SONG OF THE BEAST
CAROL BERG

ISBN 0-451-45923-7

Copyright © Carol Berg, 2003 All rights reserved
PUBLISHER'SNOTE

Thisisawork of Fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitioudy, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business
establishments, events, or locaesisentirely coincidenta.

Thisoneis, as always, for the Word Weavers past and present and all they bring to their reading.
And it swell past time to raise a glass to my editor, Laura Anne Gilman, and her nose for nuance
—no spackle!—and my agent, Lucienne Diver, for her encouragement, enthusiasm, and expertise.
But mostly and entirely for the one who completes my being.

Chapter 1

The light had amost undone me. | had not been prepared for any of it, dead man that | was, but never
could | have been ready for the shattering explosion of sunlight after so many yearsin the dark. They had
threatened so often to burn out my eyes, the thought crossed my mind that it had finally come to pass.
Perhaps my memory of being dragged from my cdll through the bowels of Mazadine and kicked through
theiron door that would take me back to the world was only another cruel nightmare.

Wrapping my arms about my head, | sank to the ground, huddling to the faceless prison wall like a pup
toitsdam, and there | remained until the sun dipped below the rim of the world. Only when blessed
darkness eased the agony—never had | thought to blessthe dark again— could | consider other pressing
matters, such as getting as far away as possible before someone decided to put me back behind that
wal.

Rocks and gravel cut into my barefeet as| stumbled down the rutted road and found a crossroads
shrine, amossy spring dedicated to Keldar. Just off the road sat awell-stuffed wool cart, while from the
nearby shrubbery came the unmistakable sounds of a drover who had drunk too many tankards of ale at
supper. | fell to my knees beside the spring, but no sooner had | taken afirst desperate sip than five
Royd Horse Guards, torches blazing in the night, raced past at full gallop, turning up the road to
Mazadine asif the crudest of the world' s monsterswere at their backs. Breathing a prayer of heartfelt
thanksgiving, | scrambled into the wagon and buried mysdlf in thewool.

Eydess Kedar had never been my god. The cold lord of wisdom had never appedled to one born into
the service of his brother Roelan, the joyous, hunchbacked god of music. But Roelan had abandoned me
inthe darkness. The loving voice that had guided me through my growing had falen silent. The hand that
embraced me at my dedication when | was fourteen, accepted my service for seven years of glory, and
sustained me through the first years of my captivity had been withdrawn. So, asthe beggar who refuses
no penny dropped in his cup, | accepted Keldar’ s gift and pledged him service as | rode through the
night, cradled in awagonload of wooal.

Hunger quickly became my encompassing redlity. Though haf out of my head, | dared not risk acharge
of thieving or any other crime that might fix aguardsman’seye on me, so | roamed the pigsties and refuse



heaps of Lepan, the market town where the drover |eft off hiswool and his passenger. Too wesk and
sick to fight the other beggars for the best scraps, | would take whatever was eft and find adark holein
which to hide, trying to block out the noise and the light that drove me to madness.

| took my first step back toward life on the night of amonstrous storm. Thunder echoed from the distant
peekslike giant’ slaughter, and if lightning was, as old wives said, the fire of dying heroes hearts, then
there were agreat many heroes dying that night. A mercilessrain drove meto shelter inastable. |
huddled in a corner, drenched to the soul, shivering with the chill of death and the late spring wind.
Somewhere amid murky cravings and failing senses passed a fleeting sorrow that my brief freedom had
had no more value than my captivity. A fina victory for those who had sent meto Mazadine, never
bothering to tell mewhy.

While | was thus occupied with dying and regrets, the stable door crashed open to a heavy boot,
followed quickly by the grunts and whimpers of abackstreet mating. The smell of wine and vomit and lust
soon overpowered the aura of unclean stable and even my own filth. Only when the woman began to
struggle did | redize that the coupling was not voluntary.

| did not—could not—move. | had no strength Ieft to right theills of the world. But then | heard crackling
gparks and frantic pleading. “Have mercy! Y ou wear the Ridemark. I’ll die from your pleasuring! Oh, sir,
I’m just Sixteen!”

A Dragon Rider! From the ashes of my life flared one last ember, fanned by brutish laughter and
wine-sotted grunting. .. and the memory of ared dragon scribed on the wrist of the facelessjudge who
solemy life. If | was going to die, then | would take at least one Dragon Rider with me. Hopelessfoadl. |
could not even think how | would be ableto doiit.

| eased mysdlf up the wall and edged to my right, lifting alength of rusty chain from anail. The stable
floor yielded along spike, thin enough to passal but its head through two links of the chain. Faster than
I’d have believed possible, | stepped toward the groveling shapes. When the Rider lifted hishead to
bellow in hislust, | dropped theloop over it, twisting the spike so the chain bit degp into the man’ sflesh.
Hiscry was cut short, and | hoped | could keep the iron noose tight for long enough that he would fall
insensible before throwing me off. But those who mount the dragons of Yr and ride them to war are no
griplings. Heraised his shoulders and |egped to hisfeet, carrying me with him until he dammed me
againg the stablewall. Sparks shot high, spitting and hissing in ascalding rain of fire asthe wind went out
of me, my vison grew blurry, and | lost my grip on the spike.

Better thisway, | thought, as my ribs cracked and the roaring warrior yanked off the noose, turning to
finish me. But even as heraised hisfit, his red-rimmed eyes bulged and died, and blood trickled out of
his sillent mouth. It would be araceto the last crossing, but at least no girl of sixteen, charredto ash by a
Dragon Rider’ s mating, would accompany us. It was a satisfactory ending as| dumped to the filthy floor
and thewarrior’ s heavy body fell on top of me.

It was not in the afterlife that | next opened my eyes, nor in the rain-lashed stable, but in ashabby room
that was achingly familiar. No one who has traveled the roads of the world would fail to recognizethe
attic room of an ill-prospered inn, the cheapest lodging to be found under aroof. A dirty sheet and a
mouse-chewed blanket on apallet that was haf moldy straw, half mouse droppings and beetle husks. A
flyspecked window that could not be opened in summer or could not be shut in winter, and that would
aways overlook the midden. A broken table for eating or writing or playing cards. I’ d spent asizable
portion of the happiest years of my lifein such lodgings.

“... never saw such marks upon aliving man. What think you, Narim? Ishe arunaway dave?|’d not
have brought him hereif I"d thought it.”



Fingersdrifted lightly over my bare back. Where was darkness when you needed it? Would that | could
pull its mantle over meto hidewhat | could not bear to remember.

“Not adave. Look at the shape of hiseyes, hisdark hair, hisheight. Heisclearly Senal.”

Thefirst voice was ayoung woman. The second unmistakably an Elhim. | could imaginethe pae gray
eyes examining my wreckage and the dender fingers rubbing his colorlessface,

“Senal!” saidthegirl. “Youjest! He may have the height and the coloring, but what Senal was ever
brought so low asthis? Smellslike pigsties, he does. To have scarslike these, and... blessed Tjasse...
look at hishands.”

Why could | not move? | was not ready to face these things myself, much less have them exposed to
public view. | lay on my stomach on the straw pallet, a spider busying hersdf with her spinning not a
hand' s breadth from my nose. | fdlt like the carcass of aholiday pig, stripped bare and possessed of no
will, no dignity, and too many memories of mortal horrorsto get up on my bones and walk. And, too,
rags had been wrapped so tightly about my middlethat | could scarcely breathe.

“ Someone has broken his fingers repeatedly. Hundreds of times, | would say.”
“Hundreds... Firesof heaven!”

“I've heard rumors of a prisoner escaped from Mazadine.”

“Bollocks! No oneleaves Mazadine dive.”

Foolish girl. She couldn’t seethat | wasredly dead. The Elhim waswiser. “Who can say what islife,
Cdllia?| think perhaps this one has known that which makes degth a sweet companion. He may not
thank you for bringing him here. Yet... he cameto your rescue.”

“Aye. | put theknifein the pig, but it was this one took him off me.”

Timeto move. | drew my knees under my aching ribs and paused to take ashalow breath. Then |
pushed myself up to knedling, wrapped my armstightly about my middle, and anxioudy waited for the
room to stop spinning. The girl knelt on the floor beside me and the Elhim stood next to her, dimmer than
ayoung boy and scarcely tdler, his skin fair and smooth, his hair white blond. It was amost impossibleto
tell one Elhim from another, dl of them so fair and pae and sexless. Though we cdled them “he,” crude
bullies of every race regularly found unseemly pleasurein confirming that Elhim were neither male nor
femde

Thegirl looked old, even a sixteen. She might once have been called pretty, but her hair was dull, her
skin blotched with disease, and her light blue eyes knew too much of unnatura pleasure. Her shabby,
low-cut gown of stained and singed green silk was overfull with her blowsy charms. As| sat up, she
clamped one hand over her mouth, asif | wereindeed a dead man waked. Her other hand gripped a
flask of wine.

The Elhim cocked his head to the sde and widened his pae eyes. “ So your vdiant rescuer wakes, Cdlia
Hand him your flask. A dram of wine might do the fellow good.” His curly head would have come no
higher than my shoulder if I’d not found it expedient to remain seated, leaning againgt thewall. “You area
great mystery, Senal, that begs for explanation. But for now we' Il settle for anameto thank you by.”

| should have said something, but | had forgotten how to form words. For the final seven years of my
captivity | had uttered no sound, and it would take more than amoment to convince my tongue that the
metal jaws and the lash were not waiting for me, and that the tally of seven yearswould not have to art



al over again with my first utterance. | struggled for amoment, then shook my heed, pointed to the bed
and my bandaged ribs, and cupped my grotesque hands to my chest as one does when acknowledging a
sarvice.

‘“They’ ve not taken out histongue, have they?* asked the girl in horror. She soothed the thought with a
swig from her flask, leaving red droplets of wine running down her chin when she pulled it away too
quickly.

Shaking my heed, | tried to indicate that my incapacity was a passing problem of no importance.

Cdliayieded me the wine flask, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “ That’ s good, then.
Couldn’t stomach that.” She grabbed a cracked pitcher and the remainder of the ragged petticoat they
had torn to bind my ribs and carried them to a peeling dresser next to the window, setting them besidea
dented plate polished to a high sheen. With no conscious immodesty she removed her bodice and
dabbed at her blood-streaked breasts with the rag she' d dipped in the water pitcher. “ Still three hourstill
dawn,” she said. “Don’t do to scare off the customers with the blood of the last one.”

| dropped my eyes, and my cheeks grew hot.

“Y ou may be half amadman to throw yourself on aRider in your condition, but at some time you’ ve had
somewit about you...” The Elhim cast hiseyesto my left wrist, where the sllver mark of the Musicians
Guild lay unrecognizable benegth the scars of manaclesworn for too many years. Elhim were known to
be clever a numbers and puzzles and games, away's poking about in mysteries and scraps from the table
of life, drifting on the edges of society. They were welcomed by neither the Senal nobility nor the Udema,
who filled the trades and armies and freeholds, nor even the foreignerslike Forins and Eskonians, who
gtill languished for the most part in davery or indenture decades after their kingdoms' defests. “Did
anyone see you with the Rider, Cdlia?’ he called over his shoulder while hisgray eyespicked a my
Secrets.

“Nah. | wasin Smith’s Alley, catching my breath from afine, strapping fisherman, when the villain takesa
wrong turn from the Alewife. Drank up haf their stock from the smell of him. It wasdark so’s| didn't
see the Ridemark on him until he had meto the stable.” She threw down her rag and buttoned up her
dress, then cameto retrieve her wine. After along pull at it, she dropped it back in my lap and bent over
me, permitting an unavoidable glimpse of what her bodice couldn’t hold, while planting akiss on the top
of my head. “When you' ve mended yoursdlf abit, I’ [l thank you proper. Till then you can clam anything
elsel’vegot for aslong as you need. | do dearly love being dlive.” Her eyes sparkled with more than the
wine, and she skipped through the door, her footsteps dancing down the stairs out of hearing.

The Elhim watched her go, smiling acrooked smile. “Cdlia has charged meto coddle you until she's
back. She'sakindhearted girl.”

| nodded and tried to remember how to smile, even as my eyelids sagged.
“Here, here, good fellow. | dare not let you deep just yet. See what Callia s brought you.”

With effort | dragged my eyes open again and identified the smell wafting through my bordering dreams.
Soup. A steaming pail of it. Narim filled adented tin mug and held it out. “Can you manageit?’ Hiseyes
studied my hands as| carefully cradled the hot, dripping cup between my pams. | could not yet make
myself look a my hands, so | concentrated on the soup, inhaing the glorious aroma—atouch of onion, a
sprig of pardey, and mayhap somewhere in its past aknucklebone had touched the broth. | could hardly
bear to take thefirst taste, for the redlity could be nowhere near the glorious delight of anticipation.

| waswrong. The broth was watery, but rich with barley, and imminently, delectably satisfying. | took



only asmal sp a atime. Held it. Savored it. Felt it go down and outline the hollow places.
Strengthening. Saving my life.

Narim was kind and let me enjoy an entire cup without interruption. But as herefilled it, he served up the
question that had been quivering on the edge of histongue. “How long were you there?’

| saw no reason to alter the dismd truth, so | held up five crooked fingers once, then twice, then again,
and two fingers more after all.

“Seventeen... seventeen years? Hearts of fire. Isit possble?’ Hisvoice was soft, filled with wonder and
athousand unspoken questions. But he said nothing more, only stared at me asif to map my bones.

When | finished the second cup of soup, he offered me another, and it was dl | could do to refuseit.
Starvation knows nothing of reason. But | had once traveled the poorest places of theworld, and I'd
often witnessed what happened to those who gorged themsalves after too long without. Narim must have
read the panic in my eyes as he hung the cup on the rim of the bucket, for he smiled and said, “I1t will
keep. When you wake again, the ovens down below will be primed and roaring, and I’ ll whisper
complimentsto my friend the cook, who'll hegt it up for you. Will that do?”

Thistime | managed the smile, and | cupped my handsto my breast and bowed my head to him asif he
were theking' s own chamberlain.

“Youwill return the service someday, | think,” he said, putting astrong arm behind my shoulders so that |
could lie down on my stomach again without too much pain. *Y ou have returned from the netherworld
with theflame of life dill lit within you. The gods do not ignore such aheart.”

It was kindly meant, but | did not believe him. | had no heart | ft.

Chapter 2

His name was Goryx. My jailer. The one sworn to bring meto hed. The only face| saw for seventeen
years. He was a burly, round-faced fellow with iron biceps, acheerful disposition, and shining little eyes
that crinkled into ditswhen he was pleased. He lived outside my cell and brought me enough pasty gruel
and stale water that | would not die. His own rations were little better, and his room, though larger than
my fetid, airless hole, was windowless and dim. He was a prisoner asmuch as| in many ways, only he
had nowhere else hewould rather be.

When my god would cal me, therein the darkness of Mazadine, Goryx would listen while | made my
answer, and when | was done, the exdtation of the holy mystery still nourishing my soul, theiron grating
of my cell would open, and his smiling face would appear. With along-suffering sgh he would hook a
chain to my neck collar and haul me out, then drop the black canvas bag over my head. Oncel was
secured to achair, he would spread my hands on hisworktable, clucking over them like amother hen,
stroking my fingers and commenting on the efficacy of hislast work. If the bones had begun to knit back
together, | would hear the rasp of the metd jaws asthey werelaid out on the table, and | would fed the
cold stedl clamped onto the finger he’ d decided would be first; then one by one he would bresk them dll
again. Only when he' d poked and prodded me enough that | was awake would he chain meto the wall
and begin with the lash. He was an artist who took great pride in hiswork, ableto makeit last dl day,
able to take meto the edge of desath, yet not quite beyond. That was forbidden. | was not to die. | would
not be on my cousin’s conscience aslong as| lived. And when he was satisfied, Goryx would put me
back in thetiny cell where | could not stand up or stretch out, and he would leave mein the dark until
Rodlan caled meto sing for him again and, likeafoal, | would answer.

For ten years| endured. Roelan comforted me, whispering in my heart that my service was valued,



though | could not understand why, since no one could hear me but my god and my jailer. But | clung to
hisvoice, reveled in hisglory, let hismusic soar in my soul while | willed the pain to pass by. Somewhere
in that time, though, after so many years of faithfulness, the whispered cal grew fainter, and the darkness
grew deeper, and | sang the music of my heart but heard no answering refrain. Soon al that was|eft to
me was the pain and the darkness and the shreds of my defiance, and it was not enough.

Goryx saw it. He nodded and smiled his gap-toothed smile when he peered through the grate, and said,
even ashe pulled me out to do it al again, “Not long now.”

Hefdt metremble as helaid out histools and stroked my knotted fingers, and he heard me whisper, “No
more. Please, no more. Not again.”

“Yield. Obey. And there will come aday seven years from this one when you will see meno more,” he
said, ashelad my bones bare yet again. “Nothing moreis required of you. Seven years of obedience
and you will befreeto go on your way.”

As he expected, the day came when | broke. I’ ve heard that there have lived those extraordinary men
and women who cannot be defeated by such means, but | was not such aone. Goryx had broken al the
fingers on my left hand and had clamped the jaws on my right thumb, ready to begin. “No more,” |
begged. “By the Seven Gods, no more.”

“Doyouyidd?
“You will obey and beslent?’

Head fogged with pain, | did not answer quickly enough. So he finished my right hand, and when |
begged for mercy and swore | would be slent until the end of time, he said he could not believe me. So
helaid my back open again, and | thought | would go mad fromiit, for | had not even my pride to sustain
me any longer. But hiswork was done. When next | heard the god’ sfaint call, | could not answer. |
huddled in the darkness and clutched my ruined hands to my breast and begged Rodan’s mercy, but |
could not sing for him again. The music in my heart had bled away, and | was|eft with only darkness and
slence. And in the formless yearsthat followed, there came atime when | no longer heard the cdll, and |
knew that | wastruly dead.

Chapter 3

In the matter of aweek, Calliaand Narim had me in some semblance of order. | could take adeep
breath without passing out, though my constant coughing was a matter of extreme gravity, and a sneeze
out of the question. Their modest fare of soup and bread, with cheese added when | could stomach it,
wasfiner than the ddlicacies of ahundred noble houseswhere I’ d eaten in my youth. | gained alittle
weight, and Calliasaid my color wasimproved a thousandfold—surely her casud habitsin matters of
undress kept the blood flowing in my face. She brought me ashirt of coarse brown wool and a pair of
tan breeches that were immensdly cleaner than therags I’ d worn, even ashabby pair of farmer’ s boots
only dightly too tight, “gifts,” she said, from one of her admirers. | had not yet convinced myself to spesk,
afailure which made me fed stupid and wesk, just as when | would stand up too long and get shaky at
the knees.

Cdlialeft mewith far too much timeto think about what | wasto do with myself. For seven years| had
worked to erase every remnant of my identity, every memory of my past life, every thought, desire, and
ingtinct. Absolute emptiness had been the only way | could fulfill the terms of my sentence, the only way |
could be silent, the only way | could survive. I’ d had to be unborn. In the last years of my captivity, |



could sit for days and have no image imposeitself on the darkness of my mind, no trace of thought or
memory. Now | could not fathom what | wasto do next.

By the middle of the second week, the bump on the back of my head no longer throbbed awarning
every time | moved, and | could stand up for moments a atimewithout falling over, so | picked anight
when Cdliaand the Elhim were both out and started down the stairs. | had depended on the girl’s
meeger livelihood for far too long, yet | didn’t have the courage to face her as | took my leave. Halfway
to thefirst landing, the steps dropped out of my vison asif they’ d tumbled down awell. My foot could
not find purchase, and | tumbled headfirst down the stairs. When my cracked ribs hit the splintered
wood, | lost track of at least an hour.

Fumbling hands... aknifein my side... “Come on, then, arm over my shoulder.”

| tried to Say gtill. Every movement, every bresth, sent alance through my middle. But the hands were
ingstent and my feet found the steps. Fortunately Calliawas the first to discover me, and she hauled me
back to her room with many protests of dire offense at my attempt to leave without telling her. “A lifefor
alife” shesaid. As| could not yet muster words, she made me raise my hand in an oath to stay until she
and Narim had judged my condition sound. As shewasin the middle of binding up my ribsagain, | had
no choice but to acquiesce. The swearing was not so difficult as| madeit out to be. In truth | was
terrified at the thought of leaving the haven of Calia sroom, and | blessed the injuriesthat kept mefrom
having to face the world now that | was so irrevocably changed.

Outside of Cdlia swindow was agoodly section of roof, and I'd made it ahabit to crawl out onto it
whenever anyone came up the stairs. Once Calliawent back to work in earnest, she began bringing men
back to her room, which sent me out for most of every night. | would lie wedged in acrevice behind a
chimney, trying not to listen to what pleasure five coppers could buy. At first the open sky left me
sweating with unnamesble, unreasoning panic, but after afew nights| didn’t want to go inside anymore.
As| watched the stars pass over mein their eterna pavane, | began, ever so dightly, to believethat |
wasfree.

One hat, dill night as| was sitting on the roof, watching the wedged moon wander in and out among the
wispy clouds, Cdliaclimbed out of the window to it beside me. She carried alinen kerchief, with which
she was blotting off the sweat of her most recent encounter, and aflask of wine, which she offered to me.
| gave her my customary gesture of thanks and drank deep of the sour vintage.

“What do you do out here dl night?’ she said. “Y ou never seem to be adeep no matter what timeit is.
You'reawaysjust Stting and staring.”

| pointed to the dancing moon and the stars, shining dimly initslight, and to my eyeswhile | held them
wide open. Then | pointed to the dark heights where Mazadine lurked, and | passed my hand over my
eyes, closng them tight. She had learned to understand my awkward signing very well.

“Y ou weren't dlowed to see the sky while you werein prison?’

| waved my hand at the dark, squat houses crowded together in the lane, at the few stragglers abroad, at
the shadowed trees of thelocal baron’s parkland across the deeping city, and the ghostly mountain
peaks of the Carag Huim looming on the distant horizon. Then | passed my hand acrossmy eyesagain,
leaving them closed.

“Nothing. Y ou weren't alowed to see nothing?’

| nodded.



“Damn! | can'timagineit. So | guessyou re making up for it out here.”
| smiled and returned her flask.

She drank, then peeked over at me sSideways with the usua lively sparklein her eyes. “I’ve no right to
ask it, but I’ m devilish curious and not used to minding my own business. Whatever wasa Senai doing in
Mazadine? | told Narim you must be amurderer at leadt, for the only thing worseisatraitor, and traitors
are hanged right off, but you saved my life, and your ways... well, maybeit’s only they’ re such gentle
waly's because you' ve been in such awicked state, but | won't believe you amurderer. Areyou?’

| shook my head and wished she would stop.

“Thenwhat?” She picked up my knotted and scarred hand and held it in her warm, plump one. “What
made them do this?’

| shook my head again, retrieved my hand, and was glad she accepted my inability to spesk. Evenif |
could have convinced mysdlf to say thewords aoud, | could only havetold her it wasto slence my
music and thus destroy me. But in athousand years of trying, | could not havetold her why.

Perhaps she thought | was too ashamed to tell her. She didn’t press. “Y ou don’t mind my asking? |’ ve
not offended you?’

| smiled and opened my pamsto her, and she passed the wine to me again.

She changed the subject to hersalf and chattered for half an hour about the peculiarities of men, beginning
with her father, who began using her when she was eight and selling her when shewas nine. Then she
branched into detailed comparisons of Senai and Udemaand al the others who had the money to pay for
their pleasuring. “1 think it' swhy I’ m such greset friendswith Narim,” she said. “My other friends ask how
| can go about with agelding child, but | tel them he' sthe only onel know who' sgot nothing to gain
fromusngme”

| waslistening with only half my attention, happy | was not expected to comment, when there came alow
rumbling from thewest. Asit swelled into an unrelenting thunder, from the western horizon rose acloud
of midnight that quickly spread to blot out the starsin half the sky. Stresks of red fire ripped acrossthe
arch of the heavens. The moonlight that flickered behind the looming darkness was carved into angled
shapes by ribbed wings that spanned haf the city, then was transformed into intricate patterns of green
and gold swirls and spirds by tranducent membranes. Red fire glinted on coppery-scaed chests so
massive they could smother twenty men and horses, and on long tails rippling with muscles so powerful
they could knock holesin agranitewall.

“Vanir guard usl Dragons!” Calliadived through the window asthe flight passed over Lepan—five or Six
dragons, soaring on thewinds of night. A hot gust lifted my hair, and it was heavy with musk and
brimstone, the unmistakable scent of dragon. Soon, from above the blast of flame and the thunderous
wind of those mighty wings, would cometheir cries—long, wailing, haunted criesthat chilled the soul,
criesthat spoke an anger too powerful to bear, deep, bone-shaking roars of fury that caused the enemies
of Elyriato cower in ther fortresses and bow before the power of our king. Unheard from below would
be the harsh commands of the Riders, each man atiny knot of lesther and sted behind the long, graceful
neck of hismount.

| did not move from my place on the roof, only craned my neck to watch their passng, telling myself
every moment to look away—that only danger and grief could be the result of my gaze. Not alowing
myself to think—I waswell practiced a that—I clamped my arms over my ears. | dared not listen to
their cries, but by every god of the Seven, | would not fail to look.



“You'reamadman!” said Callia, poking her head out of the window once the sky had regained its
midnight peace. “Y ou’ ve been put away too long.” She climbed out and plopped herself on the roof
beside me. “Y ou never know when one of the cursed beastsis going to glance down and decide you're
ugly or insolent or breathing. .. whatever it is setsthem burning. Y ou could have ended up ascrisp as
Gemmad s solstice goose!”

| scarcely heard her. My arms still blocked my earslest | be undone by the sounds of their passing, and
my eyes strained to see the last flickers of their fires asthey disappeared in the eastern darkness.

“Areyou dl right?” Thegirl pulled my chin around to face her, and her eyes grew wide as she gently
touched my cheek. “What in the name of sense... ? Why ever didn’t you go insde? If you' re so fearful
of them as to make you weep, then you oughtn’t even |ook.”

But of course | had no words asyet, so | could not tell her that my tears had nothing to do with fear.

A few dayslater, Callia presented me with perhapsthe finest gift of thanks | have ever received for any
mortal service rendered. In response to her insstence that | let her know something that would please
me—my being not yet ready for the favors she was most willing to dispense—I induced her to indulge
mewith abath.

“Hot water poured on you in one of thosetin tubs?’ Shelooked from the drawing | had madein the dust
on thefloor to my absurd mime of washing. “Can’t possibly be hedlthy. Y ou' ve il got that beastly
cough. And what if it makes your ribsloosen up again just when they’ re getting stuck back together?’

Impossible not to smile at her. | shook my head and tried more inept playacting to demonstrate that such
activity would do no harm, but rather aworld of good for my spirits.

“Wdll, Dilsey owesme afavor. | gave her abit of lace to wear in her hair when she steps out with Jaston
the pot boy. She'll haul the water up. Areyou sure there' s nothing else but that?’

| smiled and shrugged.

“You'll haveto hide on theroof while she bringsit. I'll tell her it’sfor one of my gentlemen.” This
consderation seemed to intrigue her. That evening, when the battered tin tub wasin place and filled, it
took some convincing to get her to leave the room. “Are you sure you don’t need help? Perhaps | ought
to stay. Seehow it'sdonein caseyou fdl ill again.”

| made aslly, eye-swirling face to show her it wasjust one of my peculiarities.

“Areadl Sena so modest? The only ones| ever get are so drunk they’ ve wandered into the wrong
digtrict. They don’t redlize I’m not quite their usua thing... and of coursein that state they have no
senshilitiesa dl!”

| gpologized as best | could without words and pushed her gently through the ragged curtain that served
her asadoor. Once done, | breathed easier. It was perhaps a strange thing after so long believing |
would go mad if | did not hear another human voice, but | prized the hours when Cdliawas gone and the
Elhim did not seefit to vigt.

Rarely have| fet anything so sensualy magnificent asthat bath. | lowered mysdlf gingerly into the
steaming water, ignoring the protest of my aching ribs and the damaged musclesin my back as| curled
up inthesmall tub and let the water cover my heed. If | could have stayed under for an hour | would
have doneit. But | soon breached the surface, and over me came ajoyous madness to get the remnants
of Mazadine off me. With the scrap of cloth I'd found in Cdlia s bits and pieces and the diver of soap



Dilsey had supplied, | scrubbed away layer after layer of filth until my skin was glorioudy raw and the
water was black. With aknife borrowed from the Elhim, | set out to trim my mat of hair to acivilized
length and scrape of f the seventeen years growth of unhealthy beard. The task took far longer than it
should, for I’d not counted on the difficulties of trying to manage aknife with fingersthat could scarcely
bend. The tenth time the knife dropped into the water, my ddlight had given way to howling frustration.
But | forced mysdlf to pick it up again, using one hand to wrap the fingers of the other around the hilt and
willing themto hold on. If | wasto live, | had to begin somewhere.

Dilsey had left one lagt pitcher of clean water standing by the tub, and when | finished with the knife
without cutting my throat, | stood up and poured the now cold water over mysdlf, glorying in the feding
of being clean. | stepped out, using my shirt to dry off, and was standing in the middie of the room
completely unclothed when | heard light running footsteps on the sair. | bent over to tug on my breeches,
but in far too much of ahurry, so that | was|eft dizzy and had to lean my head againsgt the wall to keep
fromfdling over.

“Cdlia, I’ ve cometo get the bath. We ve aguest who— Oh!”

| looked around to see a short, dumpy Udemagirl, staring with crossed eyes and open mouth at my bare
back. | didn’t liketo think what it might look like. As | straightened, the girl’ s eyestraveled upward,
registering my height and, no doubt, the dark hair, straight nose, and lean features that confirmed my
heritage. She backed toward the doorway, atrace of fear in her eyes, the wariness of the Udema servant
who interrupts a Senai at hisbusiness. “ Pardon, my lord.”

| tried to calm her, holding out a hand to stay her nervousflight, but she had aready run down the stairs,
no doubt spreading the gossip that Callid slatest customer was a Senal whose back was ridged with
layer upon layer of red and purple scars. On my first night at the lodging house the Elhim had reported
rumors of a prisoner escaped from Mazadine. I’ d given it no thought—mostly because | wasincapable
of thought, but also because | had not escaped. | had been released. The terms of judgment had been
fulfilled. But now, faced with exposure, | wondered. What if Goryx had miscounted the days? What if he
had released me one hour early... or oneday... or oneyear... and they said the time had not been
completed and | would have to start again? What if they came to take me back?

| heaved up all the contents of my stomach into Dilsey’ s earthenware pitcher, then leaned heavily on the
windowsl Il and tried to get my damp shirt on, curaing my inferna weskness and my clumsy hands,
praying for the wave of terror to pass. | had to leave.

When | heard running feet on the stairs, | grabbed the Elhim’ sknife in both my hands and backed into a
corner. But it was only Narim himsdf who charged into the room like an owl diving for itsprey. “ At least
three souls are on their way to the Roya Horse Guards, each in hopes of collecting aslver penny for
information regarding a Senai prisoner escaped from Mazadine. If you' ve no wish to be mistaken for
such aone, I'd say the time has come for you to quit this house for aspan. Cdliaremains below and will
attempt to distract any who come looking, but she bidsyou hurry.”

| nodded and stuck one leg through the window, but the tin tub sitting in the middle of the room glared at
me accusingly. | stopped, calling myself every name ever invented for afool. Anyone coming to Cdlia's
room would know immediately what she' d done. Only Sena saw any virtue in bathing, so a Senal had
clearly been here. No way to hide the evidence. If Calliacould not produce alikely candidate, she would
be arrested. And if my cousin had decided he was not done with me... if it wasindeed me that these
guards were hunting... Stupid, stupid. What had | done. .. |etting these good people step into the
dragon’s mouth for me?

“Comeon, man! It won't take them long to get here. Off with you.”



| closed my eyes and shook my head. Gathering every scrap of will | possessed, | bade my tongue obey
me. “ Danger”—I could scarcely hear so low and hoarse awhisper as| could produce—“you... the
girl... must get away.”

“Nonsense. Climb acrosstheroofs. They’ll search here and find nothing. We'll light alamp in the
window when it’'s safe to come back.”

In my bones | knew it was not so. They had been hunting someone for two weeks or more, yet not
announced who it was. For anyone el se, for any ordinary prisoner who had escaped, they could have
made up astory, but I... 1 wasto be forgotten. No one was ever to know who | was or what | had
been. Something had gone wrong. Either the time was mistaken or... who knew what else it could be?
But if they took me, then they would kill anyone who had seen me or talked to me. And if they connected
me to the dead Rider, it would be along and wicked death.

“Please” | croaked desperately, shaking my head. “Believe. You'll diefor helping.” | wastrembling with
the effort of the words, feding the darkness closein on me again. .. and the unending guilt.

“Evenif they just suspect it?” Hiseyeswere narrow and hisvoice angry.

| nodded, wishing | could tell him how deeply | regretted the blind cowardice that had made me stay with
Cdlia

“And you never told usthe risk? What kind of person are you?’

It would have taken far too many wordsto explainit. “Go quickly” wasal | could manage.
“I'll get Cdliaand meet you on the roof.”

“No.”

Helooked a me sharply. “Y ou mean to stay—to wait for them?’

“Please go.”

“And s0 you will let someilliterate Horse Guard take your life, which Cdliaand | so carefully preserved,
whilewe areforced to abandon our homefor that very act of preservation? Y ou might have saved usdl
thetrouble and died in that stable.”

“They will not kill me”

He released amonumental sigh. Then, wrapping his soft, pale eyes around my face and his hands about
my own that till clutched hisknife, he quieted my shaking with hisdender fingers. Very softly he sad,
“Tdl mewhy not.”

Though everything within me demanded silence, | could not refuse him. “They are forbiddenit.”

A smiletouched hislips. “So it isyou, then, Aidan MacAlligter, beloved of gods and men, the most
famous musician in fifty generations, he who could transform the souls of men with hisvoice and hisharp.
The cousin of King Devlin himsdf, vanished like the wind when you were but one and twenty.”

| shook my head feebly.
He drew me toward the window, and | forced more wordsto stay him. “ Save the girl. Leave.”

“Foolish boy. I'll not leave you. I’ m here to take you where you need to go. Y ou are the Dragon



Spesker.”
| didn’t know what he meant by such atitle. No one knew about the dragons.

Chapter 4

My mother alwaystold me | was born singing. She said | never cried like other infants, but wailed in a
beautiful, rambling melody that varied asto my particular need. But it wasin my days of glory that she

sad it, and dways within the hearing of those who would repest it and amplify the taeinto legend. Her
dark eyeswould sparkle with the loving laughter that kept my head human-sized.

What | remember from my earliest daysis only the music—the harmoniesthat played themselves
unceasingly in my head, demanding to be let out whether through my voice or aharp or awhistle made of
reed. | could not pass abell without ringing it or hold a flask without blowing acrossits mouth, and when
| had nothing else | would beat my hands upon atable or apot or my knee, bringing to birth the rhythms
and songs that crowded and bumped each other about within me.

My mother was the younger sister of King Ruarc, acraggy, vicious warrior who doted on her and took
her under his protection when my father was dain in the brutal Eskonian wars. She ingsted on remaining
in my father’ s house in the country, rather than moving into the palace, which her brother had preferred.
She wanted me away from our everlasting wars, shetold me, for despite the clams of King Ruarc’'s
court musicians, there were agreat number of things to sing about that were not battle and blood and
death. | didn’t understand what she meant, and got confused when her eyes grew sad and full of tearsas
shetaked of my father, who had been burned beyond recognition by the dragon legion of the Eskonians.
Everyone e se rgjoiced that he was agreat hero and said he lived in honor with Jodar, the god of war.
Not until | was older did | associate my father with the stinking, screaming remnant of charred, decaying
flesh that existed in our house for amonth when | was very small.

And so | grew up outside of courtly circles, though King Ruarc provided swordmasters for me who were
asfine asthose he chose for his own son, Devlin, and tutors suitable for those with such close connection
to the throne. But my mother spent her fortune hiring master musiciansto train mein the only skillsl

cared about. By thetime | wasten | had mastered the harp and the flute and the lyre, and | knew every
song my masters could find to teach me. | could play the most intricate harmonies, my fingersflying
acrossthe strings, and | could wind my voice about the most complex melodies, so that every note was
perfect and would hang shimmering in the air to join with itsfellows. Every day | practiced and sang from
earliest rigng to dark midnight, the desire was so strong within me.

When | was eleven, my masters said that | was ready to be heard, and they arranged that | should sing at
the royd victory feast marking the Eskonian surrender. The prospect was terrifying—proclaiming myself
amusician before the king and five hundred of hisfinest warriors. Indeed the guests sniggered behind
their handswhen | stood up in my gold-encrusted suit and began to play— the king’ s nephew, who
preferred the harp to the sword. But once | touched my strings, my terror vanished and my doubt, for
whenever | released the flood of music that wasin me, it swept everything else away. At the end, King
Ruarc himsdlf stood and raised his glassto me, saying he was honored that hisfamily was touched by the
godsin so many ways. | believed | had reached the pinnacle of my life, and that my course would be
graight from that night forward.

But it was on that same night of the feast, when my performance was long over, and the king and his
warriorswell into drowning twenty years of blood with unending flagons of wine, that | wandered the
vast parklands of the palace, cooling my fever of success, and learned that everything I’d done, every
note I’ d struck and every word I’ d sung, were naught but childish play. For it was on the night of my first
triumph that | first heard the cries of dragons.



Every Elyrian child isfascinated with dragons. Their imageis carved on every sione column and lintel and
woven into every tapestry. If you were very lucky, you might see them flying high above the land on their
way into battle, and, until you learned the truth of their murderous power, you might call them beautiful in
their towering mgesty. But every Elyrian child, dong with the children of every kingdom with or without
dragons, soon learned the horrors of dragon fire—the scorched croplands and forests, the flame-ravaged
towns and villages, and everywhere the scars of burned flesh and agonizing degth.

No one knew how old the dragons were. Legend said that in ancient times dragons had terrorized the
wild lands of the west, ravaging the countryside with only arace of wizards able to exist alongside them.
Scholars had no real evidence of that. Indeed our history from more than five hundred yearsin the past
was either lost or dreadfully muddled—erased, not by dragons, but by a seventy-year span of famine,
disease, and anarchy that had cost us more than three-quarters of our population. In those same years,
invaders from the east and north, tattooed tribes with ataste for flaying prisoners, and fur-clad horsemen
who reveled in blood and destruction, had sensed our weakness and come looking for metal, gemstones,
and women, ravaging our towns and cities, destroying books and culture and learning dong with buildings
and temples.

At sometimein those Chaos Y ears, so the tales said, the Twelve Families of the Ridemark Clan

defeated the wizards in agreat battle, gaining control of the bloodstones that bent dragons to the will of
men. Whatever the truth of history, the Twelve Families had made the dragonsinto the most fearsome
weapon of war the world had ever known. For five hundred years the beasts had been pressed into the
service of kings and nobles, controlled by the bloodstones of their bound Riders. Thus had the barbarians
been thrust back beyond the mountainsthat ringed our lands and civilization arisen once again in Elyria
and her neighboring kingdoms. New cities were built. Roads and herds and villages spread rapidly across
the land. Trade and learning were reawakened. But still, and always, we waged war. Now that we had
the power of dragon fire, our unending lust for victory and vengeance threatened ruin to everything we
built.

In the very ingtant of hearing the dragons screams, | stood in my uncle€' s moonlit gardens and felt my
talent burned to ash astruly astheir breath had reduced the cities of Eskonia. Standing beside ashrine
dedicated to the hunchbacked god of music, | wept because | could not make their dreadful music into
my own. When | returned home | could not sing or play, but only clutch my harp and rock back and
forth, crying out my hunger to hear more of dragon songs. My mother feared for my reason, berating
herself for encouraging my intensity so young. But my masters said that | was confused. Y es, the god of
music had given me asign on that night, they said. Was| not beside Roelan’ s shrine when | was stricken?
But of course no beauty could ever be found in the murderous braying of dragons. The god had only

used the bellowing of beaststo tear down my childish pride so that he could shape my talent to his
service.

| accepted their saying, for it seemed right and reasonable that the beauty that | craved was the music of
agod, not the mindless roaring of the beasts of fire who had charred my father’ sflesh. But in my deepest
of hearts| feared that one of the Seven—perhaps Jodar, the god of war, or Vanir, the fire-tamer—had
condemned meto search for harmony where it could never be found. | thought that Roelan must despise
meto leave me afflicted with such ayearning.

From that day | never again lived in the house of my father. | told my mother and my teachersthat | had
toforsake dl | had done thusfar and learn my art again from the beginning until | wasworthy of Rodan’s
favor. My mother yidded to my passion and my masters indstence that | must obey the demands of my
art or go mad. And so | found out where the dragon legions were encamped and took lodgings as close
aswas alowed. For hours and days and weeks a atime | would watch the beasts fly off to war,
trumpeting their dreadful fury, and | would open myself to the sound of it and try to make it apart of me.



Ashamed and afraid of the burden the gods had put on me, | told no onewhy | did what | did. My
magters drifted away. They said they could not presume to teach me any more.

Only Gwaithir, my harp master, remained, being fond of me and believing aboy of eeven should not
make hisway adone. He saw that | was fed and clean, moved my household whenever | said—which
happened to be when the dragon legions | eft the vicinity—and corresponded with my mother, for | had
no time and no mind for anything but music. She would visit me once or twice ayear, but | would kiss
her absentmindedly, living wholly in the world of songs and harmoniesthat played out in my mind.

Astime passed, | stopped thinking about the beasts themselves and the horrors they wrought and
listened only to the tone and timbre and wrenching power of their cries. Some called my actions
madness, but | was fortunate that my mother and Gwaithir seemed to understand, for it wasin that time
of mystery that | began to hear awhispered voicein my head and heart.

Sngto me.
Ease the grieving of my heart.
Transform me into that which | have been.

At firg the call was not even words, but only aquiet, swelling hunger, alondly emptiness so huge and
deep that | was|eft shaking. | ran to Gwaithir and clung to him, terrified that | was going mad, unable to
explain my tears that were so much more than fear. After asecond year of listening and practicing and
exploring the most basic fundamentas of my art, losng myself in arealm where only my soul and the
music and the hunger existed. .. only then, tentatively, quietly, in away that had nothing at al to do with
the complexities | had mastered asachild, did | begin to sng again. And only then did the one who
caled me spesk hisname.

| am Roelan.

Thou art my own, my beloved, and | will cherish thee until the dayfires burn no more.
Sng for me, beloved.

The god of music himsdf had clamed mefor hisown.

