet chatter died away.

"I think you all know what's happened,” Wilran said. "My son Wil |l er went south
to find the girl the oracle showed us, and damm nme if he didn't find her and
bring her back, all in less than a month. The gods must like us, to make it as
easy as that!"

He smiled broadly, and several polite sniles appeared in response.

"She's here now," he continued, "so let's bring her on out and get down to
busi ness!" He waved to Illuré, who led Seldis to the center of the room

A murmur ran through the gathering at the sight of her.

"I am Sel dis of Aldagnor," the girl announced. Several people |ooked startled,
as if, Willer thought, they hadn't expected her to tal k. They had been

t hi nking of her as a thing, rather than a person, he guessed-the easier to
sacrifice her to the dragon

Wil | er suppressed a growl at the thought. Wat good woul d sacrificing anybody
do?

"My famly has fought and killed dragons since the days of the Geat VWar,"
Seldis continued, "and | think | ought to be able to rid you of this one.
First, though, | need to know everything about it, and what you' ve al ready
tried. Willer Wilran's son told me a little on the journey up here from
Sardiron, but | need to know everything."

Several voices spoke up in reply, but after a nonent's confusion matters

strai ghtened thensel ves out. Kirna told the tale of the dragon's arrival and
the death of Adar the Smith, and of the ancient sorcerous oracle and the inmge
it had showmn them Her sister Al asha corrected her on various details, and

Wil ran interjected commentary as he thought appropriate.

Seldis |listened, and asked a question every so often-did the dragon seemto
favor one side over the other when it ripped the smth apart, or did it use
both foreclaws equally? Was its flight steady, like a hawk's, or did it bob
slightly, like a crow?

" ...s0 we all agreed that Willer should go, and the next norning he did,"



Kirna concl uded, "while we all waited here. Fromthere on, |ady, you know
better than we."

Sel di s nodded. "And what did you do while you waited?" she asked.

The vill agers | ooked at her and at one another in surprise.

"Not hi ng," Al asha said. "W just waited."

Seldis blinked. "You didn't try anything el se?" she asked.

Several peopl e shook their heads.

"And you hadn't tried anything el se before you talked to this oracle?"
"No," Kirna said. "Wiat could we try? W saw what it did to Adar!"

Seldis stared around at the gathered villagers, and Wil |l er knew t hat she was
trying hard to conceal genui ne astoni shnent.

What had sheexpected themto try, he wondered.

Seldis closed her lips into a thin line, and then said, "Wll, you haven't
been very nuch help, not having tried anything, but | certainly know what |'m
going to try first. I can't believe none of you ever thought to try it. You

feed the beast a sheep every day, don't you?"

Heads nodded, and Wil ran said, "Yes."

"Then I'1l need about two dozen little pouches,"” Seldis said. "Pigs' bladders
woul d be perfect. | didn't see many pigs around, though, so sheep bl adders
woul d do. Sausage casi ng should work, or even |eather purses, if they' re sewn
very tightly. They need to be small enough to stuff down a sheep's throat-but
not too small, and it doesn't matter if it hurts the sheep.”

A confused nmurnur ran through the room

Wil | er blinked, puzzled. He glanced at his father in time to see Wil ran givi ng
hi m a meani ngful stare and making a wi ggling gesture with one finger.

H s father thought Seldis was nad, he realized.

He rebelled mentally at that. He had spent a sixnight with her, and he knew
she was not mad. \Watever she intended to do had to be a dragonhunter's trick
not a madwonan's folly.

And whatever it was, he would help her with it.

17.

The neeting broke up quickly after that. Seldis refused to explain what she
had in mnd. Most of the people didn't seemto think she really hadanything in
m nd, but everyone agreed to |let her have a day to make her attenpt.

Wil ran managed another surreptitious chat with his son, and nade it quite
clear to Willer that it was his duty to keep an eye on Seldis and nake sure
she didn't slip away.

Wil | er agreed, unhappily, not to let her out of his sight.

After breakfast the next nmorning Seldis rose fromthe table, stretched, and
said, "I'mgoing for a walk to gather sonme herbs. Could soneone lend ne a
basket? A big one?"

[Iluré produced one that Seldis found suitable, and the three of them Seldis,
[lluré, and Wil l er, strolled out into the woods beyond the village.