Gwaithir told methat on the night | first sang for Roelan, Stting on the ruined walls of Ellesmere at
moonrise, he' d felt the breeth of the god raise the hair on hisarms and his neck. Asfor me, on that same
night when | wasthirteen, | first heard the god’ s answering song—quiet, distant music that raised me out
of my body so that | believed that | was standing on amountaintop, gazing down upon alake of fire.

| did not perform in public for three full years—until | turned fourteen and Gwaithir presented me for
membership inthe Musicians Guild. The guild had been formed after the Chaos Y ears, apromise to
Roelan that never again would the world’ s songs and music be lost. Although every musician supported
and honored the guild, few were accepted as members, for the applicant’ stalent, memory, and mastery
of the art had to be exceptiond. Those of the guild were exempt from service in the king' sarmies, and
every household, whether noble or peasant, was open to them. Unlike lesser performers, they received
no pay, but they never wanted for food or drink or aroof or company. Membership in the guild would
be freedom to trave as| wished, giving myself wholly to the god. But first | had to prove mysdf worthy.
Tdented though he was, Gwaithir was not amember, and no one of my age had ever been admitted.

Aswe entered the Guild Hall in Valior, asplendid performance space of wood floors and walls, polished
to agolden glow, and adomed ceiling painted with scenes of the hunchbacked god playing his harp,



Gwaithir fidgeted nervoudy. He was terrified that | would fail, terrified that | would diein baitle before
the world could hear the music | could make. But before heleft me, | 1aid my hand on his shoulder and
sad, “If he does not want me, hewill beslent, and I'll know he has some other path in mind. If he
wishesmeto serve himinthisway, | will not fail.”

And soitwas. | sat onastoal in the center of the cavernous room, aroom alive with echoes, and | faced
ten of the finest musiciansin the relm—names of legend. They had heard nothing of me since my
childhood triumph at the victory feast, and likely assumed that the onset of manhood had ruined my
voice. The steward at the door had told Gwaithir that the guild committee had agreed to hear me only out
of respect for him and a nagging remembrance that | was related to the king.

For my part, | could not have told anyone how many were there or who, for | was making my heart quiet
so astoligenfor Rodan. “Master,” | whispered in my deepest silence. “It isthy servant, Aidan, who
awaitsthy cal.”

In moments, it came—atorrent of sensation, sweeping through me like a summer hurricane, pounding fire
coursing through my veins, stripping my lungs of bresth until | could draw mysdlf together and sort out his
words. No longer did | hear an echoing emptiness, but the loving voicein my heart.

Beloved, soothe my uttermost sorrows.
Transformme.

Make me remember.

My teacher. My master. My god.

| sang that day of homecoming, of searching afrozen earth for aplace remembered, though lost for
uncounted ages of theworld. | sang of adventures dong the way, of constant leaving and forgetting, of
the weight of years and the passing of time so that the searcher feared his cause waslost. Gwaithir said |
had the judgesin tears by the end, but al | knew was that Roelan answered me. In hissong that only |
could hesr, the searcher found his heart’s desre—alake of firein the heart of winter snows. There he
met his brothers and sisterslong estranged, and the joy that flowed within me held me riveted,
mesmerized until the last echoes of the god’ srefrain were gone.

“Where have you learned it, boy?’ said one of the judges, as | shook off my daze. “Whose hand has
guided yours on the strings? It is the sound of the wind your fingers pluck. Y our voice singsthe glory of
moonlight on the snow, the music of birds, the whisper of winter mist.”

“The god of music guides my hand and voice,” | said, aswill every musician who respectsthe gods. | did
not tell them that Roelan schooled me by speaking in my heart or that he sang in answer to my music or
that he had disciplined meto find beauty even in the harsh bellowing of dragons. It seemed pretentiousto
say | knew how my god did what he did. It was mystery and took no honor from him to remain so. They
did not need to know. And so it was that my wrist was marked with silver on that day, and | was
proclaimed aguild singer dedicated to Rodlan.

For seven years | traveled the length and breadth of al known lands, my life an unending cel ebration of
beauty and mystery and joy. | refused no invitation, shunned no venue as too remote or too dangerous or
unworthy, and | took no payment save food and shelter, for there was nothing that could match the gift of
my life. | wasthevoice of agod, and | carried hisjoy into noble houses and into lepers dens, into
palaces and the poorest quarters of grest cities. | sang before the king, and | sang for hissoldiersin the
field of battle, and | sang for the stunned and starving victims of war in their squalid tenements. When
King Ruarc died, | sang hisfunerad dirge, and when my mother lay consumed by her last illness, | sang



her through the crossing with words of those people and things she had cherished. And when my
eighteen-year-old cousin, Devlin, was crowned king of Elyria, | made my obe sance with my harpin my
hand. But always | returned to the dragons, watching from afar astheir Riders screamed the commands
that would force them to obey, listening to their pain and wild fury and grief, and making it my own.

| had always gotten along with my cousin Devlin. Until the days of my rebirth a eleven, we met on every
family and state occasion, dways shuffled off to eat and drink together and amuse oursel ves while our
elders carried on adult business. Therivariesthat one might have expected for two highborn youths so
closein age and family—I was six months his junior—were made moot by the difference in our passions.
He claimed to have no ear for music, and | made no secret of my disdain for the arts of warfare and
dtatecraft, which were dl that interested him. | complained bitterly to my mother that | had to waste time
with fencing and riding, while Devlin did not have to spend equd time with my rict flute master. But we
found things to do and had some good times, and we did not dread our rare meetings.

| saw my cousin very littlein my three years of madness or my yearsin the guild. If hefdt any jealousy
that | was dready at the pinnacle of my professon while hewas il “the boy” riding in hisfather’s
massive shadow, it was surely blunted by the certainty of his ascension to the most powerful thronein the
world. Devlin was hisfather’ sonly son, hisfour sisterslong married off to distant nobleswho were strong
aliesbut no threat to hisinheritance, and in five hundred years no king of Elyriahad lived beyond the age
of fifty. The high price of using dragons to wage war was that there was no end to it. The devastation
they wrought on land and cities and people was o terrible that there was no shifting of loyalties or
blending of peoples or softening of borders, no forgiveness and no respite from vengeance.

A year after his coronation, when | was eighteen, | sang at Devlin’ swedding to a beautiful girl of
impeccable Senal breeding, and ayear after that | sang at hisinfant son’ sanointing as Prince of Thessin,
heir to the throne of Elyria | did not speak to my cousin on either occasion, but | did spend an hour with
his son aswe waited in the gardens for the anointing ceremoniesto begin. The child, draped in heavy
finery and held a arm’ slength by an exasperated waiting woman, was wailing endlesdy, threatening to
sour the harmony I’ d brought to honor him.

| had no experience with infants, but when the waiting woman began to curse at the child, | offered to
make an attempt to quiet him. | picked for amoment at the sound of his lament, and then beganto sing in
counterpoint to his cry. Where he would raiseit up atone, | would go down, and when hewould pulsein
demanding rhythm, | would smooth it with agliding arpeggio. When he pierced the sky, | sang quietly of
the earth, and before long he hushed and opened his eyeswide. | smiled as| sang, and he made some
earnest cooing. | sang another round, and he followed every inflection with his own chirping until he was
laughing and waving histiny hands.

The child’ swide-eyed ddlight at the lullaby | created for him on that sun-drenched summer afternoon
opened anew world to me. He laughed and gurgled and held tight to my finger asit plucked the strings,
giving me athread of purity and innocence and unfettered delight to weave into the tapestry of music.
Over the next two years | sent him alittle flute from Florin and asilver llamabell from the high mountains
of Godal, amusic box with tiny soldiersthat marched about in circles, and adrum from the wild men of
the eastern wastes. | wrote him letters every month, telling of where I’ d been and what I’ d seen,
ddighting in thinking of him asmy family. | hoped to get a chance to meet the child again someday to
thank him properly for hisgift to me.

It wasin thefourth year of Devlin’sreign that | received an urgent summonsto hispaacein Vdlior. | had
just returned from two months' journeying in Eskonia, and | was staying with a prosperous merchant
family, the Adairs, who had befriended me when first | began traveling and sought a placein one of their
caravans. They had a son named Gerald who was close to my age and, once he got over hisawe a my



fame and position, became my closest friend. He was sturdy and sensible, but took very well to
adventuring and made it a habit to show up whenever | booked passage in one of hisfamily’s caravans.
We saw agrest ded of the world together, he pursuing hisfamily’ s business|ooking for interesting
merchandise and healthy markets, and | pursuing the work of my heart. The Adairs dso had adaughter a
few yearsyounger than |, Sixteen at thetime | was summoned to see Devlin. Alyswasfar and intdligent,
good at poking fun at Gerald and me, who tended to take oursalves far too seriously where women were
concerned. Yet | had begun to think that if Roelan ever left me room for other passions, I might well find
mysalf hopelesdy attached to her perfect green eyes. I’ d had no thought of rootsin the seven years of my
journeying, but it was the fourth returnto VValior in arow that I'd found myself at the Adairs.

When the royal summons came, | excused mysdlf regretfully from afine and lively dinner, spruced up my
atire, and debated whether to take my harp. | findly did so. It would be avkward to have to send for it
if music waswanted. Why elsewould Devlin cdl for me?

The small private garden was degantly manicured with mounds of perfect flowers, squared-off
shrubbery, and a copper fountain in the shape of arearing dragon that spewed water ingtead of fire. The
evening was cooal, the lingering light soft on the green, and, asaways, | kept an eye upward to seeiif
there was any trace of red firein the sky. | didn’t have to wait very long. My cousin swept into the
garden from abrilliantly lit wing of the palace, and he was as dlegantly attired as his garden, green satin
shirt and tight black breeches, and ablack silk cape, its clasp a golden dragon with ruby eyes. He'd
grown abeard since his coronation, so he looked more than six months older than me. Perhapsthe
weight of the golden circlet on the dark hair so like to mine had aso doneits part. | dipped my knee, and
he gestured me up. We were gtill exactly the same height.

“You'reahard man to catch,” he said, motioning me to walk beside him down the flagstone pathways.
He had adways been restless.

“I’ve not spent three nights running in the same bed for seven years” | said.
“The price of your caling, | suppose.”
“True enough.”

“I'll confess | never thought your name would be better known than mine.” | listened carefully, but heard
no more than wry observation. “I’ ve had people tell me you are touched by the gods, and | tell them that
when you were eight years old you set your hair on fire aswe were scaring bats out of Wenlock Cavern,
and | had to throw you in the lake to put it out.”

| laughed. “Perhaps it was the god who sent the storm as we rode home that day to make sure thefire
was out.”

“Indeed. | never thought of that.”

Wewaked awhilein silence. It seemed best to wait for him. At last he stopped aongside the dragon
fountain, and he was not thinking at al about the childish adventures we had shared. His eyeswerelike
obsdian asthey bored into mine. “You' ve just returned from Eskonia.” It was astatement, not a
question.

13 YSH
“What were you doing there?’

Easy to say something frivolous. Everyonein theworld knew what | did. But he was not asking the



question lightly, so | responded with the same seriousness.

“I sang infifteen cities and uncounted villages, at more than a hundred weddings and coming-of-age
feasts, and possibly that many funerals. | explored the ruined temples at Horem, and | spent the night
aoneinanice cave a thetop of Mount Pelgra, though | can't tell you why, except that | heard the howls
of the Denazi wolves and the song of the snow lark that | had never before heard. | refused no cdl and
no invitation and no opportunity to learn, asis my duty and my habit... and my pleasure.”

| would have guessed he could repeat my words exactly, so intently did helisten, and he waslistening to
far more than words. Perhaps we had more in common than I’ d thought.

“You went to Cor Marag.”

The dightest twinge of ... it was not guilt, but something € se—pride, shame, rebedlion?—touched me.
Cor Marag was where the northern dragon legion camped when they were quartered in Eskonia... as
they had been when | wasthere.

“| dill loveto watch them. Never outgrew it.” | smiled as| said it, but my wordsfdl like lead between us.
Lies are heavier than other words. Of course, | did not enjoy watching dragons and thinking of what they
did. Listening was something else, but | ill could not explain why. It wasjust easier to lieand let it pass.

“So | hear. You follow them. Wherever you travel you find where they are, and wherever they are, that's
whereyou travel.”

| said nothing. | certainly couldn’t deny it, but to discuss something so intimate, so holy, withaman |
scarcely knew... I'd not told anyonewhy | did what | did, not since the night when | was eeven and my
music magtersingsted that Roelan had used the dragonsto punish my pride. It was mystery. It was
between Roelan and me and could not be explained in words. But Devlin seemed to want words.

“Aidan, tell mewhy.” In that moment he was speaking to me asacousin, not aking, andif I'd
understood it, perhaps | would have made some attempt to explain, and my life would have been very
different. But | wastoo much used to living in my own world, and | could not seeinto his.

“I go where my god commands me.” How stupidly prideful it must have sounded.
He shook his head in exasperation. “ Stay away from them.”
“I don't—"

“Just stay away. Don't be seen anywhere near them. Anywhere. Do you understand me? | won't haveit.
| havenoill will toward you, but this... whatever it isyou'redoing... it will scop now. Y ou are forbidden
to be within aleague of any dragon legion. Forbidden.”

| stood stunned at this pronouncement, and by thetime | sputtered out the words“ Devlin, listen,” hewas
gone. At the doorway into the lighted palace he was met by a huge broad-faced man in the uniform of a
Dragon Rider. Thefdlow’simposing Stature, aswell as his bad head, hawk’ s bill of anose, and full
curling lip, announced him as Garn MacEachern, the high commander of the Ridemark and the Elyrian
dragon legions. They conferred for amoment, but by the time | recovered my wits and ran to the steps,
they had disappeared insde. Two guards barred my way. The chamberlain who had shown meto the
garden appeared slently at my elbow and pointed me discreetly to the Side gate that led out of the

palace.

Devlin left Valior the next day to lead hiswarriors against the rebellious sate of Kythar far to the east, s0
| was unable to get an audience. His chamberlains said it wasto be at least three months until he



returned.

A few weekslater | journeyed into Aberthain, asmall country in the southwestern hill country whose king
was Devlin’ svassd. King Germond had three dragonsin his service. Unlike mogt rulers, he kept them
closeto his palace, and with them the noble hostages he had captured from his enemies. His capita city
was quite vulnerable, and to have the symbols of their strength so near gave his people heart. Though
Devlin’swarning echoed in my mind, | could not refuse when Germond asked meto sing at hisson's
coming-of-age fead.

King Germond' s dragons were bellowing ferocioudy as| lay in thefine bed in his palace. | could not
deep for their cries. So | made my way to the barren wasteland where they were kept and sat upon a
high, rocky promontory overlooking their encampment. They roamed restlesdy across the desol ation,
vomiting fire that blazed red and went out quickly because there was nothing lft to burn, and their voices
thundered with anger and sorrow.

Sometimein the degps of that night | began to sing, and it was asif the whole chorus of the Seven Gods
sang in me. My heart came near bursting with the glory of the music.

Three days after my returnto Valior | was arrested in the middle of the night and charged with treason.
Aiding the enemies of Elyria, the two officers said, though no specific accusation was ever made.
Naively, foolishly, I demanded audience with the king. | ingsted on knowing what were the charges, and
| claimed that | was so well known that people would hunt for me and find out what injustice was being
committed. But the only information | recelved was when an officer who remained in the shadows raised
his hand to have the burly, hard-faced men drag me away. On hiswrist wasthe red outline of a
dragon—the Ridemark. | kicked at alamp, rolling it toward the tall man, and asthe oil pooled and flared
into brilliance, it showed me the hawk-nosed high commander of the Ridemark clan.

Inagpiraling nightmare of horror and despair, | was forced to watch asthe Adairs and old Gwaithir and
my manservant Liam and every person who had any persona dealing with me was daughtered in a secret
execution, and afaceless, hooded judge with ared dragon on hiswrist pronounced the sentence that
would send meto Mazadine. My voice wasto be silent for seven years, and only then could | befreeto
go... aslong as| did not go anywhere near adragon.

Chapter 5

The refuse hegp where Narim had told me to wait lay next to a butcher shop. The hot days had brought
the foul messto such ripeness that even the most abject wretches of Lepan avoided the place. Asl
crouched besideit in the lingering evening, | did my best to stifle my coughing and get a decent breath
without inhding, amore difficult feat of breath control than anything I’d donewhen | wassinging. If I'd
had anything left in my stomach it would not have stayed there, and with enormous regret | considered
my glorious bath that ssemed far more than half an hour past.

Count to a hundred, | told mysdlf. If they’ re not here by then, I'll go. There' s bound to be a boat to
steal somewhere along theriver, or a wagon going south. But even as| glared a therats sitting
boldly on their treasure trove of rotting rubbish, | knew I could not leave Cdliaand Narim to the
searchers. No one else was going to die for me. Count to ahundred and | would retrace my steps up the
steep embankment to the butcher shop roof and across a haf dozen rooftops to theinn where the Elhim
was trying to persuade Calliathat she had to abandon her life or die. Just as| was about to start back, |
heard voicesin thelane.

“Vdlya spigsd What charne houseisthis? Only for you, Narim, would | dump agood customer and
cometo such aplace. The soldierswouldn’t have bothered me at dl if they’ d found me with an assistant



megidrae.”
“Quiet, girl! There are things you don’'t understand.”

“| daresay— Oh, there you are!” The flushed, buxom Caliain her shabby green satin bustled past the
walflike, chalk-skinned Elhim. She brushed her hand over my clean-shaven face and examined the rest of
me thoroughly. “Y ou look right fine. Maybe there' s something to this bathing. Now what' s dl this about
us getting killed because of you? My place has been searched aded of times. Found it more profit than
trouble. Searchers aways have money—for bribes and all—and they like spending it on fun instead.”

“I'm sorry,” | ragped, looking helplesdy at the Elhim. He folded his arms and looked amused.

“So you' ve got atongue, do you? Just like a Senai to use hisfirst wordsin amonth to tear up awoman’s
life” Cdliaset her hands on her hips and screwed her faceinto afrown. “1’m not going anywhere until
you tel mewhy you' re so important.”

“If you want her to do asyou say, you're going to haveto trust her,” said Narim. “She’'sa
bus nesswoman and isn't going to abandon it lightly. And you' d best makeit quick.”

| think he just wanted me to confirm what he' d guessed, but | wasn't ready to do so, so | gave Cdllia
only the most important detail. “When they took me... before” | said, struggling to get out SO many
words at once, “they killed everyonein the house where | lived... everyone closeto me: servants,
friends... everyone”

“Why would they do—" Shouts and screams and an explosion of orange flames from the way we had
comeinterrupted her. Calliagaped & me. “They’ ve fired the Drover! Who, in the name of Tjasse, are
you?’

“Hell tel you dl about it later,” said the Elhim. Wetook off jogging down the dark twisting aleys of
Lepan, past deserted shops and dimly lit taverns, past muddy sties, stables, and smithiesreeking of coa
and ash, dways taking the downward-d oping ways that would lead usto the dow-moving Lepander
River. Few soulswere about in the night. Drunks sprawled in corners, lost in blissful stupor. A growling
beggar whose face was ravaged with seeping burnslunged at Narim from adark doorway, and the Elhim
had to struggle fiercely to get away. A few late revelers staggered out of atavern, but no one else
prowled the dark lanes—not at first. The Elhim was taking usto afriend’ s dinghy tied up down by the
docks. If we could just get through the town fast enough. ..

But every hundred paces| had to stop and cough, alowing the stitch in my side to subside, persuading
some meager reserve of strength to seep back into my legs. | had tried to keep my body from atrophying
completely in prison, but with poor food, little space, and the pain of constant injury, it had been
impossible. “ Sorry,” | gasped for the hundredth time as | bent double, leaning on an empty bin behind a
fishmonger’ sstal. The heavy, ripe air and the steepening pitch of the cluttered lanes told mewe were
nearing theriver, but | had tripped on arusty wagon tongue and couldn’t get moving again. Torches had
flared into life dl over the degping city. Shouts and the pounding of feet and the clangor of armed men on
horseback came from every side, the noise grating in my heed. “Goon. | can't...”

Cadliagrabbed adark gpron from someone' swashing and wrapped it about her Like a shawl. Glancing
over her shoulder nervoudy, shetugged a my arm. “Come on. Can't leave you after dl thistrouble. I'm
shiv'dif I'll et you get away without explaining.”

“Look, Cdlia,” said the Elhim, “head down past the dave docks. Go north until you cometo the old
customs house. There' san aehouse just past, and an alley between. Down the dley you'll cometo some
stone steps leading down to theriver. The boat will be a the bottom of the steps. Wait for usthere.



WEe Il be less noticesble if we go separatdly.”

Cdliamust have been wickedly afraid, for shedidn’'t argue at al. She only laid her hand on my cheek
and sad, “A lifefor alife. Bethere.” Her breath was sweet and only faintly tinged with chegp wine,
Silently she dipped into the shadows.

“Now you,” said the Elhim. “WE€ |l take it dower. It snot far. But listento me... if we get separated or
the boat’ s gone or something happensto me, find your way to the Bone and Thistle on the Vallior road.
A for Davyn and tdl him I’ ve sent you. He'll hdp.”

The distance to the rendezvous may not have been far, but our journey was very dow. We cut through
the ramshackle riverfront district, constantly forced to backtrack. Parties of armed men roamed the city,
asking questions of clusters of deepy resdents.

“Murderer ontheloose,” they were saying.
“A Senai gone mad from dragon’ s breeth, | heard.”

“Madman. Fired the Drover ‘ cause he didn't like the ae! Copped awhore and said he' d gut her if he
didn’'t get hismoney back.”

Narim, hisback flattened to astable wall, whispered in my ear, “ At least they aren’t saying you were
dissatisfied with the woman. Calliawould be most disturbed at that.” | wastoo tired to appreciate his
humor.

Roving bands of ruffians were taking the opportunity to harass peoplein the streets. In one dleyway we
stumbled over adead Elhim whose face was pulp, bloody clothes haf ripped from the dender, mutilated
body. His purse had been cut from his belt. Narim was no longer smiling when he locked my armin the
vise of hisfingers and dragged me onward.

Staying low, we scuttered across awide lane, ducking into astinking dley that doped sharply
downward. Itsfar end opened onto a broad embankment choked with weeds and rubbish, overlooking
the dark, foggy ribbon of the Lepander.

“Down there,” whispered the Elhim from just behind me, nudging me toward a broken stone path that led
down the embankment. “Go on down to Cadlia. I'm to leave atoken so my friend will know who took
hisboat.”

| nodded, praying my watery knees could get me down the stone steps. Somewherein the yellow fog,
water rippled into a backwater with asoft plopping noise. The steps seemed to go on forever. But
eventualy my searching foot sank into mud instead of jarring on stone. Across amuddy strip wasthe
vague outline of adinghy bobbing gently beside a plank wakway, dark against the dark water. No sign
of Cdlia—not until torchesflared behind and before meto reved abroad-shouldered man with a hard,
cruel mouth holding the terrified girl by the throat, aknife pointed at her eye. Before | could move, a
thick, hairy arm was clamped about my own throat, and my right arm was twisted behind my back.

“Wall, well. Senai nobles are keeping low company these days. Don’t you know you can get crabs from
bitcheslikethis?” said the one holding Cdlia | didn’t have to see the red mark on hiswrist to know he
was aDragon Rider, and avery angry or very drunk one, unableto contral hisinner fire. Orange sparks
spit and hissed wherever he held the girl close to him. She whimpered softly. “We Il protect you, Senai.
Our sovereign will appreciate that hisfamily’ s seed is not being dispensed in such unworthy vessels.”
Then, with no more thought than plucking afowl for his supper, the Rider whipped hisknife across
Cadlia sthroat and shoved her to the ground. Mud spattered her cheek, the eyes that had sparkled with



0 much lifefixed in terrified surprise.

“Bagtardd” | cried in my usdless, croaking whisper. But outrage produced no magica surge of strength
to prevent my ending ignominioudy with my own face in the mud. While they wrenched my arms behind
me and locked manacles on my wrists, black despair descended into my soul. If it had been in my power
towill my heart to stop beating, | would have doneit... especidly if | could have taken every villainous
Ridemark warrior with me.

“Didn’'t teach you well enough, did we?’ said the murderer, wiping hisbloody knife on my cheek. “Well

tell Goryx not to be so dainty with you thistime.” With heavy boots and the dragon whipsthey carried a
their belts, he and his companion proceeded to give me ataste of what they had in mind. But they had no
more than gotten started when they abruptly stopped again.

Shouts and heavy blows continued, but they had little to do with me, for which | wasimmensdly grateful.
My bonds made movement impossible, even if I’ d had the strength to try or the fortitude to ignore the
fresh indignities that had been laid over my aready battered self. | was barely lucid enough to keep
mysdf from drowning in the mud. But the proceedings were very odd. The Elhim could not be putting up
such afight as| heard. Somehow in my groggy confusion | envisoned anirritated Cdliagtanding upin
her green satin, the blood trickling down the front of it from her gaping throat, and throwing the heavy
bodiesinto the river with aresounding splash. Or perhaps the splash was my face fdling into the mud as|
dipped into insengbility.

| didn’t want to open my eyes. Theterror that | would see nothing but darkness was so absolute asto
alow no other thought to pass through my mind. In the same way | dared not move lest | fed the damp
straw, or the manacles about my wrists and ankles, or the iron walls so close about methat | could touch
al four plusceiling and floor at once. | dared not bresthe lest | smell the stink of my fear and the foulness
of my den of living death. Desperately | fought to stay on the far side of the boundary between deep and
waking. Better not ever to wake up. Better not to know.

“... not yet ready for vigtors. But | thought you ought to see...” The whisper came from thewaking Side,
but learning who it was meant opening my eyes.

“By the Seven!” Vaguely familiar, that shocked, angry voice. “They’ll pay for this. Do what you can. As
soon as he'sfit to talk, send for me.”

Clothing rustled and footsteps receded—furious footsteps on wood floors—then water dribbled close by
my ear. Warm wetness on my naked back, stinging at firdt... then soothing... and on my faceand my
arms. Mumbled curaing as the gentle ministrations touched my hands. Sometime in between | wasrolled
onto my back, aposition | could not bear after seventeen years of constant lashings. When | heard a
disma moan and concluded it was my own, the invisible spirit crooned comfort—a spirit that, from the
sound of it, was surely embodied in an elderly gentleman.

“Only amoment, laddie; then we' Il have you over again. | can seeit would pain you. Let me get you
cleaned up and make sure we' ve left nothing untended; then we' Il send you off to deep away your hurts.”

My eydidswere gill too heavy to open and became more so once a spoonful of something sticky-sweet
did down my throat. So | let mysdlf continue the dream that rather than fouled straw, | lay on coal, clean
linen sheets, and not on astone floor, but on pillows as soft and embracing asanew bride. And |
dreamed that it was not Goryx, but a gentleman minister of Tjasse, the goddess of love, who tended my
wretched body.

Moonlight teased at my eyelids, peeking through atal window beside the bed. By the way my limbs
were tangled in the pillows and the way my stomach rumbled in hollow annoyance, | surmised that this



night was not the same as the one on which I’ d been brought to this ddightful place. A candle gleamed
softly from asilver holder sitting on a carved wood mantelpiece. The light revedled alarge bedchamber
furnished with comfort and e egance to match the ddlicious bed. Across an expanse of shining wood
floor, awhite-haired gentleman sat in a cushioned chair, snoring softly, his head resting on his hand.

| shifted my pogition carefully in preparation for sitting up, pleased to fed anoticeable improvement in my
overal well-being. | wasttired in afinelinen nightshirt, loose at the neck, no sgn anywhere of thetorn
and muddy clothing I’ d been wearing by theriverside.

About the time my legs dangled off the edge of the bed, the gentleman woke with ajerk and promptly
knocked off his spectacles. “Bother,” he mumbled as he picked them out of hislap, gave them awipe
with ahandkerchief clutched in hisleft hand asif |eft there for exactly such a purpose, jammed them back
on hisnose, and looked up to find me watching him. “Oh! | say... good. Good, good, good. How are
you then?’

“Better,” | said, managing to get the word out without my stupid stammering, though my voice was il
hoarse and harsh, scarcely more than awhisper. The sound clearly bothered him, for he jumped up,
grabbed aflat wooden stick from atray of physician’ simplements, and stuck it down my throat to take a
look, setting off my lingering cough. Then hefelt around my neck with hisfingers and peered at me
closdy.

“They didn’t... cut you... damage your throat on purpose when they did these other things?” Hislip
curled asshesadit.

| shook my heed, a cold swest rippling over my skin.

Such mutilation had been alooming horror in the darkness, and, practically spesking, if someone wanted
me silent, it would have been far smpler than what they’ d done. But Goryx aways said that if he
damaged my throat, | could not demonstrate my obedience sufficiently. Of course, by theend it didn’t
metter.

“There ssomeredness, alittle swelling. This cough most likely. I’ ve given you something for that. But this
other... the sound of it...” Without knowing more, | wasn't going to help him. He peered over the top of
his spectacles. “Lack of use. That'sit, isn't it? They’ ve had you locked up and forced you silent. He said
something about that.”

| acknowledged his guess, though it seemed based on red information and not just ingght, like the Elhim.
The Elhim... The physician was certainly not one of the strange paerace, but | wondered. “Narim?’ |
sad.

“What' sthat?’ The old man poured red wine from a crystal decanter and handed me the glass.
“Doyou know Narim?’
“I' know no one by that name. Wasit thegirl? A girl wasfound dead beside you.”

| ignored his question and gazed at the wineglass, envisoning Calid sface as sherelished her wine, just
like she relished everything her impoverished life had brought her.

“Y ou knew the poor dead girl?’ He spoke respectfully. Didn’t cal her awhore, though it had been
written al over her for anyoneto see.

“Shewas my kind rescuer. Asareyou. Thank you.” | raised the glassto him... andto Cdlia... and
drank deep, promising myself that her short life would not be forgotten.



“It' smy pleasure. Y ou— Well, clothes arelaid out for you when you' refedling up to it. Washing things
onthedresser. I'll arrange for dinner to be sent. My master is most anxious to speak with you, but I'm
inggting you take thingsdowly, sowé Il hold him off awhileyet.”

| cupped my hands to my chest and bowed my head in gppreciation, noting how when his eyesflicked to
my hands, his mouth hardened into agrim line. “Gentle Rodlan, preserve us,” he mumbled as heleft the
room. He knew who | was.

| was tempted to follow him out the door and discover who was his master, my benefactor. But the bed
was far too comfortable. | drained the wineglass, set it on the physician’ stray, and sprawled out on my
stomach once again.

Fine smells... roasting fowl... hot bread... My eyesblinked open. A covered silver tray sat beside the
bed exuding fragrances that made my stomach do back flips. The candle on the mantel piece had burned
down athird of itslength. An hour had passed. Though my physician friend was gone, | didn’t think |
needed to wait for him. With aglutton’sddight, | plunged into the tender roast fowl, stewed apples,
ddlicate cheeses and pastries.

The decanter of wine had been refilled, and | required agood measure of it as| awkwardly coaxed a
silver razor to scrape two days growth from my face. When I'd last looked in aglass, | had been
twenty-one, impassibly hedlthy, and filled with the unutterable joy of spending my life doing what | loved
most. | had been immeasurably graced by the gods, and everyone had always said they could seeit in my
face. Now | was thirty-eight or thereabouts and had touches of gray in my hair and the reflection of
Mazadine in my eyes. It was a dead man who looked back at me.

Lacking adead man’sluxury of immohility, I donned the simple full-deeved shirt of dark blue, the black
breeches and hose, and the good boots that had been left on achair. All were exactly my size except for
the breeches, which had to be belted in considerably to accommodate the lack of meat on my frame. I'd
probably logt athird of my weight in prison.

Only after I’d poured another glass of wine and sat in the physician’ schair by the cold hearth did | notice
the harp that lay on around table next to the door—a small harp, just the size | had carried when |
traveled, its polished rosewood frame glowing richly in the candidight. | moved over to sand beside the
moonlit window—as far from the harp as| could get—and tried to ignore the resounding silence that was
in the place where my heart used to be. It was perhaps not agood time for my cousin, the king of Elyria,
to walk into the room.

The years had not passed lightly over Devlin. Hisface was lined with too much sun and wind, and
coarsened with too much wine. We had been of asize in our youth, but now he carried dmost as much
bulk as hisfather, who had been abull of aman. A long scar gleamed white on one tanned cheek, and
his eyestold methat he had seen agreat dedl of death.

How do you greet someone who has stolen haf your life, murdered your friends, and destroyed your
heart? | could not speak—would not give him the satisfaction of hearing the donkey’ s bray he had Ieft me
to replace the songs of agod. Instead | poured the remainder of my wine onto his polished wood floor
and dropped the goblet beside the pool, splattering shards of glass and red droplets al over the room.
Then | good in silence, waiting for him to explain why he had chosen to offer me aday of comfort and
hedling after sending meto the netherworld for seventeen years.

He gazed & me unblinking, unspeaking, and | thought it must beto seeif | was afraid. But after amoment
it cameto methat he wasn't sure how to begin. When he did, his voice was soft and intense. “I didn't
know.” His hands fidgeted with his sword belt, but he did not drop his gaze or sammer. “I want you to



believe me, Aidan. | had no idea. Until three weeks ago thisnight, | did not know you werein... that
place... or anything of what was doneto you.”

He must think I’ ve gone mad, | thought, to try this tactic with me. Hisservantswere dill killing my
friends, shackling my wrists, and laying on their whips.

“Of course| am responsgible. | won't deny it. The gods have given me duties every bit asmydtical as
those you professed, no matter how distasteful you may find the work of kings. | wanted you silenced. It
was necessary. Those around me who are accustomed to carrying out my orders... they heard my wish
and they saw to it and | waswell content. But never... never did | mean for it to happen the way it did. |
should have asked. Should have made certain. But... well, | won't make excuses. It changes nothing. |
should have asked, but | didn’t.”

He moved to the table and poured himsalf aglass of wine. “Three weeks ago | told one of my aidesto
find you. You'll appreciate thisone,” he said, closing his eyes and shaking his head. “I needed to ask you
afavor. By the Seven...”

When he faced me again, hisruddy color had deepened and his eyes dlittered. “My aide was astonished
at my request. ‘Your Mgesty,” hesaid, ‘heis disappeared. Y ou know. We al assumed that you... that
he... We understood that he was taken care of asyou commanded.” His smirking was insufferable.
‘He' s not been seen in dl these years, so we presumed him dead or asgood as.” | couldn’t believe no
one had told me. | looked into it, began asking questions | should have asked seventeen... oh, gods,
Aidan, saventeenyears...”

His dark eyes searched deep. | suppose he saw what he had done, for he dropped his gaze abruptly. At
least he didn't say he was sorry or that he wished he hadn’t made his desire so clear. He had dready told
me that it had come out as he wanted. That was enough to condemn him.

“I'll not insult you by offering what you would rightly disdain coming from me, nor can | relax the
restriction that you saw fit to disobey, but if thereisanything ese... ask and it shal be done.”

| would have preferred to remain silent, but the rage that had been building as he spoke could not find its
outlet until 1 knew the most important thing. And so he heard what voice | could mugter, hisface burning
scarlet as | croaked, “Why? No one ever bothered to tell mewhy | had to be silenced. Y ou never told
rTe”

Disbdlief shot from hiseyesdirectly into mine, shifting instantly to astonishment. He averted hisface. A
moment’ s hesitation and he strode toward the door. By Keldar’ s eyes, he was't going to tell me!

“Devlin!” | wanted to strangle him.

Perhapsit was the sight of the harp lying useless on the table that made him give as much ashe did, for he
paused besideit for amoment, then spoke over his shoulder, abreak in hisvoice making it sound asif he
weretruly sorry. “Y ou were bad for my dragons, Aidan. Y ou made them uneasy. | wish it could have
been different.”

The door siwung shut behind him.
Chapter 6

| walked out of my cousin’s house that same night. He chose not to prevent me. By thetime | found my
way to the front doors through dark, deserted roomsfull of shrouded furnishings, the old physician was
waiting with a cloak, aheavy leather purse, and an expression of greet distress. He opened his mouth



severd times, but he must have been commanded not to spesk to me, for nothing ever came out.

| wanted nothing from Devlin. If I'd had other clothesto wear, | would have stripped off the oneshe'd
given me, but necessity ruled, and | took the cloak aswell. The leather bag of coinsrevolted me even
more, but necessity ruled in that wise also. No one ese would forfeit hisor her life by helping me, so |
would take Devlin’ s blood money to use until | could fend for mysdif. | could not say | would rather
garve. Only those who have never starved can say that.

It was along, dow walk into the nearest village, but the old physician’s remedies and two days of
uninterrupted rest had done marvels. Or perhaps my anger sustained me until | could take aroom at an
inn, eat abowl of the landlord’ s porridge for a predawn breakfast, and collapse on a sagging bed.

Eventhen | could not deep. The congderation that my ruin had been amistake, that the Adairsand
Gwaithir and Cdlia had died for nothing, was infuriating to the point of madness. | made his dragons
“uneasy.” Uneasy! By the Seven Gods, what did that mean?

Hours of reviewing our conversation and reliving the occasion of our last meeting before my arrest took
me nowhere. It waswell onto noon by thetime| gave it up and dept the clock around once again. My
dreams werefilled with questions, but even more with rage. | killed Devlin more than once that night,
cruely, vicioudy, without remorse, and so vividly that | woke up sick and shaken, expecting to find blood
on my hands. | had planned to be on my way that day, to hunt for some backwater town where | could
gart over again, where | could become someone else and forget everything that had been. But the
ingstent, bloody resolution of my dreams showed me how futile it was to attempt such athing before |
had made some peace with mysdlf and whatever gods might exist to hear me.

So | used my cousin’ sgold to buy a horse and aflask of wine, and | inquired where | might find ashrine
dedicated to Keldar. | rode through the hot morning and turned off the road at the place I’ d been told,
winding dowly up aworn path to agrassy, rounded hilltop. In that place of unchecked winds and
uninterrupted vistas stood an ancient stele graven with the closed-eye symbol of the blind god. At itsbase
were laid faded bundles of wild thyme and rosemary, lovage and pennyroyd, herbs whose sweet
fragrances would be carried on the back of the wind, finding their way to the god, bearing with them the
prayers of those who left them.

| had no herbs, but | uncorked the wine—red and sour, as Callia had relished it—and poured half of it
on the ground beside the herb bundles. | begged Keldar for the wisdom to unravel the puzzle of my life
and find a path that was not solely the way of vengeance. | was mortally afraid. Asaman who haslost
one leg sees an enemy’ s sword poised above the other, so deep wasthe terror of my dreams. | had
never killed aman. To follow the way of vengeance—the only way that seemed clear—would surely
destroy whatever was left of me. Y et on any other path | would be as blind as Keldar and risk stumbling
back into the horror | had just escaped. If the blind god could help me find my way, then | had to ask.

The hot wind blew. The dry ground soaked up the wine. But my soul remained cold and Slent, the
familiar ritud providing no comfort. | sat leaning on the stele, drank the rest of the wine, and considered
kings and dragons and prideful musicianswho did not listen well enough when given warning. My
imprisonment had been no mistake. Devlin had wanted me silenced, but not harmed, and he thought he'd
gotten it—but how? To assert that mine had been the best-known name in Elyriaand every neighboring
kingdom was not false pride. How could | have disappeared so abruptly and my cousin not have known
of it? What had been said on the day after | was dragged from my bed?

If Devlin believed | was somehow athreat to hisdragons... that would explain agreat deal. Only the
dragons kept Elyriain control of her vassal kingdoms and prevented her from being upended by petty
tyrants or overrun by the barbarian hordes from beyond the borderlands—the wild men with braided hair



and aloathing for civilization. But why would he think it?“ Uneasy”? What did that mean? He assumed |
knew, and when | told him | didn’t... whatever it was he thought I’ d done, he was till afraid of it. His
need to leave mein the dark had outweighed his purpose, the “favor” he was going to ask of me.

| was at aloss. Neither answers nor vengeance would bring back the dead. Narim had urged meto go to
aninn onthe Vdlior road and ask hisfriend Davyn to help me, but | could not imagine what help some
Elhim clerk might offer. Besides, Narim might have been questioned and his friends compromised. | had
no desireto cross paths with my cousin’s Dragon Riders again. And so, since | could think of nothing
better, | threw the wine flask into the distance, returned the way I’ d come, and reclaimed my room at the
Whistling Pig. I would wait for Keldar’ s guidance.

The common room of the Whistling Pig was no different from those of athousand poor hostelriesaong
the roads of Elyria. A huge, soot-stained hearth with afriendly fire that filled the room with smoke and
was never alowed to go out. A hodgepodge of tables, chairs, barrels, and crates, with afew splintered
ones piled in acorner. Greasy, dark-wood walls hung with boars heads. Plain food, endless ae, and
adwaysatdl ool to welcome awandering musician. | sat in the darkest corner, hiding behind abrimming
tankard while | listened to the talk, trying to let mysdlf be drawn back into aworld | had amost forgotten.

It didn’t take long to catch up with the news. Little had changed since I’ d been hauled off to Mazadine.
Elyriawas till a war with everyone who did not swear fedlty to her king, and no kingdom with dragons
enough to face those of Devlin or hisvassalswould swear fedty to aking who had charred their fields
and citieswith dragon fire. Gondar was the current battleground, aweslthy kingdom far to the south that
was jeaous of Elyrid s control of the rich mining country on their common border. The locals said that
Prince Dond, Devlin's son, commanded the Elyrian troops on the Gondari border. The innocent child...
now nineteen or thereabouts. .. facing the brutal horrors of dragon warfare... | ordered another de.

A moment of genera sensation was caused by atoothlesstinker newly arrived from Lepan who told of
the great uproar in the city four nights previous when two Dragon Riders had washed up on the riverbank
with anumber of quite fatal holesin them. According to the tinker, a manhunt, the likes of which he had
never seen, had scoured the city. But the culprit was till on the loose, and the dragon legion commander
had vowed to hang the villain on the walls of Lepan by hisentrails.

“They say oneman did it?" asked one of the listeners.

“I wouldn't want to go against the man who could take out two Dragon Riders,” said athick-necked
farmer who could have tied aknot in aniron bar.

“I’d shake hishand,” said another, who wore one withered arm and the savage evidence of dragon burns
on haf hisface. “Ridemark clansmen think they own the world. Bring nothing but ruin. Good riddance to
le,r]'ﬂ

“I’ve heard they mate with the beasts,” said one of the barmaids, leading the conversation into
progressively wilder speculation on the nature and habits of the mysterious clan who wore the Ridemark
onthelr wrigs.

| lost track of their talk, for it was only thetinker’ s story that held my interest. Two Riderskilled and
thrown intheriver... the hunt through the streets of Lepan... It wasall backward and inside out. The
Riders had been the hunters and had captured their prey and taken him to their king, only... It came
back to me then how they had begun to beat me, then stopped abruptly. And | had imagined someone
throwing bodiesinto theriver, only I’ d thought | was dreaming because I’ d been kicked in the head. If
the dead Riders were the ones who had attacked me, then who had ddlivered me to Devlin? Why would
Devlin'smenkill hisown Dragon Riders?



The evening grew late, and a serving maid stuck apair of ducks on the spit, the grease hissing and
gpattering. The room was thick with smoke. More people arrived. Two Elhim quietly eating soup were
shoved out of their chairs by alocal herdsman who wanted their table. The landlord used abroom handle
to force the Elhim to wipe up their spilled soup with their own clothes. Once the momentary sensation
was over, the travelers, farmers, and shopkeepers grew mellow in their de and dropped their
conversation out of hearing. A few Udema began arguing loudly about whose turn it wasto pay for the
next round. All so familiar, yet | had no more part in it than if | were watching a puppet show a a
midsummer fair.

“A song,” said the landlord. “ Anyone hereto give usasong?’

| gripped my tankard between my palms and took along swallow while a stocky Udemayouth stepped
up to the stool and proceeded to sing “Morgave' s Lament” in a breethy, off-key tenor. | shut my ears
and tried not to remember Singing that particular song, asoldiers favorite, in the sarlit field where King
Ruarc stroops lay waiting nervoudy for the steel-helmeted warriors of FHorin to attack. The soldiers had
bes eged me when the song ended, |oading me down with so many medallions and rings and clips of hair
to be ddlivered to wives and loverswhen | returned to Elyriathat my manservant had torn pages out of a
book to write each name and wrap each token so we could keep them straight. It had taken me two
months, but | had ddlivered every one. The battle had been abloody one. Few of the tokens would ever
have been reclaimed.

While the patrons stamped their feet in approva, and the stocky youth gaped at the acclaim and began
another song, | rose, dropped one coin on the table and another in the musician’s cup, and started up the
dairs. About thetime | reached the first landing, three brawny ruffians burst through the door, bringing
the room to silence. Two of them werewielding swords. Their leader had a broad, flat face with adeeply
cleft chin and cold blue eyes that seemed to bulge outward from his brow ridge. He swept the room with
his gaze, then motioned for his companions to search the room.

“What'sdl this?” demanded the landlord, a paunchy man with red hair. “Y ou’ ve no right—"

“WE re hunting the bastard who murdered our brothers. The one who shelters him will be dragon
fodder... and hisfamily... and hisvillage... and hiswoman'svillage.”

My stomach shrank to aknot as they began circling the room, forcing everyone to show them their
hands. The landlord would remember. And the pretty barmaid who had wrinkled her nosein disgust as
I”’d fumbled my cup and my coinswith my grotesque fingers. | retreated into the shadows and ran lightly
up to my room, grabbed my cloak, and peered out the window.

Three lathered horses pranced nervoudly in the yard. No guard remained with them to see me shinny out
the window and drop to the ground. A few awkward, fumbling, cursing momentsin the stable as| tried
to grip buckles and straps; then | abandoned the saddle that had come with my horse, settling for a
bridie. Grateful again for my mother’ sinsstence that even amusician should ride as befitted awarrior’s
son and aking' s nephew, | threw mysalf on the back of the horse. | took him dowly out of the stableto
the road, then urged him into agallop, hearing shouts behind me. | had chosen the horse carefully, and he
waswell rested, but | didn’t breathe easier until | was three leagues down the road with no more sign of
pursuit.

| was more than passably familiar with the roads of northern Elyria, having traveled thereagood ded in
my first yearssSnging. For aweek | stayed on the back roads, buying supplies at avillage market, and
spending the first few nights under the sars, trying to put distance between Lepan and any sighting of a
Senal with crippled hands. Why would Devlin send histhugs after me not two days after dlowing meto
walk out of hishouse? Just like the bodiesin theriver, it made no sense... unless Devlin hadn’t sent



them. On that first night | spent along time beside my tiny firewondering if Devlin had asfirm control of
his dragon legions as he thought. The thought was unsettling, like the tremors before an earthquake. The
Chaos Y earswere only afew hundred years behind us; not much time at al.

When my suppliesran low, | stopped & a pilgrim’ s hostelry, ameager shelter for those visiting aloca
ghrineto thetwins Vdlyaand Vanir, goddess of earth and god of fire. In the holy cavern visitors could
wander by torchlight among pits of boiling mud that reeked of brimstone, deep crevasses where spouts
of fire shot up from glowing rocks, and rocky maws of smmering water that would periodically shoot
towers of steamn to the cavern roof ten stories above. | skipped the pilgrimage to the cavern and resumed
my journey after sharing the common soup pot and seeping on ahard mat in the shelter. | spoketo no
one, asked no questions, and sought no news. My hands stayed inside my cloak.

Fortunately the roads were mostly deserted, for | had begun talking to myself aloud. Anyone who heard
me might have reported amadman on the loose. | needed to work the rust and hesitation from my
gpeech. It wastoo noticeable. So | worked at the repetitive diction exercises my singing masters had
drilled into me, and | searched out saxifrage and coltsfoot and candlewick and boiled them in water,
inhaling the steam or drinking the teato ease the irritation of my throat.

Only once, as| stood on arocky overlook and watched the sun set over the Carag Huim with the color
of dragons fire, did | attempt to turn my speech into a song, that same“Morgave' s Lament” | had
known since | wasfive. But thefirst three notesfell dead inthe quiet air. | could not hear the next onein
my head, could not fed the words blossom from the unfolding melody, could not summon the passion
that would weave together the notes and the words and grow them into so much more together than they
were gpart. And so | faltered and broke off... and cursed myself for afool to think it even possible that |
could make music where nonelived any longer.

Onthe next day | passed a roadside shrine dedicated to Roelan. The graven visage of the hunchbacked
god was nestled in agrove of willows next to awell-tended pool. | stopped there awhile, gazing at the
god with the falcon on his crooked shoulder. In the hot stillness of the afternoon | forced myself to look
inward, to lay myself open, to listen and fed as | had not permitted mysdlf for haf an eternity. But though
my ears came near bleeding with the effort, the world was slent. | 1eft the shrine without an offering for
the god. I had nothing to give him.

At the end of my second week on theroad, | arrived at the city of Camarthan, afair-sized market town
of graceful domes and arches built of warm yellow granite and white marble. It was nestled in the green
foothills of the Carag Huim, the Mountains of the Moon, that bounded Elyria on the west. No mgjor
trade routes passed through the city, but myriad minor ones, ensuring that its marketplace provided the
most interesting and exotic fare of any in the kingdom. The people were friendly and open, and perhaps
because of their constant exposure to new things, their city had aways been the best place to try out new
music. Theregion lay under the protection of the Duke of Catania. In the past when | had visited
Camarthan, the duke had been a cultured, well-educated man. When | had comethereto singin his
marble-columned festival pavilion, the duke swife had tried her best to entice meto settle in Camarthan
asamember of the court and amentor for their son, who at fifteen was amore than passable harpist. |
had refused her, explaining that | was pledged in service to Roelan and must go where the god caled me.
The duke had gracioudy offered me ahome for whenever the god permitted me to settle. It was perhaps
foolish to go back to aplace where | had been well known, but it was a convenient destination when |
had no other in mind. The old duke' s son now ruled Catania. Assuredly our paths were unlikely to cross.

| Ieft my horsein aclean public stable, asking the owner to find me a decent saddle with large buckles
that an “aged servant with poor eyesight” could manage. Then | spent anervous hour in theloca shops,
finding new clothesthat were less fine and less memorabl e than those my cousin had supplied, and a



better knife than the one I’ d gotten from abarmaid at the Whistling Fig. | sought out aglover’s shop
deep in adeserted street and bought some loose-fitting doeskin glovesthat | could manageto pull on
over my wretched hands so that perhaps their appearance would not be so noticeable. The gloves served
dua purpose: except on the very hottest days every joint | had ached miserably, and my hands and feet
werecold dl thetime.

By thetime I’ d taken care of these matters, | was shaking with exhaustion from three weeks' travelingin
constant fear and the terrifying exposure of the city streets. Along with my pride and my defiance, | had
used up the last of my couragein Goryx’ s chamber. Once mortal necessity was satisfied, | could think of
nothing but to find somewhere to hide. So | sought out lodgingsin amodest quarter of the city, the Streets
frequented by clerks and laborers, drovers and journeymen. To remain anonymous in the poorest streets
of any town isawaysdifficult, for many resdents are looking for information to sdll, and no one has
enough occupation to keep them from watching each other. But in the streets where people are hurrying
about on their own business, no one hastimeto look too closdly.

I, of course, had no business, amatter | was going to have to rectify before too many weeks passed. My
cousin’s pursewould not refill itsalf. But | constantly put off taking action. | couldn’t force myself out of
my room except to find something to eat, and even then | would make my purchases and scurry back to
my lodging likearat to ahole. A glance from a passing stranger would make me break out in aswedt; a
casua word would force my stomach into spasms of terror. | imagined Dragon Riders awaiting me
around every corner with manacles and whips. Life became a shriveled mockery, more dismd, | think,
than the refuse hegps of Lepan... until | spent the next-to-last silver coin from my repugnant hoard. Left
with no choices, | had to take up life again.

Chapter 7

My first ventures out in search of anew start were into Camarthan’ s marketplace. The tree-shaded
market was crowded and busy, with agood number of escape routes should | draw unwanted notice.
Thefirst day | forced mysdlf out for an hour, the next for two. | drifted from one display to the next,
never speaking to anyone until | chided mysdlf that al the work I d done while on the road was gone for
naught if | let my voice rust away again. So | asked afew questions about the origins of the exotic
artworks, fabrics, and furnishings one could see in the market, satisfied when the words came out without
the harshness of my first days of speech. For aweek | would fly trembling back to my hiding place as
soon as my alotted time was done. But as the days passed uneventfully, | gained confidence. After two
weeks | would spend the whole day in the market, listening to the babble of commerce, watching the ebb
and flow of sellersand buyers, and actudly beginning to see some of the things at which | looked.

Inevitably, | was drawn to aharpmaker’ sstal. | had passed by it ten times before without stopping, but
on one beautiful summer afternoon, an eegantly dressed young woman sat tuning asmall rosewood harp
with ivory keys under the hovering eye of the old craftsman. Her shining dark ringlets shook with her
frudration.

“Itwon't tune,” shesaid. “Why would | buy it? It doesn’'t matter that it’ slovely to look at.”
The white-haired man crinkled his brow and answered her, but in the language of Florin, not Elyria

“I don’t understand your gibberish,” she said when hewas done. “1 won't buy the harp if it won’t tune
properly.”

The man tried to explain again, but the frowning young woman shook her head in annoyance.

“He stelling you to tighten the nut threetimes, then et it back to the right tuning, rather than coming up



from under,” | said. “It’ s often better that way with afineinstrument.” Precison and loving care had gone
into making the three beautiful harps displayed in the old man’ s all.

“Y ou understand this nonsense he speaks?’ asked the woman.

“Wdl enough.”

Shedid what | told her and was soon playing the richly toned instrument and singing in a Sweet but thin
voice. “Ask himif hispriceisfirm,” she said after afew moments.

“What did hetdl you?’

Shetold me, and | had no need to query the man. The price was eminently fair. But | did as she bade
me, though at the sametime | complimented the harpmaker on cresting such afine piece.

“Doyou play?’ he asked, smiling with relief.

“Not anymore. But anyone would be proud to play an instrument so well crafted.” Then| told the
woman, “He sayshispriceisfirm. And I'll adviseyou it'sabargain.”

“Wdl, then. It does sound nice.”

With dender, agile fingers she counted out her gold and silver coins. As shewalked away, | aso turned
to go, but the old Forin called to me. “Sir!” And when | looked back, he bowed politely as Forinsdo.
Vando z. Estendu z na.”

| returned the politeness. “ Thank you, and may your gods wak with you aso.”

The gtall next to the harpmaker was occupied by aleather merchant who displayed awide variety of
wares, from bags and walletsto lightweight |leether armor and saddlery. The florid, balding merchant had
watched the interchange with the harpmaker intently. As| hurried past, he cdled out, “ Senai! A word
withyou, if | might.”

Very tempting to pretend | hadn't heard; | wanted desperately to run away. But | paused and clasped
my gloved hands behind my back asif | had dl day to answer.

He was a prosperous man by the look of hisbeige silk shirt and well-cut leather breeches and vest. A
Udema— short, stocky, sturdy, and fair-haired like dl his people. Jaw like an anvil. “Y ou speak the
language of the Horins?’

[13 YSH
“ And know their customs? \When to bow and al?’

“Yes” | had absorbed languages and customs just as | had devoured the sounds of cities and
countryside and wild lands. All of it wasmusic.

“And for others besides Horins. Isit possible you know them too—like the tongue of the Breen?’
“Why do you ask?’

“There sabetmaker, aBreen, who sits on the far side of the market. She does fine work, but her
designsaretoo odd for Elyrians. Looks asif she'snot had afair med in atwevemonth. I'd hire her to
do some of my tooling, but she doesn’t understand when | ask her. | was going to propose—if it
wouldn’t be taken as an insult to so worthy a gentleman as yoursa f—to offer you aconsideration if you



would speak to her on my behalf. It would be to her benefit aswell asmine.”

The perfect answer to my dilemma. For days | had scoured my head for ideas of how | might earn a
living. | had examined every stal in the market, tried to judge every passerby asto what he did and
whether | could do it too. Though involvement in music would berisky and painful, | had resgned myself
to hiring out as asinging magter or asaharp or flute teacher—cheaply, of course, as| could not
demongtrate the lessons. But everything else | knew, every skill | might possessor learn in areasonable
time, seemed to require hands that worked. | could write only with difficulty and none too legibly. My
gtiff fingers could not build instruments or transcribe music or keep accounts. My ruined back muscles
were S0 week that | could not do anything that required strength, eveniif | could get past theinevitable
guestions asked of a Senai hiring out to do ordinary labor. But | had not even considered my experience
with languages.

“1 could speak to the beltmaker,” | said, trying not to sound too eager. “No consderation necessary. But
perhaps you have further needsin the area of trandation and interpretation... ?’

He narrowed his eyes, drawing his broad brow into aknot. “Y ou wouldn't know how to approach a
Raggai chieftain about sdlling some of his goldwork, now, would you?’

“I oncelived for amonth inaRaggal village. Raggal are very protective of their goldwork, unlessthe
buyer becomes amember of their family—amatter of afew pigsand acask of brandy. And, of course, a
family member can do as he likeswith hisbrothers or sisters work, aslong asit brings honor or profit
tothefamily.”

A beneficent smile blossomed on the Udema merchant’ sface. “My nameisAlfrigg...”

After abit more dancing about, Alfrigg agreed that he could well use a permanent trandator, especialy
since he was on the verge of expanding his business. “And your name, Sir?’

“Aidan... MacTarsuin.”
“Ah, | see”

| had named mysdf “no man’s son.” Alfrigg would assume that | was ayounger son, dispossessed by
some family dipute. Such was often the case among Senai families. The Situation produced a class of
wdll-educated but impoverished clerks and priests, artists and actors who never quitefit into any society.
| did not contradict hisbelief. Digpossessed was quite accurate.

Further discussion revedled that Alfrigg hailed from the town of Dungarven in eastern Elyria. He had
apprenticed to a butcher, but discovered he had more luck with hides than meat. He had bought out his
apprenticeship early, and now ruled aflourishing business and afamily of seven children with adespotic
hand. He liked Camarthan for itslocation and friendly atmosphere, but as he saw the caravans pass
through, visons of aleathery empire floated behind his blue eyes.

When | suggested that | could perhaps give him a preview of what customersin other regions might look
format Eskonianswore smdll leather pouches with the dust of their ancestorsin them, for example, or that
the Breen fdt it important to have the name of their household gods on everything they used—he dapped
me on the back and crowed in ddight. “Vanir blessme, but | aways thought Senal the most usdless of all
Earth’ s creatures. All their reading and writing and dabbling, politicsand playacting... pshaw! Even Elhim
and donkeys have better purpose. But you, good sir, will make me arich man, avery useful endeavor
indeed.” After aquarter of an hour of negotiation, Alfrigg brought out ared enameled flask of uziat—the
fiery brandy Udema used to sed every contract—and two tiny cups. “May our association belong and
profitable, Aidan MacTarsuin!”



| worked mostly as an interpreter at first, helping Alfrigg negotiate with traders whose caravans passed
through Camarthan. Occasiondly | advised him on the cultural aspects of his stock. In addition, |
trandated |etters and documents, though | hinted that | had aways hired scribesto write for me and was
thus uncomfortable penning documents for mysdlf. Fortunately, Alfrigg’ s Elhim clerk was quite capable.

Though merchant trading was nothing | had ever fdt an interest in pursuing, the days were busy and
interesting, leaving melittle time for fear or regret. Nights were more than sufficient for that. Someday |
would have to take up the search for the truth of my life. But first | needed to get afew thingsin order
with mysdlf. If | flinched at every sound, | could not hear the subtleties | needed to hear. If | shied away
from people, | could not ask questions unremarked. My employment seemed a good first remedy.

My body presented a challenge equa to that of my cowardly spirit. | could not walk five steps without
panting in exhaugtion. How could | ever get close enough to the dragons to discover why my cousin said

| made them uneasy? More to the point, how could | have any hope of getting away again to do
something with the knowledge? And so, on every morning | wasin Camarthan, | rose early to go walking
inthe rugged hills. At first | could scarcely cover hdf aleaguein two hours, spending most of my time
collapsed againgt atree or aboulder wondering if | would ever again be able to move or to breathe. But
after amonth or so it became alittle easier, and after three months | was able to run al the way to the top
of Mount Camar itself, where | could see dl of Camarthan and al of western Elyria spread out before me
inthe dawn light. It was a distance of more than two leagues each way. The beauty and, peace of the
Carag Huim and the dry, clear air were hedling for my lungsif not my spirit, and they enabled meto face
Alfrigg and his cohortswith equanimity.

“Aidan, lad, I've aproposition to put you.” Alfrigg settled back in his*business chair,” an ample creation
of padded |eather, studded with brass. He was in an expansive mood, having just concluded an excellent
ded with asaddlery inVdlior. “I've not doneright by you. We' ve set our agreement for your pay, and |
can't haveit said that | renegotiate contracts before their term, but you’ ve done good work these few
months. My clerk tells me you' ve been moving from lodging house to lodging house asif you' d trouble
paying. | don't like that. L ooks bad to the customers...”

“No need to concern—"

“... and s0 I've taked to the wife, and we' ve decided you will move in with us. We' ve plenty of room,
better food than you' Il get anywherein the digtrict, and, as you take on more responsibility, it makes
good businessfor you to be here. It will give ustimeto get to know each other better.” He waved me
toward the straight wooden chair on the other sde of his desk, asif expecting to negotiate the details
right then and there,

Alfrigg’' shouse waslarge and lively, hiswife awise, witty, and skilled housematron. Udema custom
encouraged a prosperous businessman to shelter his most valued and trusted employees. Asthese were
amogt exclusively other Udema, it was agreat compliment he paid me. Indeed, the prospect of ahomely
house, offering comfort and company, out of the public way was very attractive. Though | no longer
cowered in my room for days at atime, | ate my meals alone and kept my gloves on and did indeed
move from one poor lodging to another every few weeks. No man with haf amind would refuse his
offer. But the last generous family who had given me ahome had al of them been murdered.

| remained standing, pretending | didn’'t see Alfrigg’ s gesture toward the chair. “Though | thank you
immensdly, sir, and your wife, too, for such akind offer, | cannot.”

“Why ever not?’

“I'judt...” | fumbled frantically, but no logicd reason cameto mind. “Please understand, my family...” |



couldn’'t evenfinishiit.

“Ah, yes, your family.” Hisfar complexion scarlet, he burst from his chair, shoving aside the flask of uziat
that sat waiting to celebrate our closer relationship. “What would they think? How could | be so stupid as
to believe a Senal might prefer aUdemahouse to arathole?” Before | could ssammer out adenid, the
door had dammed behind him.

Alfrigg did not forgive me the dight. We worked well together, but never again with the ease of our first
days. He made unending references to “those with refined sensibilities who cannot even remove their
gloveslest they be contaminated with aUdema stouch.” It grieved me to have wounded him so sorely,
as hewas akind and generous man, but | could not recant without opening up more questionsthan | was
willing to answer.

Soon after thisdebacle, Alfrigg’s Elhim clerk found anew position with the duke' s court, and another
Elhim was hired to replace him. His name was Tarwyl, and he looked very much like Narim—as dl
Elhim looked very much like Narim. He was quite competent and seemed gentlemanly and
good-humored. After thefirst week of hisemployment, he asked if | knew of agood placeto take
lodgings, as he was new in the city. And perhaps | could show him about?

| gave him the name of afew decent houses | had used in the past months that would accept Elhim as
residents, but at the sametime | madeit clear that | did not keep company with others who worked for
Alfrigg. Tarwyl did not seem offended and made no further attempts at familiarity. Elhim likely got
accustomed to such dights. | despised mysdlf.

And so the days passed. | did not speak to the old harp-maker again, though occasiondly | would Sit
under atreein the marketplace and listen as customers cameto try out hisinstruments. Sometimesthe
old Horin himself would play, and | would listen, longing for the soundsto come diveinsgde me. But
there was only emptiness. Only slence.

For the rest of that year | worked for Alfrigg. | began accompanying him on journeysinto Eskonia, and
Aberthain, Kyre, and Madova, heping him hire agentsto receive his merchandise from the caravans, sl
it, and send him back the money. He tried to get me to cross the Sea of Arron to set up anew agency in
Y s Tarre, aremote kingdom reputed to be exceptionally wealthy and accessible only by sea, but, with
profound apologies, | declined. I’d dways had aweak stomach on thewater. | told him | would go
anywherein hisservice, aslong as| didn't haveto travel in aboat. He gave me a generous bonus when
thefirgt caravan returned from Eskoniawith a hedlthy profit. When he presented it, he did not offer me
uziat, though the red enamel flask sat ready as aways on his desk.

On oneof our trading journeys, | at last learned what the world believed had happened to Aidan
MacAlliger, beloved of the gods, the most famous musician in Elyriaand beyond. The caravan stretched
out asfar asthe eye could seein agray and disma downpour, wagon after wagon flanked by armed
riders. | was hunched over in the saddle in aching misery, my cloak pulled shug against therain, and the
reinswrapped tightly about my hands because the pain in my fingers prevented my grasping them
properly, when one of the guards pulled up to ride next to me.

“Say, MacTarsuin, I’ ve been meaning to ask... have | met you before?” Hewasawiry, middle-aged
man with atangle of gray-streaked brown hair.

“I don't think so,” | said, pulling the hood of my cloak lower.

“Name sSinclarr. Beenriding caravans since | wasalad. Thought maybe I’ d seen you riding with us
back when Master Gerald ran things. There was aleather merchant often sent his man with usin those

days”



My pulse raced ahead of me ever so dightly. “Master Gerad?’

“Master Gerdd Adair. It' sthe Adairswhat used to own thislot, back fifteen, twenty year ago. Fine
gentleman he was, and hisfather before him.”

“But he doesn’t own it now?”’

“Gor, no! It was awicked happening. Thewhole family of ‘em gone: Master Gerdd, the old man, his
good lady, the daughter what was just come womanly, afair and sprightly girl. Burned to degth. All of
"em. Their house caught firein the night. A servant what escaped said alamp got spilled and caught the
wall hangings. Y ou probably heard abouit it. It was the same time as Aidan MacAllister
disappeared—you know, the singer. Some say he died in the fire with them.”

“I"d heard he disappeared. Just not how or when.”

“Well, hewas great friendswith Master Gerald, and there wastak in the caravans as how he had an eye
for Migtress Alys. After the fire he was never seen nor heard no more. A pity. Never heard the like of
him and his harp. Would take you away from what ailed or what troubled, show you things you never
thought to see, and when he was done, he' d set you back down wherever you' d come from, only better.
Eased, you know, so things weren't so hard. A lossto the world it was when he went away. I've
wondered...”

It was aswell he needed no prompting for hisrambling conversation. | remained mute, cold rain dripping
from my hood.

“Asl said, anumber say hedied in thefire or was grieved so by it as he couldn’t sing no more. But I’ ve
heard another story. Dragons flew over Vdlior that night. A few monthslater a Dragon Rider was going
around the taverns and aehouses, saying he saw Aidan MacAllister come to the dragon camps at dawn
the next morning, talking wild about how the dragons had torched hisfriends. Said MacAllister took up a
sword against the dragons and got himsdlf burned dead. That' sthe story | believe. Somebody like
that—friendly with the gods and al—don’t just diein hisdeep or give it up when hiswoman gets
roasted.”

In the autumn of that year | hired an Elhim scribe and had him write aletter addressed to the curator of
theroya archivesat Vdlior. Theletter stated that | was compiling alist of unsolved cases of treason asa
service to the Temple of Jodar. The god of war bore avirulent hatred for traitors, | said, and the temple
could use alist of missonsto prescribe for penitents wishing to expiate their own failings by taking

Jodar’ s vengeance. | was looking for incidents between fifteen and twenty yearsin the past. The scribe
looked a me strangely, but | said only that we al did service to the godsin our own private ways. And |
paid him very wel and promised him morework if he was discrest.

If the crime of which | had been convicted—the incident in which | had “aided the enemies of
Elyria’—had been recorded at dl, then | had to assume the case had never been publicly closed. From
Sinclair’ stestimony and other references |’ d heard, no hint of scandal was attached to my name. |
wouldn't have expected it. As my name was linked to his own, my cousin would have seen to that.

But my case must never have been filed. When | recelved an answer to my query, nothing in the two
pages of missing battle plans, stolen horses turned up in enemy cavalry, and other such occurrences could
possibly have been related to me. Only three cases had anything to do with dragons.

In oneincident in the dragon camp at Cor Damar, three Dragon Riders had been dain as suspected
spies. The three had been causing havoc in the camp with their dragons. Another Rider had turned his
own dragon on the three, daying both Riders and dragons to prevent further trouble. The investigation



had uncovered no cause for the three Riders defection. | had visited many towns and villages near Cor
Damar that year, asatisfying timewhen | fet that | had moved up awholeleve in my sKills, but asfar as
| could remember | had spoken to no Dragon Rider and done nothing that could be remotely connected
to theincident.

The second case occurred at Cor Neuill, the winter lair just north of Camarthan. A Dragon Rider had
been found knifed to death after a midwinter’ sfeast, and a Ridemark child had disappeared. The dragon
lair had been in chaosthat night and the murderer/abductor had never been found. Intruth | had sungin
the camp only two days previous and had been scheduled to perform at that very feast, but my mother
had been taken ill, and | had canceled the remainder of my performancesin Cor Neuill.

Thethird incident involved the escape of two Kasmari hostages being held in the dragon camp at
Aberthain. | well remembered my visit to Aberthain and the night of glory when | sat on the ridge above
King Germond’ s dragons and sang with the gods. The coincidence was sobering. But the hostages had
escaped days after | had |eft the kingdom, and ample witnesses could have testified asto my
whereabouts. In truth | had traveled so widdly, there was likely no crime in the kingdom that had not
occurred before, during, or after my presence. So it seemed | had dredged up nothing of any use.

Winter came and my bones ached so that | could not deep. | could not hold a cup without clamping both
my pamsaround it like an infant. When | refused Alfrigg’ s offer of hot, spiced wineto celebrate his
oldest daughter’ s betrothal, he threw down his cup and stormed from the room. Hiswife, Marika,
frowned a mein puzzled exagperation, then followed after him slently as| stuffed my usdessfingersin
my pockets.

The Gondari war had worsened. Elyriahad warred with Gondar for aslong as| could remember.
Gondari assassins had killed my uncle King Ruarc’ sfather-in-law and were suspected in a hundred other
deaths. These occurrences had dways been resolved in Elyria sfavor, inarain of dragon fire. But now
the Gondari had come by dragons of their own and were raiding unhindered into Elyrian lands. They had
evidently daughtered every inhabitant of three Elyrian border villages and delivered their headsto Devlin
inagold casket. No onein Camarthan could understand why Devlin and his son didn’t blast the Gondari
and their dragonsinto oblivion. The disputed gold wouldn't melt, they said.

On abitter evening in the last month of the year, when the snows lay deep on the roads into Camarthan, |
sat huddled before the roaring hearth in the common room of my latest lodging house, wishing | dared stir
up the coals or move even closer without setting myself afire, when ayoung serving girl set down atray
of aemugs and announced, “ Dragonsin Cor Neuill.”

Some patrons grumbled a curse, saying how they’ d hoped thisyear might be different and the fiery devils
not come. Others argued that the dragons were the only reason aman could st and drink amug of dein
peace without some ax-wid ding barbarian splitting his skull and ravishing hiswife. One laborer moaned
that now the legion was returned, he’ d have to go to the Ridemark camp for work. He said he' d rather
gtick with lower pay working for locd folk, but hiswifewouldn't let him.

| sat garing into the flames, wishing my creaking joints would be eased and my terrifying thoughts vanish
up the chimney with the smoke. The dragons always cameto Cor Neuiill at year’ send. To take the
beasts into the snows they hated, to practice battle maneuversin the ice-laden wind, to reaffirm who was
measter and who was servant. .. these were profound symbols of the Riders control. Degp in my
innermost self | had known that when the dragons came, | could no longer put off my search for the truth.

And so my time of waiting came to an end. On the next morning | went to Alfrigg and proposed anew
enterprise—that he should supply the Dragon Riderstheir leether armor. It wastrue, | said, that the
commanders of the Riders refused to speak the common tongue of Senai and Udema, using only the



ancient tongue of the Ridemark clan. But he, Alfrigg, wasfortunate, for | knew the clan speech, so that
when he ventured into the dragon legion’ s camp, he could take hisinterpreter with him.

Chapter 8

An exceptionally tall and broad-shouldered Elhim met us at the southern watchpost of Cor Neuill and led
us down the ribbon of trampled mud and snow to the headquarters of the dragon legion. The weather
had deteriorated dl day, and pregnant clouds hung low over the snowy pesks. Alfrigg grumbled
continuoudy as he hunched in hisfur-lined wool cloak againgt the fine stinging deet. “What useisthe
world' srichest contract if I’ m but another scrap inthe An'Huim glacier?’

The Elhim, shivering in histhin, shabby cloak, cocked apale, frosted eyebrow at the massive leather
merchant on histall horse, asif trying to imagine the anvil-jawed Udemafrozenin ariver of ice. But his
only comment was, “Not far to go, your honor.” Then he bent his head forward again, adamp lock of
far hair faling over hisleft eye. He dogged down the gently doping road, leading ustoward a squet,
stone building that might be perched on the edge of the clouds, for al we could see beyond it.

| was shivering, too, though my cloak was quite adequate. Terror and cowardice are far more potent
than any winter ssorm. Now that the day had come, | could scarcely keep from turning tail and riding as
fast as| could go, asfar from any dragon as | could get. On my lips was an unending prayer to Keldar to
show mewhat | needed to see on thisvist, as| could never attempt such brazen stupidity again.

Smoke drifted lazily from the chimney of the headquarters building and from the campfires scattered
among the hundreds of tents, only to be swirled avay by the gusting wind. Having sung at Cor Neuill
severd times, | wasfamiliar with the layout of the encampment. The commander and his adjutants dept in
the permanent quarters, while the foot and horse soldiers and aides, the cooks, grooms, herdsmen, and
other functionaries that hovered about a clan encampment were relegated to the tents. Not the Riders,

though.

The Riderslived with the dragons down in the vast bowl of Cor Neuill that lay hidden in the storm
beyond the headquarters building. Each man ate and dept, lived and fought with the dragon to which he
had been bound in arite so secret that no one outside the Twelve Families of the Ridemark had ever
witnessed it. In that rite the Rider was attuned to his dragon’ s bloodstone, athumb-sized jewd of dark
red that the man would wear for every moment of hislife from that day forward, daying his own mother if
shebut laid afinger onit. Thejewe alowed the Rider to impose hiswill upon his bound dragon,
controlling itsrage and directing it wherever he chose. With the stone he could aso control other dragons
inalimited fashion and protect himsdf from their assault. And the jewd infused him with fire that made
his skin spark when touched, a matter of mortal consequence to anyone the Rider touched when drunk

or angry.

Asfar as anyone knew, no one outside the clan had ever possessed a bloodstone or ridden a dragon.
Even within the Twelve Families the privilege to ride was reserved only to asdect few. Legend said you
could tell a birth which child of the clan would ride the dragons, for his mother’ s birth passage would be
scorched as he cameinto the world, and his eyes would burn with golden fire. Perhapsit wastrue. In dl
my observations, however, it was only cruelty and arrogance that flamed in aRider’ s eyes, and the
knowledge that no man wastruly hismaster. They cared only for the honor and traditions of the clan,
nothing for territory or power beyond their own. They lived only to destroy, leaving to kings and princes
the business of whom to burn.

A hundred hard eyes glanced our way as we rode through the encampment. Interest waned just as
quickly, and they turned back to their business of mending harness, darning socks, sharpening wegpons,
and cooking supper over thefiresthat struggled bravely againgt the gusty wind—the usua activitiesof a



military camp. Accompanying them were the usual smdlls of woodsmoke and bacon, horse dung and
leather, and, asin dl Ridemark camps, the faint odor of brimstone. There were women about, not the
whores and gap-toothed washing women found everywhere that soldierslived, but sturdy, capable,
cold-eyed women dressed in the same black and red capes as the men. The women of the Twelve
Families rode to war with the men, performing most duties equaly with their clan brothers, except for
riding the dragons.

A sullen young woman took our horses and led them toward alean-to on the Side of a substantia stable,
while the Elhim directed us through aleather-curtained door into the blast of heat from an open hearth.
Some thirty black-caped men and afew women occupied the wide, shallow single room of the
headquarters. Many of them were clustered around alarge map table. At the far right end of the room
three warriors conferred with an officer seated at afolding field desk. Chests and trunks were stacked
about the room, and two Elhim clerks stood over them, ticking off itemson lists. Even in a Ridemark
camp, Elhim' s skillswith numbers were useful. Severd young aides darted about filling drinking cups
from steaming pots.

The curtained-off areasin the corners of the room would be deeping quarters, and just across the stone
floor, opposite the door we' d entered, was awooden door that led outside again. Few who were not of
the Twelve Families were ever dlowed to pass that door, so | had been told on the visitsin my youith.
Few would have any desireto do so, of course, for the doorway led out to the rim of Cor Neuill and the
horror that lived there.

The Elhim took usto the man at the field desk, agiant of aman, well past middle age from the evidence
of the scant, grizzled hair on his boulder of ahead, but with the muscled chest and tight girth of aman half
his years. His nose had been broken a sometime, for it resembled a hawk’ s bill, and as he turned his
cold, light eyes away from his subordinatesto look at us, | shriveled inside. Of dl theill luck... of dl the
commanders who could have been assigned to Cor Neuiill, it had to be the high commander himsdlf, Garn
MacEachern, the very man who had stood in my cousin’ s garden the day | was warned away from his
dragons, the very man who had watched from the shadows as | was arrested and condemned.

Panic throttled my tongue. Fear must have been written al over my face, for Alfrigg raised afrost-rimed
eyebrow at me as he waited for me to speak. What half-crazed rat had ever walked so boldly into the
ferd-ca'slar?

“The leather merchant and hisman,” said the Elhim hdtingly in the tongue of the Ridemark clan. “Come
to present the proposed contract for supply of Riders armor to the commander and quartermaster.”

Alfrigg bowed respectfully, yet kept hisjaw lifted and his broad back straight. “Y our excdllency,” he
sad. “ Greetings of Jodar and hissix brethren to you.”

| bowed, too, quickly turning sideways between Alfrigg and the commander as Alfrigg had instructed me.
Not looking at ether party, | trandated the merchant’ swords. Alfrigg was a masterful businessman,
dedling as much in his uncompromising honesty and salf-confidence asin leather goods. He knew his
bargaining would go better if he kept the attention focused on his own open face and imposing presence
rather than on any intermediary, no matter how necessary. It suited me well to have MacEachern’ s gaze
drawn to Alfrigg and not to the rivulets of sweet dripping down the sdes of my face or to the gloved
handsthat | clasped behind my back to keep them from shaking. Astonishingly enough, my words came
out clear and cam, absolutely at odds with the chaosinside me. Perhaps Keldar was guiding my
performance, as Roelan had done so often when | was young.

With meto trandate and his Elhim scribe to write, Alfrigg had corresponded at length with the
quartermaster, athin, squinting man with atic in one eye, so that much of what wasto be discussed that



afternoon was mere formality for the benefit of the commander. The Riders were impressed that the
merchant had brought his own interpreter. | made sure to ssumble and grasp for words just enough that
they had no need to ask how | had grown so facilein their tongue. A great many songs were composed
in the language of ancient Elyria. And, too, Goryx my jailer had spoken nothing el se.

After the brief formalities of agreement, the two scurrying aides brought atray of tall pewter goblets
steaming with pungent spiced wine. My throat was parched. But even the blazing hearthfire had not yet
warmed the blocks of ice in my boots or the throbbing lumpsin my gloves, and | dared not fumble acup
right under MacEachem’ snose, so | shook my head at the pockmarked young man who held the tray.
Alfrigg glared at me furioudy. Because | was Senal, my refusal could be viewed as an affront to my
Udema employer, or, even worse, as an affront to the Ridemark clan. Most Senai, even impoverished
younger sonswho were forced to seek employment, scorned those of the Twelve Familiesas
“mongrel”—neither Senai nor Udemanor of any other identifiable heritage. Those who had climbed to so
high arank as MacEachern and had reached the inevitable conclusion that they could never be accepted
into Senal society were very senstive to Senal insults. | needed to smooth things over quickly.

“Master Alfrigg,” | said, just loud enough that the Riders could hear the honoarific, “asthe weather is so
unsettled, | will forgo the honor and pleasure of taking refreshment with you and the commander and
proceed with the duties you have assgned me. Please command me, Sir.”

The curl of MacEachem'sfull lip told methat | had succeeded in earning his scorn by thus abasing myself
to aUdema. Alfrigg, of course, assumed | was snubbing him again and could not hide hisirritation. “I
would not presumeto hold you here while you could be useful dsawhere. Asaways you show excessive
attention to your duties.” He then proceeded to ask if | could be shown examples of the Riders gear and
perhaps clarify with aRider afew of the requirements noted in the contract. The financial and delivery
details, which Alfrigg and the quartermaster were to Sit down and solidify, needed no interpretation.

MacEachern nodded curtly and summoned our Elhim guide, who had been standing quietly beside the
door since our arrival. The dight was easy to interpret; clearly | was not worthy of aguide from the
Ridemark itsdf. Well and good. | did not want his esteem. ‘ Take the merchant’ s servant to speak with
Bogdar. Request my brother in my name to answer whatever is needed.” With that we were dismissed.

Alfrigg and the quartermaster retired to avacant table with their ledgers and scrolls. MacEachern wagged
hisfinger a one of the officerswho had moved away upon our arriva. But asthe Elhim and | pulled our
cloakstight about us and headed out the wooden door on the northern wall of the room, the commander
leaned back in his chair, spping his hot wine and watching us go. | hoped it was just hisrelishing theidea
of aSena serving a Udemamerchant that made him stare, but | couldn’t help wondering if there was
someway he could see through my cloak to the purple scars on my back or read my soul to discover my
hatred for him and my loathing for what he had made of me.

Once the Elhim pulled the wooden door closed behind us, | breathed easier... at least until theicy wind
sucked my breath avay. We stood on an exposed outcropping of rock, roughly semicircular in shape,
approximately forty pacesin any direction. Theflat side wasthe long northern face of the headquarters
building, and the semicircular perimeter was awaist-high wall of granite dabs. Directly opposite the
wooden door, at the gpex of the circular wall, was a gap wide enough to walk through. The wind had
scoured the rock platform clean of snow save in the corner to my Ieft, where a crusted, roof-high drift
obscured the joining of the wall and the building. Beyond the wall, above and below and in any direction,
was the storm, layer upon layer of thick gray clouds, their undersides shredded by wind-driven deet and
Sow.

When the red and gold lightning split the boiling clouds, an observer might reasonably conclude that
somehow the seasons had become confused and sent the harbingers of summer rain into the winter sky.



But the mistake would endure only until their eardrums shaitered with the noise—not thunder, but the
screams of dragons—soul-wrenching despair, mindless hatred, raw, murderous bloodlust that tore at the
very center of your being. No being in the universe could fail to be turned to quivering jelly by the
trumpeting bellow of dragons. No tongue but would invoke the Seven Gods and beg for their protection
at the sound. No ear could hear in it anything of beauty, joy, or harmony. For years| had tried to
understand how the most terrifying of cries could be the tool of the most gentle of gods, how Rodlan
could transform the cruel and brutal screams of beastsinto music of such power that | wasleft trembling
in ecstasy. | had never found an answer.

Perhaps the shock of MacEachern’s presence had lowered my defenses. Perhapsit was the terror that
had engulfed me since | had entered the camp, or merdly thefury of the tempest and the proximity of the
beadts, but when the inevitable moment came, | could no longer protect mysdlf as| had on Cdlia sroof.
| could not close my ears or force my thoughts awvay when the cry shattered the gray afternoon. For the
first timesncemy release | heard adragon’ sroar.

“Rodan!” | cried, unthinking, unheeding, doubling over in agony. No pain | had endured in Mazadine
could match what | experienced on the ramparts of Cor Neuill. The unbridled wildnesstore at my chest
asif aknife had opened me and agreat claw ripped out everything insde. The noise hammered
reentlesdy in my head, causing red smearsin my vison, asif immorta Vanir had set up hisfiery forge
behind my eyes. | clenched my frozen handsto my breest. “ Roelan, have mercy.”

The god did not seefit to answer, but as awing of green and copper gossamer plit the cloud a seeming
hand’ s breadth from my face, then was swallowed up again, the Elhim caught my elbow and put his
mouth closeto my ear. “ Steady, my friend. The path is steep and narrow and will beiced over.” His
cam, quiet voice eased the pain as a salve soothes a burn.

“Anoldwound,” I whispered, though he made no remark on my odd behavior. “The cold affectsit
wickedly. | dwaysforget.” No onewith adram of intelligence could have accepted my feeble
explanation.

“May you be heded of dl your hurts” said the Elhim, guiding me firmly toward the gap in the wall.
“Bogdar is encamped very near the bottom of the path, so it will not be far. We |l not be required to go
around thevadley.”

Somehow his steady reassurance enabled me to regain control, to close my ears and focus on the
ice-glazed path that zigged and zagged down the cliff face through the clouds, seemingly without end. The
blustering wind whipped our cloaks. A great gout of flame spurted just beyond the next turning of the
unsheltered path. The deet turned ingtantly into aspray of hot rain; theice on the path melted away; and
melted snow dribbled down my neck from my hair. The Elhim flung hisarm out, pressng me againgt the
cliff face, adeed wdll done, asthe blast of hot, brimstone-tainted air that followed might have toppled
us—especidly the dight Elhim—off the steep path.