They wal ked for several minutes in compani onable silence, enjoying the warm
spring weather. Willer glanced at Illuré, and then at Seldis, and then back at
hi s aunt.

He had no desire to play traitor ram If he could get Seldis away fromllluré
he woul d warn her what the elders had in nmind, and give her a chance to slip
away.

Just then Seldis said, "I don't see what |'mlooking for anywhere. IIlluré,
where can | find wol fsbane or ni ghtshade around here?"

"Find what?" Illuré said, startled. "I never heard of those; what are they?"
Seldis | ooked at Illuré, equally startled. "Wy, they're plants, fairly conmon
ones. Wl fsbane has little flowers with hoods on them on the sort that woul d
be blooming at this time of year the bl ossons are yell ow and very small, but

t he ot her kinds can have blue or purple or white flowers."

"l never heard of it," Illuré said, "and | don't think |'ve ever seen it. Are
you sure it grows around here?"



"Maybe not," Seldis said, her expression worried. "Wat about nightshade?"
"What is it?" Illuré asked.

Seldis said, "Wll, it's got flowers like little bells, dark red ones, and
little black berries.”

IIluré stood and puzzled for a nonent.

"I don't think we have that, either," she said at last. "If you want flowers,
we have dai sies."”

"No, | don't want flowers!" Seldis snapped.

"Well, then, whatdo you want?" ||l uré asked.

"Never mind. Let's just go back." She turned and headed toward the vill age.
Wil ler and Illuré followed her, baffled.

Wil I er glanced at Illuré, wondering if this mght be the best chance they
woul d have for Seldis to slip away, but then he decided to wait. The

Al dagnorite seermed far nore worried than she had earlier, but still not
frightened; Willer thought she must still have sonething in mind, even w thout

her magi cal herbs.

In the village they found Wil ran gl owering at them from his doorstep, and
Kirna sitting nearby with a basket full of sausage casings. O her villagers
were watching froma safe di stance

"WIl these do?" Kirna asked, displaying her basket.

Sel di s shook her head. "Those woul d be perfect," she said, "but I'mafraid ny

i dea won't work. | couldn't find what | needed. | guess I'll have to think of
somet hing el se.”
Wil ran snorted. "Lady," he said, "I guess you will, and quickly. The oracle

said you could save us fromthe dragon, but you won't do it by wandering the
hills, and we can't risk your wandering off conpletely. From now on, you'l
stay here, in the village, under guard."

"But..." Seldis began

"No argument!" Wil ran shouted. The other villagers nurmnured.

Seldis didn't argue. At Wilran's direction, she was led into the house and
sent into Illuré's room where new brackets were set on either side of the
door, and a bar placed across.

The wi ndow, too, was barred, and Seldis was a prisoner

Wil ler, quite involuntarily, found hinself appointed her gaoler.

"She's nad, and the nad are dangerous,"” his father explained, out of her
hearing, "but she trusts you. She'll stay if you guard her. And if she can
tell us howto kill the dragon, all well and good, but if she can't then we'll
put her out as tonorrow s sacrifice. That nust be what the oracle intended in
the first place."

Wil ler didn't try to argue. He knew Sel dis was not mad, but he had no idea
what she had been planning, and also saw that his father was frightened and
angry and woul d brook no di scussion

Sonet hi ng woul d have to be done, of course, but not with words.

Wil | er settled down at the door to Seldis' inprovised cell and waited.

Early in the afternoon, when everyone el se had grown bored and |l eft, he called
into her, "What's so special about those plants you wanted?"

"Am | allowed to speak now, then?" she asked sarcastically.

"OfF course you are. Listen, I"'mvery sorry about all this; it's notny fault!"
"Ch, | know, but it's sostupid! There's nothing magi cal about dragon-killing;
it's easy, if you put a little thought into it. Everyone around here is just
too scared tothink! What good does it do to lock ne up like this?"

"It keeps you fromrunning away," Willer said, a bit hesitantly.

"But that's idiotic. After walking all the way up here, why would | run away
now?"

"Because..." Willer began, and then stopped.

If she didn't already know she was to be sacrificed, would it do any good to
tell her?

Maybe not .

"Never mind that for now," he said instead. "Wat's so special about those

pl ant s?"



"They' re poi sonous. Wil ler, what are you hiding? What are they ... oh, no.
They aren't reallythat stupid and superstitious, are they? A maiden sacrifice,
is that what they're planning?"