“Thank you,” | said as we headed downward again, dropping below the thickest part of the cloudsinto
sheets of driving deet. From the last traverse, we looked down upon a desolation of soot-blackened
puddles and frost-rimed skeletons of trees, of scorched, barren rock and frozen ruts. In the distance,
arcs of fire spanned the valey like hdlish rainbows. Immediately below us and around the perimeter of
the valey wall were vadt, stinking stockades of pigs and cattle and other herd beasts brought in
never-ending streams to feed the dragons.

The EIhim led me through amilling herd of nervous, bleating sheep, deftly avoiding the wet, dirty beasts
and theworst of the foul mud. Once past the stockade gate, we followed the track up adight rise toward
ashdter scarcely larger than asoldier’ stent, consisting of little more than three sone walls and aroof of



sod tilted toward the back wall. The fourth side had no wall but aleather curtain, and it faced the center
of the valley. Another identica shelter tood some fifteen hundred paces beyond the first, and, though |
could not seeit for the deet, another beyond that one, and another, creating aring around the
wastedland—aring of power. In each of the denslived a Rider wearing a bloodstone.

A dragon could not pass between two bloodstones unless commanded by its Rider, and then only in
fearsome torment, thrashing itstail and blaring its cries, requiring every mote of strength and control its
Rider could bring to bear. When | was aboy living in sight of dragon camps, | had watched the beasts
try to escgpe the Riders Ring. Only for the first few daysin anew encampment would they attempt it.
After that they stayed asfar from the ring of bloodstones as possible. Individua Riderswould leave on
occasion to take their mounts out on patrol or maneuvers, or to go drinking or whatever elsethey did,
but rarely did they leave agap of morethan two inthe Riders Ring, as the wide spacing made it
extremdy difficult for the remaining Ridersto control the dragons. Riderslived with their beasts and
desired nothing more, so it was said. Their clan brothers of the Ridemark made sure they wanted for
nothing.

When we reached the first shelter, the Elhim cdled, out, “ Denai Bogdar! A visitor!” We heard no
response save a howl of wind flapping the leather curtain. “1 say, sr. Bogdar! A request from the Tan
Zihar.” Asdid many Ridemark servants, the Elhim spoke mostly Elyrian, laced with common words of
the ancient speech.

“He snot there”

We whirled about to see abear of aman standing behind us, carrying awine cask on one shoulder asif it
were apillow. He could have pdmed aboulder, his hands were so large, and like every exposed part of
his body they were covered with thick, wiry brown hair. His mustache and beard were trimmed close
around his protruding jaw, but the rest of his hair he wore long and knotted into athick braid that fell
halfway down his back. So much hair must have done somewhat to keegp him warm. Hisbulging
shoulders and oaklike arms were bare where they emerged from alegther vest that hung open to display
the wiry forest of hismassive chest. Tight lesther breeches and thigh-length boots completed his ttire,
aong with the purplish-red, square-cut jewe gleaming at histhroat, held on with aleather strap. The eyes
under histhick, overhanging brow were everything | knew to expect from one who wore the bloodstone
a histhroat and the dragon mark on his wrist—contemptuous, uninterested, and asfriendly asan adder’s

eye.

“Bogdar’ s gone to stand watch on our roya painintheass.” Hejerked his head toward the center of the
wagtdand. “Won't be back until the night watch.”

Royd pain... “Hostages,” | said in surprise. “Y ou' ve hostagesin camp.”

“Forinbrat.” A frost-glazed mudhole hissed when he spit into it. “ Make adainty sweetmest for my kai.”
Hiskai... hisbound servant... hisdragon. The dragons were never given names.

While | considered the wretched plight of a hostage— aroyal child, more often than not—forced to live
inastone hut in the center of that bitter wasteland, shivering in the frigid weeather, surrounded by the
unending terror of bellowing dragons and their hdllish fire, saved from gruesome desth only by men such
asthis one, the Elhim launched into the purpose of our vist... and so, Denai

“Zengd, itisthe Tan Zihar’s wish that this man’ s questions be accommodated, the better to provide for
you and your noble brotherhood.”

It seemed ludicrous that such aman as Zenga would consent to answer the mundane inquiries of a
leather merchant’ sassstant, but in fact he agreed easily and led usto his own place, the next link in the



chain of the Riders Ring. Just outside the lesther curtain was afirepit with a haunch of mutton dripping
over thefirg, filling the air with its savory aroma. A negtly stacked pile of logsand kindling lay besideit.
The Elhim and | warmed our hands as Zengad summoned an Eskonian dave to replenish the stack. The
dave was chained to awood cart that he would drag from one Rider’ s hovel to another every miserable
waking hour of hislife. The Rider gave the pit aturn, dropped hiswine cask just ingde the leather
curtain, and led usinsde.

Asonewho had visited every possible type of dwelling from cavesto grass-roofed shacks, from refuse
heaps to palaces, and who had spent a considerable time around military camps, | believed | knew what

| would see when Zengd pulled back the leather curtain of his stone hovel—spare, utilitarian, unclean
except for the weaponry that would be honed and oiled and ready in its proper place. But the shelter was
nothing a al like | expected.

Following the Rider’ slead, | dodged a hanging lamp of slver and crystal and removed my muddy boots
before stepping onto the layer of rush matting and thence onto the wool carpet of finest Eskonian design.
The hut was small, no doubt, and sparely furnished, but the bed was aknee-high mound of fine, thick furs
from the rarest of beasts like snow leopard and tundrafox, and | didn’t need the evidence of women's
undergarments strewn about to note that it was large enough for more than one. The clothes chest was
polished sirkwood, bound with gold-studded straps, and arow of golden goblets set with amethysts
good on asmall shelf on onewall. Hisweaponswere of the same qudlity: adagger with acurving hilt of
slver, chased with gold, an Eskonian scimitar, its guard inlaid with jade. Hung in aplace of honor wasa
plain coil of oiled leather, each of itsthree strands knotted aong its considerable length and tipped with
sted. | came near heaving up my long-forgotten breskfast at the sight of it. A dragon whip. Designed for
ahide aknife could scarcely penetrate, for scaly flanks and leathery skin encrusted with stondlike jibari,
not for human flesh, not over and over again until the underlying muscles were usdless and the skin
screamed at the dightest touch.

“Wall, do you want to see or do you hot?’ In one hand Zenga held agoblet of wine and in the other a
pair of dark-stained leather greaves he had just removed from ahook on thewall. The Elhim sat
cross-legged on the carpet with pens and paper, looking up at me expectantly, ready to take notes as|
had asked him to do. “ They must fit exactly or you can’t grip with the knees, and they haveto be
thick—dragon scaes are like knife edges—but flexible enough to bend and hold. Y ou see?”’

For the next hour he showed me every piece of the specidized garments the Riders needed to survive
adtride the deadly mongters. the elbow-length gauntlets, the chin-to-groin vest, the stiffened-wool mask
and helm to prevent sparks from igniting hair or damaging eyes. By the time we were finished, the Elhim
had ten pages of fine-scripted notes, and Zenga stood naked but for the bloodstone at his neck. He
downed hisfifth cup of wine, unconcerned asthe icy wind from the uncovered side of hislar frosted the
hair on his massive body. No foolish Senai modesty here. | shivered inside my woal layers, thinking of
Cdlia | wanted to smile at the remembrance of her teasing, but the red mark on Zenga’ swrist goaded
and mocked me. | ached to strangle him and every Ridemark villain.

| managed to examine every piece of the Rider’ s equipage without fumbling or dropping it. | asked how it
might be improved, what measurements should be taken, everything that | might be expected to ask and
nothing beyond it. Zengd answered willingly and at length, aswill any soldier when discussing the
necessities of his profession. Only once were we interrupted—when adragon bellowed so near that the
blades on the wall quivered in the firelight and the earth rumbled beneath our feet. While | battled to
display nothing of the weakness | had shown the Elhim, Zengdl fell sllent and stepped to the edge of the
rush matting, staring out into the gloom. Severa answering blasts seemed to disturb the Rider, but not
enough to prevent his downing the rest of hiswine and refilling his cup yet again from the cask. He turned
ablank faceto me as| knélt on the carpet pretending to inspect the pile of scorched armor. | swallowed



the lump in my dry throat and said, “ That’ safearful sound. | never thought to bethis closeto the
dragons. And I'll confessit’s damned uncomfortable when they sound o... angry.”

Zengd snorted. “ They’ ve no mindsto be angry with. It' sthe way they are—vicious, bloodthirsty. The
way they will dwaysbe.”

While continuing to check the Elhim'’ s notes againgt the lesther goods, | asked him common questions
about dragons. Seemingly uninterested, he answered nonetheless. Sparks swirled in the wind beyond the
doorway. Another cry came, closer than thelast. | felt the blood rush from my face. The Rider burst into
bellowing laughter. He bent over me, somehow more fearsome in his nakedness than if he were armed.
“Areyou afrad adragon isgoing to stick histonguein my lair to taste your sniveling flesh? Rest easy,
taillor. They've been fed this seven-day, and you're far too bony for their taste. Aslong asyou' re with
me, you need fear Davyn here as much asyou fear akai.”

When the Rider named the Elhim who sat an arm’ slength from me, | amost lost the thread of my
questioning. Davyn—the name Narim had given meto find help on the Valior road. Coincidence. Of
courseit was coincidence, | thought... until I handed him the Rider’ s gauntlet and found his pae eyes
fixed on my own. By the Seven Gods... He knew who | was. But | had no timeto dwell onit. | was
rapidly running out of thingsto ask about the Rider’ sgarb, and I’ d scarcely begun working up to what |
needed to know.

“It doesn’'t upset them, then, when strangers are about. .. doing things they’ re not used to? Even if | were
to start ringing bells, say, or yeling or screaming?’

The Rider spit into hisfirepit and dipped another goblet of wine from the cask, sucking it down inasingle
breath. “Upset? Do you think these are Senai ladies? There' s nothing in the world can upset adragon.
Can you upset avolcano? Can you disturb alightning bolt? Can you offend awhirlwind? They do what
they do, and lucky for you and everyone like you, | and my brothersdon’t let them do it unlesswetdll
them.” He turned his spit once again, then settled himsdlf, till naked, on hisbed of furs, sucking down yet
another cup of wine.

| wanted to scream at the man. | wanted to ask him why Callialay dead, and Gerald and Gwaithir and
Alys, and al therest. Nothing made sense. I’ d never been closer to adragon than the rim of thisvery
valey. I'd never touched aRider until my feeble attempt on Callia s attacker. I’ d never done anything
they could consider athrest. Anything.

“Aye” | sad. “The Riders protect usdl... even the vile Florin spawn who sits out there in the center of
al this” | pulled on my boots asif to go, then stood up waving my hand at the wintry desolation. “How is
it done... to keep ahostage dive out there with the dragons?’

Zengd belched and shrugged. “We make another ring,” he said, hiswords durred with drink. “ Three of
uswith the brat every hour of every day. Damned waste of time playing nursemaid. They dwaysend up
dead, after all.” He stroked the golden cup in hishand and turned it so the firdight made the jewes
gleam. “But the rewards are fine enough.”

“I heard a story once that a hostage escaped from a dragon camp, right past the beasts. How could—"

Inamove so light and quick asto belie his size and State of drunkenness, the naked Rider pinned meto
the stone wall with acalused hand about my neck. Sparks flew in the degpening gloom, stinging my face
and neck, and the thick, sweet odor of wine fouled what breath | could get. “It'salie!” he screamed.
“All lies, those stories. Therewere no ka inthelair, no Riders. They'd dl been sent away. Ordinary
soldiers were guarding the hostages. .. paid by spiesfor their treachery. No black-tongued singer could
makethekai let hostages go free. It isimpossible!”



“Of coursenot,” | squeezed out, gasping and choking, my neck starting to blister with the touch of his
hand. “1 would never believeit. Just wanted... Just curious. That'sall.”

The Elhim backed away, fumbling a the knife sheath at his belt.

Zenga shook me asif to make sure | was paying attention. “ The devil set out to shame us because his
father was burned by the kai. He bribed, tricked, lied, let everyone think the Twelve Families had grown
weak. But we saw it stopped, didn’'t we? Taught him, didn’t we?’

“Yes” | croaked. “Y ou taught him. Silenced him forever.”

The Elhim had adagger raised to strike, but whipped the weapon behind his back when the Rider let go
of me and stumbled toward hiswine cask again.

“I should go,” | said, trying to will strength into my knees and flatten mysdlf againgt thewall to keep my
distance from the Rider. “ Y ou’ ve been extremely helpful, Excellency, but I’ ve taken far too much of your
time”

Zenga grunted, staggered past me, and fell onto hisfur-lined bed. The wine cup dropped from his hand,
the spilled wine soaking eagerly into hisfine carpet.

| would not have been human if | did not look on the bare, exposed back of the drunken Rider, thinking
of the dragon whip on the wall and the moment’ s satisfaction it promised. It wouldn't even matter that |
would be dead in the next moment. But my hands could not grip, and | had no strength, and nothing
would be changed... except perhaps mysdlf.

| carried with me theimage of Goryx and his beatific smile as he left me broken and bleeding in my cdll
after aday’ s beating. He would touch my wounds, then lick hisfingersand hislips and groan softly, his
smdl eyes bright with unholy pleasure. When | had looked in the glassat my cousin’s house, my face
bore no resemblance to the one | had worn for my first twenty-one years—only desath and emptiness
where Aidan MacAlligter, beloved of the gods, had once looked back at me. But | knew the face of evil,
and the face of death was preferable. | pulled on my boots, tightened my cloak about me, and stepped
out into the storm.

Chapter 9

| wanted to ask the Elhim how he had come to be employed at Cor Neuill, but I had no wish to linger in
the valley, and the long trek up the steep path took al of our concentration. The footpath into thelair had
been purposdly left difficult to discourage casud entry, but the storm had made it even more treacherous.
Snow and deet had accumulated in dangerous, outd oping patches packed hard by the wind and the
faling temperatures. The clouds closed in, forcing extra caution, aswe didn’t want to walk off the cliff a
theend of atraverse. My foot dipped twice, but | managed to keep my baance, left with only asick
lurchinthe belly as | looked into the bottomless, swirling clouds beyond the edge.

Wewere on aparticularly steep portion of the path when both of the Elhim’ sfeet dipped off the track.
He scrabbled for a purchase on theicy rocks, adl the time diding sideways, downward, and outward.
Knowing that my hands could not hold him and my shoulders had no strength to haul him up, | threw
mysdf acrass hisbody, hoping my weight could hold him to the ground until he could find afoot or
handhold to pull himself to safety. | wedged my feet in ashdlow depression in the rock and locked my
arms around a protruding boulder, so that we wouldn’t both dide off the edge. Againgt the howl of the
wind, he grunted and strained in quiet desperation. It seemed an hour until he squirmed back onto the
path and out from under me, but it likely took me longer to get my arm unstuck from the crack between
the boulder and the cliff wall.



Sitting with our backs against the rock, we let our heartbegts return to anorma rhythm. The Elhim
grinned at me. “ The dragons may think you' re too bony, but | think you have exactly the proper balance.
Any heavier and I'd beflat. Any lighter and I’ d be dead.”

| smiled back at him, then nodded my head up the path. It was too cold to stay still. We got gingerly to
our feet and trudged upward.

Not long after that near disaster, | became horribly disoriented. Faint stars peered at an unlikely angle
through whipping clouds and encroaching night. Sure | had missed the path and was ready to walk off the
edge, | halted, flailing my armsto find the anchor of the cliff face. Once my hand touched therock and |
crept forward afew more steps, | redized that the displaced stars were actudly glimmers of lantern light
leaking out from around the shuttered windows of the headquarters building. We hurried up the lagt pitch
to therock platform.

Despite my anxiety to be awvay from Cor Neuiill, | laid ahand on the Elhim’ s shoulder as he reached for
the door handle. “What are you doing here, Davyn?’

He smiled broadly. “Waiting for you, Dragon Speaker.” Then he yanked open the door and motioned
meinside before| could ask him what, in the name of sense, he meant.

The business of the dragon legion continued inside the headquarters, unchecked by the early onset of
night. A hard-faced woman, flanked by two warriors with drawn swords, sat at atable dispensing coins
to aline of bedraggled drovers and carters. Other men wearing the black and red of the Twelve Families
were carrying piles of blankets and crates of supplies out to distribute in the encampment. Thelocd
populace might be eating their horses or selling their children to buy half-rotted turnips, but those of the
Ridemark would ezt their fill and deep warm if there were stores to be had anywhere.

Alfrigg and the quartermaster were till huddled over their accounts, but to my relief MacEachern was
nowhere to be seen. Two empty wine flasks and a third only three-quarters full stood in the midst of the
ledgers and papers, which was usudly asign that Alfrigg wasin control of the negotiations. The red flask
of uziat stood ready at his elbow.

“Master Alfrigg,” | said, bowing when my employer looked up. “I have theinformation you desire. The
Rider Zengal was most helpful. | would venture to say the Riders have no needs we cannot
accommodate reasonably. We should be able to send Tarwyl and Jeddile down here tomorrow to begin
taking measurements.”

Davyn laid his notes on the table in front of Alfrigg and withdrew while the merchant perused the
close-written pages. “Unusua materias? Specid desgns?’

“It sdl there, Sr. Very little different from your estimates.”

“Excdlent!” He seemed to have forgotten his earlier aggravationsin the flush of success. ‘ Tell this
gentleman the same, and that if he'll agreeto our last set of figures, we'll make our first delivery one
month from thisday.”

| told the quartermaster what Alfrigg had said, asif he were truly unable to understand the words
himsdf. Agree, | thought, so we can be out of here. Now that I’ d had a chance to ask my questions, |
wanted nothing but to get safely back to my room in Camarthan, where | could consider what I’ d been
told. But to my dismay the quartermaster read too much into my words and decided that he should hold
out for alower price, S0 we entered into two more hours of haggling. Now that the interpreter had
returned, the signs and nods and pointing they’ d used while | wasin the valley would no longer suffice.
Every word had to go through me.



Back and forth the two men went with the details of their contract, each point to be argued, considered,
restated, and argued again: how many, how much, what day, what hour, what conditions... until | wanted
to scream at them to agree or be damned. The noise in the room grew louder as more day |aborers came
into collect their pay. A group of officersargued loudly about plans for amock battle and contingencies
for worsening westher.

Two servants stioked thefirein the massive hearth, so that the room grew stifling. A red-faced Alfrigg,
dready sweating from the wine and the intensity of hisfinancia sparring, loosened histhick outer tunic.
“You'd think we werein the belly of one of these dragons.”

| did not respond. A mistake. Irritated at having lost the last point in his engagement with the squint-eyed
quartermagter, he took out hisfrugtration on me. “What kind of high and mighty fool stlandsthereina
heavy cloak? WEe ve got several more points to discuss before we' re done, so you might aswell resign
yoursdlf to dedling with uslowly peasants. Take off the cloak and put your mind on our business.”

It wastrue that sweat was running down my face, and my garments were drenched underneath the wool
cloak, but | dared not remove my cloak lest my failure to remove my gloves be noted. “I would prefer
not, ar,” | said. “How shdl | answer the gentleman’slast query?’

From the bundle strapped to the back of a hollow-eyed woman in the paymaster’ sline, the strident,
unceasing squdl of an infant raked the senseslike glass on stedl. Everyone was shouting to be heard over
thedin, and in the midst of dl of it, the shutters began to rattle. Smoke billowed back down the chimney
until it became hard to see. A number of people, including myself, began coughing. Thiswas not the
wind.

The rumbling grew louder and the ground shook, sending a crate of metal cups crashing onto the stone
floor, and toppling the wine flasks that stood in the midst of the contract papers. Fearing we would have
to start dl over again, | reached out with my clumsy hands to sweep the papers aside before they were
drenched with the dark red wine. But at the same moment, the dragons skimming the rooftop screamed
out their hate. Distracted and nervous, | staggered against the table, forced to close my eyesand try to
block out thefire that seared my mind, tore at my lungs, and set my skin blazing, lest | cry out as| had on
the path into Cor Neuiill.

Two strong hands clamped my wriststo the table. My heart stopped. My eyesflew openin
horror-struck certainty of exposure.

But it was only apuzzled Alfrigg, staring into my face with genuine concern as he held down my hands.
“Aidan, lad, areyou ill’?” 1 would have sworn that the cacophony fdll into absolute sllencejust ashe said
my name. No onein the room could have missed it. “Y ou look like death.”

“No,” | sammered, cursing the moment’slapse when I d told him my true given name. “I’m fine. Why
aeyou—"

“You'velad your glovesin thewine. Take your hands out of them or you' re going to drip al over
everything.”

“I'll be careful.”
“Don’t beafool, boy. Take your hands out of the gloves.”

Of dl theridiculousimagesthat fate could contrive to illustrate mortal danger... Therewasl|, surrounded
by my enemies, leaning over the table with my gloves soaking in a puddie of wine, determined not to
show my handslest | be returned to horror and lose my reason. Across from me wasthe



uncomprehending Udema, equally determined that my handswould indeed come out, lest | mar his
contracts and cause him to lose face. And there was no possible way to tell him of al he might loseif |
did as he asked and was recognized.

“Alfrigg, plesss,” | said softly, but hisiron grip did not relax.

“Wewouldn't want to risk losing dl our work. Thismiser ison the verge of signing.” He spoke through
clenched teeth, hisface flushed with more than the heet of the room.

With every passing moment another eye turned our way. | had to end it quickly. Only the quartermaster
was close enough to see, and for abrief moment | thought the gods had decreed that everything would
turn out al right, for Davyn poked hishead in front of the squint-eyed clansman, saying, “ Excuse me,
Excdlency. | will clean up thismess.”

The Elhim digtracted the quartermaster just long enough for me to yank my wretched hands from the
gloves. | drew them immediately into my cloak, but not quickly enough, for the leather merchant’ sjaw
dropped, hisirritation replaced in an instant by curiosity and pity. Alfrigg was agood and kind man.

“Vanir sfires, Aidan, lad. What have you done to your hands?’ Alfrigg’s voice was not designed for
intimate conversation. “Here, let me see” He drew my arminto the light.

“Alfrigg, pleasedon’t,” | whispered, but it was dready too late.

The quartermaster shoved the Elhim aside. “ Aidan? Was that the name?* Aidan’ who has something
wrong with hishands?’ He peered into my face. “ Osmund, summon the high commander ingtantly. Tell
him we ve discovered something most intriguing about one of our guests.” He did around thetable
toward Alfrigg, who held my left wrigt in his powerful grip and stood gaping at my misshapen fingers. A
smile blossomed on the pinched face of the quartermaster as he gazed on the work of his clan brother.
“Derk, Vrond,” he shouted. “Bind these two!”

Alfrigg looked up to see the two guards running toward us with drawn swords. Immediately he dropped
my wrist and went for his own wegpon. His confusion in no way hindered his deedly intent. He would kil
the man who touched him or me, even if the attacker was amember of the Ridemark clan in the heart of

their camp. | couldn’t let him doit.

Using every scrap of strength | possessed, | laid my left arm across the Udema s head, knocking him
againg the ssonewadll. | had no doubt that the blow pained mefar morethan it did him. But it dazed him
long enough for meto grab my dagger from under my cloak, clamp one hand over the other onitshilt,
praying | could hold it long enough for my purpose, and pressit to histhroat.

“You'll not take me, Udema,” | shouted. “Y ou’ ve been MacEachern’s pawn the whole time, haven't
you... toying with me... leading meinto thistrap?’

Alfrigg was mumbling curses. | had only amoment before he gathered hiswits and redlized he could flick
me off him like afly. Only afew moments beyond that and the otherswould recover from their confusion
and redlize that Alfrigg was certainly not MacEachern’s pawn. Before they dared attack him, | had to
convince them he was not my pawn either. | hated what | was going to do.

“I'll not dlow it, Udemascum!” | screamed, jamming the dagger into the fleshy part of his shoulder,
twisting it enough to ensure there was plenty of blood and plenty of pain, but not enough damageto truly
hurt him. “Y ou'll never get me back to Mazadine!” He couldn’t have heard my whispered apology, ashe
was roaring ablistering litany of curses and maledictions of such crestive grotesquerie that the gods
themselves could never have heard the like.



Unable to get enough purchase on the dagger to pull it out again, | 1€ft it in him, legped backward, and
ran for the rear door. My chance of escape was so small asto beinvisible, but | would not stand till and
let them take me. Quickly I retraced my own rapidly disappearing footprints across the snow-covered
platform to the gap in thewall. They would assume |’ d take the downward path. Beyond the gap the
path was dark enough and the wind fierce enough that they wouldn't expect traces. But | legped onto the
wall itsdf, and without even thinking how impossibleit was, ran lightly aong its snow-packed top to the
corner where theice-crusted snowdrift lay piled al the way to the roof of the headquarters.

| didn’t quite reach the roof before the door burst open, spilling torchlight onto the windswept stone.
Flattening myself againgt the mountain of snow, | dared not breathe until the shouting crowd of warriors
disappeared through the gap in the wall and down the path. Quickly | scrambled the rest of the way to
the peak of the rooftop, just in time to see a second wave of men follow the first toward Cor Neuiill, and
athird, smaler group fan out in front of the headquarters.

MacEachern soon arrived at the headquarters running, met by the quartermaster at the door. “Whereis
he?’ the commander screamed.

“Bolted. Into the valey. Before we could—"

“You let him go for the dragons? Gods' teeth, you fool!” With the back of his hand MacEachern bashed
the quartermaster in the head, knocking him to the ground. “Incompetent idiots. | should have dl of you
flogged. What if he— Everlagting damnation!” He stormed through the leather curtain, whilethe
quartermaster picked himsdlf up from the snowy threshold and followed dowly on hiscommander’s
heds

For haf an hour | lay on the roof, the sweat on my face turning to ice, my clothesfreezing hard under my
cloak. It might have been prudent to wait until MacEachern was finished dispatching his searchers and
emptying the headquarters building of the unpaid carters and laborers, but | could stay no longer. | had to
gowhilel could still move. My jointswere dready so iff | dared not lower mysdlf behind the roof peak
when another party of warriors returned. My glovelessfingers could scarcely bend. So | crept carefully
down the pitch of the roof to the corner of the building nearest the stable and the lean-to where visitors
horses were tethered. Gritting my teeth, | dropped to the snow.

From the corner of the building to the open-sided shelter was twenty-five paces across open ground
within plain sght of anyone stepping out of the headquarters doorway. | pulled up the hood of my cloak,
crammed my frozen fingers close to my body, praying them to warm up enough that | could convince my
horse to do my will, and stepped out of the shadows. Slowly. | fought the temptation to make a dash for
it, instead forcing mysdlf to shamble across the snow, asif sent to do cold, unpleasant, boring duty at the
stables. The distance seemed as vast as the frozen wastes of Sunderland, where men travel over icefor
days on end to reach the next village. Every shout made me cringe, as | expected to see one of the
shadowy forms outlined againgt the campfires pointing afinger my way. Every movement in the swirling
snow induced my feet to move faster. But | kept it dow, and with relief passed into the shadow of the
shelter, only to come near legping out of my skin when ahand fell on my arm.

“Hold! Hold!” said the ferocious whisper as| raised my arm to use as a bludgeon again. “My skull isnot
half so thick asthe Udema s, and it would be ashameto crush it after saving it only two hours ago.”

“Davyn!” | sagged limply againgt the thick timbers of the shed.

“Wael done,” he said. “Using theroof. They’ re sure you' ve gone to stedl adragon, so they’ll search the
whole valley before they figure out you' re still up here. And you'll befar away by then.”

Yes, get away ... My limbsfdt like dough. “My horse” | said thickly. “I’ ve got to get going.”



“Not your horse. If anyone found it missing, your ruse would be spoiled. Besides, your horse doesn't
know the way and would get you lost and frozen.”

“Theway?’ | felt dull and duggish. | hadn’t even considered where | could go. Of course Camarthan
was no longer safe.

The Elhim led meinto the stables and past the line of nervous horses, most of them il skittish from the
passage of the dragon flight. But in acorner box stood a smallish roan, peaceably champing at a bucket
of oats until he caught sight of the Elhim and whinnied agreeably. “Hey, ho, Acorn,” said Davyn, patting
the horse’ s nose and producing an apple that the beast happily snuffled off hispam. “ Acornwill carry
you,” he said, noting my skeptical assessment of the undersized horse. “I promise your feet won't drag
the ground. And he s carried heavier men than you. Give him hishead, and he/ Il bear you safdly.”

“Inthedark... 7’

“... and the torm. He' san intelligent horse. He knows where to take you.”
“Yours?’

“Hedlowsmeto ride him, and he will alow you. Now be quick.”

Davyn held Acorn’ s head as | mounted, and he spent agoodly time whispering in the horse' s ear before
stepping back. “Give him his head, and don’t be concerned. You'll be met by friends. Tl them I'll be
along as soon asit can be done inconspicuoudy.”

1] Bljt |_”

Footsteps crunched beyond the stable doors. Davyn pressed hisfingersto hislipsand laid ahand on
Acorn’snose.

“Don’'t touch me, you creeping ferret.” 1t was Alfrigg. “You'll not hold me here another moment. I'm
going back to Camarthan and search out the egg-sucking, flea-bitten Senai pig. I'll nail hishideto the
wallsof my shop. | don’t carewhat he/ sdone. I’ Il gut him with his own bloody knife, | will.”

A quiet murmur was identifiable as the quartermaster’ s high-pitched voice, but | couldn’t catch hiswords
before Alfrigg brokein again. “No, | don’t need aguide. | wasriding these roads before you were
whelped. And in worse wegather. Why did | ever think | needed a Senai tongue-flapper? Tdll your
commander the deliveries will commence as soon as one or the other of us has dit this highborn bastard's
throat.”

Never had | been so glad to be despised. From the vehemence of Alfrigg’ s curses, | was reassured that |
hadn’t hurt him too much, and, asthey wereletting him go, | must have done enough for the moment. “I
need to warn him,” | said softly. “They’ reletting him go now, but—"

“The Udemawill bewarned that ariva merchant in one of his new territories has sworn an oath to
eiminate him and hisfamily. HE Il be on hisguard. And he'll be watched.”

Asthe hoofbesats died away, the Elhim led Acorn to the end of the stables farthest from the headquarters.
My relief had warmed my blood, and | motioned for him to give methereins. “Wrap them around,” |
sad, ashelooked dubioudy at my glovelesshands. “Yes, | know... givehim hishead. But I'll fed better
with something to hold onto.”

“If hefdters, tdl him thanai . It will remind him.”



Thanai—home. “Davyn...” | tried to etch the Elhim’ slikeness on my memory so | could recognize him if
we ever met again. Broad shouldersfor an Elhim. Fair skin stretched over fragile bones. A deep cleft in
his chin. Laugh lines about his eyesthat hinted he wasfar older than the twenty or so years he appeared.
The curl of pale hair that was forever drooping over hisleft eye.

“Perhaps next time you'll believe it when someone offers you help. Now, be off. I'll be missed soon.” He
whacked Acorn’ s rump, and the horse ambled dowly out of the stable, immediately turning avay from
the camp and into the whirling wilderness of snow.

In the matter of moments the camp was swallowed by the night. | could not tell whether we were heading
east or west or over acliff or upward to the starsthat | trusted were still sparkling somewhere above the
gtorm. Strange. For thefirgt timein six months | was not afraid. There was something reassuring about
going blind into the orm, asif | were indeed resting in the palm of the eyeless god.

Chapter 10

| called on Keldar anumber of times during that frigid night. Not in fear. Just asoft reminder that | was
dill therein the blustering wind and unending snow. | didn’t want him to forget about me. The night was
bitterly cold, my lips and nose and fingers so ominoudy dead to the touch that | longed for the familiar
achein my handsjust to prove | sill had them. | was horribly thirsty, but | had no water, no food, no
means of making fire, and no shelter but the feeble defense of my cloak. For seven years | had been a
traveling musician, priding mysdlf on how little | needed intheway of material comforts, but | had never
been trained to survive like asoldier in the field, with nothing. Every time | thought | had been brought as
low asaman could fdll, | dipped alittle further. Why was| yet living? The god of wisdom must havea
plan for me, for al knew that horses were beloved of Keldar, and only a horse stood between me and
the long, cold descent into desth.

To keep my mind off my misery and prevent any panic-induced attempt to head Acorn for Camarthan, |
kept trying to make some sense of my interview with Zengal. The Riderswere afraid of me. It wasthe
only possible conclusion—their hatred, their determination to force me silent, their defiance of Devlin. No
wonder the king wasworried. It didn’t matter whether | was his cousin or hisbrother or hiswife or his
child. If he had to choose between me and his dragon legions, he had only one possible course. Devlin's
dragons kept Elyriaand hisvassa kingdomsin existence.

Those of the Ridemark clan considered themselves above palitics. Each of the Twelve Families choseto
servetheruler it consdered the best tactician, the fiercest and craftiest opponent, the most ruthless war
leader, or the best paymaster. Once sworn in fealty to alord, the only thing that would make the Riders
bend their honor and defy him was athrest to the superiority of their postion—that is, athrest to their
dragons. But why in the name of the Seven would they think of me asathrest? My brain cameto a
standstill whenever | hit this question. | would back off and try another path, but dways| came back to
it.

It could not bethat | made the dragons “ uneasy,” as Devlin said. Zengd claimed that nothing made them
uneasy. But the Rider had exploded in anger and defensive-ness when | mentioned the escaped hostages.
He had spewed out contrived stories and rote excuses. And then what had he said? No black-tongued
singer could make the kai let hostages go free. If the Ridersredly believed | had made the dragons
disobey, caused them to rgject the control of the bloodstones... Vanir’ sfire, no wonder they were ready
tokill me! But why would they think it? A series of remote coincidences? | knew nothing of dragons save
the sounds of their voicesthat agod had used to inflame my music.

“Idiocy!” | shouted on the hundredth occasion | reached thisimpasse, inadvertently jerking thereins
wrapped about my frozen hands. Acorn pulled up abruptly.



“No... no... I'msorry.” What had the Elhim told me to say? For a panicked moment | could not
remember. It wastoo dark; | wastoo cold. I’ d been awake and afraid and freezing far too long. “Go on,
Acorn. Have your head. Y ou know the way. Go hometo your... home... yes. Thanai!”

With asnuffle, the sturdly little beast took off plodding again and | leaned forward, burying my facein his
wiry mane. “Thank you, Acorn... Keldar, al praises be sung to your name.” | did no morethinking on
that long night’ sjourney, but drifted in and out of deep, holding on by sheer ingtinct, for | had nothing of
will left. | dreamed fitfully of dragon wings and unclimbable mountains of snow, of Cdlialaughing asshe
bled out her life on her green silk dress, of Goryx smiling and fastening the cold meta jaws on my

fingers...

“No! No more. Please no more.” | screamed as he began to break them one by one. | fought to make
him stop. | fdlt like | wasfaling, though my bonds held me tight while lights flashed about me, and he kept
on—one after the other. “Have mercy,” | sobbed. “I will be sllent until the end of theworld.”

“I'm sorry, my friend,” came afamiliar voice. “We had to get your hands untangled from thereins. It was
along, hard journey, but you' re safe now. You'll bewarm againintime.”

Hot wine was poured down my throat until | gagged, and something heavy and blessedly warm was
wrapped about my shoulders.

Ancther voice. “Lift him onto thelitter. Careful!”

“On his stomach, not his back. Hurry and get him to thefire. Of dl theill luck to have such astorm. One
would think the Seven would arrange it otherwise.” Therewas agreat deal of laughter at that.

They should not blame the gods. The storm was surdly Keldar’ sdoing. If | was blind, then so were my
pursuers blind. | was settled gently on my stomach. My hands— which were not broken, only
frozen—were wrapped in warm cloths. | felt the unmistakable jostling of being carried. “1I'll bedl right,” |
sad, my words muffled in the soft fur under my face. “I’ll bedl right if | canjust deep for ayear or two.”

Friendly, hearty laughter broke out around me. | wished | could see who it was, but | was carried close
to ablazing bonfire, where | caught only aglimpse of adozen pale gray eyesand agreat ded of fair hair
before | fell so deeply adeep | could not dream.

The smdl of new-baked bread and hot bacon drew me out of the luxurious darkness into the gray light of
acold dawn. “I"'m sorry we can't let you deep for ayear, but | think I’ ve brought you fair recompense.
Am | right?” An Elhim—and | was certain it was Narim—sat cross-legged beside me, holding out aplate
piled high with meaty dices of bacon still Szzling from the fire and thick chunks of bread dripping with
butter. Behind him abonfire showered sparks on at least five Elhim who were stuffing blankets and pots
and tinsinto enormous saddle packs. | lay on the snow-covered ground swaddled in thick blankets,
close enough to the fire that my face was hot.

“Y ou've brought me the only thing in the world that could induce meto move,” | said, maneuvering
myself so | could Sit up without exposing any part of meto the cold air. “ Though it looks asif you were
going to force meto it fairly soon anyway.” One of the Elhim began throwing snow on thefire, which
hissed in protest and sent out huge spouts of steam.

“We need to be on our way. The storm has passed, and we assume you will be pursued. Y ou came on
Acorn.” Hisface wore a cast of worry that | eased by passing on Davyn’s message around a mouthful of
butter-soaked ddlight.

“Ah, good,” said Narim. “Davyn isthe best and bravest of usal. Y ou were recognized, then?’



“I wasafool. Came near getting another good man killed. .. and this Davyn, too, if anyone getswind of
what he' sdone. Y ou and your friends would do well to keep your distance. Y ou've saved my life yet
again—and | do thank you most truly for al this—but my best repayment will be to stay away from you.”

Narim smiled and shook his head. “ Since we found you in Lepan, your life has never beentruly in
danger, Aidan MacAllister—not because you are the cousin of the king, but because you are the nearest
thing the Elhim have ever had to a hope of redemption. Whatever debt you acknowledge to me or my
kin, you will have ample opportunity to repay... if you comewith us. Many will risk whatever danger is

necessary to keep you safe.”
“| don’t understand. How isit that you and Davyn... 7’

“And Tarwyl is over there loading the horses. Y ou have anumber of friends. I’'ve no timeto tell you all of
it right now. We must be off before the Riders start |ooking thisway. Only know that as long as one of
the three of uslives, you will never go back to Mazadine.”

1] BLIt—”

“Hurry yoursdlf or you'll get suffed in asaddle pack.” He threw my boots and cloak at me, and after that
aheavy shirt and apair of thick woolen gloves—my own spare shirt and glovesthat I'd last seenin my
rooms at Camarthan. | thought of the quiet Elhim who had taken lodgings across the passage from me
and wondered if he, too, would appear among my rescuers.

Riding in asaddle pack didn’'t sound al that bad, for the air outside my cocoon was bitterly cold and thin.
Acorn had brought me agood way up in theworld. As| pulled on my outer garments and relinquished
my blanketsto the busy packers, the sun shot over the eastern horizon, banishing the lingering grayness
and drenching the world in the blinding blue-white brilliance of winter morning.

We were camped on ahigh, wide plateau, looking eastward over a panoramaof rolling hillsand valleys
unrecogni zable benegath their mantle of snow. The world might have been newborn in that dawning, for
there was no ssgn of human handiwork anywhereto be seenin dl thelandslaid out before me. Behind
me rose a sheer face of pink-tinged granite rising sharply into the deep blue of the western sky—Amrhyn,
the towering granddire of the Carag Huim, the impenetrable Mountains of the Moon.

My spirits, lifted by the kindness of the Elhim, sank abjectly when | saw Amrhyn. Where within the
boundaries of heaven and earth could we go from this place except back the way we' d come? For
centuries men had attempted to conquer the heart of the Carag Huim, but found no passage save those to
the south of Cataniaor far to the north in the realm of frozen wastes. Every attempt ended at an
unscaable diff, agaping chasm, or an impassable dope of dangeroudy crumbled rock left by an
avaanche. Every man who claimed to have found away into those mountains had been proved a
charlatan, and it was widely accepted that the gods intended for usto contemplate such avesome works
asthe Carag Huim from arespectful distance. Even the Dragon Riders stayed away from this mountain
range, calling it aplace cursed by the gods. But | wasin no position to question my rescuers. | had
nowhere elseto go.

Inaquarter of an hour | was astride the faithful Acorn, plodding up awinding way toward the cliff face. |
could not call it atrail. Narim and Tarwyl rode singlefilein front of me, and two others behind. Two
stayed back to wait for Davyn.

All day wetraveled through impossible ways. paths that appeared to lead over dliffs, yet would turn
abruptly to follow anarrow ledge bearing downward. Vadleyswith no outlet until you squeezed between
two giant boulders and passed through adark cleft in the rock to emergein an open vae. Impossible
dopes of dangeroudy loose talus that turned out to be more stable than they appeared. Sometimesit was



difficult to see exactly how we got to where we were going, for the blinding sun on the snowy peeks
forced meto keep my eyes squeezed to narrow dits. Surefooted Acorn followed his brethren, and |
cameto think that perhaps only the horsesredly knew the way.

About midday Narim caled ahat. We cracked theicy shell of anoisy brook to refill our waterskins and
let the horses drink. While Tarwyl handed around hard, sweet biscuits and dried mest, the other three
Elhim talked of thetrail and the westher.

“Isn’'t Alfrigg going to missyou?’ | said to Tarwyl, when the conversation lagged.

The deep-voiced Elhim nodded solemnly. “My cousin has taken my place at the merchant’ s shop.
Curioudy enough hisnameisaso Tarwyl, but he'smuch less efficient than . | would guess he' saready
made someterrible errorsin the accounts and is very likely to be sacked any day now.” Thefour Elhim
broke into merry snorts and chuckles.

The Elhim were so difficult to tell one from another, | could well believe hisstory. “ And you”—I spoke
only half injest to the fourth Elhim, who indeed bore an uncanny resemblance to the fellow who had lived
across the passage in Camarthan—"1 would guess you have a cousin who has moved into your rooms?
One who is perhaps as much athief as you, who seemsto have acquired every stitch | own and brought
it here?’ His pale skin had aleathery textureto it, and he had aterrible, red-rimmed squint to hiseyes, as
if he'd been in blinding sunlight far too long, but he managed to tilt his eyes cheerfully at my question.
“Indeed, my cousin plansonly to stay afew more days. Theroom isredly not at dl suitable.”

“Why?Why are you doing this?’

Every attempt at more serious questioning was gently but firmly put off, and we were back in the saddle
before | had asingle clue asto where we were bound and how in the name of heaven they had managed
to find this passage into the Carag Huim. Our path took us ever higher and ever westward into the heart
of the mountains. The stark ranks of ice-clad peaksrose sharply into the heavens on every side of us,
and the snow lay deep upon thetrails we followed, so that our going was often little more than acrawl. |
began to believe that we were indeed going someplace where the clan would never find me.

Evening came early on the eastern flanks of Amrhyn, leaving usin chilly shadows at the hour when the
rolling lands we had escaped were still basking in the gold of afternoon. We were climbing asaddle
between the main bulk of Amrhyn and one of its towering shouldersto the north. It was the stegpest
ascent we had made. Impassable, every other traveler would have declared it, unlessthey saw the
narrow thread of rock wall supporting the path that crisscrossed the dope.

“Only alittlefarther,” called Narim, who wasin the lead. “ Have a care as we descend, Aidan; the horses
alwaystry to run down thisridge.” Hewore an odd smile as he disappeared over the top. | understood it
when | reached the crest and saw what lay beyond. Not another frozen wasteland to be traversed. Not
another stretch of tundra broken only by stunted junipers and ice-shattered rubble, not a snow-filled
bowl, but avast green valey dotted with |akes and springs, patches of evergreen forest dusted only
lightly with snow, and everywhere herds of deer and ek and smdll, sturdy horsesthat could only have
been Acorn’sreations. A flock of birdsrose from the trees at the passage of awild boar. | could
scarcely comprehend such amarvel. In the distance ageyser shot twenty storiesinto the heavens, and an
eagle soared joyoudy on the warm air that rose from the valey floor, lapping at my toes.

Evenif I'd been able to form a question, my companions had aready abandoned me, riding at full gallop
down abroad, winding road that traversed the steep hillsde. Acorn pulled anxioudy &t thereins, and |
knew what he wanted. | clamped my arms around his neck and shouted, “ Thanai!”

Like an arrow released from abow, the horse raced after hisfellows, dl the day’ s weariness shed in the



warm air and the exhilaration of home ground. Down, down, recklessly, wildly. Even as| hung onfor my
life, | found mysdlf laughing in manic ddight. Into the evening woodland, startling deer and at least one
black bear nosing an overturned rock, back into meadowlands, legping one streamlet after another,
circling deep, blue poolsthat steamed in the cooling evening. All the way across the breadth of the valley
and into arocky enclave where sheer walls made a protected corner and a stream trickled from the
mouth of a cave through abed of mossy rocks.

The otherswere already off their horses, embracing agroup of perhaps twenty Elhim who stood just in
front of the cave. | pulled up Acorn so asto approach more dowly, rather than careening into the crowd
and tumbling off into the arms of hislaughing kin as Tarwyl had done. My intent was not to make my
arriva dramatic, only civilized, but as| rode toward them silence fell. Every one of the gray eyesturned
to me, and every fair head bowed gracioudy. There had been atime when | was accustomed to such
attention, accepting it as an honor to my god and a challenge to prove mysdf worthy of hisfavor. But
that had changed. My face grew hot. As| did off Acorn’sback and stroked the good beast’ s neck with
whispered thanks, atall Elhimin along gray robe, leaning heavily on the arm of ayounger Elhim, stepped
forward to greet me. Hiswhite hair was braided and fell to his hips. His pale, parchmentlike skin was
creased with afine tracery of white wrinkles. And his gray eyes werefilled with such avast knowledge of
joy and sorrow, good and evil, that | thought he must be the oldest person | had met of any race.

| held out my handsin greeting, but the old Elhim did not take them. Rather he cupped his papery hands
before his breast and bowed deeply, saying, “ Greetings, Dragon Speaker. In the name of the One Who
Guides and in the name of the Seven, | bid you welcome, and in the name of every Elhim that breathes
theair of theworld, | offer you our fullest gratitude for your coming. Everything we haveisyoursto
command. Our livesarein your service before every other, and whatever we can do to ease your path is
only your single word from being accomplished. Y ou are the hope of our people, and our joy in your
presence is beyond description.”

How could | answer such akindly greeting full of such flowery nonsense? There was clearly some
mistake, and honor bade me acknowledgeit. | had so many guilts earned fairly through my own pride
and folly and carelessness, but thisone... Whatever had | done to convince an entire peoplethat | was
worth putting themselves at such risk? | cupped my hands before my breast and returned his bow.
“Good gr, | am honored by this generosity your people have shown me at such risk of their lives and
fortunes. Y our words humble me. But in truth | cannot accept such giftswhen | believe them to be
misdirected. Y ou call me by atitle| do not know, and spesak of hopes of which | am ignorant, and you
seem to have expectations that—much as | would desire to offer you service—it isvery unlikely | could
fulfill. There seemsto have been aterrible mistake.”

| expected congternation, dismay, shock, perhaps anger, but instead | got sad smiles and sighs of
resgnation.

“You see, Iskendar? As| told you. Incredible asit may seem, he has no concept of what heis’—Narim
spoke from behind the shoulder of the elderly EIlhim—"or of what hewas.”

“Butif heisaswe have judged him, dl we haveto doistel him our sory,” said the old Elhim. “ Of
course, we thought the deed was closer to accomplishment, but what isamatter of afew years after five
hundred?’ His eyes glittered, their sharp edges cutting away my skin asif to see what lay benesath.

“I'mafraid...” Narim flushed and eyed me nervoudy. “Well, of course wewill tell him and see what can
be done. | sworeto bring him here safely, and, thanksto my bravekin, | have accomplished it. A deed
well worth doing, as Aidan’ sis aheart worth keeping in the world. But whatever else comes of it isup to
the One. | would hold no great expectations. Many things have changed since we last breathed hope.

Many things.”



“You vedonewell, Narim. Asyou say, the One will decide the outcome.”

| followed their exchange with no splinter of enlightenment. It cameto apoint where | could no longer
tolerate ignorance. ‘ Tell me, Narim, and you, good sir. What isit you think | can do for you?*

The ancient Elhim answered, while Narim chewed one of hisfingers and watched me closdly. “We have
hopes you can make them remember.”

The hair on my arms and my neck rose up asif brushed by afinger from the grave. A knifeturned in the
hollow of my chest so that | could not get out the question except in awhisper. “Who?’ | said, and even
then | did not know if | could bear the answer.

“The dragons, of course. The Seven who are the eldest and their sons and daughterswho lie endaved
with them these five hundred years. If it isto be anyone at dl, then it is you who must free the dragons
that are named by men the Seven Gods.”

Chapter 11

“Of course we're not saying the dragons are gods.” Nyura, the servant or aide who seemed attached to
old Iskendar’ sarm, had jumped in quickly at my shocked denid. “Far fromit. No god could kill so
vicioudy or dlow himsdf tofdl victim asthe dragons did. It isonly that many things humans have
perceived as the powers of agod are perhaps not supernatura intheir origin. Listen to our te and
judge”

They had led me deep into atorchlit cave while | was till lost in dismay and outrage. | was so caught up
inwhat | had heard and what | was yet to hear that | absorbed no impression of the cave, save that it
was large, clean, and pleasantly warm, and anumber of peoplelived there. And scarcely had we sat
down on thin quilted pdletsthan the tale had begun...

“From the beginnings of time the Elhim and the dragons roamed the lands of Yr: the Mountains of the
Moon and wild forests and plainsthat lay beyond them to the west. In summer, we Elhim would climb
the peaks and hunt and fish in the mountain vaes, and in winter ply our trades and craftsin the lower
lands. The dragonswould fly al spring, summer, and fal, hunting game in mountains and valeys—there
was plenty for all—and in winter they would go to ground, deeping away the coldest months, emerging
only when theriverswerefree of ice.”

It was Tarwy! telling the tale, his sober clerk’ s manner replaced by the misty-eyed, harmonious language
of an experienced loremadter.

“It was dways aday of celebration when the dragons returned in the spring, of rgjoicing at the birth of
the year. They would soar overhead, their cries of joy and deight filling uswith joy in our turn. In thefirst
spring flight we saw the new-hatched younglings, soft and scaldess, their awkward, haf-gpread wings
gl glistening sticky white. The elders flew beneath them, bathing them with gentle fire, making arising of
the air with the beating of their wings until the younglings could fly ontheir own.

“We ligtened to them bellowing and trumpeting and shaping sounds of great variety, but for centurieswe
did not understand them. Only gradudly did we come to think that there were meaningsin their songs as
truly asin our own. When they sang, we félt the power of their emotionsreflected in our minds: their joy
intheir young, their pridein the wisdom of their clans, the beauties of earth and seaand fire, the hardships
of hunger and death, and only a passing interest in those who shared the earth with them. But they knew
we were not beasts and never did they harm us.

“We grew curious, of course, asthe years passed and we found no other creatures who sang so clearly



of life. We began to suspect that their sounds were words, and that the emotions and imageswe saw in
our minds were theirs. Exploring deeper into the Carag Huim, we found the caves where they dept and
the valleys where they played. We studied their sounds and tried to imitate them, but that was not
possible. Their bones and muscles are so different. We did better when we used their images to form our
own words. And when we shaped our words into formal patterns of speech smilar to their own, the
dragons understood us without study or practice. Early in the year after their spring waking, we would
speak with them, interpreting their answers through both words and images they placed in our minds. But
asthe days faded toward winter, they were no longer able to communicate, asif they had grown wild

again.

“But we learned how they hatched their younglings, and how they hunted. And we learned what they
didiked—cold and snow—and we learned what they feared—the red gems we called bloodstones and
the sour herb called jenica or dragonsbane. The gems were found deep under the mountainsin ahole
caled Nien’ hak—the pit of blood—and the dragons said the stonestook away their will. Jenicagrows
high on the tundra, and we learned that if they ateit, it would make them groggy and sick and unableto
fly. And after many years of observation we |learned the secret of their speaking—the lake they called Cir
Nakai.

“Every spring when emerging from their caves, the dragons flocked to alake that was fed by adeep,
cold spring, drinking their fill of the clear water asthe sun set. They did not return to the lake until winter,
0 its effectswore away and they gradudly grew wilder until their fall mating and long deep. It would be
so to thisday if it were not for the abomination the Elhim wrought upon them.”

Fifty or more of the Elhim had gathered around the small firewith us, listening in solemn and sad
attention. Their posture spoke of hope that thistime the story might end a different way, while their faces
displayed the knowing sadness that it would not. Wine was passed, a cup placed in my hand, but | could
not drink it.

“There cameto the world twenty years of terrible drought,” Tarwyl continued. “Mighty rivers became
roadways of caked mud. The Carag Huim were bare of ice and snow. The herds of elk and deer grew
scant. The Elhim had grown increasingly fond of some new lands across the Carag Huim—what you now
cal northern Elyria, especidly thisregion of Catania—as they were so much easier to tame than the lands
of Yr. Inthose days, no one else had settled so far north. In the drought years, life here in the northlands
was abundant compared to the southern and eastern climes. It was said that in the fifteenth year of the
drought nothing at al grew in the lands south of what is now Valior, and that to the east by the Sea of
Arron, people were driven mad by drinking seawater when no fresh could be had. Plagues arose, and
the barbarians began their raiding. And so came Senai from the south and Udemafrom the east, looking
for fertile lands and good hunting, water and safety.

“We went out to welcome them and succor them in their need, but were dismissed as no more than
children. Our houses were taken by Senai, our fields weretilled by Udema, and we were barred from
our own hunting grounds. Any who resisted were dain. These other races were so large and so obsessed
with their maeffemde dudity that we didn’t understand them at dl. But two things we saw quite quickly.
If we didn’t do something to prove oursalves worth noting, we would be exterminated. And when the
newcomers caught their first sight of the dragons, they were terrified.”

| wanted to cover my ears. The Elhim’ swords were like a bleached skeleton sprawled on the desert with
arugty knife blade lying between two ribs. Truth. Uncompromising. Unavoidable.

“We spoke to the dragons and asked for their help, not to harm but only to frighten the humans away.
But they could not understand our need. Even common words cannot always transmit common thought,
and dragons had no concept of territory or greed, deception or conspiracy. They could not understand



the kind of danger we faced. They would not help us, and every seven-day another of our villagesfdl to
the newcomers. And so the Elhim gathered together and devised a plan—aterrible, unholy plan that even
inour direst need we knew was wrong. We sent our kinsmen into the mountainsto gather jenica— every
sprig or leaf that could be found. We sent diggersinto Nien' hak to dig up the bloodstones—every
pocket, every vein, that we could see. And when winter came and the dragons went to deep, we threw
the jenicainto the lake—poisoned it—and cut the bloodstones so that there was one for every dragon.”

Severd of the listeners had closed their eyes and crossed their arms upon their breasts.

“When came the spring awvakening, we watched from the crags. Asthe dragons drank their fill of the lake
at sunst, they fell fill and Sck, and they cried out in pain and fear, * Oh, children of fire and wind, what ill
has befallen us? And when they grew quiet, we crept near. In horror we saw that while the older
dragonswere only groggy and unmoving, every youngling lay dead. A few of usfatered at thisgrievous
outcome and wanted to hat the plan. But others prevailed, saying it wastoo late. Who knew what the
dragonswould do to usin their wrath?

“When the dragons revived from their sickness, an Elhim holding a bloodstone stood beside each one.
We thought the bloodstones would keep them docile, but instead the beasts went mad. Wetried to cam
their fury by singing the songs we had learned from them—the songs they sang to their own younglings
when the little ones were frightened. Five hundred Elhim died in the dragons waking, scorched to ash
and bone, but the others, those who held the bloodstones, though bathed in the white fire of the dragons
uttermost rage, did not burn. Whoever had carried the stoneinto that dragon’ s fire became its magter,
ableto control the beast with hiswill and hisvoice, the Elhim, the stone, and the dragon inextricably
bound together from that day.

We wept for our dead kinsmen, and we wegpt for the glorious dragons who were sent forth at our
command and terrorized our enemieswith fiery death. Not until we left our refuge in the mountainsto see
for ourselves did we know how terrible was the plague we had unleashed. We had made of the
countryside awasteland. No spring came to Cataniathat year, only the fires of the dragon summer.

“But the tdly of our snswas not yet complete. Once our struggle waswon, we fully intended to let the
dragons go free, but we did not know how. When we tried destroying one of the stones, the dragon went
on arampage, uncontrollable by any means at all. We had to bring other dragons around to kill it. We
used our dragon lore, tried every method we could think of, every holy rite we knew, to no avail. The
burden of the dragons was so terrible and so wrong that we eventualy went to the humansfor help,
hoping that they had some skill or insight or god-magic that would show us how to set the beasts free.

“Only twelve Senai and Udemafamiliesyet lived in Catania—yes, you begin to see how it goes. We
begged their forgiveness and told them al we knew of dragons, pleading for their help. But to our horror
they did not free the dragons ether. Instead they took the stonesfor themsalves and said that only they
would control the beasts. They would not believe that the dragons were sentient beings who could speak
if dlowed to drink the water of Cir Nakai. They had never known the glory, only theterror of their
destruction. They believed that the wordless power in their minds—the images of joy and love, fire and
earth, water and wisdom that sang in their hearts when first they came to our lands—were visionsfrom
gods, not the speech of dragons. We told them the names of the seven eldest dragons: Tjasseand Vellya
and Vanir, Keldar and Audun, Roelan and Jodar, but they believed in magic as children do and took
those namesfor their gods. How wasit they till felt the presence of the gods, they asked, when the
dragons were bound by the bloodstones? But that, too, would fade as time and madness and killing took
their toll. Asthe dragons grew wild, the gods fel silent, and only the Elhim knew why.”

Narim took my untouched cup of wine and st it aside, then signdled meto stand. All the company rose
and moved slently, deeper into the cave. Aswe walked toward adark opening in the back wall of the



cavern, Tarwyl walked beside me and continued histale.

“The dragons have produced no younglings since that wicked day, so every dragon that diesin our wars
isone soul lost to the world forever. And the longer the dragons are forbidden the water of the lake, the
lesslikely they can ever regain their rightful placein theworld. The longer they live under the influence of
the bloodstones, the further they dip into wildness.

“All these years we have tried to discover how to redeem our sin and free the dragons from the
bloodstones. As more humans came north after the Chaos Y ear's, founding their new kingdoms on the
cruelty we began, we sent our kin into every part of the world seeking an answer. In five hundred years
we never saw a spark of hope.

“But some twenty-three years ago we heard whispers of disturbance among the Riders. It was clear
there had been... incidents... wherethey had lost control of their dragons. Any man or woman who
gpoke of thisrumor wasingantly dain, but Elhim are everywhere and hear everything, unnoticed by most
people. It was Davyn who first heard one who called himsalf a servant of Roelan touch aharp and bring
forth the music of dragons, and in avoice that would sear the soul, sing about alake of fire...”

Tarwyl’ svoice drifted awvay. Narim took my arm and gently propelled me through a dark, rounded
passage, lit only by acircle of red-gold light at itsfar end. | was as cold and numb asif | were ill inthe
heart of the storm, terrified as| had never been. Aswe approached the circle of light, | pulled back,
whispering, pleading. “No. Please, no more. Have mercy...”

Narim tugged gently. “I know how hard thisis,” he said softly in the dark. “I1skendar and the othersdon’t
understand about Mazadine. But you have come so far and heard so much, thetruth is aready apart of
you. It isso painful, so terrible, because in your degpest of hearts you have dways known—from the first
night in your uncle’ sgarden. Thereis no blameto you, for what good was the knowledge without the
understanding to go with it? Come and open yourself to dl of it; then perhaps your hedling can begin.”

| walked toward the red light and emerged in a high mountain basin open to the west. Nestled in the bowl
of harsh cliffsand ringed with abroad gravel shorewas aglassy |lake blanketed with steam and fog in the
cooling air. The bloodstained sun lay round and bloated on the horizon. Itsred light on the still water and
the rising vapors crested an image of fire, asif the whole basin were ablaze... ashad itsimagein my
mind from the earliest days of my glory, when first | began to hear the voice of my god.

Onthe grave shore of the lake of fire, | sank to my knees and rocked back and forth silently, aimlessly,
my armswrapped tightly about my middle. Unlike in my boyhood fervor on the night | had first seen the
lake of firein my visons, | did not weep. | had no tearsleft. | had nothing left. | had often wondered why
| clung to life so fiercely in Mazadine and after, and until that moment | had never had an answer. But
now | knew... now that it, too, was gone. Music and courage, pride and love, dignity and friendship, joy
and hope—adll the dementsthat had formed my life, giving it shape and substance and worth—all had
been left behind inthe Riders' bleak fortress. But | had come out still bearing the knowledge that | was
once beloved of agod and had given him everything | possessed. Even though Roelan had abandoned
me, | had believed that something in me wasworthy of agod' sfavor. Surely Keldar or Vanir or
Vélya... oneof them... would seeit and show me hisface and give me areason to keep breathing. But
the voice in my heart had never been agod. It had been a beast.

NARIM

Chapter 12

| sat on the high, narrow rim of rock that separated Cor Tdaith, the warm, green valey the remnants of



my people called home, from the bowl of rock that held Cir Nakai, the lake of fire where we believed the
dragons could find their minds again. On that morning, as every time | perched on that dangerous,
wind-scoured diver of crumbling granite, | wondered to which side | would toppleif | wereto lose my
balance. How much was required to remove the stain of terrible error? Was the sacrifice of al purpose
save expiation enough? Was the abandonment of al growth and development of our people enough?
Would it cometo our extinction, as some among us believed, and if so, would that be enough—and
would it be worth such a price? And where in such aweighty reckoning was cal culated the price of one
innocent man'slife?

| should never st till and think. | knew which way my heart would lead meif | just kept moving, but
when | sat il 1 dways ended up on that knife edge and redlized | could fall either way.

Far below mein Cor Tdaith where the winds were warm and the grass was green, three of my kinand a
tall, lean figure—a human mae—worked at building a bridge across a steaming fissure that was one
source of thewarm air that blessed our valey. The bridge would greaily shorten the way from the fertile
meadow where we grew our wheet to the caves where we lived and the waterfall where sat our mill and
granary. | watched the man struggleto lift asmall stone from the cart he had driven from the rockfal on
the north side of the valey. He scooped it onto hisforearms and bent his kneesto get the leverage and
strength he could not get from his back, then gathered it to himself and carried it to the growing pile
beside the scaffolding &t the edge of the fissure.

It had been difficult to persuade the man to stay in Cor Talaith once he had convinced Iskendar and the
othersthat he could offer us no possible hope of redemption. The only way he would accept the refuge
we offered was if he had work to do. He had begged me for some hard physical |abor that would drown
his desolation and fill his emptiness with exhaustion. | owed him that. | had been the instrument that
sripped away hislast defense againgt despair. That | had aso given him labor that would make him
stronger—already after Sx weeks he could lift stones of ten timesthe size he could at firs—he might or
might not thank me as he traveled farther on the terrible road | had laid down for him. Though | cared a
great dedl for Aidan MacAllister and grieved for the horrors he had endured—and those he had yet to
endure—neither love nor sympathy would sway my purpose. Thinking might, if | sat too long on therim
between Cor Tdaith and Cir Nakai.

A red-tipped hawk shrieked a cry of triumph and dived toward the wide, barren shingle that bordered
thelake as| started down the dope of jumbled rock and hardy, gray-green tuck grass that would take
meinto Cor Taaith. Preoccupied with my mora dilemmas, | wasn't looking where | wasgoing, 0|
amost ran into the touded figure trudging upward.

“I guessed you' d be up here.”

“Davyn!”

My friend clapped his sturdy arms around me, making dentsin my ribswith the greeting. “I finaly got
loose. Therewas an ugly uproar in Cor Neuill these past weeks. Thought my legs were going to get run
off carrying their messages—Dbuit fortunately the fellow | replaced got healed of hiswasting fever, so |
was able to turn over my dutiesto a more experienced clerk.”

“Wel done. I’ ve not rested easy since | saw Acorn come home without you.”

“How ishe?| didn’t want to speak to anyone until I’ d talked to you. Did al come about as you
expected?’

Davyn was not referring to his unflappable horse. | nodded toward the distant group of laborers. “He
exigs. Nothing more. If anything, | underestimated the impact our story would have on him. By thetime



we were done with the telling there was so little of him left he might aswell have been standing naked
before us. He had no difficulty convincing the othersthat our hopes were irrevocably ruined—and so our
leadersare well satisfied.”

“By the One!l” My best friend stood perhaps a head taller than me and had shoulders like ayoung
ox—wadll, a least for an Elhim—so that even in his rumpled weariness he was aformidable presence,
especidly when his eyesflashed in such righteousindignation. “How can we havefdlen so low?’

| clapped him on the shoulder and pointed him back down the hill. “Because few of us have your
withering intelligence, your unswerving sense of honor, or your implacable understanding of right. If we
weredl likeyou, we d never have gotten oursavesinto this mess.”

Davyn shrugged off my hand and grinned wryly as he headed down the dope. “ An odd compliment to
onewho's spent thelagt haf yeer living alie”

“Who better to live alie than one with such steadfast devotion to truth? Y ou never get confused.”

Davyn broke into the infectious laughter of the terminally good-hearted and stopped just ahead of me,
gracing me with an exaggerated bow. “ And who isthis stranger, this salf-proclaimed cynic and prince of
devilish conspirators? It cannot be the same Narim who istrying singlehandedly to save arace fromits
own weaknesses.” He put hishands on hiswaist. “| happen to believe, good Narim, that you' ve never
done asingle dishonorable thing in your consderable span of years.”

| laughed and shoved him out of my way, hurrying downhill faste—ahead of my friend so he could not
read in my face how wrong he was. “Y ou must make yourself known to MacAllister. He' s asked after
you often, afraid you' ve reaped severe consequences for hisescape. | think you' Il be good for him. He's
stayed very much apart from the rest of us. Doesn’t speak except for what’ s necessary. Asks no
guestions. Shows no interests except to work until he drops. Y ou could poke aknifein him, and he
would not bleed.”

“I would have thought he' d be easier with you or Tarwyl. He doesn’t know me.”

“Tarwyl is back to Camarthan to make sure everything is cleaned up, and I... I’ ve been trying to ease
thelast of Iskendar’ sand Nyura s concerns, o | haven't had the time to spend with him. Everyone ese
isadgranger, and he fedsthe burden of their ruined expectations—even if they’ reimaginary. And, of
coursg, it was part of my plan to leave the fullness of Aidan MacAllister’ s desolation on display. My kin
had to be absolutely convinced he could do nothing... and only then...”

“Y ou' ve not introduced him to Lara, then?’

“No. She'snot come around. Just aswell. Less suspiciousif it occurs by chance. But it needsto be
soon. If we' reto make an attempt this year, we ve got only six weeksto get him ready, and until we
know more, her knowledge is everything we have. She'll have to judge whether heis capable, whether
any of thisisworth pursuing.”

“But Narim, after what happened in Cor Neuiill...” Davyn stopped again, blocking my way, looking
intently at my face. “ Surely hetold you of it. | wouldn’t expect him to understand, but you... | knew
you'd read the signs. You did get his story about hisvisit to the dragon camp?’

| couldn’t tell Davyn about my fence-gitting—that | couldn’t face MacAllister without atidal wave of
guilts getting in the way, that | wastoo cowardly to face hisdespair. | couldn’t tell Davyn those things, for
then he would ask mewhy | took it so much to heart, and | would haveto tell my dearest friend what |
had done. “Not exactly. There wasn’t time. The storm on the night of his escape was so bad, and he



hasn't been much for conversation since then. Heisso low.”

Davyn laid his hands on my shoulders, and his eyes were swvimming as he spoke, ever so softly. “Narim,
he heard them. It dmost killed him when they would trumpet—abellow not anything out of the ordinary
way—>but hefdt it so deeply. | watched him three times over. It' swhat caused him to be discovered,
because he couldn’'t hidewhat it did to him. Thefirst time was o vivid, he called for Rodan. | had the
Strangest thought that it might be Roelan himsdlf flying over us”

| couldn’t believeit. I’ d been so convinced of what the singer believed about himself that I” d not even
probed for the sngle bit of information that might have aleviated my own despair. Evenyet | wouldn't let
mysdf believewhat I'd heard. “Y ou're sure?’

Davyn didn't answer, only raised hiseyebrows a me.

“All right, al right.” A prickling began in my chest and flushed my skin, until even theroots of my hair
quivered with unaccustomed life. | tried to remain cam... to check for problems... to be sure before | let
mysdf fed it. “Could anyone dse have seen it?’

“Noone was with usthe first time. The second came while we werein aRider’ s hut, but the devil was
too drunk to notice. The quartermaster and the Udema were close enough to see when the third one
came, but they were preoccupied and didn’t know what they were seeing. They would chalk up
everything to fear.”

“Thelink isdill there”

Davyn smiled at me with aradiance no Elhim had seen in five hundred years. “ Just as you predicted. It
means we can proceed.” He laughed out hisjoy and as before | was caught up in it. By the One, | felt
young again, asif the dragons were begting their wings undernesth my heart. | shouted and whooped and
tumbled the laughing Davyn to the ground, then ran down the hillside leaping over boulders asif | were
sxteen again, not five hundred and sixteen.

AIDAN

Chapter 13

Seady... pull. .. don’'t jerk... roll up the strip of scented pine... longer than the last. Ignore the
burning of muscles too long unused... too damaged... too tired from long days’ labor. Ten more
planks to smooth, each with two edges and two faces, leaving flat, white surfaces ready to drill
and peg and join to make tables or benches or doors or walls... no matter what... The end isthe
work itself. Bend your aching fingers around the wooden handles, darkened with the touch of
countless useful hands... not yours. These knotted, ugly appendages that once danced over
sweet-singing strings... will themto grip and draw the knife along the grain... steady... half the
length... three-quarters... make the curling strip longer than the last. Endless planks from endless
trees. Endless curls of resinous pine to throw in the fire which snaps its smoky pleasure at the
tidbit. Over and over. Don't think. Just do. Again and again until your arms are molten lead and
your eyelids sag. Only then stagger into the corner where the straw mat and wool blanket will
enfold you in oblivion for one more night. Seady... pull ...

“So what does old Vanka plan to do with this mountain of lumber?’

| straightened up and squinted at the Elhim who stood in the woodshop doorway, trying to discern the
subtle features that would distinguish this one from five otherswho could be histwin. But for once, even



in the wavering light from the woodshop hearth, | had no difficulty. The broader-than-usua shoulders, the
shadowed cleft in the chin, the lock of hair falen over hisleft eye. “ Davyn?’

“Right. Sefely home”

| nodded as| set the knife for another pass. “I'm glad. Truly.” There was nothing elseto say. Too bad
that he had risked his neck to save mewhen | couldn’t do what they wanted meto do. To sing again.
Heaven and earth. .. they wanted meto sing to the beasts of fire and death and set them free.

“Haveyou eaten?’ he said. “I’m heading over to seewhat | can glean from supper. I’ ve not had anything
sgncel got inthis afternoon.”

| dways had to review the day to decide whether | had egten. | seemed forever hungry, though eating
was never very appealing. On most days | would rise at dawn when no one but Y ura, the morose cook,
was awake. Hewould give me apacket of bread and cheese or cold turnips, and | would carry it with
me, eating as| drove the cart to the southern end of the valley to begin loading more stonesfor the
bridge. The Elhim gathered morning and evening to eet in the refectory in the large cavern, chattering,
vigting, and enjoying each other’ s society. They extended me akindly welcome, but | knew better than
to imagine | was good company. My presence could be nothing but adismal reminder of their
disappointment. Even Nafim avoided me. So | stayed away. When the early darknessfell | would retrest
to the woodshop that the stubby Vanka had turned over to me while he was building a storehouse at the
southern end of the valey. There | would eat the rest of my rations and work until | dropped. A straw
pallet and two blanketsin the corner of the woodshop saved me the long trudge to the cavern.

“ I don1 t_n

“I smelled Y ura s sausage pie earlier. If you've never tasted it, it' swell worth thewalk over there.
Everyone dseisaready done with eating and off to other business. I’ d like the company. We ought to
know each other better, since we own each other’slife.”

| must have looked puzzled, for he laughed, and his gray eyes crinkled into the fine lines that proclaimed it
was his habit to laugh agreat ded. “It’'san Elhim custom. When you save a person’slife, that life belongs
in part to you. You can ddight inits pleasures and grieve a its sorrows—and you are obligated to
participate in its future course. Since you have saved my life, and I, by virtue of my sturdy friend Acorn,
have saved yours, we had best get on with our ddlighting and grieving and participating, had we not?’

“I don’'t think you’ ve made agood bargain. My future prospects are somewhat limited.”

“Mogt Sena would not think an Elhim life worth saving, so we won't make any judgments yet asto who
getsthe better of our trade.” Davyn had awinning way about him.

| began to stack the finished planks againgt the wall, and without saying anything more, the Elhim took up
abroom and began sweeping up the curls and divers of pine and tossing them on thefire.

“Y our mount iswell taught,” | said. “I fet aright fool venturing into that storm with nothing but acloak
and ahorse”

“I wondered if it was your curses| heard on the wind that night. Fortunately Acorn and hiskind have no
need for teaching. Have you been out among the herd? They’ re amarvel—even in such amarvelous
place as Cor Tdaith.”

Whilewe finished tidying up the woodshop and banking the fire, Davyn told me of the smal, sturdy
horses that roamed the valey, and how they allowed themselves to be haltered and ridden, but



maintained a streak of independence. “If they get the yen to graze the south meadows, don't bother
trying to lure them north to hunt or haul wood. Might aswell try to get aFlorin to eat fish.” He propped
his broom back inits corner. “ So do we eat now?’

“I'll confess—when | was ten, sausage pie was my favorite,” | said.
“Youwon't look back after eating Yura s.”

We walked dowly across the end of the valley through the moon shadows cast by rocks and trees and
outbuildings scattered across the meadow. A number of sheds and workshops were clustered in abroad,
grassy pocket created by the sheltering cliff walls. A bend in the valley hid the place from view until you
wereright onit. An orange glow flared from the forge as we waked past and the clang of ironwork rang
out—Bertrand the smith often worked |ate—but the noise soon faded away as we passed through a
densegroveof tdl, thinfirs. A stream burbled through the trees into the meadow, sparkling in the silvery
light. Davyn inhded deeply of the bracing air—air just cold enough to make my long-deeved wool shirt
welcome, dong with the gloves |’ d put on by habit. “I do dearly love coming home,” hesaid. | stay
away too much.”

“It' sabeautiful place” | said. “Quiet.” Indeed | could not bear the thought of returning to a city—the
noise and crowds and unending fear. Earth’s bones, how | hated being such acoward. “It' skind of your
peopleto let me stay awhile.”

“Y ou can stay aslong asyou like. No one knows of this place. Even the rare Dragon Rider who takes
his mount so far into the god-forbidden mountains overlooks such asmall green blot in the middle of the
snow as Cor Tdaith.”

“But surdy—"

“Y ou are only the second galim—non-Elhim—ever to come here. We are very different from other
races, as you know. We haveto earn our way in the world, for we' re too few to be self-sufficient, but
snce we re nather physically powerful nor warlike, it's good to have a sanctuary. Our roots are here, no
matter where we vines go wandering. And it’ simportant that we have aplace... secure... private...
especidly at certaintimesinour lives...”

Hiswords left the subject hanging. There were questions | should ask, things no human had ever known
about the Elhim—uwhy they were so different, how wasit possible for them to have children, or did
they—and | had the sense that Davyn was ready to answer if | asked. But | wassotired | couldn’t
think—the very state | did my best to achieve every day, and | was doing well to force my feet to move
onein front of the other. | should have stayed in the woodshop.

Davyn seemed comfortable with silence, and we entered the lighted mouth of the great cavern without
further conversation. He rummaged about the deserted kitchen and came up with two mugs of cold cider
and two plates of savory sausage and vegetablesin arich brown crust till warm from the embers of the
supper fire. We ate our med, and then he offered to clean up the plates and mugsif | would unroll two
pallets from the stack kept for those who had no specific quartersin the warren. | never saw Davyn join
me, for as soon as | had rolled out the thin mat, | was adeep, dreaming of murderous dragons who
caught me up in their sharp talons and deposited me torn and bleeding into the dark heart of Mazadine.

When | awoke, swegting as usud with my night terrors, Davyn’s mat was rolled up again, though the two
other Elhim who had been deeping when | arrived were still snoring quietly. | put away my mat, then sat
beside the hot spring that welled up in abasin a one end of the room and went through my daily ritua of
shaving. It dwaystook me anumber of tries, dropping the knife or fumbling it enough to nick the skin,
but | refused to let my beard grow. | hated wearing abeard. It was ameasure of my life's condition that



getting my face scraped every morning without ditting my throat had been for so long the highlight of my
days. Though it wastoo small a changeto be called progress, the activity had become alittle easer—on
that morning only three fumbles and no blood.

| padded quietly between the deeping Elhim toward the refectory, stopping short at the doorway. Davyn
was sitting at the far end of along refectory table, drinking teawith Narim, the two of them talking with a
woman. She sat cross-legged on the floor next to the hearth, her chin propped on one hand. Her long
brown hair was caught in abraid that fell over one shoulder, leaving afew unruly wispsto obscurethe
features of her narrow face. She wore adark green tunic belted with flat meta links, brown breeches and
vest, and tall boots that covered her dender legs up to her knees. She was arguing in low, intense tones
with the two Elhim while with her right hand she absentmindedly poked a chunk of sausage skewered on
afork into the flames.

“... don’'t know why you insst you need him. | can do everything you want. | know theritua, and—"
“Hush, girl. Otherswill be about soon,” said Narim. “You can’'t do it done.”
“I don't need any bloody weakling Sena to share what ismine by right.”

“Livethrough what he' sendured before you call him weekling,” said Davyn. “Y our skills and knowledge
areindisputable, but his heart must guide our enterprise.”

| cursed mysdlf for afool. They had not believed me. They till thought that by wheedling and plotting
they could get me to do what they wanted. Davyn was no different from therest. It wastimeto leave
Cor Tdaith. My own griefs were hard enough to deal with; | didn’t need those of an entirerace. As
facing hypocrisy so early was unpaatable, | turned to walk away, but was too clumsy to escape
unnoticed. Returning to the narrow passage, | bumped into the hanging bell used to cdl the Elhim to
supper. | wasn't able to muffleit fast enough, and Davyn cdled out to me chearfully. “MacAllister! Good
morrow. Sorry our passages aren’t designed for Senai height. Comejoin us.”

“Not today,” | said. “1 redlly need to be on my way.”

“It' sscarcely light enough to see your own fegt,” said Davyn, smiling in hisfriendly way. “ Surely your
labors can wait ahaf hour more. We d like to have aword with you while the placeis quiet. We have
someone—"

“I mean | need to leave Cor Tdaith. I’ ve taken up space here for too long.”

Narim said nothing, and the woman concentrated on her szzling sausage, though she was either
pretending or sheliked it well charred on the outside. It was afrowning Davyn who tried to dissuade me.
“The hunt was still furiouswhen | |€ft, even after more than amonth. They’re patrolling every roadin
Catania, examining every traveler. You'll never get through.”

“Arethere no other ways out of here?’

“Only north into the wastelands or a very long trek down to Raggai—and neither one until the snows
mdt.”

“ThenI’ll haveto risk Catania. | need to get on with my life and let your people get on with theirs.”

“Y ou must do asyou think best. But Tarwyl isduein next week. He can tell us how things go in Catania.
If there€ sa chance—and you till want to go—I’ 1l take you out myself.”

A dartled Narim cast him asharp look, and Davyn answered it without ever taking his eyesfrom my



face. “Itisyour choiceto go or stay. That will not change. But no matter what hopes we' ve had or given
up, we d not want you taken again by the Ridemark. Will you wait for Tarwyl’ sword?’

| had no groundsto argue. My discomfort at their plotting was no reason to beafoal. “It seems
reasonable. Thank you—again. If I'm to stay awhilelonger, then I’ll fedl better if | get back to work and
pull abit of my weight at least.” | nodded to the three of them. Davyn did not smile, but only relaxed his
concern. Narim sat expressonless, tapping his thumb on the scrubbed table. The woman glanced up as|
took my leave, brushing the wisps of hair from hogtile blue eyes with the back of her hand. | carried the
image of he—adisturbing image—as| |€eft the refectory and made my way to the stables, wherel
hitched the mule to the wagon in the dawn light.

Theleft Sde of the woman' sface had been severely burned at sometimein the past. Her light brown
skin, so smooth over her fine bones on the right side of her face, was crumpled into ascay pink disaster
ontheleft. Theintrusive ugliness halfway across her cheek and brow distorted the outer edge of her
eydid to give apermanent droop to the left of her blue eyes. But more disturbing than the remnants of
painful injury to features otherwise pleasing was the flash of red from her 1eft wrist—not aburn, but ared
dragon scribed on her skin. A woman of the Ridemark. Her presence made no senseat al. The Elhim
had rescued me from the Riders. Their goal wasthe ruin of the Ridemark, to free the dragons that made
the clan powerful enough to manipulate kings.

A cregping unease prickled my skin as | drove the duggish mule across the dewy fields. If | could not
trust the Elhim and their account of events, then | was once again left with no idea of what had happened
tome. | reviewed every event of theweekssince| had goneto Cor Neuiill, but by thetime | began to lift
the stones from the towering rockfal into the wagon, | had come no nearer a.conclusion. Only onething
kept intruding on my thinking: If they had lied about their relationship with the Riders, then perhapsthey
had lied about other things, more fundamenta things.

“Good Kddar, show metheway.” For thefirgt timein six weeksthe familiar pleacameto my lips
without asurge of disgust following it. But as | crammed my fingers under askull-sized knob of granite
and bent my elbows, scooping the stone onto my wrists and forearms and hefting it high enough to dump
itinthewagon, | called mysdf every namefor afool. There were no gods.

Furioudy | crouched and lifted another, and another. Then alarger onethan | had before. It was getting
eader. My shoulders protested but | managed it, distracted as | was by thoughts and memories, making
no more sense of them than at any other time,

Work. Forget. | hammered at mysdlf in the rhythm of the stones. | knew truth when | heard it. The story
Tarwyl had told on the night of my arriva wastruth. It just wasn't everything.

When | had loaded dl the mule could haul, | drove acrossthe valey floor to the bridge site by the gaping
fissure. Steams and smokes hung over the fissure as dways, but the breeze cleared them enough to see
that the Elhim builders were not yet working. Only onefigure sat atop a stack of lumber in the angled sun,
watching me pull up.

“Good morrow, Senai.” Nyura, old Iskendar’ s constant companion, was anervous, fidgety sort of
person who looked as though someone had shoved al hisfeaturesinto the center of hisface, neglecting
the broad expanse of pale blandness around the edges. Iskendar and Nyura had spoken to mefairly
oftenin my first daysin Cor Tdaith. Iskendar, the leader of the Elhim community, would ask if | needed
anything, and would | not consider sharing their table. | could fed his unspoken hope: Perhapsif | took
part in friendly society, learned more of the Elhim and their sin, felt enough compassion for their five
hundred years of penitence, perhapsthen | could find it in myself to sing again. Would it were so easy. |
thought I’d made it clear that there was no substance to his hopes, considering it ameasure of their



acceptance that they sought me out so rarely anymore. But of course the morning' s events had proven
me wrong. And here was the fluttery Elhim hovering about again.

“How fareyou, Aidan MacAllister? Iskendar sends his greetings and asks how we may serveyou.”

“Nothing has changed. Thanksto the kindness of the Elhim, I’'m well. But I’ ve trespassed on your
hospitaity too long. | need to be on my way.”

Hedidn't seem too surprised. “We' |l regret losing your company.”
“I’'msorry | can't beal youwish meto be”
“Rest easy. WE |l find another way.”

As| began to unload the cart, the Elhim watched, rubbing his chin thoughtfully, asif deciding how to
proceed with a conversation doomed to go nowhere.

“Tel me” | said, “if itisnot too private aquestion... | understood there were no women among the
Bhim”

| don’'t know what he expected from me, but it clearly wasn't that. He gaped for a moment, but he soon
gathered hiswits and answered smoothly, dismissing thetopic asif to get it out of the way asquickly as
possible. “No. We do not possess the dudity of your species. We are of only one kind, neither male nor
femde. If you have other questions about such matters... well, we do consider these things private, but
not secret, if you understand me. If you were to devel op a close friendship with one of us—of longer
study than a passing acquaintance such as | am privileged to have with you—I’m sure that friend would
be happy to discussit further. Y ou understand...”

“Of course. | wasjust curious because | heard awoman’ s voicein the great cavern thismorning. Talking
with Narim.”

“Ah. Now | understand. It was surely Larayou heard. A sad story that. Y ou saw her scars? Shewas
brought to Cor Talaith asayoung girl—some eighteen or twenty years ago now. Frightfully burned. The
fool of achild sneaked into thelair at Cor Neuill and tried to ride adragon. An astonishing feeat to get the
beast away at dl, but it turned on her. We dlowed her to stay here. Did our best to hedl her injuries.”

“So she is of the Ridemark?’
“Wll, yes. But her own people wouldn't have her back after she trespassed their laws.”
“And shedill liveshere?’