Wil ler didn't answer. Her answer to his question had brought sudden

conpr ehensi on. He thought for a monent, and saw it all-not merely what Seldis
had originally planned, but what they could do instead.

"Wil l er? Are you there?" she called through the door

"I"'mhere," he said, "and don't worry. Just wait until tonight. Trust ne."
"Trust you?" She laughed bitterly.

18.

When Wil I er brought in her dinner Seldis refused to speak to hiny she glared
silently, and after a nuttered apol ogy he didn't press it.

Later, though, when the others were all asleep, he carefully unbarred the
door, moving slowy to avoid meki ng noi se or bunping anything with the heavy
bar .

"Come on," he whispered.

She stepped out quickly. "Were?" she asked. "Are you just letting me go?"
He shook his head. "No, no," he said, "we're going to kill the dragon, just as
you planned. |'ve got a sheep tied outside, and Kirna left the basket of
sausage casings; everything' s ready."

"You found wol fsbane? O ni ght shade?"

"No," he said. "Those don't grow around here."

Seldis started to protest.

"Hush! 1t's all right, really. | know what |'m doi ng. Come on, and don't make
any nore noise!"

She cane.

In the norning Wil ran found his son sound asl eep, |eaning against the barred
door of Illuré' s bedroom Willer |ooked rather dirtier and nore runpl ed than

Wil ran renenbered hi mbeing the night before, and Wil ran | ooked the | ad over
suspi ci ousl y.

He hoped that Willer hadn't gone and done anything stupid.

He wondered if there was anything to the stories about dragons denandi ng
virgins for sacrifice.

How coul d a dragon tell, though?
More magi ¢ at work, presumably.
What ever nagi ¢ was involved, Wil ran hoped that the girl was still in there to

be sacrificed, and hadn't slipped out in the night. What if the boy's dirt
cane from chasing through the woods after her?

He poked Willer with a toe. "Wake up," he said.

Wil | er blinked and woke up. "Good norning," he said. Then he yawned and

stretched.

"I's the girl still in there?" Wil ran demanded.

Wil | er | ooked at the door, still closed and barred, and then up at his father
"I think so," he said. "She was last | saw "

"And she'll be there when we cone to get her for the sacrifice?"

Wil | er yawned again. "You can't sacrifice her," he said. "I already fed the
dragon this norning, just before first light. It's probably dead by now. "
"What's probably dead by now, a sheep? You fed it a sheep?”

Wil | er nodded. "Yes, | fed it a sheep, and of course thesheep is dead, but
what | meant was, thedragon is probably dead."

Hi s father stared at him

"What ?" he asked.

Wil ler got to his feet.

"I said, the dragon is probably dead by now. "

"Have you gone nmad, too, now?" Wil ran asked. "I didn't know it was catching.”
"I"'mnot mad," Willer said. He didn't like his father's tone, though, and he
suddenly decided not to say any nore.

"Step aside, boy," Wilran denmanded. "I want to be sure she's in there."



Wil | er stepped asi de.

He said nothing as his father unbarred the door and found Sel dis peaceful ly
asleep in Illuré' s bed.

He said nothing at all for the rest of the norning, not even when the nen cane
| ater and found Seldis still sleeping, and picked her up and carried her off
to the flat stone where the dragon took its neals.

19.

Sel di s awoke the nonment they | aid hands on her, but she didn't scream or
struggle. She put up no resistance as the party carried her to the flat,

bl oodst ai ned stone outcroppi ng where the dragon accepted its tribute.

There she was | owered gently to the ground. One end of a rope was tied around
her ankles, the other to the tall scorched stunp beside the stone where, prior
to this, only sheep had been tethered. Her hands, too, were tied.

Then she was pl aced on the stone, and the others stepped back, |eaving her
there.

She | ooked up at the villagers and addressed Wil l er directly.

"You better be right about those rnushroons," she said.

He | ooked up at the nountainside above them and smiled. "See for yourself,"
he said, pointing.

She | ooked where Wil |l er pointed, and saw the tip of the dragon's tail, hanging
down froma | edge Iike an i mense bl oated vine. No one el se had noticed; they
had been paying attention to their captive.

The tail was utterly Iinp.