“No. No. Shelives on her own. Wanders the mountains and the northlands. Narim says she hires out to
guide caravans through the northern passes. It was Narim who found her and cared for her. She comes
back here from timeto time to see him. Y ou could say we' re the only family she has.”

“Ah. 1 see” | let the matter drop while finished unloading the cart. It didn’t explain what she had to do
with me, but | didn’t think Nyurawas going to tell me that anyway. No wonder she sounded so hitter.
Family and clan, tradition and honor were the very sum of existence to those of the Ridemark.

The Elhim kept watching from his perch, only a persistent tapping of hisfoot on the ground indicating he
was not yet finished with our conversation. Though the air was pleasantly cool, the breeze had died
away, S0 nothing mitigated the rays of the sun as| worked. | was dmost done with theload. When |
stopped to wipe the sweet from my face, Nyuratook the opportunity to speak again, glancing a mewith



his close-together eyes. “I’ve abit of news| thought might interest you, though I’ ve wondered. .. after
hearing of your terrible imprisonment... Well, perhaps you have no concern, asyou have every right to
despisethelot of them.”

His speech was hesitating, yet in every pause he would watch me, casting his pale eyes on me and then
away again. | kept working and let him spinit out. “'Y our cousin, King Devlin, hasason...”

In that pause he did indeed see my interest sparked. | could never forget Dondl, the infant who had
shown me the truths of innocence, purity, and undemanding love to weave into my music.

“... nineteen now. A fineyouth by al accounts. Leading troopsin the Gondari war.”
No surprise. I'd heard as much in Camarthan.

“... but no one understood why the king and the prince did not smite the Gondari, astheir forces are
superior. We ve learned that the Gondari have taken the young prince hostage.”

Hostage! Dond... my cousin’ s child and so my cousin, too... theinfant grown to fair youth, held in
squaor and bitter cold, murderous heat and unending terror, surrounded by savage bellowing and the
vomit of fire, day and night. Absolutely without hope. If hisfather attacked the Gondari, the youth would
be chained to a post and seared with dragon’ s fire—not charred to ash in an instant, but left to die dowly
in agony aslong asthey could makeit last. And if Devlin held back, his son would languishin hisprison
forever until he died coughing up blood, or shivering with untended fever, or banging his head in madness
againg the stone walls while the dragons screamed their triumph. Stalemate. Forever.

Inthat ingtant | understood what was the “favor” that Devlin was going to ask of me on the night of
Calia smurder. He believed | could free his son. He thought | could sing and make the dragons | et
Dond go, as had been done in Aberthain. No wonder he claimed he didn’t know what had been doneto
me. No wonder. He had been so agitated, so tentative. He was going to go ahead and ask... until | said

| didn’t know what I’ d done. At that point he couldn’t ask without reveding what he' d been determined
to destroy. To keep his dangerous secret, he' d had to sacrifice his son. Fires of heaven, Devlin...

Until that moment | had not actudly believed what the Elhim told me | had done, that my music had
somehow made the dragons grow restless and disobey the commands of the bloodstones. | had been
sureit was dl amistake, adevastating, life-destroying misunderstanding. But now...

| looked upon Nyura s pae face, not thinking of him at dl, but of my cousin’s child in aprison more
hopel ess than Mazadine. | could not hate Devlin enough to regjoice in such devadtation. | closed my eyes
and envisoned thetrusting, helplessinfant | had known in an hour of purest joy. “Would that | could sing
for you,” | whispered. “If there were agod to hear me, | would beg his grace to sing you free.”

The sound of horses brought me back to the present. Nyurawas riding away toward the caverns, no
doubt insulted by my long distraction. The bridge builders were arriving with ateam of horsesdragging a
load of huge timbers down the road. | greeted them, and then drove dowly back to the rockfal to get
another load. After working until sunset, | moved to the woodshop and smoothed rough timbersinto
usable planks until 1 could not lift the drawknife one more stroke.

Though the work drove meto exhaustion as| wished, never could | rid mysdlf of theimage of Dond
trapped in horror. Uninterested in Elhim society, | did not return to the cavern, but bedded down in the
woodshop, as had been my custom for the past weeks. Deep in my dreamsthat night | heard the
bellowing dragons, no music in their cries, only wild and savage murder to the ears of ayouth standing at
the threshold of manhood without hope. The dragons screamed, haunting and dreadful, until | woke
shaking in the dark corner of the woodshop and glimpsed adender figure outlined against the dim glow



of the banked fire. Thefigure had an arm upraised, and glittering in the light of aflaring ember wasthe
deadly blade of aknife on acoursefor my back.

Chapter 14

| launched mysdif a the lower haf of the dender silhouette, shooting up one hand to hold the
dagger-wielding arm at bay. We toppled onto the sawdust-covered floor, but my assailant writhed and
struggled and squirmed out from under me. | hadn’t enough handsto hold him till, yet keep the knifea
safe distance from my vitd parts. Fortunately my legs were longer than my attacker’ sarms, and | was
ableto plant afoot firmly in hisgut. A pained grunt followed and amassive expulsion of air, debilitating
enough to relax the hand holding the knife and alow meto back away crabwise from the cloaked and
hooded figure. My armsfdt like water.

Not sanguine about any further combat, | pulled mysdlf up to get away. But | was desperately curious
and reached out to flip the hood from my opponent’ sface. At the same moment he raised the knife again
with afurious growl. The better part of wisdom commanded me to depart, even inignorance, so | ran.

My morning excursionsin Camarthan served mewel as | streaked through the moonlit meadows and
woodland. By thetime | reached the great cavern, | had left pursuit behind and given a bit of thought as
towhat | was going to do next. On consideration, waking my hosts to say one of their number wastrying
to murder me seemed unproductive and unwise. Instead | sank to the ground in the shadows, flattening
mysdlf to the diff wal just beside the mouth of the cavern, thinking | might see who would come dinking
through the doorway while honest people dept. With surprise on my side, | could drag the villain before
his own people and have evidence of my accusation.

But asthe hard, brittle stone dug uncomfortably into my back, the damp grass soaked my breeches, and
my blood lost the heat generated by midnight attacks, | began to laugh. | rolled onto dl fours, aposition
that stretched and eased my wretched back, and | laughed until tears dripped from my face onto the
soggy ground. Anyone who came on mein that time would have thought me mad.

You can't let go, can you?| said to mysdf. Was there ever such a cowardly fool as you, Aidan
MacAllister? To run away from a shadow who offered you nothing but what you have already?
What dead man fears a knife? And what idiot thinks a villain will come walking through this door
when there are undoubtedly fifty other entrances hidden in these cliffs? Why do you hold on? Let
it go, fool .

If my midnight visitor had renewed his assault at that moment, | would have bared my breast and guided
his blade with my grotesgue fingers. But no one came, and at sometime | collgpsed into asodden heap
and dept until firgt light, when fingers began poking a me.

“MacAlliger! Aidan! Dear god, areyou dl right?” A hand clamped my wrist and probed about my
head—seeking a pulse or an injury, no doubt—then rolled me onto my back before | was awake enough
to prevent it. My inadvertent groan at that painful posture only intensified his efforts to locate awound, so
he pulled open my shirt and would have ripped it right off of meif I’d not gathered my foggy wits.

“I’'mall right. Pleasedon’t.” | pushed the hands away and sat up to greet Davyn, whose wide-eyed fright
wasyidding to aflush rosier than the dawn light.

“I thought. .. seeing you out herelikethis...”

“It'salong story,” | said, “and not one | careto publish. Not very flattering to my Senai warrior
heritage”



“ Bth—”

“I’'mal right. I'd rather talk about breskfast. | don’t think | ate anything at al yesterday, and asit seems
I"'m inescapably attached to living for today, at least, | might aswell get onwithit.”

“Of course. Yurawasjust lighting the fireswhen | came out.”

Weate Y ura s breskfast porridge, thick, hot, and satisfying. Then, leaving Davyn gtill mystified, | took
myself to the stables and the rock pile and the bridge and the woodshop. | worked hard enough that |
could not entertain asingle thought except how to persuade my body to do what | demanded of it. And
when | buried my facein the straw-filled mat in the corner of the woodshop late that night, | held the faint
hopethat | might never wake again.

| did, of course, to another dark figure lurking in the shadows, but thistime instead of using aknife, my
visitor beckoned me with hisvoice. “Wake up, dugabed, and come with me. We need to talk.”

“Don't want to talk,” | mumbled into my palet. “Usethe knife. | shouldn’t have stopped you last night.”
“It doesn’t matter what you want, Aidan MacAllister.”

At last someone was being honest with me. But as | recognized the voice as Narim's, | decided that such
ajudgment was premature.

“Sotdk,” | sad. “Tel me something that is absolute truth.”
“You are not dead.”
| bleated in disbelief. “You' reafoal,” | said, and pulled my blanket over my head.

“That is certainly truth. But not because of what | just said. One could as easily say that you are thefool,
mourning the loss of your gods. The gods are dtill there. Y ou just don’t know their names, and for a
Senal to admit such athing is beyond the capability of the species”

“I’ve seen no evidence to contradict my belief,” | said. “Not in avery long while”

“Ah, my friend, you are dtill lost in the darkness. How much more wondrous are gods who can create
such beings as humans and dragons and Elhim, than your paltry deities who speak with borrowed
Voices.”

“I do not deny that | am and have been afoal.”

“But alivefool. Come with me and let me prove my contention.”
“Why should |7’

“For Cadllia. She deserves areason for her degth.”

| stared at the pale-eyed Elhim who crouched in the darkness like awolf waiting for the last embers of
the watchfireto die away. “Bagtard.”

“If that’ sthe worst you have to say of me beforewe re done, I'll count myself fortunate...”
Silent and furious and wide-awake, | pulled on my boots.

“... but then, of course, it isimpossible for an Elhim to be a bastard. Our young have only one parent, so



we know nothing of marriage or nonmarriage, thus nothing of bastardy. We' ve never redly understood
theinsult intended.”

The moon hung low in the west as we hiked for two hours across the valley, following an obscure track
that wound itsway between dabs of layered rock until breaking out onto a desolate hillsde. Somewhere
inthe dark expanse of scrub and grass, sparse, stunted trees, and broken bits of reddish rock shonea
faint, steady light. We headed for it as directly as one could without being agoat, and it soon resolved
itsdlf into alantern, held aoft by none other than Davyn.

“Soyou've agreed to try this?” he said anxioudy. “WEe Il be with you the whole—"
“Wadl, hedidn't exactly,” said Narim. “I bullied him into it abit.”
“Bullied? Ah, by the One, Narim. What have you done?’

“Hewanted only truth. Complete truth. | told him he wasn't dead. That was about as complete as| could
get. Tdling, bullying, truth... HE snot going to believe anything until we show him.”

“But Narim—"

Davyn wasinterrupted again, thistime by amuted rumbling as of adistant sorm or ablustering wind
heard from insde athick-walled fortress. But the stars shone cold and till, growing in brilliance asthe
moon sank below the western pesks. Our cloaks and hair lay unmoving in the quiet chill of midnight.

“Isthewoman adready in place?’ asked Narim uneesily.
“Yes. But we vetime. Y ou must prepare him.”

| stood till, arms folded, determined to go no step farther until | heard an explanation. Narim screwed up
hisface a Davyn, then motioned for meto sit down. | found a convenient rock that put my face at alevel
with his

“Someonetried to kill you last night,” he began.
“Wasit you?’

Helooked startled at my question, and if the light had been better | would have said he turned red. But
Davyn had taken the lamp up the hillside and was scrabbling about apile of crumbling rock. “No. No, it
wasnot...” An edgeto theway he said it told me that he was quite capable of killing, and would have no
quamsif he believed such an action necessary. | listened more attentively after that. ... but | know who
it was, and the attempt has made us change our plans. Move before we' re ready. We weren't going to
dothisfor afew weeksyet.”

“Whowasit?’ | didn’'t want to losethe critical answer.

“I'll not tell you that. It's of no importance. There are those of us—some, not al—so blinded by fear that
they can no longer see possibility. To them, safety dictates that theworld remain asit is. They believe you
represent the extinction of the EIhim.”

“But why?1’vetold you—"

“That is, of course, the most important part. The why. Something has given them pause, areason to
disbelieve your saying. They know you' re the only one capable. They’ ve only to think back to the first
time you heard adragon’ scry in your uncl€ sgarden.”



Now it was my turn to be surprised. “How in heaven and earth do you know of that?’

Impatiently Narim cut me off. “We know everything about you from the day of your birth until the day of
your arrest. Elhim have sources of information everywhere, and we used every one of them to learn of
you. We know what you told your singing masters that first night, and what you told your mother, and
how you lived the next three years and every year thereafter. Don’t you see? We d been waiting for
centuries for someone with your gift. In the days when we were friends, the dragonstold ustherewere a
few—a very few—ypeople who could touch their minds. *Nandithari’ they called them—Dragon
Speakers—who could understand their speech even when they were in their wildest Sate at year’ send.
They told usthat those rare beings had an open and quiet heart, ones who could listen so well they could
digtinguish the sound of one bird’ sflight from another. When we heard you sing, we knew you were such
aone”

Why wouldn't they listen? Narim of al of them should know. He said he understood what it meant to me
to discover that my life had been alie. One moretimel tried to convince him. “1 cannot help you,” | said.
“Evenif therewasatimewhen | could, evenif | wanted to morethan lifeitself, | cannot. No amount of
wishing, no amount of words or storytelling, threats or pleading or plotting can put back what isgone.” |
held out my scarred, knotted fingers. “Inside me the damage is worse than this. Far worse. What heart |
possessed isdead. My music is dead. Why won't you believe me? If | could makeit not so... heaven
and earth, Narim, don’'t you think | would?’

The Elhim said nothing, only shook his head and took my arm, silently demanding that | should follow
him. I let him pull me off the rock and lead me up the hill to where Davyn stood before adark, round
hole about a hand' s breadith taller than I. A pile of brush lay to the Sde of the yawning emptiness.
Another rumbling. Thistimel fdtitin my feet, asif astorm lay benesth the earth.

“What isthisplace?’ | found mysdlf whispering asif standing at the entrance of atomb, my neck prickling
with the unreasoning dread that the tomb was my own.

Narim gtill said nothing, but followed Davyn and his lantern into the dark hole, dragging me adong behind
him. The passage was nothing like the airy warrens of the Elhim caverns, but only a cramped dirt chute
through the side of the hill, agiant rabbit hole or worm’s den, bored smooth by an inhabitant the diameter
of aman’sheight. Downward. Ever doping, gently, inexorably down. It was warm, very different from
the cool caverns of stone, and quite dry. Only afew side passages, and the place smelled of dirt and
roots. We might have been burrowing straight to the center of the earth.

We had been descending for at least half an hour when | caught the first trace of brimstonein the till air.
Unwittingly | dowed my steps, but Narim pulled me onward, still saying nothing. My friend Gerdld Adair
had been deathly afraid of dark, enclosed spaces, abandoning me when | would sing in the coa mines of
Boskar or the hovels of the poorest of the poor. He would have gone mad in that long tunndl. | had
teased him unmercifully about it, but | was beginning to understand hisfear.

Another quarter of an hour and afaint gleam ahead of usturned out to be another lantern like ours,
abandoned alongside alarge, empty leather sack at the opening of awide side passage. Davyn set our
lantern beside the other, trimmed it to a soft glow, then motioned us forward. Narim whispered in my ear,
“Fifty pacesfrom the crossing.” | couldn’t help but count the stepsin my head. The sllence was as
palpable as the warm air, more heavily tainted with the rotten, siweet smell of brimstone. Mixed with the
gink was athick, ripe, anima smdl... musky... dragon.

“Wherein the name of al sensearewe?’ | said with scarcely more than an outward breath.

Neither Elhim spoke, but | got my answer soon enough. A faint smudge of light in the heavy darkness



marked the end of our journey, and when | saw what was beyond, | was transfixed with wonder and
terror and astonishmen.

We stood in our tiny dark hole high onthewall of avast cavern, not one polished and furnished and
homelike, as was the Elhim refuge, but crude and rough inits gigantic dimensions, blasted from the roots
of the earth and lit by burning heaps of rubble. The cavern floor was pitted with boiling pools of luminous
green and milky white, cracks and fissures that vented steam and smoke enough to make the wals drip
and the hot air heavy and oppressive. In between the pits and pools were haf-rotted carcasses and
bones of every imaginable size. When | was forced loose from my paralysis enough to teke a breath, |
gagged at the stench of brimstone and carrion and the musky, decaying foulness of abeast too long
confined.

For the cavern was occupied by a copper-scaled monster five timesthe height of aman and twicethat in
length even with the spiked tail curled beneath it—a degping dragon. The patterned wings of green and
copper were folded into bony ridges on the massive flanks, and the monstrous head was lowered to the
ground, the gaping nostrils spewing only week and intermittent spurts of flamein rhythm with the harsh
blast of its breathing. The horny brow ridges were asthick aslogs, as were the coverings that encased
razor-sharp talonsthat could rip the hide of an elephant asif it were paper. The armored flesh was
crusted with stony parasiteslike the hull of a ship long docked, and the folds where the head joined the
long, muscular neck were deep. This dragon was unthinkably old.

From behind me Narim made some movement, and it took me amoment to judge what it was he did, but
when | saw thetiny figure far below us standing on ajutting outcrop of red rock, | shook my head in
disbelief. Thewoman Lara stood amost in the beast’ sface, just a the level of its eyes. She wore lesther
breeches and tunic, elbow-length gauntlets, and a stiffened-wool hdmet—Rider’ sarmor. At Narim's
second signdl, she raised her hand and shouted so that her words echoed through the thick foulness of
the air and bounced from the moss-dick walls of the cavern. She spoke in the ancient tongue of the
Ridemark, her voice stern and commanding, unyielding in theforce of her will. “ Arrit, teng zha nav
wywyr ..." Wake, child of fire and wind. Wake from the deep of dying and heed my command.

There was a pause as the echoes died away, asif the very orb of the world stopped its spinning dance
about the sun, holding time in abeyance. My soul cried out in dread, commanding meto hide before time
took up its path again. Thrumming, insistent panic begged my feet to run. But ingtead | sank to my knees,
Narim and Davyn a my shoulders, their thin, strong fingers digging into my flesh asif to hold me together.
When the beast began to move it wastoo late.

“Speak your name, beast,” commanded the woman.

The huge body shifted uneasily, the battering ram of atall damming into the cavern wal, the very
movement causing the rumble that shook the ground. Rough bresth and asnort of fire asits head lifted up
dowly, and then the eyes came open. Glaring red eyes, swirling pools of scarlet flame glazed with films of
ghastly white, filled with wild, unreasoning hatred—the gaze that could trangfix avictim in horror whilethe
furnace within was readied to rel ease vol canic breath that would flay a man and cause his blood to boil
right through the veins. The woman was sure to be incinerated.

“Speak your name; then return to your winter’ s death. The snow il lies degp upon the hunting grounds,
and your brothers and ssterswill not heed your call.” She held her hand in the air, and in the short, fiery
burgts from the waking beast’ s nogtrils, | saw the flash of dark red in her fingers. A bloodstone—a

kai’ cet, the Riders called it. Heaven and earth! But every speculation asto how she had gotten away
from her clan with one of itstreasures, or how she had learned to use it, awoman—one who would
never have been considered for training in the secrets of the Riders—all of that waslost when the dragon
gaped itsjaws and bel ched out a garish rainbow of fire that arced over Lard s head. The thin trailer of



water cascading down the wall behind her erupted in steam, and then the beast released aroar that
shook the foundations of the world.

Thetide of sound broke over my head asif the ocean itsdf had reared up in asingle mighty wave and
commenced to drown the history of humankind, only it was not an ocean of water, but an ocean of fire. |
believed in that moment that my life had cometo its ending, that my flesh had been scorched away, that
my entrails had turned to bloody vapor just asthe waterfal had vanished in sseam, and that my boneslay
burning on the hard-packed earth of our hiding place. Despair and grief and memory were erased,
wonder and curiosity dismissed in atorrent of pain. | could not scream, could not pray, could not weep,
for every part and fiber of my flesh quivered in the agony of burning. And yet it was only an instant—Iless
time than the swinging of a pendulum—and | could look upon mysdf huddled on the now quiet ground,
my spasms held in the steady grip of the two frightened Elhim, and | could read the word that had been
seared into my soul with pain and fire.

For that singleinstant | hung suspended out of my life, and | formed that same word, whether only in my
mind or on my tongue | did not know, and | reflected it upon the sender with my spirit’ swhisper. Keldar

And in that same ingtant outside of time, | heard his answer, so faint as to be unnoticed by any who had
not lived in slence for seven endlessyears. Beloved.

Chapter 15

What words can describe that instant of contact? Lightning istoo cold, majesty too weak, glory too
dim, salvation too imprecise, devotion too impersona. Whatever soul it was that spoke to mein that
breathless moment, whether god or dragon, pulled me from the brink of disintegration, and | clung toits
word as adrowning child to afather’ s outstretched hand. So much grief and regret and tender concern
waswrapped init that | did not believe | could encompass al of it in ayear of remembering. He knew
me, called me by the name Roelan had given me when | was young, the name my god had sung when
filling theworld with music. All the horror and disgust I’ d felt upon learning that the voice of my music
was a murderous monster was swept away in the flood of this creature' s care for me. A being with such
capacity for love was no beast. My soul was touched with the remembrance of joy, and my companions
had no ideaof it, for | could not tell them, could not move or speak without letting go of the fragile
moment.

“In the name of the One, what have we done?’ said Davyn, lifting my drooping head and raking his
worried gray eyesover my face.

“Only what was required. If he cannot bear it, then best to learn it now.”

“Narim”—even astheir faces flickered orange and gold in the reflection of dragon flames, Davyn stared
at hisfriend with scandalized disbelief—"you’ ve not told him any of it, have you?’

“We need to get him out of here.”
“Narim, my oldest friend, hislifeisnot oursto use aswe will. By the One, hisvery eyesbleed.”

“By thetime hewasin our hands, there was no way to tell him. A man in despair cannot choose
rationally. And somehow in the past two days, for some damnable reason | cannot see, the others have
guessed what we aready know. They'vetried to kill him once and will not give up now they’ve judged
him adanger.”

“That doesn’'t makethisright.”



“Ordinary estimates of fairness or justice have no relevance when the surviva of an entireraceisat stake.
As of thismoment, Aidan MacAllister iseither on hisway back to life or heistruly dead. | cannot think
he would prefer to be where he was. Now let’ s get him out of here so we can judge which way he's

gone.

All thiswas gibberish to me. They raised meto my feet, led me up thelong tunnel, and sat me on the
rocky hillsdefacing the rose-streaked Slver of the dawn, letting the quickening breeze of morning sweep
away thelingering stench of brimstone and decay. Though | struggled to hold on, the last echoes of
Kedar' svoice began to dip from my grasp. Helplesdy | fdt it go, reaching after it with such aching
misery and grief that | must have groaned quite audibly. Only then did the words of the two Elhim begin
to filter into my head, and | began to wonder again who it was who wanted me dead and what in the
universe | was going to do about what had happened.

“Dragon’ steeth, did hefall off theledge?’ Someone else had come up behind me, someone my mind
told me ought to be dead.

“No,” said Davyn. “He s not spoken since the dragon’ s cry, and we don’t know but what we' ve killed
him with it. Some of us are abit more concerned than others.”

“Ishe so afraid of astupid bellow? Every child in Elyria has heard worse, though perhaps not in such
close quarters and lived to think about it.” It was the woman Lara. Though | did not look up, | could
sméll the charred, stinking leather of her armor. Her blackened gauntlets dropped to the ground five
paces away, next to the pack from the tunnel. “1 told you it was awaste of time. If the beast isever going
to ‘speak,” it won't be when we wake it up from winter deep. How do you know it even has aname or
can remember it after so long?’

“Keddar,” | said softly, pricked to unwilling response by her casud dismissd. “HisnameisKeddar.”

“By the Onel Keldar. We suspected as much.” Davyn rolled over on his back and chortled at the sunrise
in unmuted glee. “Who could imagineit?’

“Y ou heard him? He spoke the name?” Narim crouched in front of me, peering into my face, less ready
to be excited than Davyn. “Wasthere anything se? Wasit in the sound or in your mind?’

“He guessed it couldn’'t see,” said the woman scornfully. “He saw the growths on itseyes and called it by
the blind god’ s name. He heard nothing but the bellowing of abeast, aswedl did.”

“I’d never seen adragon’ seyesbefore,” | said. “Ishetruly blind?’
She snorted and did not deign to answer.
Narim ignored her. “Wasit the same as when you would hear Rodan?’

| shook my head. “Very different. Just asclear, but it' s never been so... painful... sohard... sointense.
Narim, 1...” My voice was much camer than | fet. My whole being wasin chaos. My mind wasa
jumble of exquisitely sharp images, the sensations coming and going in flickering burdts: the eye-searing
brilliance of the fiery rainbow, the fed of the warm dirt beneath my hands, the shattering cacophony of
the bellowing, the choking fetor of dragon. Half amoment of breathtaking clarity—no more—and then
theimage would evaporate. But no sooner had | adjusted to the silence of the morning than it burst upon
me yet again. It was asif someone repeatedly stabbed a stiletto into my head and yanked it out again. |
had to force my attention to every word being said—even my own—or | would have heard or spoken
only haf of them.



| had things | needed to say, but Davyn interrupted my hesitating speech, rolling onto hissde and
propping hisface on hishand. “It wasinevitablethat it be more difficult,” he said eagerly, hiseyesflashing
inthe winter sunrise. “ Part of it isyou, of course. The vileness doneto you. Theinjuriesyou' ve suffered.
But most of it isthe dragons themselves. They’ ve been captive for so long, held in thiswild ate, that we
weren't sureit would be possible to reach them... even for you. Even a the height of your power, right
before your arrest, Narim worried that you’ d not be able to reach them in the way that’s necessary.
Roelan, perhaps, but, of course, we can’t know which oneis Roglan.”

Rodlan. My “god.” A dragon. Unbdievable. “But you said that |... affected... morethan one.”

“That’ strue. Never dl of them. Perhaps only Roelan and the other six eldest were changed by your
music. We don't know. For afew years after you disappeared, certain dragons still showed the changes
you had wrought, and so we had hopes that you were with them in some way, but over time...”

“Tenyears” | said. “Rodan’svoice grew fainter from thefirst day, and after awhile there came atime
when | couldn’ t—After ten yearshe didn’t answer anymore.” | was only an instant’ s separation from that
desolation; only the single word shimmering in my memory kept it away. Davyn gazed on mewith
sympathy, while Narim waked away, sat himsdlf on the weedy hillside, and stared expressonlesdy into
themorning.

“We cameto believe you were dead,” said Davyn softly. “We had no ideawhere they’ d taken you. The
Onewho guides us surely led Narim to Lepan.”

| needed answers. Clarity. “What of thisdragon... Keldar?’ Even as| spoke the name, my intellect tried
to convince me it wasimpossible. Denia would put me back in the prison of my despair, yet acceptance
was surely the madness I’ d fought so hard to hold at bay.

Davyn glanced at the woman who had shed her regking leather armor and was packing it carefully in her
bag, sudioudy ignoring us. “Ah, yes. Wedll, some eighteen years ago, not long before you were arrested,
this dragon flew out of Cor Neuill, ridden by abrave and enterprising young girl of thirteen. She'd been
determined to ride for many years, even following the legion into battle, where she managed to get hersdf
abloodstone from afallen Rider. It was not this dragon’ s—Keldar’ s—stone, its dekai’ cet, asthey call it.
The dragon linked to her stone had been wounded when its Rider fell. The clan had destroyed the beast,
of course; they’ ve never learned to link anew stone to adragon. But Larawas convinced that with a
bloodstone of her own, she could ride any dragon—as indeed she proved. Her courage and skill were
indisputable. But the mistake she made was assuming that only the bloodstone enabled her to get the
dragon out of thelair. In truth we believe that you made it possible. Y ou' d been to Cor Neuill only two
nights before. Thelair wasin chaos. dragons disobeying their Riders, threatening them, breaking through
the Riders Ring, when she decided to make her attempt.”

Lara stuffed the gauntletsinto her pack quite savagely, and it struck methat she didn’t particularly like
this part of Davyn'sory.

“She planned to take the dragon back to the camp to prove to her clan that she could control the beast,
but the dragon refused her command to turn. To command a dragon with abloodstone that is not the one
bound to it from the beginning—the dekai’ cet that its own Rider carries—is extremdly difficult, whichis
why dragons without linked stones must be destroyed. And this dragon had another destination.”

“Thelake?’

“We don't know. But he brought her into the Carag Huim, and she tried very hard to get control. The
beast flew graight into acliff...”



| could envision the drama played out before me: the child goading the dragon to madness with the hated
jewd... thegtruggle... thedisagter. .. and the agonizing fire.

“Well,” said Davyn, seeing in my expression that | understood enough. “ They both survived. Narim found
Laraand brought her to Cor Talaith. Until about five years ago we didn’t know what had become of the
dragon. Lara searched through the mountains and eventualy found him in this cavern, where he had gone
to heal or to die. Sncethen she's—’

“Enough,” said Lara, hefting the heavy pack onto her dender shoulder. “I won't be talked of asif | were
an ignorant beast like the one down below us. Hear this, Senai.” Her blue eyesflamed, and the terrible
scars on her |eft cheek quivered red as she tossed her long braid over her shoulder. “I am a daughter of
the Ridemark, and no matter what my people say of me, I’ ve not betrayed them, only taken akai’ cet, as
ismy right. | do not believe dragons have minds. | do not believe they can speak. | do not believe that
some cowardly Senal harp player ever has or ever will make them something they are not. All | want to
do isride one of them without burning, and since my own peoplewon't dlow it, thisisthe only hope I’ ve
got. Now, Davyn, I'll thank you to stop talking about me.”

Laramarched furioudy past Davyn and me without so much as another glance, but to my surprise, when
she strode past the bemused Narim sitting on the hillside, the Elhim reached out ahand to her, and she
clasped it firmly before continuing on her way. Narim put his chin back on his knees and went back to his
meditation.

“Henursed her for over ayear,” said Davyn softly.

“Made her move her limbs so they would not be left unusable, every hour of every day, when she could
not do it without screaming. He scoured the hills and the cities for remediesto ease her and hed her, and
prevent as much scarring and deformity as he could. She cursed him for it, but now thereisno bond
deeper than theirs. Sheistorn apart by her longing to be accepted again by her clan, and her love for
Narim, and her fear that heis right about the dragons and sheiswrong. And she does dearly want to fly.”

The sun baked away the dew on the gray-green scrub, and we watched Lard s straight, dim figure
dwindle as she descended into the valley. Then | saw no aternative but to get back to the truth of what
had happened in the night. | had to accept it, and the Elhim had to know.

“I thank you for this,” | said. “What happened here was something marvel ous, something unexpected. I'll
never forget it. But now”—my conclusion had been reaffirmed as | had listened to Davyn and Lara,
feding Narim’ s expectant gaze on my back—"if you believe that | can speak to him again or regain. ..
anything ese... Davyn, | was dying. When | heard him and spoke hisname and heard... what | heard...
| was already leaving my body behind. If it had been more than asingle word, even a heartbest longer,
I’d never have gotten back. I'm sorry. | fill can’'t hep you.” A crippling irony. They had given me
something to livefor, and | couldn’t claim it without dying. Not a satisfactory conclusion, but perhaps
enough to keep me going awhile longer.

Davyn sighed and gazed ruefully at Narim. “We should have warned you.”

“Narimwasright,” | said, trying to ease hisdigtress. “1 wouldn’t go back. I’ m sorry—you’ll never know
how sorry—that | can do no more.”

“But that' sthewhole point,” said Narim, popping up from hisreverie a last and standing over me. His
gray eyesdrilled into my soul. “Y ou' ve shown us you can survive thiskind of raw contact, however
difficult it might be. The connection—your gift—is till there. And so we can try the next step. You seg, |
have aplan. All we haveto doiskeep you dive.”



My head was beginning to hurt. “Keep medive?’

“I had hoped you could stay in Cor Talaith while you were made ready, but that’ simpossible. And we
can't send you out where the Riders or your cousin might find you. Everyone seemsto want you dead or

captive”
“I’'m surehe’ snoticed,” said Davyn.
“So there sonly one place | can send you. It won't be easy, but I'll convince her.”

Davyn rolled back onto the ground and groaned dramatically. “ Y ou can’'t be thinking it. She hateshim
more than Garn MacEachern does, and her temper isworse!”

“Wait,” | sad, their words running together inamuddle. “Tell mewhat you' re talking about. What plan?’

Narim crouched down in front of me. “This dragon you' ve named Keldar isinjured. Fortunately an
injured dragon keeps himself in winter deep until hisinjuries can hed or he dies. But Larahaslearned to
rouse him, as you saw, and command him with her stone. She has driven beasts into the cave to feed and
strengthen him, so we hope that when spring comes he might awaken on his own. Now that we ve found
you, we can give him the next gift we ve prepared. We ve built aduiceway to his cave to send in water
from Cir Neka.”

“Thelakewater,” | said dumbly. “Y ou think you' |l be ableto speak to him.”
“No. Wethink that you will be ableto speak to him.”

Speak to adragon. Not in the way | had thought of as speaking to my god, but as one natural creature to
another. Asinthetdefrom Elhim legend. | could not imagineit.

“The one who attemptsit cannot be an Elhim,” Narim said, aforced patiencein hisvoice. “We are
anathemato the dragons and likely would not live past hisfirst glimpse of us. Nor canit be Lara. She
carries a bloodstone, and besides, she—"

“Shedoesn’t bdieve” | sad.

“Exactly. How could she possibly reach him?Y ou are the only person in the world who can get usthe
answer.”

“The answer for what?’ | was numb. Uncomprehending.

“Y ou must make Keldar tell you how we can release his brothers and sisters from their binding to the
bloodstones. Then we can bring the dragons back to the lake so they can take their rightful placein the
world once again.”

Davyn had been watching and listening, |etting Narim'’ sintensity carry the burden of revelation, but asl
struggled to comprehend what they wanted of me, he brokein, the stray lock of hair faling inevitably
over hissoft gray eyes. “Y ou must understand the risks, Aidan. We don't understand how you were able
to reach them before or if it's possible for you to do it again after dl that’s happened. We don't know if
it' seven possible to speak to adragon. It's been so long—five hundred years since the dragons have
tasted the water of the lake of fire. There may be nothing left in them to be awakened by it. They are 0
wild, logt intheir blood frenzy and hatred.”

Sowly | shook my head. My experience of the night told me that therewasamind and asoul inthe
being that was Keldar—buried impossibly deep—»but | had touched it and | knew.



But Davyn would not let go. “ Y ou will have to walk into that cavern, stand hel pless before a cresture
who has dain ten thousand humans without regret. If he does not wake with the change of season, then
he will have been roused with the very device that drives him into madness. The chance of successis o
amall asto make me begin writing your epitaph the moment you agree.”

What choice was there to be made? Beloved. The echo of the word made me tremble with awe and
wonder and the last hope of life.

“Sowhereisit you want to put me?’ | said.

A coronaof satisfaction illuminated the pale Narim, while atired Davyn rubbed hisforehead, smiled
wryly, and answered. “He wants to send you into a dragon’ s mouth even before your confrontation with
Kedar. Hethinksto haveyou live with Lara”

Chapter 16

“Have the Senai harp plucker stay here? Y ou're out of your mind!” A red-faced Larastood in front of a
low, thick-walled stone hut half-buried in the sparkling snowdrifts of amountain meadow. From the
position of her hands on her dender hips, Narim had made asingularly grave error in his carefully
wrought cd culations. The sharp-edged breeze that so belied the brilliant sunshine of the morning pulled
curling wisps of brown hair from her taut braid and flicked them at the scarred |eft side of her face. But
the chill of the wind was as nothing to the frost of Lara stongue. “I’ll not haveit. I’ ve few enough
suppliesladin, not asingle feather bed, no sk draperies or cushions, and no food fit for refined tastes.
When | said I’d help you in thismadness, | never, ever agreed to nursemaid any Senal popinjay.”

“Ah, Lara, was ever awoman so passionate in her loyatiesasyou?’ said the dender Elhim, pae as snow
next to Lara sangry flush. “Davyn laid me awager that Aidan and | would be cregping into the back
caverns of Cor Tdaith thisnight with your boot print on our backsides...”

Laranodded asif Davyn werethe only intelligent cresture she' d known in alifetime.

“... but | told him that, being the sensible person you are, you would agree that there is no rationa
dternative”

“Not on—" Laratried to interject, but Narim had away of pouring out hiswordsin atide that swept al
other conversation out of the way.

“If we send Aidan back to civilized lands, either your people or his own will take his head or his freedom,
and if he staysin Cor Talaith, the Elhim will do the deed. For aman beloved of the gods, heissorely in
need of protection from those of us of lesser state, and nowhereis helesslikely to be set upon than
behind the security of your sword.”

Lararolled her eyes. “Why do you believe anything he says? Thousands can witnessto hislies. Ask
those who' ve fled before the Gondari dragon fires. He once sang to them of peace and beauty, but have
they ever witnessed anything like that? He gets only what he deserves.”

But Narim did not relent. “And, of course, my friend is not exactly accustomed of late to the privileges
and comforts of hisnoble relations. Lest you' ve forgotten, your own clan has hosted him for seventeen
years. And for the past two months he' s had to put up with the poor hospitality of Cor Taaith. | think
he'll beless of aburden than you believe.”

Narim'’ sgray eyes were the portrait of ingenuous innocence, but hiswords had me squirming. | wanted
nothing more than to stuff my cloak in his mouth. | hoped Larawould send us away so that | could dedl



with him as| so sincerely desired, but instead she turned her rigid back to usand dammed her pam into
the heavy pine door of the hut. It swung inward, and she disappeared inside. The door remained open.

“I do believe | heard awelcome,” said Narim, tugging on my arm. “Best get inside before she changes
her mind.”

“Perhapswe d better rethink this,” | said, standing my ground. “1 can hidein Camarthan. It' sabig place
and | know it well. Or Cor Tdaith. You' ve sad it’ sonly afew who want thingsto remain asthey are. I'll
just stay out of their way.”

“Y ou and Laramust come to an accommodeation. Y our liveswill depend on one another. It sonly five
weeks until the time of the dragon’ s waking, and we must be as prepared as we can be. The dragons
should beflying over thelake of fire, not endaved to the Twelve Families of the Ridemark. If you and
Laracannot do what isrequired, we might have to wait another whole year, ayear in which thousands
may die, in which your life and our enterprise will be at risk every moment...”

A year inwhich Dond, my cousin’s child, would remain captive in the dragon camps of Gondar. Dond
was the only human being yet walking the earth to whom | could claim any tie of affection—afragilewisp
of aconnection that would most likely be dissolved in an ingtant if we were ever to meet in person. But if
anything in theredm of possibility could prevent it, | would not let him suffer the fate to which hisfather
and the wretched state of the world had condemned him. | took a deep breeth and followed Narim into
Lara shut.

If I’d not been wary of the woman dready, | would have burst out laughing when | stepped inside.
Everything | had expected of aRider’ slair and had not found in Zengal’ sden in Cor Neuill waslaid out
before mein Lara’ sdomain: greasy food bags and empty wineskins, worn-out sharpening stones, woolen
leggings, battered pots, and old boots strewn from one end of the straw-covered stone floor to the other.
The hearth was streaked with fifty years soot, and amonth’ sworth of asheswas packed into its

corners, scarcely leaving any space for the yellow, gasping fire. A trail of dropped kindling and dried mud
clotsled from the door to the half-filled wood box, and the battered trestle table that served with three
rickety stools asthe only furnishing waslittered with dirty cups, inkpots, wood shavings, haf aloaf of
bread so dry it had developed cracks, and ten shriveled apple cores. A jumble of leather scraps and the
bag of Rider’sarmor were tossed in a corner beside an untidy pile of blankets.

Her weapons would not be in the mess. | glanced about casualy. Sure enough, hanging in a place of
honor beside the door were abow of polished yew and awell-oiled scabbard with an immaculately
gleaming sword hilt sticking out of it. Beside them was the inevitable—a carefully coiled dragon whip. |
was sorely tempted to run away asfar as| could go.

Cursing under her breath, Larakicked abag of onions out of the corner farthest from the hearth. The bag
split and dusty brown orbs began rolling about the floor. “Y ou can deep there,” she said, pointing at the
space she had emptied. “I hope you brought your own blanket. I’ ve none to spare.”

“I'll manage,” | said. “ Even without feathers.”

| shouldn’'t have said it, but the words burst unbidden from my tongue. After solong done. .. towillingly
sharelodgings with adaughter of the Ridemark... If there wasindeed a god watching, | wanted him or
her to know that | appreciated the joke.

Narim kept hisface grave and discreetly angled away from my own, while stepping quite vicioudy on my
foot. Nothing of jest was manifest in hiswords, however. “We ve five weeksto get him ready, Lara. I'm
trusting you to teach him well. We ve brought the materids you specified, and I'm leaving you the
journd.”



Laraseemed on the verge of throwing her errant vegetables at me until Narim'’ swords brought her up
short. “Your journd!”

Narim shrugged as he pulled from his pack asmall, thick leather volumein acondition so fragile | thought
it might disintegratein hishand. “If it' s ever to have any use beyond historica oddity, it will be now with
the two of you.” He placed the book in Lara s hand and tapped hisfingers on it fondly, removing them
with clear reluctance. “ Y ou' Il have acare with it?’

Laraclutched it to her chest. “Every care. | promise.”

“Good enough.” Narim clapped me on the arm. “Behave yoursdlf, Aidan, lad. The girl has awicked way
with adagger. I'll stop by in afew daysto see how you' re getting on. For now I’ d best get back to the
warrens. Our doubters may believe you' ve gone back to Camarthan with Tarwyl, but they expect meto
be at our meeting tonight with anew plan to redeem our souls—one they can be sure will change
nothing.”

Laraand | both followed Narim outside. Hard to guess which one of us most regretted hisleaving. Ashe
passed beyond the edge of the trees that bordered the open meadow, he turned and waved, and | would
have sworn ahuge grin crossed hisface. Two voices mumbled curses as we turned back to the hut
without looking at each other.

Laradid her best to ignore me, jabbing at her fire and throwing afew sticks on it, shoving aside the litter
on her table to make a place to—very purposefully and vigoroudy—sharpen her dagger. | unloaded the
bags |’ d carried the three leagues uphill from Cor Talaith: two bulky rolls of leather, acloth bundle of
leatherworking tools, aflat tin of thick, foul-smelling grease, aheavy round of cheese, abag of dried
beans, and afew other suppliesto augment Lara s stores. | pulled out my blanket, and after afew
moments condderation that included a sdeways glance a Larahoning her blade that was likely sharp
enough to dissect aflea, | left the hut. It was perhaps five hundred paces to the edge of thetrees, and |
made the trip three times, hauling back soft pine branchesto use for abed. By thetime | wasfinished, the
sun was dready low, and my stomach was reminding me of how long it had been since Y ura s oatcakes
and my farewell to Cor Tdaith.

Evenif Larahad given me reason to think she was interested, | was not yet ready to break bread with a
member of the Twelve Families, so | merely set the supplies on her table, cut myself apiece of cheese,
and retreated to my corner. | would have dearly loved to heat acup of water over her fireand dropina
few of the chamomile leaves 1’ d brought, but before | got up the courage, Larahung one of her battered
pots over the sputtering flame and threw in afew bits of onion and smoked meat. 1t smelled unspeakably
delicious. My cold cheese sat heavy and unsatisfying in my stomach... at least until the onion started to
burn. Larayanked the pan from the grate, stabbing her spoon at the mess asif it were an annoying insect
and scattering ashes and sparks all over the hearth. Darkness el quickly and the cold crept through the
thick stone, so that | wrapped up in my blanket and my cloak before Lara had eaten her concoction. |
fell adeep wondering how on earth we were ever going to get beyond this silliness and do whatever it
was Narim had in mind; assuming, of course, thet | didn’t end the night with aknife between my ribs.

Familiar nightmare shoved me beyond the threshold of degp while the light seeping around the edges of
the shutters was still gray. The morning was bitterly cold, and as| struggled to lace up frozen boots with
nonworking fingers, | wondered duggishly how it could be only five weeks until spring. Perhapsthe
dragons could tolerate more cold than |. If | had the choice of it, I'd deep until the heart of summer.

Larawas gill ashapdessrall of gray in the corner of the room farthest from mine. | knew she was there
from the soft puffs of breath frost that drifted upward from the direction of her heed. It wasthe only
softness about her that | had seen. | pulled on my heavy wool shirt and my cloak and my thickest gloves,



then quietly opened the door and dipped outside. The crags of the Carag Huim were just beginning to
take shape in the predawn tillness, and the rolling snowfield of the meadow wastaking on alife separate
from the dark line of treesto the south and west and the rocky heights to the north and east.

| needed to be moving, so | tramped around the hut, finding what | was looking for on the west side of
the house: aneat, knee-high pile of split wood, an ax with its head buried in athick stump, and awooden
dedge with snow runners under it and aropetied to one end. The ax would be of no use unlesstwo
good hands camewithiit. | could scarcely manage the knife | shaved with; anything heavier was
impossibleto grip securdly.

So | hitched the rope over one shoulder and hauled the dedge across the meadow into the trees. Making
sureto keep my bearings, | searched until | found a downed tree large enough to be worth the bother of
stripping its branches and dry enough to make it possible for meto do so. Using my boots and my
forearmsto break off the branches, | managed to fill the dedge, and then began the long trek back.

The meadow was flushed with fiery pink when | emerged from the trees, and athin trail of blue smoke
rose straight up from the hut’ s chimney. She was awake. Only the prospect of afire and something hot in
my belly convinced meto go ingde rather than find something e se—anything e se—to do. But she hadn't
murdered mein the night, so | unloaded my broken branches next to the cleanly hewn and split logs, then
carried an armload of my gatheringsinto the hut.

She was hacking at the loaf of dried bread with her well-honed dagger, making more crumbsthan edible
portions. From her glare as | dumped the branches in the wood box, | guessed that the night hadn’t
warmed her fedings about a Senai houseguest. The dragon whip was till onthewall, so | couldn’t say
my fedings had changed elther. How had | let mysdlf get talked into this?

“I"ve brought some herbs—chamomile, meadowswest, wintergreen—for tea,” | said, dl plans of clever
conversation sunk into mundanity in an ingtant of her hostile attention. “Would you care for some?”

“I’'vegot what | like,” shesaid.

| nodded and dug my tin cup from my pack, stepped outside to fill it with snow, then set it beside thetiny
fire. Opening the packet of herbs came next. Her scorn scorched my back as| fumbled at it in my heavy
gloves. Findly | got apinch of thefinely crumbled leaves and dropped them in my cup that wasonly a
quarter full of water once the snow had melted—scarcely two mouthfuls. Sighing & the delay, | retrieved
another handful of snow and dipped it into the cup.

“I won't cook for you,” said Lara, her pointed chin stuck out defiantly. “ Y ou'll haveto do for yourself,
evenif you haveto get your handsdirty.”

“I would never expect you to,” | said. “I'll do my share of whatever’ s needed and try not to get too much
inyour way.”

She snorted as she threw one of my sticks on thefire. “These will burn for exactly no time. Do you
understand what an ax isfor?’

“I have avague notion.”

Thingsdidn’'t seem to be going well. At least she didn’t complain about my using thefire. For alittle
while, every time she turned her back I’ d throw on another branch until the fire was big enough to put out
alittle heat and get my precious cup steaming. The teawas pungent, and | felt it settle pleasantly into my
cold extremities. It made me dightly lessinclined to abandon the whole enterprise and take my chancesin
Camarthan.



Lara soaked her dry bread in warmed honey. | munched on a cold oatcake and used my cup to melt
more snow. While she spread the rolls of dark leather out on the floor, | cleaned my knife and took my
cup of warm water outside. Timefor my daily ritual, and | wasn't about to do it where the woman could
gawk. A careful half hour and no nicks later, I had my gloves back on and no beard, and | was huddled
by the hearth trying to decideif Larawould be any more hodtileif | burned up al the wood in one day.
Better think about something else.

“Sowhat isit Narim wants you to teach me?’ | said.

“Thewhole businessisidiocy.” She was knedling on the floor beside her materials and she raked me with
ascornful eye. “I’mto ingruct you in the lore of dragons. He wants you to learn the words, ritual words
that should never be used by anyone outside the Twelve, and other words he' s got written in his book.
And we re supposed to fit you out with Riders armor.” Her hatred for thisidea had her hands clenched
sotight, | thought she might cut her flesh with her fingernails.

“Riders armor?”

“Hethinksit’sgoing to protect you when you walk into that cavern and the kai triesto burn you. | told
him it' sawaste of time. Why would you need it, if you' re so friendly with the beast?’

“You'reright. It doesn’'t make sense.”
| think she was astonished that | would agree with her about anything. | certainly was.

“Well, it doesn’'t matter,” shesad. “I’ve given my word, so there’ sno getting out of it until you redize
thisisdightly more dangerous than playacting and decide your noble skin istoo preciousto risk.” She
dragged her bag into the middle of the floor and pulled out tiff, charred leather greaves that stank of the
same grease | d hauled up the mountain—something like rotted hay and lamp ail. “Hold these up to your
legs so we'll know how much bigger we Il have to make them.”

All that morning, while | found a dented pail by the woodpile and proceeded to clean out her firepit, Lara
cursed and measured and cut. | tried on every piece of her armor so she could see where she needed to
make changes to fit me. But when she thrust her gauntlets at me and said to take my own gloves off and
put herson, | gave her my spare pair of glovesinstead, saying they would do as a pattern.

“Y ou must be atender flower indeed who can't take off hisglovesingde. Or isit you're afraid of dirtying
yourself with aRider’ stouch?

“Modesty,” | said, then scraped another shoveful of ashesfrom her hearth into the pail and sworeto
myself that the next time | saw Narim | would shake him until al his secretsfell out of hisheed. It was
going to be along five weeks.

By thetime darknessfell | had ahedlthy fire and afine bed of coals, and Lara had a good-sized stack of
shaped leather pieces. Her floor wasllittered with scraps. | had thrown some of my beansinto a pot of
hot water, and they had smmered enough to make decent soup. Only as a concession to habit drilled
into me by my lovely and gracious mother did | offer Larasome of my soup. The woman grimaced,
pulled out agtrip of dried mest, and began chewing onit. | took that asarefusal.

“I suppose you' ve never worn real armor, being protected from fighting as you were,” she said.
“No.”

“Probably don't even know how to hold asword.”



“I wastaught.”

“Ah, yes. Sena think of themsalves aswarriorsand play at it when they’ re children. | suppose even you
did that.”

HY$H
“Will you spar with me? | need practice. Elhim aretoo smdl.”
13 NO_”

She nodded knowingly, asif she had expected nothing e se, then leaned her back againgt the legs of the
table and stuck her boots near thefire.

“I heard you sing, you know. People fought to get closer to you. To touch you. To giveyou ringsand
letters and locks of hair to taketo their families and lovers. They begged you to sing again and again until
dawn came. | never understood it.”

| finished eating and kept my eyes on the fire. “What words are you supposed to teach me?’

“Narim saysyou know the true language.” She had switched to the tongue of the Ridemark, the odd
inflections and durred endings blunting the harsh edge of her speech.

“There was atimewhen | wasfluent. I’ ve forgotten a great number of words, but not the sounds of it.” 1,
too, used the old speech and did not pretend to fumble with it as I’ d donein Cor Neuill. Sometimes you
have to enjoy what petty triumphs you can scrape together.

“Hmmph.” | had the feding she was disgppointed that I'd said it right. “Well, first lesson then. You areto
address the dragon as ‘ teng zha nav wywvyr.” ”

“Child of fireand wind.”
“Youknow it dready?’
“I know the words. Y ou said them when you woke Keldar.”

“Right. So | did.” Absentmindedly she brushed the wisps of hair back from her face, exposing the ugly
remnants of disaster. “ So you understood al of what | said that night?”

| repeated the commands she' d used in the old speech and also in common speech. Remembering words
was as much apart of me as breathing.

“I"'m surprised you remember it so exactly. Y ou were a puling messthat night.”

| decided then that it was not the scars or the drooping eye that marred Lara s face, but her ever-present
sneer—the curling lip and the acid tongue so ready to wound with the greatest possible pain. Or perhaps
she bore scars that were worse than the ones | could see. Of al men | should know how the damage
inside could distort the face one showed to the world. | wanted to be angry with her and wipe her sneer
away. But likethefool | was, | sat therefeding inordinately guilty that my existence could cause such
hatred as to twist awell-proportioned face into meanness. No point in getting angry &t her digging. She
had no reason to understand. “ That was after,” | said.

She opened asmall tin box that sat on the floor next to her pallet and pulled out Narim’ sworn leather
book. Thelight was long gone, but she refused to move closer to thefire. Likely trying to stay asfar from
me as possible. The flames cast an angry red glow on her terrible scars and gleamed on the shining, dark



brown braid that fell over her shoulder.

“What isthe book?’ | said as she leafed through the pages, looking for what she wanted, running her
finger over thewords as | had seen many do who came late to reading. The Twelve Families were not
known for scholarly leanings, especidly for their women.

“Narim’sdragon journa. Everything he slearned that has anything to do with the beasts. Drawings,
notes, lists. Pages and pages of words he says were used by dragons. Impossible stupidity.” She looked
up sharply. “You're not to touch it. Not ever.”

“1 wouldn't think of it.”

She returned her attention to the book. “Here.” She pointed to a page. “ Thisiswhere he said we had to
gart. Test your memory now, Sena. Here are thefifty wordsfor wind...”

Not since | was a child had so much information been forcibly thrust into my head. Laratook her bargain
with Narim very serioudly, but she seemed determined to see me ssumble. I, of course, was not about to
alow it. Shewould speed through the lists of words and the guessed-at meanings, like thefifty for wind:
wywyrri, thefine, light airs of autumn, perfect for soaring high; wyvyar , the heavy, damp gusts of spring;
the variants for storm gales and hurricanes and whirlwinds, for dangerous downdrafts that would thresten
youngling fliers, and for the heated risng airs of summer... Then camefifty for the texture of theair, and
for the taste and smdl| of it ahundred more. Larawould give me each of them once asrapidly as
possible, then quiz me on them randomly, mixing them with the groups that had come before.

Some of the words | aready knew, not the syllables themsel ves but the thing they described, for they
were exactly what Roelan had spoken to me when | was young and living, when | wove them into my
music and believed | had discovered the heart of the universe. That made my night’ swork easier, though
after three hours and three hundred words, | began to think my head would burst. But | refused to be the
oneto cdl ahalt, and we continued on through midnight. We finished the eighty-seven words that
described lightsin the heavens: stars, moon, and twenty variants of sun, lightning, and the colored veils of
northern climes. Then, asif by mutua agreement, Larashut the book, and | began to bank thefire.
Though Laracould not have known it, it had been the most ddightful evening | had spent since the night
before | was arrested. Though it seemed such afoolish and impossible purpose, it was good to know my
mind could still work, and it allowed me to touch the past in away other than grief, regret, and longing.

All that week during the daylight hours Lara cut and prepared the leather for my armor, varioudy soaking
and shaping the pieces over wooden forms, heating them, and rubbing them with the stinking grease
Narim had obtained for her and other substances she had dready. She would not let me help or even
watch what it was she did, saying it was the lore of the Ridemark and not to be shared. And | was
forbidden to touch the journal, which she kept locked in atin box with the key around her neck. So |
was left to occupy mysdlf. | resumed my morning runs, continued my awkward wood gathering, and
gradually took over preparing our medls. Larahad set atrap in the woods to catch an occasiond rabbit
or squirrel. | checked hersand built afew morewell out of her sight. She would have scorned my clumsy
creations as crude and ill made—indeed, any child could have done better—but she didn’t criticize the
mest | brought in with them.

With childish eagerness | anticipated the evenings when we would work on the wordsfrom Narim's
journal. When | had mastered them, Lara began to guide me through the meticul ous drawings from the
fragile pages. Narim had insisted that part of communicating with adragon was interpreting its
movements. So Larataught methe physica characteristics of dragons. how the wings were shaped, how
the eyes had multiple lids and, in the daytime, changed color according to the color of the sky, how the
head moved when the beast was angry or pleased or listening. When we had reviewed al the drawings,



she said we needed to work using something more substantial. That waswhen | balked.

A huge boulder pilelay on the north side of the meadow. Lara had hacked out crude stepsin amassive
chunk of granite to match the stepped sca es on the dragon’ s haunch that dlowed aRider to climb on. In
the top of an adjacent rock she hammered stedl spikes to match the barbed protrusions on the beast’s
shoulder. She then demondtrated the Rider’ s mount, running lightly up the narrow steps, arcing the stedl
hook on her whip handle up to the shoulder barbsin a perfect throw and catch, and shinnying up to the
top. Jumping down lightly, she offered me thewhip. “Y our turn. Narim saysyou haveto learn, in case
something happensto me and you haveto ride. To bring the beaststo the lake if things should ever get so
far.” Thevery wordswere gl in her mouth.

| could not touch the thing. Evenif I'd not had the deep-rooted horror of dragon whips, they were of no
useto me. To haul yourself up, you had to be ableto grip. “If | were ever toride, I’ d have to use another
way,” | said.

“Thereisno other way. Y ou can’'t mount from the front, because you' d be dead from the poisoned
barbs on the edge of the wings. From the haunch to the shoulder can be haf again the highest distance
you can reach—even with your height. Y ou can’'t climb in between. The scales protrude enough to hold
onto, but thefirgt attempt would dice off your fingers even with the gauntlets. The scales of the neck are
sharp, but nothing like those on the flanks.”

“A good thing | won't need to ride, then.” | tried to passit off lightly, for | didn’t want her goading me
about it. “Y ou don’'t want meto do it anyway. Teach me something ese”

She made agreat ded of fuss, caling me aweakling and a coward, settling on the explanation that | was
too ashamed to fail in front of one who was not Senai. That was near enough the truth that | kept my
mouth shut until shetired of hearing hersdif.

The part that still had me confused was what Narim actualy expected of me. That night as | melted snow
for tea and she worked the damp pieces of my gauntlets to soften and shape the leather, | asked her the
question that still had me doubting. “Evenif | can learn how to free the dragons from the control of the
bloodstones, what’ sto prevent the clan from taking them right back? Aslong as they possess the stones,
won't the Riders just go through their rituals again?’

Larasquirmed, as she dways did when | referred to Ridemark secrets. “Why would beings with minds
gt gill for the Riders to imprison them again? Supposedly the only way it happened thefirst time was that
the Elhim poisoned the lake of firewith jenica. Narim thinksthe freed kai will be ‘wary.” ”

“But you don't bdieveit.”

She snatched the journa from thetable and locked it back initstin box. “1t'sal fairy taes. | believe the
moon will be eaten by the Great Wolf in the northern sky before | ever hear the speech of adragon.”

| couldn’t say that | disagreed with that.

By the end of three weeks | supposed Narim would say we had come to an accommodation, but no one
observing her insults and my silence would think we had made any progress at dl.

Chapter 17

A few days after theincident at the boulder pile, | wokein the night suffocating, convinced that Goryx
had dropped the canvas bag over my head and was stroking my back with his coiled dragon whip, his
usual gesture of macabre affection as he prepared for the first lash. | jerked upright bathed in swest,



throwing off the blanket | had inadvertently pulled over my head againgt the cold. Still shaking, | crept to
the hearth and threw on the rest of the scraps from the wood box, trying to stir up the banked coal's of
thefire. It refused to flame again, so | hurriedly pulled on boots and cloak and went out in search of more
kindling. | was desperate for light.

The moon was three-quarters full and bathed the snowfieldsin cold silver so bright | could see my
shadow. As| stood leaning on the weethered rail used for tethering horses, taking deep gulps of the
frosty air, trying to banish my terrors with space and freedom and the beautty of the night, | heard a
muffled cry from ingde the hut. The door flew open, and Larastood outlined in the doorway, her blanket
clutched around her shoulders, her moonlit face dazed and bewildered, pale with panic. No sneer. No
curling lip. “Thefire” she mumbled. “ Something woke me and it flared up.”

A spare, eloquent moment. No wonder she dways stayed so far from the hearth. “I’'m sorry,” | said.
“The scraps I’ d thrown on must have caught. | didn’t think of it waking you.” Didn’t think of the horror
flame must raisein her, anecessity for life, yet dwaysareminder of her agony. “ Forgive me. I’ll watch
until it’ s safely banked again.” Of course she would seek cold darkness to soothe her nightmare, asl
sought light to ease my own.

“Why were you messing about with thefire? What are you doing out here?” Suspicion and mistrust
followed close on regained composure.

“Summons of nature,” | said, shifting my eyesto the moonlit crags. Her boots crunched across the snow
until shewas standing so close | could sense her bresth on my cloak. | had never been agood liar.

“Y ou’ ve been out here too long for that. Too long for one who getsfrostbite if he's more than three steps
from the cods.” She stood beside me, her head scarcely reaching my shoulder. “Y ou’ re shaking now.

Why—"

Her abrupt silence forced meto look at her. She was staring at my hands that rested on therail. I’ d been
insuch ahurry that | hadn’t put on gloves, and so grateful for the moonlight that | hadn’t noticed the cold.
Quickly I snatched my twisted, ugly appendages back into my cloak, then fixed my eyes on the moonlit
pesks. Her boots crunched again, and it was a cold hour until | could force myself to go back insde. |
couldn’t explain why | hated it so fiercely that she had seen.

Nothing changed after that night. Laradid not mention my hands, which was fine with me. Evenif she
were capable of it, | did not want her pity, any more than she would want mine. She had more words for
sniveling weakling than dragons had for wind. No service | offered was welcome, and no word |

spoke was met with anything but derision. The only reference she made to the night’ s exposure was three
days|ater, when she threw an awl, two rolls of leather thongs and strong sinew, and a stack of legther
pieces down in front of me, telling me to thread the lacings through the edges so my Rider’ s breeches
wouldn’'t fal off. “I don't havetimeto do dl of it,” she said with an unreadable expresson. “Areyou
capable of doing your part, asyou clamed?’

“I can do whatever | needtodo,” | said. And so | did. Sowly. Painfully. Mumbling curses as the awl
dipped out of my grasp ahundred timesfor every successful hole. Trying to will the thongs and sSnew
through the tool and the tiff, oiled leather, when ahundred clumsy attempts had me wanting to beat my
head on the table. Such asmadl endeavor, yet for three days it loomed far larger than anything having to
do with sentient dragons or the redemption of apeople. | utterly forgot where | was and what | was
doing and what were the true measures of accomplishment and failure.

| would have preferred to fight my battles outside of Lara sview, but she never said anything. Never
watched me. Never seemed to take notice of my driving frustration or my seething anger or my sporadic



outbursts of satisfaction a my al-too-rare successes. At first | was sure it was purest Ridemark
contempt. But when she wordlesdy laid a second stack in front of mewhile till stared in exhausted
triumph at thefirgt, | glanced up quickly in dismay. On her lipswasthe glimmer of asmile. It was so faint,
such aremote and inconceivable grace, thet | called mysdlf seven namesfor afool. Most likely shewas
enjoying the sght of a Sena struggling with such mundanelabors. .. but it hadn’t looked like that sort of
amile

Our work went on, preparing for the equinox, the day the ancients said the eye of the world began to
widen with ddlight at its bride, the earth—the day Elhim lore said the dragons would gtir from their
winter's deep. Larawas quite serious about keeping track of the days. On thewall above her deeping
pallet she had used cod to mark off a crude calendar, and each morning she carefully checked off
another square. She had certain days noted with circles and haf circles and crescents which | took to be
phases of the moon, the equinox with alarge X, and other dayswith marks of no easily discernible
shape. One of the latter fell at the beginning of my fifth week with her.

All that day she seemed distracted and nervous, absolutely unlike herself. We worked on my armor, and
for once | accomplished more than she. The greaves were done, ready to lace about my legs. The
breeches were done, thick and giff and uncomfortable. | was dtting on the floor wrestling with the first
two pieces of the vest and the sinew that would bind them together, the materiad so much stronger than
leather laces, and so much thinner, and far more difficult to grasp.

“I"'m going out for awhileto... to check thetraps,” Laraannounced in late afternoon, tossing aside the
gtiffened wool she had been shaping into ahelm.

“I checked them thismorning,” | said. “Only two fox kits not fit to keep.”

“Y ou let go more than you keep,” she said inirritation, throwing on her cloak and shouldering her bow.
“And you' d eat the same thing every mesdl of the year. I’ mtired of cheese and oatcakes, so I’m going to
find something better. I'll be out past nightfall.” | knew better than to question the sense of such a
venture.

“I would never doubt you can take care of yoursdlf,” | muttered, my frustration at the task she had set me
forcing my words louder than | might otherwise have said them. She heard me and turned blazing red,
which was another mark of an unusual day. At any other time she wouldn't have listened, or if she'd
listened, she wouldn’t have cared. The door dammed so hard behind her that a pot of oatcakesfell off a
shelf, and theflat, dry cakes shattered into crumbs on the floor.

| dropped my work and gazed idly about the hut, puzzling over the strange course of the past weeks. It
was then | noted the mark on Lara’ s calendar. | examined it more closdly than I’ d dared before, and the
gplotch on thisday resolved itsdf into aD.

Dragon? Departure? Discovery? All our work at lists of words prompted atorrent of possibilities.

The sun did lower in the thin, watery blue of the sky. | salvaged abroken oatcake and melted adab of
cheeseonit.

Deviltry? Deception?

Anicicle, the last holdout againgt the afternoon warming, splintered on the stone doorstep, shattering the
dillness

Duplicity? Danger? Death?



| donned my cloak and set out after Larain the failing light. Though an hour had passed since her
departure, it was easy enough to follow her, for though the remaining patches of snow were crusty and
brittle, they were better walking than the muddy strips of meadow in between. Interesting that the smdll,
firm boot prints went nowhere near the trees where our trapslay. | trotted at a good pace, first skirting
the meadow, then climbing a steep track up theridge at its eastern end. By thetime | reached the top, the
first stars had poked through the degpening blue. The bloated bulge of the moon pushed over the eastern
horizon beyond a landscape wrinkled like an old man’ s face with rocky ridgeslike the one on which |
stood. Lara strail led me degp into the narrow valley between one ridge and the next. | bore south
around rocky dide areas and stunted pine trees growing out of the rock, their roots scarcely grasping the
dry dopes. The going wastricky in the dim light until the moon rose high enough to take up its hotter
brother’ sdutiesin the sky.

Some three hours from the hut, | believed | had lost thetrail, and | considered going back. | wasn't &t all
familiar with the crumpled wasteland, and to stay out al night had its own risks. Thefirst touch of the
morning sun would dter the snowy landmarks. As| sat on arock to rest and take my bearings, | redlized
that fifty paces beyond my position, behind acluster of boulder stacks standing sentinel likeagiant's
wardens, gleamed apoal of light that was far too yellow and far too unsteady to be moonlight.

| scrambled up the steep side of the ravine and crept forward until | had passed the boulder stacks and
could look down on asmall, protected grotto where asmoky fire flickered next to a haf-frozen pool.
Larastood beside thefire, locked in afierce embrace with aman.

| was stunned. .. and unreasoningly embarrassed. Never in al my considerations had | come within fifty
leagues of the ideathat Laramight have alover. Why had | thought that because such ablessing was
inconceivablefor me, it was equally inconceivable for ayoung woman so filled with passionate life? Her
hatreds were for me and my kind, not for everyone in the world. And her scars, so dreadful on an
otherwise pleasing face... | rarely noticed them anymore. Why shouldn’t some other man develop the
same blindness?

But as quickly as my view of theworld was set so profoundly askew, it wasreversed again. Lara
stepped away from her visitor, but left her handsin his, and | looked back and forth between the two
figures and gaped at the revelation. He was of exactly her height, with the same pointed chin, fine-boned
cheeks, and huge eyes. He wore the same dusting of freckles across his straight nose, the same generous
mouth. Only the breadth of shoulders and back, and the chin-length trim of the gold-brown hair
digtinguished him... and, of course, the finished perfection of hisface. He could be no one but her
brother.

“...dl aranged,” hewas saying in earnest excitement. “\We can go this very night. Everyoneiswaiting to
welcome you back, to give you every privilegethat isyoursby right.”

“I can't believeit.” Larabit her lip and wrinkled her brow while examining hisface asif to capture every
morsdl of information left unspoken.

“You wereonly achild. They'vefindly cometo understand it. A strong-willed child with awarrior's
heart and your family’ s stubbornness. These are virtues, not crimes. The only crimeisthat it’ staken them
solongto seeit.”

“Y ou heard thiswith your own ears? From the high commander himself?” Tentative. Touching on the
very edge of hope.

“He showed methe order of pardon. The moment you're back, he'll proclaim it to the Council of
Tweve”



Controlled and wary, Larapulled back alittle, while ill clinging to hishands. “But he'll never let me
ride.” She was not accustomed to hope.

Never had | seen anyone show such triumph as Lara s brother when he produced his gift. “He has
promised to consider it. He will hear you. He said to tell you, ‘ Riders are born, not chosen. Itisa
precept to which we' ve not always been faithful.” Lara, it'sas good as done.”

Larahung limp as he swung her about joyfully, then pulled her back into hisfierce embrace. “By the
gods, little sster. Y ou will bethefirst. A woman will ride for the Mark, and you will show them thetrue
heart of awarrior.”

“Toridefor the Mark. Oh, Vanir s fire, Desmond.”

She could scarcely speek, and, even as| struggled with my dismay at her betrayal, | caught my first
unfiltered glimpse of Lara Everything | had yet seen of her—except perhaps for that first handclasp with
Narim and the brief moment of her night terror—everything had been but layer upon layer of armor, the
shdl she had fashioned from scars and pain, from loneliness and bitterness. All of it fell away inthe
moment of her brother’ s pronouncement, revealing awoman of pride and dignity and londly strength,
whose face shone like a second moon. | had never thought of her as beautiful until that night, never heard
themusic in her voice, the smple melody laced with her glorious passion. At the same moment | began to
be afraid for her. Surely she could sense the danger, the dissonance that marred the harmony of this
family reunion.

Larasank to afdlen tree that had been pulled up to the fire like agarden bench, and her brother
crouched on one kneeinfront of her. | brushed away a clump of stickery jackweed that the wind had
lodged under my nose, and edged carefully down the snowy, rock-strewn hillside on my belly, not
thinking of danger in my craving to hear more.

“What' s changed then?” she said. “A tradition so long bound. | never thought... never in the last instance
believed they would relent.” Y es, she had seen it. Already her shutters were being drawn again.

“I don't know. I’ ve hammered at it so long with every one of the twelve councilors and they’ ve dways
been deaf to me. Every year for eighteen years another failed petition—"

“Y ou have been my true knight, brother.”

“Then afew weeks ago, MacEachern himsalf summoned me. He wished meto fetch you right away, but
| said our regular meeting was till three weeks hence. He was surprised | didn’t know where you lived.”
Long grievance festered beneath Desmond’ s devotion, pushing him to hisfeet to Sep awvay from Lara.

“You know why | can't tel you.”

“Wadl, now you'reto be aRider of the Mark, you'll no longer haveto live with these divided loyalties. It
will be your own people who claim you now, and your family and your high commander who shape your

path.”

The young man began adjusting thefittings of his saddle asif to accommodate two riders, so he couldn’t
see Lard s countenance freeze. | saw it and felt aknot in my gut loosen one notch.

“Desmond, did the high commander say anything about what he wants from mewhen | return? Surely he
expects some payment for this honor he does me.”

Yes, | thought. A good question. Listen well to his answer. Though heisyour brother who cares for
you, he has but one heart to give. No question where it islodged.



“Want from you?’ Desmond turned to her, puzzled. “Nothing but what you' ve wished to give him dl
these years—your loyalty and service. Come on. We can be home before dawn.”

Larakicked at thefire, scattering the coas until acloud of sparksflew about her like aswarm of fireflies.
“I'vegot to think it over.” Sheflung thewordsinto the air casudly, like the sparks from her boot.

Her brother’ s jaw dropped in shock and dishdlief. “Think it over? Laral What isthereto think about?’
Anger hardened his pointed jaw. “ Y ou will come with me. The head of your family commandsyou.”

She chucked him playfully under the chin. “Don'’t fret, sweet Desmond. It' sonly I’ ve got abit of business
to finish, some debtsto pay. Thisis so unexpected. I’ ve got to get accustomed to theidea.” Shelaughed
uproarioudy, but with far too little mirth to my ear. A dangerous laugh. | just wasn't sure for whom.

Desmond looked confused. | certainly was. Fataly so, for | was oblivious to the brush of the bushes
behind me and the soft grit of footstepsin the crusted snow. Only when the leather strap stung my neck
and tightened about it and | was flipped backward onto the hard ground did | know there was afourth
member of our little nighttime party. A heavy boot somped on my wrist, and my hastily drawn knife
leaped out of my fingers of its own valition. A vast landscape of wind-coarsened skin, pitted with deep
pores and tufted with wiry red hair, exuding avirulent odor of onion, presented itself ahand’ s breadth
from my nose. That was dl | was able to see before he sat his massive bulk on my chest and stomach,
making unnatura white stars bloom from the hazy darkness. While | fought to squeezein abreath, | felt
leather straps being wound tightly about my wrigts.

“Well, well. What has Vanir set before us? A tasty morsdl of aSenal spy? Of aSenai devil 7’

Theweight was lifted from my chest only to be followed by apowerful jerk on my wriststhat inasted |
get up on my feet or be dragged down the rocky dope on my face.

“Look here, brother Desmond! Didn’t | tell you that one had to be wary of the wild creatures that inhabit
thiswasteland? I’ ve trapped us a Senai fox.”

Larasnapped her head around as | hobbled into the firdlight, only to be pulled up short and collapsed to
my knees by the skilled hand of the Rider and his dragon whip. The thong about my throat ensured |
could say nothing. Desmond sneered down his straight nose asif I'd crawled out of adung heap. Before
he could speak, Larashoved him aside. “You!” she said in disgust. “How dare you come creeping after
me? Sneaking, nasty beggar.”

“Whoisit, Lara? Tell me. And tell me what he' s doing spying on you.”

Unreasonably | wanted to warn Lara of the dangerous undertonein her brother’ s cold baritone. But the
woman quite effectively undercut both my desire and my ability to speak when shelaid her gauntleted
hand into my mouth so hard | rocked back on my knees and gagged on the blood that ran down my
congtricted throat. Clearly the D was not only for Desmond, but also for duplicity and double-dealing,
and mogt certainly for danger .

“He sbeadtly Senai filth,” said Lara, fury boiling out of her like molten lava. “He was found wandering in
the mountains haf-frozen. The same oneswho took mein sheltered him, so | couldn’'t deal with him as|
wished.”

“And what would you suggest we do with him, girl?" asked the red-haired man, addressing Larawith
such insolence that atrue brother would have bashed him. Desmond only listened.

“Take him with you if you wish,” said the woman. “Or gtrip him and tie him to atree for the wolvesto



find. What do | carefor any Sena?’

Larawas not finished unsettling her brother even yet. Now she was done with me, she turned on him with
the fullness of her anger. “ There are more important matters here than a crippled Senal who cannot even
lace hisboots. Tell me, Desmond, who isthis clan brother? All these years we ve come together in
secret, and |’ ve asked but one thing: that for my safety and the peace of those who saved my life you not
reved our meeting place to anyone. Y et clearly thisman is here by your leave. How do you explainit?1s
thisanew betrayal or has he been here at every mesting?’

Desmond slammered like anervous squire on the eve of hisfirst battle. 1, struggling to clear my muddy
head, had no little sympathy for him.

“Rueddi isaclan brother of the Fifth Family, aRider in training. MacEachern suggested | bring himto
help protect you. He feared this escaped prisoner might be hiding nearby and that he might try to prevent
you taking your rightful place. Y ou know”—he regained abit of hisinjured dignity—"“surely you
understand who this Senai is.”

“He could be MacEachern’ sbastard for dl | care,” said Lara. “But you had no right to bring anyone
here—even aclan brother—for any reason.”

“I did only as our high commander bade me. He will have this Senai, Lara. No king, no god, no man or
woman will prevent it. The black-tongued devil should never have been released from Mazadine. It was
aterrible mistake. The onewho told usthat seven years of silence would destroy the singer and break his
perverted connection to the ka—that one lied to us. We re going to take back our prisoner and bury him
forever.”

Panic devoured my reason and with it al my subtle listening. Better to be dead. | strained againgt the
sharp-edged leather thongs until my wrists bled, and the whip grew tighter about my throat, smearing the
world with red. | rolled and lashed out with my feet, first at my red-haired captor, then at Laraand
Desmond, but Riders are very skilled with their whips, and | was pulled awvay choking and gagging. Then
aboot landed in my side, leaving my legsaslimp asrags, and | had to spend dl my energy to teke
another breath. Somewhere beyond the pounding of my blood and the rasp of my starved lungs, Lara
was speaking camly and coldly.

“ So the promises you' ve made, my pardon, the hopethat | would ride... they were nothing but what? A
ruse to draw me out and find out what | knew of the Senai”? To snare him if he was nearby? All lies,
then? Do the Twelve think I'min league with this devil ?’

“No! | didn’t mean—Of course not. The high commander knew the man had escaped into the
mountains. He thought it possible that the same ones who hel ped you would help him. | was going to ask
you if you'd seen him. MacEachern does not trust the Elhim, not after—"

Larapressed her finger firmly over Desmond’ s mouth. “Do not prattle. My trust will not be won by
words. If you love me, brother, you must show methat I’ m the true prize you seek. Leave thishelpless
Senal vermin for the wolves and take me home. When | step into Cor Neuill, I will have put my lifein
your hands, so | require this proof of your saying: Take back the most important prize and abandon the
lesser. And if | am not the most important,, then | no longer have any clan, any family, or any brother.”

“ La,a!n

“I'll not be used as bait. I'll not have my honor suspect. And I’ll not be made afool by liesand treachery.
Prove your words by your deeds, Desmond.”



| had never met man, woman, or beast so mystifyingly unpredictable asLara. If shewereto kissmefull
onthelipsat that moment, | could as easily believe | was poisoned asthat she cared one whit for me. If
I’d not been so sick and terrified, | might have laughed at Desmond' sdilemma. Asit was, | spit blood
from my mouith, shifted my cheek that rested on a sharp-edged stone, and watched hisface register
every conceivable emotion as he gazed from his beloved sigter to his despised enemy. She had put himin
awicked fix and meinworse. A wolf’s howl echoed eerily from the rocky heights. | was going to lose
ether way.

Desmond recovered admirably, though if Larabelieved his words honest, she was afool beyond saving.

“Thereisno question here,” he said, not explaining why his decison had taken so long if therewasno
question in hismind. “Y ou are my first and most sacred quarry—to retrieve you from exile and restore
you to your rightful place. | had thought we could bring the Senai as our triumpha gift to our clan. But if
you say it isnot aworthy gift, if you believe | see his capture as anything but long-delayed good fortune
for our house, then so beit. Wewill dispose of him asyou say. The godswill silence hisfoul tongue.”

“And what of your friend, brother?’
“Rueddi isin my debt. Hewill carry out my wishes. Exactly.”

The red-haired man bowed to Desmond and smirked at me, even as he pulled tight on the strap around
my neck.

Eventsmoved quickly after that. Scarcely two heartbegts and | was left hanging in the freezing night, my
wrists secured to a sturdy pine bough above my head, my feet scarcely touching the ground. Larahad
seen to the binding; then Rueddi had ripped the cloak, gloves, shirt, and boots off me. My clotheswere
now scattered across the clearing and down the gorge after being laced generoudy with blood from a
deep cut on my arm. As heled his horse from the bushes Rueddi gave me aplayful lash with hiswhip,
and by thetime | won the battle to keep from crying out, Laraleaped up behind Desmond, and the three
of them rode into the night.

One by one the scattered cods of Lara sfirewinked out. The rivulets of blood on my back and my arm
and my face froze, and one by one my extremities went numb. The wolf’ s howl split the night, closer than
before.

| could hear the changein key as she smelled my blood on the wind.

Arace, | thought dully. The wolves were closer, but Rueddi would certainly be back. Desmond had no
intention of leaving meto gods or wolves either one, not when his high commander wanted to bury me
himsdlf. Forever. My thoughts began to wander as | hung there dowly freezing in the moonlight. Who had
told MacEachern that seven years of silence would destroy me?

| had believed for so long that | was dead, that no amount of pretending to breathe and eat and deep
would ever be ableto revive my heart. But my betrayer had been wrong and | had been wrong. Lifein dl
its oddity kept nipping at my hedslike aplayful pup, daring meto giveit up when | had loved it so
dearly. Just when | was convinced that poor humanity was alone in the universe and that it mattered not a
splinter what happened to me, abeing that was not a god, but was beyond al human capacities, had
spoken to mewith love. And just when death had declared itsdf inevitable, awoman who had no reason
to care for me, who had unfailingly asserted her scorn and didlike, had given meachancetolive. Lara
had called me a helpless cripple who could not lace his boots. But she had seen me lace up the armor,
and she had chosen the mode of my binding and the branch and the tree. Intriguing possibility stirred me
to movemen.



| decided early on that my surmise must be wrong. The pine branch from which | was suspended was a
hand’ s breadth in diameter, and the chances of breaking it were depressingly dim. It would be easier to
uproot the blasted tree, | thought, as | hung limp and exhausted after the fruitless effort of pulling
downward onit. Uproot... | consdered thetrees|’d seen on my journey, scarcely grasping the rocky
soil with their gnarled roots. My prison tree jutted out from the steep embankment almost horizontadly. |
did my feet to my right and pulled on the branch again, thistime from the dightly different angle. Moved
another handspan to the right and pulled again. Again and again until my armswere covered with blood
from my wrists, and my shouldersrefused to move again. Then | started the other way. Move the fest;

pull. Again; pull.

It was no use. My small reserve of strength gave out. | wastoo cold. My feet were dead stumps, and |
couldn’t move them any more. | sumbled and hung from my raw wrigts, unable to get my lost feet under
me again. All I could do was hang there like mest on ahook and pretend | heard a cracking somewhere
aboveme... until | dumped completdly into the dirt and first the branch, and then the tree, fell on top of
me.

Quiet rustlings and feral moans drifted from behind the boulder stacks. | sprawled facedown on the cold
ground, the tree trunk a deadweight on the backs of my thighs. Perhaps | should have fdlt lucky thetree
hadn’t landed on my head, but that didn’t occur to me as| tried to worm my way out from under it. The
branches scraped and stung, leaving an occasiona warm rivulet of blood trickling acrossmy skin. The
bindings about my ankles became hopd esdy tangled in the branches, and my wrists were soon stretched
awkwardly to one side of my head, so raw | could not bear to pull on them again. It seemed so
ridiculous.

| laid my head on the cold ground to try for more leverage, and not two handspans from my nose | saw a
soft orange glow—one of the cods from thefire, agood sized chunk only haf-burned. The cod
distracted me from my futile writhings. Softly | blew, over and over praying the cod to takefireto
frighten away the encroaching predators and so that something of me would be warm. Hands and feet,
legs and arms were long dead. Soon my face and lips were frozen so that | could not eventdl if | was
pursing my lipsto blow on the reluctant coa. At theend | had to re<t, to lay down my head and forget
the padding stepsin the deepest shadows.

“Comeon,” | mumbled thickly as my eydids closed and froze shut. “ Get onwithit.”

“No, damn you, don’'t go to deep. Gods of night, what amess. Was anyone ever so inept asa Senal?’
She had come back.

Chapter 18
“Areyou going to St up and drink thisor am | going to haveto pour it over your head?’

Steam tickled my nose. Meadowsweset and winter-green. Pungent and soothing. The best remedy inthe
world for genera aches and pains, of which | had an abundance. The blazing bonfire that seared my face
s0 pleasantly was quickly bringing my frozen parts back to uncomfortable life. | would redly rather deep.
Larahad interrupted mejust as| drifted off, cutting me loose from the tree, dragging me acrossthe
ground, and throwing my cloak on top of me while she built up thefire.

| waslying on my side an arm’ sreach from the flames, shivering under my cloak, thetin cup just in front
of my nose. | didn’t look up, afraid | might provoke Larainto leaving again while till in possession of that
steaming container of salvation. But asusua | couldn’'t resist aword.

“| thought you weren't going to cook for me.” My teeth were thawed enough to chatter unmercifully,



blunting the careful precision of my wit.

“| decided | would rather cook than dress you. Found your precious herbsin your pocket. If you drink
it, then maybe you can take care of yoursdlf.”

Sowly | eased mysdlf to sitting and held out both shaking handsto let her dip the cup between them.
She held back for amoment. “It' svery hot.”
“It doesn't matter. Thesense... thefedling... doesn't work right.”

| dlenched my palms about the cup and got it carefully to my mouth, Ietting the hot liquid begin to quiet
my violent shivering and settle into the bruised places.

“I never thought you would uproot the whole tree. The branch was rotten. One good jerk should have
brokenit.” She sat hersalf away from the fire where | couldn’t see her face, wrapping her arms about her
knees. My skin shrank around my aching boneswhen | saw the dead wolf just beyond her, an arrow
protruding fromits Sde.

“I wanted abig fire”

She laughed then, aquiet laugh that flowed softly about us like the lowest arpeggio on afine harp. “Have
you no blood in your veins? | don’t understand you at al.”

“I do murder in my dreams,” | said.