"See?" Willer said. "It's dead, just as you said it would be."
The vill agers | ooked, and then stared in open-nmouthed astoni shrment.
"We'd better go make sure," Seldis said. "I"'mnot famliar with those

mushroons. If it's just sick, we'd better go finish it off while it's stil
weak. "

"Right," Willer said. He knelt beside her and drew his knife, then began
sawi ng at the ropes.

Wil ran tore his gaze fromthat dangling, lifeless tail and | ooked down at the
bound young woman. "Wat did youdo?" he asked.
"We killed the dragon, Willer and I," she said. "I told you | knew how " Her

wists were free, and she sat up

"But how?" Wil ran asked.

"It was easy. Willer let ne out |last night, and we went out in the woods and
gat hered nushroons, two baskets full-those thin ones with the white stens and
the little cups at the bottom You don't have wol f sbane or ni ghtshade around
here, but you had to have somethi ng poi sonous, and Willer told nme about the
nmushr oons. "

"But how..." sonmeone began

Sel di s ignored himand kept right on speaking.

"We ground up the nmushroons and stuffed theminto those sausage casi ngs, and
then we stuffed those down the throat of a sheep Willer brought, and then we
tied the sheep here-oh, |ook, some of its blood got on ny skirt! Didn't you
people see it was still wet?"

Wil | er grinned at her as the rope around her ankles parted.

"Anyway," Seldis continued, "we tied it out, and the dragon ate it, and that
was that."

"Poi son mushroons?" sonmeone asked. "That's all it took?"

"Ofcourse that's all!l" Seldis said, plainly offended. "Do you think |I'm an
amateur? | know how to kill dragons, | told you!"

"You're sure it's dead?" Wil ran asked. "I nean, | know those nushroons are

deadly, but that's adragon ..

Sel di s shrugged. "A dragon's just a beast. A very special beast, a nmagica

beast perhaps, but a beast, of nortal flesh and bl ood. Poison will kill it,
sure as it will kill anything."



20.

W need to check,"” Wilran said gruffly. "We can't just take your word for it
that it's dead."

"You're right," Seldis said. "If | got the dose wong it mght just be sick
for a few days. W need to go see, and if it's still alive we need to finish
it off while it's weak."

The villagers | ooked at one anot her

"You don't all have to go," Seldis said. "Willer and | will check."

"I'I'l come, too," Wilran said.

"I'f you like. There's one thing, though-could someone fetch ne a wi neskin, the
bi ggest you can find?"

The vill agers were puzzled, but none of themwere inclined to argue with her
any further.

Several minutes later, the three of them Wilran, Willer, and Seldis, set out
up the nountainside to the | edge where the dragon's tail was draped. Seldis
carried an i mrense enpty wi neskin, the sort that would be hung up on the
village comons during Festival, and still no one had had the nerve to ask her
why.

They crept up onto the | edge, past the thick tail, and down into the stony
crevice where nost of the dragon lay, notionless and silent.

"I't | ooks dead," Willer whispered as they cane even with the great belly.

Sel di s nodded. "Looks can be deceiving, though." She took out her long knife
and crept forward, toward the head.

"What are you..." Wil ler began

"Stay back!" she hissed. "I'mgoing to nake sure it's dead."

Wil ran reached out and grabbed Wil ler's arm and pulled himback to the edge
of the | edge, where they could both slide down out of sight in a hurry if the
need arose.

They waited for what seemed hours to Wil ler, but watching the sun he realized
it was only a few m nutes.

"It's all right," Seldis called at last. "It's dead!"

Wil | er ran back down the crevice after her, calling, "How can you be sure?"
Then he saw what she had done. She had ranmed her |ong knife up to the hilt
into one of the dragon's eyes.

If there had been any life in it at all, it would surely have reacted to that!
After that, she had swung her wineskin into position and cut open a vein,

all owi ng the dragon's blood to spill into the waiting receptacle. Willer
stared at the trickle of purplish ichor

"This will cover ny expenses," she said, alnost apol ogizing. "Wzards can

al ways use nore dragon's bl ood."
"It's really dead,"” Willer said. "We did it! Seldis, we all owe you nore than

we coul d ever pay you, and particularly after the treatment you got. |'m sure
that everyone in the village will agree with nme on that."

Wil ran cane up behind himand said, "If they don't at first, 1'Il make them
agree, young | ady."

Sel dis shrugged. "It's nothing. This one was easy. Hell, you people should

have t hought of it yourselves! You knew about the nushrooms, and you saw it
eat a sheep every day-why didn't you try anything?"

Wil ran shrugged. "We had that prophecy, that oracle-that you would conme save
us." He smled crookedly.

Seldis stared at him

"So you were going to sacrifice me?" she asked. "You thought that woul d save
you?"

Wil ran opened his mouth to reply, and then closed it again.

"Did it occur to any of you that if sacrificing me was not what the oracle had
meant, that you'd be killing the one person who you'd been told could save
you?"

Wil ran merely blinked at that; he didn't even try to respond.

Wil Il er said, "I wouldn't have let them"



"Ha! | didn't see you doing nmuch to stop themthis norning!"

"But we'd already poi soned the dragon by then!"

"And what if the poison hadn't worked?"

Wil l er's nouth opened, like his father's, but nothing came out.

Sel dis | ooked at himfor a |long nmonent, then at the dragon. The stream of

bl ood had stopped; she capped the wi neskin and hung it over one shoul der. Then
she shoved her way past both the son and the father and marched on out of the
Crevice.

Wil ran and Wil | er wat ched her go. Wilran threw his son an apol ogetic gl ance,
but Willer was in no nood to accept it. He ran after her

When he caught up with her he could think of nothing to say, and so the two of
t hem wal ked silently back down to the vill age side by side.

When they reached the village, Seldis announced, "I'mtired, Willer; we were
up all night. 1'mgoing to get some sleep."

He nodded. "Cood idea," he said.

After she had gone into Illuré' s bedrooml|eaving the door open and unbarred,

this time-he headed for his own bed.

Wil | er awoke that afternoon to find her up and dressed and checki ng her pack
The wi neskin of dragon's blood was at her feet.

"I'"l1l be going now," she said, wthout |ooking at him

Wil | er blinked at her fromthe doorway of his bedroom He |ooked around at the
fam liar house-his nother's painted tiles on the walls, the iron skillets hung
by the kitchen, the broad stone hearth. His parents and his aunt Illuré were
somewher e nearby. Around the house stood his village, all the world he had
known until a few days ago, home to his entire extended fam |y and everyone he
had ever known.

Al of it was safe now, with the dragon dead, and Sel dis was no | onger needed.
She woul d be going back to her own home, in distant Al dagnor, out there in the
hostile and unfaniliar world beyond the village, the world where Wil ler knew
no one and had not hi ng.

"Wait for me," he said, snatching up his clothes.

To his surprise, she did.

Not es on Pronunci ation

It's come to ny attention that sone readers, thrown by the central cluster of
consonants, have had difficulty pronouncing the nane "Ethshar."

It isn't really that hard. It's a compound word. "Eth" rhymes with "Beth" and
is Ethsharitic for "good" or "safe," while "shar" rhynes with "car" and is

Et hsharitic for "harbor" or "port."

Et hsharitic nanes are generally pronounced nore or less as if they were
English. If there's any doubt, | hope the following rules will help:

Et hsharitic is a stress-accented | anguage, |ike English. The accent is on the
first syllable unless the vowel is marked (as in Adréan or Zarréa), or unless
there is a doubl e consonant, in which case the syllable ending in the double
consonant is accented (such as "Falissa," accented on the second syllable, or
"Karani ssa," accented on the third). A nmarked accent takes precedence over a
doubl e consonant, so Zarréa is accented on the second syl l able.

There are no silent letters, not even the Kin "Ksinallion," except for silent
E foll owi ng a doubl e consonant at the end of fem nine nanmes, as in "Amanelle,"
or indicating a |l ong vowel, as in "Hal dane."
Ais always as in "father," never as in "cat.
Al is always as in "hai!" never as in "rain."
Cis always as in "cat," never as in "Cynthia."

CHis always as in "church," never as in "Achtung!" or "chanpagne" or any of
the other possibilities.

E is pronounced as in "Renée."

Gis always as in "get," never as in "gem"

| is always as in "kit," never as in "kite."

Jis always as in "jet," never as in "Bjorn" or "je ne sais quois" or "Jose."



(It's also fairly rare.)

LL is always as in "frill," never as in "La Jolla."
O is always as in "pool," never as in "book."
THis always as in "thin," never as in "the."

Uis always as in "rune," never as in "run."

Y is always as in "any," never as in "try."

And if in doubt, just say it however is easiest!
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