She shook her head. “Y ou weep in your dreams. Y ou scream without making asound.” She stood up,
threw abranch onto the bonfire, and wandered away for a bit. When she came back, she tossed my
bloodstained shirt and gloves onto the ground in front of me. “We need to move.”

“Y ou think they’Il come back?’
“Desmond will bring thelegion. | had to kill Rueddi.”

“Vanir' sfires. Lara...” There was nothing to be said, of course. No comfort possible for one whose
hopes were shattered so irrevocably. Not from me, certainly. And she’ d want no thanks from me either.
“Do we need to warn the ELlhim?”’

“When we get to theka’slair, I'll light awatchfire on the peak. Narim will seeit and understand. We
should havethree days head start. The clan knows the Elhim sanctuary isin the Carag Huim, but not
exactly where. | left Desmond afoot, and it will take him at least that long to get back, gather the legion,
and find Cor Tdath. Meanwhile, wée Il have his horses”

Thekai’slair. Keldar'slair. In dl the minutiae of the past weeks, our great enterprise had grown
indistinct. “ Are we ready?’

| donned my bloody clothing as quickly as | could, while Larabrought the horses from the far end of the
grotto. Shedidn’t answer my question until she wrapped the reins of Rueddi’ s horse about my gloved
hands. Then shelooked mefull in the eye, her own clear blue ones bleak and hopeless. “I don’t believeit
mattersin the least.”

We rode back to the hut, taking adightly longer, but less steep, route than we had walked, and
collapsed on our blanketsjust before dawn, knowing we could not proceed without rest. | woke first,
sometime near midday, and Larajumped up soon after, diving right into our preparations asif | might be



thinking of leaving her behind. We worked for an hour, saying little except to agree on what we needed
to keep with us: abit of food, our armor, aflask of brandy, the fireproofing supplies, Lara s wegpons.

We left the hut by separate paths just asthe light took on its midafternoon dant. Laraled the horses
across the open meadow to the northern end of the valley, where she would point them down thetrails
leading into the wild lands of northern Elyria, hoping to lead any pursuers astray. Then she would set out
directly west on adifficult route through steep, rugged terrain where her passing could not be easily
tracked, before turning south to our rendezvous. | took the well-trodden path into the nearby forest,
where we set our traps and gathered wood, dragging the dedge behind me to muddle the footprints so
no one could tell if they were old or new. Once deep in the trees, | buried the dedge in the snow and set
off on asouthwesterly course, masking the signs of my passing by climbing steep rockfaces and walking
in barely thawed streams, soaking my boots miserably. We could not risk being followed.

The stars clamed it was dmost midnight by thetime | topped a high saddle and saw the jewdlike
glimmer of Lara swatchfire blazing on abarren hillsde. Haf an hour later, | collapsed on the ground
besdethefire. | had scarcely begun thawing my fingers enough to give full attention to the fat partridge
Spitted over it and the onions roasting in the cods, when Lara started instructing me as to our next move.
“WE ve got to decide how we re going to—"

| covered my ears. “Please, no! Y ou can't mean meto listen until I’ ve had a chance to taste this
magnificent bird.” 1 knew we had a thousand thingsto consider, but my stomach was groaning with
delight at the smoky scent. “And I’ ve lugged this brandy about with mefor at least five hundred leagues,
so | want to get rid of it aswadll. | think this night warrants alittle celebration.” | pulled out the stone flask
that held our only spiritsand waved it in the air. She scowled and started to complain, but | wastired and
feding fey, and didn't et her. “ Cal it wanton indulgence semming from my Senai decadence.”

Under Lara sferocious glare, | downed my share of the overblackened fowl and rock-hard onions, and
only then did | savor thefirst sip of brandy. Tossing the flask to her, | settled closeto thefire, closed my
eyes, and let the smooth liquor trickle down my throat. | peeped out from under my eyelids, and watched
her shake her head a me, then swig from the flask in the soldier’ sway—no savoring, no settling, only
onelong pull. Then she threw the flask at my belly so hard | might have lost what I d dready drunk if I'd
not been ready for it. | took another mouthful. Only after it had burned its ddightful way to my tired
kneesdid | sgh and admit that indulgence had to giveway or | would fal adeep. “So now to business”

“I haveto tell you what we' re going to do.”

“An excdlent plan. No matter how many words are stuffed in my head, | have no ideahow to address
them to adragon. Educate me.”

She pursed her finelipsin prim disapprovd. | aways seemed to bring out the worst in her. “Narim’s
journal saysthe Elhim would stand on ahigh rock near the dragon’ s head. They would raise one arm high
asthey spoketheir greeting, then let it drop to their sde when the dragon acknowledged them, holding
their bodies very till. Excessive motion or any gesturing with arms or hands wasiirriteting to the dragons.
The Elhim didn’t know why... whether it was rude or distracting or what. And there smore.” Lara
pulled the tin box from her pack and extracted the journal, moving only close enough to thefireto enable
her to read.

“ *The dragon doth hold her peace after her saying,”” sheread, “*and lowers her head if the speaker doth
not likewise.” Lara screwed her face into afrown and directed it at me. “ So you need to pause asyou
speak. The last thing you want isfor the dragon to lower its head. The nogtrilsflareand thehead is
lowered just beforeit burns.”



“Noted,” | said. “No flared nogtrils. No lowered heads. And | must pause between... words?
Sentences? More to the point, how do we get the dragon to remember the rules?’

Laragtared at me without expression, the heat of the fire laying amaost charming flush upon the smooth,
tanned skin of her unscarred cheek. “ Thereisacistern just outside the cave. The Elhim havefilled it with
water from the lake and built a duiceway from the cistern into the cave. On the day Narim brought you to
me, he opened the duiceway so it would fill the pool indgde the cave.”

“The water, yes. And the dragon?’

“Tomorrow I’ll wekethekai, and we' Il seeif it will drink the water. Narim’sjourna saysthat the beasts
can't resst the water once they’ ve so much astouched it. If it drinks, I’ll unlink the kai’ cet. Asthis stone
isnot the deka’ cet—the stone bound to the kai in the beginning—I will then have no control over the

“Then | shdl say hello with appropriate pauses and without distracting gestures.”
She nodded.
“And then he' [l mogt likely roast me.”

Laraclutched thejournd fiercely to her breast and spoke through clenched teeth. “The ka do not have
minds. They cannot speak. They are wild and dangerous and vicious. Why do you believe otherwise?
The Elhim are the only race with these legends. There are no Senai stories of speaking dragons. Indl
your songs, you never knew one, did you? They are not mentioned in any Udema legends, nor in those
from Forin or Aberthain or other kingdoms. And certainly there are no such tales from the Ridemark.
You'reafool! Why will you throw your life away for amyth?’

“Becauseit cannot be myth...” And therein the starry midnight, asthe brandy and the fire burned the
chill from my soul, and the night wind shifted into the south, afirst warm zephyr to blunt the frosty edge of
winter, | told Laraof Rodan. | told her things | had never told anyone: of the mystery | had lived, of
experiences | had come to believe should not die with me if we should fail, as Laraassumed we would.
Someone had to know what had happened to me and find out the truth of it, for whether it was gods or
dragons, there was power and magnificence in the world that should not be alowed to vanish. And,
inevitably, my taleled to Mazadine, and | told her of that, too.

Shelistened quietly, resting her chin on her fist that was clenched tightly enough to tell me she was not
quiet ingde hersdf. | poured out my lifein an unceasing stream of words, whether from the prompting of
wine or dread of burning or something else | could not yet name. | spoke more words that night than in
the previous eighteen years together, and when | was done, | felt empty and at peace, sure against dl
reason that | had left my soul’ slegacy in handsthat would take cafe of it. | had implicit trust in her honor
if not her goodwill, and it seemed to make it easier that she despised me so.

A long time passed before Larasaid anything. Perhapsthe dragons' pause was the same—deep,
respectful consideration of al that had been said, even when babbled by alower being. When she spoke
at last, she offered no maudlin sympathy, no pity, no bracing words, no advice or shocked avowal's of
shared retribution that | could not possibly alow. All the pointless, well-meant offerings | had dreaded
from the generous souls | had encountered since my release—Calig, Alfrigg, even Davyn—Lara
eschewed. She understood, and she accepted, and her questioning was to answer her own purposes, not
to seek remedy for me. | wished there were away to tell her how grateful | wasfor her quiet listening,
but | could think of no words that she would welcome.

“Soitisnot your handsthat prevent you from taking up your music?’ she sad.



“Evenif | could pluck the strings, it would be nothing but noise.”
“And do you hope that by speaking to thiskai, you'll somehow—"

“I have no more hope than you did when you heard your brother’ s offer of redemption. Hope was gone
long ago. If | could just come to some understanding, gain some bit of knowledge that would tell meit
was not dl for nothing, that would be enough.”

“So you think to avenge yourself on the king and the clan. Turn the dragons on them.”

“What useistha? My cousinis paying apricefar greater than | could ever extract from him. Goryx is
not worthy of my honor. And where sthe justice in taking revenge on the entire clan of the Ridemark?
They'll pay enough if we take the dragons away from them.”

She shook her head. “What kind of coward are you?’

“I'll confessto that crime. Someone told MacEachern that seven years of silence would destroy me. That
oneisthe only target who might be worth my am. Y our brother knowswho it was. MacEachern knows.
In one moment, | want to strangle them until they tell me, and | can throw the bastard into adragon’ sfire.
But in the next, | want nothing more than to find a place to hide and forget that dragons exist. Coward.
No doubt of it. But I'm the one who didn’t listen when Devlin warned me, who didn’t question enough.
My pride kept my mystery private; my willful blindness kept meignorant. What if | wereto find out that it
wasdl my own fault? How could I live with that?’

Larawas slent for awhile, tapping her fingers on her jaw. Then, suddenly, words burst from her likea
summer tempest. “Y ou Senai dways think you know everything. Listen to me. Every day after | was
burned, | prayed that the one responsible would have histhroat severed or histongue cut out. | prayed
his soul would rot and that he would live with the knowledge of it every day of hislife. Soif you believe
that heartfelt prayers are answered, thenitis| and not yoursdlf or some mysterious betrayer that you
must blame for your torment. | fully intended your destruction. And don’t deceive yourself that I’ ve given
itup.”

| was astounded. “ But why?Y ou didn’t know | had anything to do with Keldar.... with your burning.
You gtill don't believeit. I'm not sure | do.”

Her eyesdlittered in thefireight. “Oh, | knew well who to blame. Y our crime was committed long before
| took the kai from Cor Neuill.”

“| don't understand.”

“| told you oncethat I’ d heard you sing. Well, it wasn't only when you cameto Cor Neuill before your
arrest, but another time long before that. When | was eight years old, you sang in the camp at EI’ Sagor in
Horin...”

| remembered it. Thefirst time| had ever sung for the Twelve Families. | was only sixteen. It had beena
hot, disma night, the sultry air pregnant with warning, congtant lightning arcing in pink and purple forks
acrossthe heavy clouds, exploding in earsplitting thunder. The clansmen were determined to hear me,
though, and did not disperse even when the storm broke in wild torrents of rain and turned the plain into
aseaof mud. Asever in my yearsof service, | had no choice but to heed the call, though | had never felt
s0 smal asthe moment | climbed up to sit on arock wall in front of athousand warriorsin the midst of a
storm from the eye of the world.

But at the very moment | touched my harp strings, the rain and wind ceased, as children called to silence



by their mother’ s hand. Whispers of awe rippled through the crowd; though to me, ayouth living in
constant wonder, it was but another manifestation of my master’ s care. The clouds, flickering with soft
veilsof color, hung low and thick, asif the gods had sent them to shelter and protect me. On that night |
never had to strain my voice to be heard as | might have in such awide-open venue, but was ableto
shade and color it, and entwine it with the soft clarity of the stringsto bring to life my vison. And on that
night Roelan had graced me with music of such soaring beauty that even after so many desolate years my
breath fatered in my chest and my empty soul ached to remember it.

“Y ou sang that night of flying, of soaring on the wings of the wind until the rivers were but threads winding
through the green earth, until the sky was black velvet, and the uncountable stars sharp-edged silver. You
made such animagein my head. | could fed the power of muscle and sinew beneath me, and the surge
as the wings spread to capture the wind. Such wild and glorious freedom you promised that from that
night | could think of nothing else. | took an oath on my father’ s sword that | would one day fly onthe
back of adragon. | sworethat | would take that young and handsome Senai singer with meto show him
it was as beautiful as he said and that agirl of the Ridemark could make hisholy visons cometrue. |
loved you, Aidan MacAllister. | worshiped you. For five years your face and your voice and your images
never left my mind. But when | finaly got to fly, it was nothing like you said, for | fell out of the Sky into
the fires of the netherworld. Never has there been such hate in the world asthat I’ ve borne for you. If |
weren’t bound by my debt to Narim, you would aready be dead.”

| sat mute asthe storm of Lara s bitterness broke over me. What else wasthereto do? To tell her | was
sorry would beto trividize what had happened to her, asif afew meaninglesswords from hated lips
could cleanse the pain from her memory or the scars from her body. | wanted to tell her how | admired
her strength and her honesty, and how | grieved for al she had logt, but she would think it mockery. And
unless| could be sure that what | offered had nothing to do with pity or some clumsy, sdlfish attempt at
absolution, | could offer her nothing else. | would not serve up the very dish that | despised.

But something else held me motionless and dumb as we sat beside the dying fire, an awakening of such
desire... unreasoning, unexpected, laughable had it not been so terrifying in its magnitude that it left me
trembling at the edge of control. | was thirty-eight yearsold, and since I’ d left the nursery, | had scarcely
touched awoman other than my mother. For twenty-one years | had been consumed by mystery, and
though | sang of human love and physical desire, in my mind and body they were dways transformed into
my single passon. My music had been the sum of everything | knew, everything | fdlt, everything |
wanted. | was never londy until it wasfar too late to do anything about it. But on that night on the hillside
above Cor Tdaith, when Laratold me that she had once loved me—even with the affection of a
mesmerized child—only then did | begin to understand how much | had missed.

| had no ideahow to offer love or how to recognize it when it was offered to me, though | wasfairly
certain it did not come from those who told you in the same bresth that they wanted to dit your throat.
Neither our “accommodation” in pursuit of Narim'’s plan nor our evening of soul baring gave me any
leaveto offer comfort with my arms or any reason to think she would view such an attempt with anything
but scorn and revulsion. Lara had set me into absolute confusion, and | could not sort it out. So | sat by
thefire, and she sat in the darkness, each of us aone behind barricades of silence, waiting for the dawn.

The morning came dull and mournful, the world swaddled in thick wads of cloud holding in the damp.
Larawas up before me, scattering the ashes of our firewith her boot asferocioudy asif they were enemy
soldiers. If | was confused, Lara seemed very comfortable with her anger and hatred. | called mysdlf the
hundredth name for afool when | remembered the longings of the past night. No matter that they seemed
to resurface with equd ferocity at my mind' stouch. It was easier to bury such thingsin the light.

Larastruck out acrossthe barren, rolling hillsdes without aword, asif she didn’'t care whether | came



with her or not. Indeed, | considered standing my ground and refusing to go until we got afew things
settled between us, but | had the ditinct sense that her straight back would have disappeared just as
quickly over the next ridge. | Sghed and trudged after her, pulling up the hood of my cloak against the
cold rain that began, inevitably, to drip from the sky.

It was only an hour’ swet and dreary walk to the bulge in the earth where Keldar lay. | tried to give some
thought to our coming endeavor, but theimmediate misery of wet boots and the visble enigmaof Lara
made such absurdities as conversations with dragons retreat into fantasy. Even when we descended a
rocky stair into abroad, barren valley littered with scorched rock and skeletd trees, then dropped our
gear beside ajagged, gaping maw in the face of a sheer cliff—even then | had trouble believing what we
were about to attempt.

| tried again with my question of two days before. “ Are we ready for this?’

Lara, clearly feding no need for further discussion on any matter, pointed a the bag of my unfinished
leather armor and began to don her own.

| dragged out the breeches and pulled them on, clumsily knotting the laces. “What' sthis stuff that makes
itsmdl sovile?”

“Vigar hepsfireproof the leather. The secret of its making belongsto the Twelve.”
“Aslong asit works.”

| had no helm or mask. They’ d not been finished when we took flight. Lara pulled hersfrom her bag,
glanced at me, and then threw them on the ground and walked into the cave. Her back dared meto say
anything. Asshe couldn’'t seemedoit, | amiled after her and wished fervently for moretime. The soft
rain pattered on her discarded gear and into my face as| looked upward and imagined the sun and blue
sky that were hiding behind the heavy clouds. Though the pesks and high valeys ill wore their smooth
mantles of white, soring was lurking in the Carag Huim. | could fed it in the soft edge of the air, and hear
itinthetrickle of water beneath the skim of ice at my feet, and smdll it in the scent of therain asit stirred
the damp earth to life. The world sat poised, waiting, and with al of my being | embraced it. Then |
followed Larainto the darkness.

Chapter 19

“Beready.” Her quiet command from above my head was clear and steady. She might have saved
hersdlf the trouble of saying anything so useless. How could one prepare for what was to come? The last
time |’ d vigted that vadt, stinking cavern, I'd come agnat’ s bresth from dying. And on that day | wasn't
even trying to ligten.

| pressed my forehead against the cool stone and fought to quiet my sudden panic, to ignore the Sighing
rumble of dragon bresth that came from beyond our rocky niche like the gusting precursors of a
thunderstorm.

Put it all away... lingering regrets, awakened desires, hunger for justice and revelation. You must
listen. Everything depends on your listening... on hearing what it has been given you to hear, even
if it isthe sound of your own death.

Beyond the monstrous breathing therewas. .. what? The bubbling of steaming mud pits, the trickling of
the cascade on the cavern wal behind my puny shelter, the faint, harsh cry of ahawk from wherethe
world lay beyond the cave entrance far to my right, the sharp echo of hoof on stone. Across the pitted
floor from the pile of red rocks, two of the smdll, sturdy Carag Huim horses sipped peacefully from a



pool of black water not twenty paces from the monster’ s head. They paid no heed to the bony jaws that
could gape and breathe fire upon them or snatch them up, atasty tidbit to soothe the hunger of dragon
dreams. And of course there was the sound of Lara s stiff leather, creaking as she moved, the scuff of
her boots as she climbed the rocky stepsto stand upon the topmost boulder of our pile, the rampart of
our little fortress so ominoudy streaked with black.

Then her clear voice sang out to rouse the mongter. “ Awaken, child of fire and wind. Wake from the
deep of dying and heed my command.” The hot, humid air moved uneasily. “Wake from winter’ s degth
and take your place among the mighty of theworld. | command you drink your fill of the water of fire and
life”

Open your ears, Aidan MacAllister, and listen. It is the gift you have been given....

| felt his bresthing change from nature’ s rhythm to the tempo colored by waking will—amighty will,
pulsing through the cave. An ominous growl vibrated the stone at my head and benegth my feet. The cry
would come at any moment like the blast of athousand hellish trumpets. | had to be ready, but what
preparation can mute the scream of athousand tormented souls, the rolling thunder of athousand
hurricanes? | raised my armsto cover my head just as he bellowed. The sound reverberated through my
very bones until | was sure they must be shattered to dust; searing pain tore through my chest like ahot
knife used to carve out my heart. My knees gave way as | fought to keep from crying out. Through my
closed eydids, even sheltered as | was by the rocks, | could see the brilliance of fire. A shower of hot
dropletsfdl from theair, but | forced mysdlf ill. If Larawas avictim of the dragon’ swaking, | could do
nothing for her, but if she was not, then she would tell me when to come, and | had to be able to heer it.

Thefirg bellow subsided into a series of horrific growlings and snortings, accompanied by
rock-shattering blows that could be nothing but the beast’ s mighty tail, damming into the cave walls.
Agtonishingly, inthemidst of it al, | heard the soft whickering of horses and an unconcerned clopping of
hooves.

“MacAlliger!” Thequiet call pushed itsway through the throbbing of my head, and | |et out the bresth
I’d held since her last word. | hauled mysalf up three boulders until my eyeswereon alevel with Lara's
boots. Her |eather-clad hand held the bloodstone like a pulsing heart. She called down to me softly. “The
ka drinks. Come quickly, but stay low.”

| scrambled up to the top of theflat red rock, crouching as low asthe bulky leasther armor would alow,
and looked out over apoet’ s vison of the netherworld: steaming mud pits, brimstone-laden smoke
obscuring the view of burning rubble hegps, rotting carcasses. And the beast itsdlf, repulsive, horrid, its
head not fifty paces from me, the white-filmed eyes of scarlet flame, open and fixed in maevolent,
unseeing madness on the bloodstone, even asit poked its snout into the black pool. Bursts of steam shot
upward as gouts of flame streamed from its nodtrils.

Ludicrous. Larawas right. Intelligence and sentience were far more likely present in the wild horses that
shared the pooal or in the very rocks of the cave than behind those devil’ s eyes.

“I'll move to the mouth of the cave,” said Lara, keeping her arm stretched high and her eyesfixed on the
dragon. “We must put distance between you and the kai’ cet. Count fifty; then I'll say the words that
release my command. | can reclaim control if you don't wait too long to tell me. Do you understand? At
thefirst Sgn of trouble, cal my name.”

“Thank you™ was dl | managed to say, my wit completely abandoning me as| looked up at the worry on
her face and yearned—foolishly—that it was for me. “Fifty, forty-nine...”

Sowly she eased down from the rock, keeping herself and—more important—the bloodstone exposed



to the wakened mongter, cdling to him, “Hear me, kai! Drink your fill and open the doors of your mind.”

The dragon raised its head from the water to follow the movement of the stone, and it rumbled
ominoudly, rippling the muscles of its towering shoulders and the long copper barrd of itsthroat, flexing
itswings so that | caught glimpses of swirling green and gold gossamer. It could not stretch itswingsfully,
of course. No cavern in my knowledge was S0 large it could hold a dragon’ swings unfurled.

“... forty-one, forty...”
Laradisappeared into the gloom, and | was done with the restless monster.
“... thirty-four, thirty-three...”

One of the wild horses nipped at another who had pushed him away from the water. The dragon shifted
its head toward them and the rumbling grew louder. The smoke from the corners of its mouth shot
upward.

“... twenty-three, twenty-two...”

Therumbling took on an edge of brass, tearing a my head until my vision began to blur. | would have
sworn that the dragon’ sred, leathery nostrils moved.

“ ... fourteen, thirteen...”

Franticaly | blinked my eyes and willed the throbbing aside. | had to be able to see. The horses cantered
one after the other about the pool. What were the words? The nostrils flared wide. Gods. | stepped
backward, ready to dive off my platform, but it was amost time.

“... five four, three...”

Crusted with jibari, the barnacldike parasites that grew unchecked until blasted with dragon’ sfire, the
monster’ s head rose up. Thelong, scaled neck twisted, the mouth gaped wide, reveding the brown
leathery tongue. Another deafening bellow sounded, threatening to rob me of my reason. Every particle
of my being was onfire. If the dragon spokeinitsroaring, | would never be ableto hear it. All my skill at
listening would be of no useif | was deafened by the pounding of my blood. | could hear only theroar,
different thistime, asoaring note. Triumphant. Wild. He was free of Lara' sbloodstone. | hadn’t needed
to count to know it.

The horses seemed disturbed at |ast and trotted across the floor of the cave. The dragon’ s head moved
to follow them, and the nogtrils flared again, spewing thin trailers of flame, but despite the swest that
broke out beneath my iff and stinking leathers, therewas no full blast of fire. The horses|eft the cave,
and the dragon shifted its head back to the water and drank again.

Now. The time has come. Take the words and weave into them your memories... of Roelan and
mystery... of joy and faith... of the years of dedication to one who was as a god to you...

| raised my right arm. “ Teng zha nav wywvyr , child of fire and wind, hear me.” He heard me, though |
could scarcely force my voice above awhisper. The head turned toward me, and the cruel, davering
mouth. As| opened my mouth to say the next words, the nostrils flared wide, once, then twice, and the
low-pitched rumble changed to hatred... bestial fury... death... | heard it even before the massive head

began to dip.

“Laral”



As my shout was annihilated by the blast, | turned and legped from therock. My hair burst into flame as|
sailed downward beneath the arc of fire. Stumbling over the rocks as| landed, | smothered the back of
my head with my gauntleted hands, then dropped to my back to ensure no untended spark found a path
through the leather vest. A flash of red, boots narrowly missing my head; then Larawas screaming
commands from above me. Hamel it the calling of the cavern, and the unending screech of the damned
threatened to burst my brain from my head. | rolled to the sde with my hands over my face and hot
drops streamed from my eyeslike tears, but they were dark as they soaked into my gauntlets. When
slencefdl, | struggledto dl fours, then straightened and climbed dowly up the rocks.

She sat with her arms wrapped about her knees, beads of sweet running down her scarred cheek, the
bloodstone gleaming in her hand. The dragon’ s eyes were closed, though remnants of hisfury burned
everywherein the cavern.

“What happened?’ she said, craning to see the back of my singed hair and charred vest while grinding
out aspark with her boot. She wasn't even out of breath. “I couldn’t see.”

| told her.
“Foal! Why didn’t you call sooner?| told you if the nogtrils flared—"

“Hedidn’'t burn the horses. The nogtrilsflared, but his head never went down. Not until hewasfacing
rre"

“Areyou saying the firewas aimed only at you? That the kai knew the difference between you and the
horses? Impossible.”

| flopped down on the rock beside her. “ That’ sthe way it seemed.”
“Thiska cannot see. It burnswhat moves, what disturbsit. Even after drinking the water.”
“Except the horses.”

“The horseswere quiet. It didn’t know they were there. It aimed at you because you spoke. I’ ve brought
every manner of deer and mountain sheep, wild pig and goat in here. They squeak and grunt and blest,
and it burnsthem dl. Every one. Every time. The water made no difference.”

“Horses are sacred to Keldar.”

“Nonsense”

“Bring in the horses again. Wake him again and you'll see. He knows what' s food and what' s not.”
Sheglared & mein angry disbelief. “And so it thinks you are food?’

“No. Hetried to burn me because he hated me.” Even as| said it, | was more convinced.

“You can’t haveit both ways, Senai. Four weeks ago you said it spoketo you ‘with love.” Today it hates
you. What' sthe difference?’

That, of course, was the essentia question. “1 don’t know. The words. The westher. Today he was free
of your stone.” My head ached miserably. | was nauseous with the stink of dragon and carrion and the
fireproof grease on the leather. The stink...

“Hesmdlsus” | wanted to shout it out, but my head hurt too fiercely.



“What?’

“That' sthe difference. Stupid of me not to think of it. He can smdll the difference: horses, deer, pigs...
Riders”

“WEe ve never seen evidence they can smell anything. They burn and kill whatever moves unlessit holdsa
bloodstone.”

“And any Rider who wields a bloodstone—the thing that drives it mad—wearsarmor likethis.” | drew
off my gauntlets. “They dl amdl dike. Who'sto say dragonswould kill any human if they weren't
commanded so by their Riders?’

“You've no proof. Y ou know nothing of dragons.”

“We venotimefor proof.” | stripped off my vest and the breeches, the boots, and the greaves. “Wake
himagan.”

“Y ou can't mean this.”

“Give metimeto wash off thesmdll.” | jumped down again and dodged a pile of burning bonesto find
my way to the waterfall. Standing in the shalow pool at its base, | scrubbed my skin and my clotheswith
handfuls of sand. Lara stood beside the pool watching my antics with angry astonishment.

“You'remad. Absolutely mad. If it weren't for the armor your boneswould still be burning. They’ d hear
your screamsdown in Cor Tdaith.”

“If it weren't for the armor, I" d be talking with Keldar.”
“lwon'tdoit.”

“Lard’—I stepped out of the poal dripping and shivering though the cavern was not &t al cold—"it’ sthe
third day. Y our brother will have the legion a our door anytime now. If thisis going to happen, if the
gods—whoever they are—wish the dragonsto be free, then we' ve got to find the way right now. Help
rre”

She hadn’t moved, and | was closer to her than | had ever been, close enough to know that beneath her
leather vest she was quivering, strung tight as an archer’ s drawn bowstring. Her face was carved from
rose-colored granite, but her brown hair was shining and | wanted nothing more than to bury my facein it
and forget about everything elsein theworld.

Lara, of course, brought me quickly back to my senses. She shrugged with amuttered curse and turned
her back, climbing the red rock tower once more. | watched her go; then | set off an entirely different
way, circling the steam pits and jumping cracksin the stone until | reached the edge of the dark pool,
twenty paces from the dragon’ s head. The water trickled into it from Narim' s stone trough, water stolen
from the fiery lake of my visions. | settled mysdlf on the sone and looked up &t the copper-scaled head
30 close | could fed the hot breath from the raw, red nogtrils. | did not look over my shoulder. No need.
| just raised one hand briefly, then rested it in my lap again and held myself readly.

As| knew it would, her voice rang out soon after. “ Awaken, child of fire and wind. Drink of the water of
fireand live. Be troubled no more by the sone that galls you so sordly... and harm not the fools who put
themselves at your mercy.”

| smiled to mysdlf and awaited the ondaught.



LARA

Chapter 20

| am awarrior born. My father was a Dragon Rider, seventh wingrider of the First Family of the
Ridemark, and the Riders of our line had been no less than atenth flanker for nine generations. In
Gondar, in Eskoniaand FHorin, in the farthest provinces of Elyria, never did theline of Govin resp
anything but honor and victory for the clan. From the first days of my memory | believed that the blood of
the Ridemark flowed true within my veins and that | was destined to follow in the footsteps of my
ancestors.

Wedid not live as the soft races did. My family—mother, brother, two grandmothers, two uncles, one
aunt, and three cousins—d ept in atent twelve paces square. We owned only what we could carry on
our backs as we followed the legion from one encampment of mud and beast-filth to another. Warriors
cannot afford comfort; it brings weakness. | could not understand how anyone who dept under wood or
stone held up his head without shame.

My father lived with his dragon. We were sure to see him once ayear when he came to mate with my
mother to keep her hiswife. And he would always return if he heard any report of disrespect or
disobedience from Desmond or me. Whenever adragon flew above our tent, | imagined it was his, and |
held my head high.

My fighting skillscame early. | stood till for no insult from my older brother or any Ridemark child. I did
not lower mysdf to fight children of other races, but frightened them with my whip and did as | pleased.
In the strip of mud between our tent and the next, | played at strategy and tactics with bits of wood and
stone, choosing wild dogs and prowling cats as my enemiesif | could find no one willing to stand up to
me.

And on the day that Desmond began histraining to prepare him for our family’ srightful placeasa
Dragon Rider, | stepped forward, too. | told the Ridemaster that | was aso ready, though | was only six
instead of eight. | knew the Rider’ s oath and the Twelve Laws. | could hook my whip and climb
anything. | could recite the names of our heroes to the tenth generation and the names of our enemies
from the beginning of time, and | could argue the long grievances that festered in our hearts. But on that
same day | learned the hard truth no one had bothered to tell me before: that fema es could render any
service the Twelve Families required except ride to war on the back of adragon.

For three days | raged and wept every time | saw Desmond take hiswhip from its hook and leave for his
traning inthelarr. “Quit your mewling,” my father told me, “or I'll marry you into the Twelfth Family,
where men take multiple wives. Y ou'll not be dlowed to speak save with your husband' sleave or show
your shameful face without aveil.” My mother dapped me and said, “What worthy warrior requiresa
beast to shed our enemies’ blood? The swordwomen of your clan fight along-side the men who are not
Ridersborn. That isenough.” By thetime | waseight | was resigned to the belief that unyielding honor
wasthe only true glory of aclansman. Though | was not happy with it, it would have to do.

Then Aidan MacAlliger, “beloved of the gods,” cameto our camp. His music—his glorious music that
my clansmen swore came from the fire god Vanir himsdf—turned my head ingde out. | lived inthe
visons he madethat night. | felt my hair streaming behind me as | soared through aworld of wind and
clouds and stars, and from that time forward | could think of nothing but flying. No warrior can be at
peace when his master denies him the weapon he was born to wield. | resolved to ride upon adragon,
even if my clansmen cut out my heart for it. Because of Aidan MacAlligter | forsook my oathsand
betrayed my honor. | lied to my commander. | hid. | plotted. | sole. And for the span of two heartbesats |



owned the wind and clouds and stars. Then came the terror and the screaming and thefire.

Aidan MacAlligter had cursed my life, and when | saw himin Cor Tdaith, | relived every moment of the
horror he had brought down on me—the day | fell from the sky burning and knew it was just retribution
for my ains. Isit any wonder | hated him?

Narim told me the Senai had been a prisoner of the Ridemark al those years snce my fall, but | would
not believeit. No Senal singer, so weak, so soft, so cowardly, could survive seventeen yearsin a
Ridemark prison. “He sbeen hiding,” | said, “whilel’mforced to live forever with what he’sdone.” The
everlagting ugliness| wore on my face. A lifetime of exile from my clan. There was no going back to the
Ridemark. | had done the unforgivable, and the price on my head was almost as high asthat on
MacAllister's. | would not be killed or imprisoned, but have one hand cut off so | could not steal and one
foot cut off so | could not run. I would livein servitude baser than any dave. | was sure that the
despicable Senai was using the Elhim, weaving taleswith hislying tongue to win their sympathy, making
them believe he wastheir savior so they would protect him from our judtice. “Hewasaspy,” | claimedin
my unending arguments with Narim. “He was sent into Ridemark camps by Senai noblesto corrupt our
honor.”

Sowhy did | not kill him?1f will aone could shed blood, MacAllister’ s veins would have been emptied at
my first glance. But | was bound to Narim’ swishes, a sacred debt because he had saved my life. It was
enough to drive me crazy, so surewas | of my hate.

But then the snger cameto live with me, and dl my beliefs were confounded. | scorned him for huddling
by thefire, and he offered to share histea. | reviled him for his cowardice at the kai’ slair, and he made
me soup. | ridiculed his noble ancestry, and he laughed a himself and cleaned my hearth. | drove him
unmercifully in his schooling, and he devoured it asif I’ d gifted him with jewels. No maiter how | goaded
him, he would not get angry and free my revenge from Narim’ s bond. | had never known aman of such
gentle ways and teasing humor, and | could only chalk it up to weakness, because | had no other way to
explainit. | counted him pitiful ... until the night I first saw hismangled hands.

| remembered well the long, dender fingersthat had touched the strings of his harp and drawn forth his
cursed visons—everything about the tall Senal youth who had corrupted my soul was imprinted on my
memory—and | knew no accident and no disease could have transformed them so precisdly into that
hideous ruin. It made me think Narim’ s story might be true, and where | had seen only a hated enemy, |
began to seeaman.

| despised my weakness and redoubled my effort to prove him afraud. But | found sted benesth his
soft-gooken manner. | could not break him. Despite his struggles with the tasks | set him, he lived with
everything of gentleness and grace. So | decided that, though I could not trust him and could not forgive
him, | could not [et him be sent back to those who had done him soill.

Then camethe night by the ka’ slair, the night he poured out dl of himsdf in hisfear and in hislonging,
and | was at last convinced that everything | had seen of him wastruth. | tried to persuade mysdif thet |
il hated him. To giveit up wasto forswear vengeance for everything that had happened to me, and to
lay open my own actions... oh, cursetheworld forever... like cutting through ripe fruit and finding only
black and rotted pulp. But | could riot maintain my hatred, though | forced mysdlf to say the words
where he could hear them, asif another hearing could make them redl. | wanted to make him fear me, as
was right and proper. But my truest hope was that he would tell me one more time that he had not meant
to do me harm. | wanted him to agree that people could cause the most dreadful horrors with the best of
intentions, and that my confession had made him seethingsin anew light. | wanted him to absolve himsdlf
of his crime and thereby absolve me of mine. But he retreated into silence, and | damned mysdif for a
foal.



Narim, my old friend, my only friend, how could you do this to me? You knew what he was. You
knew the utter impossibility. You have the wisdom of five hundred years. How could you not guess
what would happen ? What warrior weeps when she sets out to do battle?

And so came the morning of our venture into the ka’ slair, the moment Aidan stripped off hisarmor and
sat unprotected in the path of the dragon fire. | stood on the rock in thelair of the blind kai, and for the
second time that day | raised the kai’ cet—the bloodstone—and called out its power. “ Awaken, child of
fireandwind...” Thekai bellowed with fury, crazed at being dragged from deep again.

Thefiresblazed, reflecting in the till pool until it glowed orange like the lake of its origin, reveding the
man who sat besideit, holding hisbelly asif awarrior had speared him in the gut. His eyeswere fixed on
the kai’ s head. He would have no escape if the beast belched fire. Asfor the beast, its mindless hatred
was aimed at me. For aslong asthe kai’ cet and | held sway, MacAllister was safe. If he wasright, then
once | moved far enough away and released control, he would be able to speak to the beast. It would
not happen. Aidan MacAllister was going to die.

Well and good. What do | care? Heis Senai. My enenmy. Let this playacting be done with.

But | had given Narim my word to do as the Senai commanded, so | climbed down from my perch and
held the kai’ cet high. | moved quickly toward the cave mouth, screaming at the monster to keep his
attention on me. Thekai lashed histall againgt the stone, drumming the walls until it sounded asif the
doom of the world was come.

The round opening high on the western wall, where Narim had first brought MacAllister to seethe
dragon, disappeared in an avalanche of dirt and rocks, its earthen roof collapsed by the force of the
blows.

“Hold your burning!” | screamed, as the nogtrils gaped and arrows of orange flame darted from them,
blackening the celling of the cavern. MacAllister did not move, only watched. | knew he was afraid and
inpan, yet he neither cried out, nor begged me to stop it, nor ran, nor hid, nor covered his eyes.

“Drink, beast!” | yelled. “ Taste the water of lifel”

The head came down asif jerked by an invishbletether, yielding to my will, hiding the manin acloud of
steam asits snout dipped into the water.

Now. It has to be now.

| blew softly on the bloodstone until it glowed so brightly my gauntlet looked drenched with blood. Then

| whispered the words it had taken me two yearsto wrest from my clan: sneaking, spying, cregping about
likealair rat until | learned the secrets denied me because | was not aman. “ Ze vra deshai, kai.” |
release you from my command, dave.

Halfway between the cave mouth and the boulder pile was adeep crack in the floor with awide ledge
just below itsrim. One could stand on the ledge and duck below the level of the floor to hide or peek
over the edge to watch the dragon from safety. The stinking smoke venting from the depths of the crevice
would mask my smell. Whilethe kai bellowed, | dropped onto the hidden ledge, then raised my head to
peer acrossthe floor of the cave.

It was perhaps a hundred paces from my hiding place to the pool. Though | could see only MacAllister's
back and abit of hisright Side, | had aclear view of the kal towering over him. It stretched its neck and
tossed its head, spewing short, hard bursts of red-orange fire and smoke. The man stretched hisright arm
upward.



Be gtill, fool . But | had no gemstone to command men. Benesth the constant muted roar of menacing
breath and fire, of hissing scales and moving air that never ceased when the kai was awake, | heard the
man’' s Soft words as clearly asif wewere ditting & my own hearth. “ Teng zha nav wywyr ..."

The dragon stopped in midstretch, and began to move its head from side to side on itslong neck like
some huge, ugly flower swaying with the wind. Left to right and back again... searching... searching...

Holy gods, Aidan... be silent... don't move. But my will was not enough to stop him.
“Hear me, noble Keldar.”

The red snout opened wide, and the neck curled downward. | could not bear to watch, yet | could not
hide. The monstrous head shifted right, then left. Hunting.

“| crave speech with thee, wind treader, cloud splitter, lover of your earthbound brothers who fly on four
hooved legs through the lower airs.”

Thewords of the ancient speech took life from the singer’ s tongue, somehow grown wider and deeper
than the dry syllables we of the Ridemark use. He believed the music of his heart was dead, but he was
wrong. | heard it in that hour as clearly as| had heard it when | was eight.

| held my bregth as the dragon tossed its head again, spit ageyser of fire upward so that sparksrained
down from the cavern roof, then roared until the earth shook. But | did not close my eyes.

MacAlligter, hisface still turned upward, held his hands over his ears and, when the cry subsided, spoke
again, hisclear voice srained, but unwavering. “My hearing burstswith thy cdl, mighty Keldar, until | am
drowned with it. Softly, wind treader. A youngling am | in my weskness. Asthe whispered air of the
burning season enter my heart, lest | be crushed by the power of thy voice.”

Thekal dipped its head sharply toward the man; the red dits in the snout gaped, pouring out yellow
smoke. But instead of belching fire, the beast lowered its massive chest and its barrel-shaped neck until
they rested on the rocks and bones. It might have been returning to deep, but its blind, wild eyes
remained open, and its head was angled away from the man, asif turning an ear hisway or ensuring that
no escaping thread of fire snged the one to whom it listened. Impossible.

After apause, the soft, deep voice began again. “1 am the human servant of thy brother Roelan, graced in
my youth with the gentle breath of hissairit...”

MacAllister’ s voice dropped out of hearing as the dragon grew quiet and till. | dared not creep closer
and risk digtracting the beast, for even the tiniest spurts of flame could sear the singer’ sflesh from his
bonesif the dragon moved its head. A hiss of steaming breath spewed from the beast, and in the midst of
it alow, wavering noise, agrating sound that made my teeth hurt and my gorgerise. Never had | heard
such sounds from a dragon, but they were not speech—not even the “ pleasant variety of sounds’ Narim
had described in hisjourna. How long would MacAllister remain in such danger before he could admit
that he had failed?

It was over very quickly. The kai’ sthree sets of eye-lids—the transparent ones, the soft green ones, and
the hard copper-colored ones—dlid over its diseased eyes, and the hissing breath took on the low
rumble of dragon deep. The grating noise was gone, and so, | supposed, were the hopes of the Elhim.
The success of the day was survival. Y et moments passed, and then more. MacAllister did not move. He
needed to get away. Oftimes the beast would shift initsdeep, and if hewasinitspath...

| scrambled out of my hiding place and dipped cautioudy between arotting carcass of aherd beast and a



dimefilled pit toward the singer and the dragon and the poal. “MacAllister!” | called softly. Not atwitch
or ashiver.

Soon | was running, jumping acrossjagged cracksin the stone, yet keeping my footsteps light. “ Aidan.
Areyou dl right?” Only when | dropped to my knees beside him and felt the besat of blood in his scarred
wrigt did I know hewas dive. Though | wanted to scream at him, | forced my voice low. “Get up, fool.
Do you want to die here? It shiftsits head whileit deeps.” | gripped hisarm and shook him until hishead
came up. Hisdark eyesthat knew so much of horror and despair were pools of grief.

“Move your sorry bones away or thekai will fry you like bacon,” | said. Imaginary flames crawled up my
back.

The singer shook his head and whispered, “Hewon't.”
Damned stubborn, cursed man. “ Just because you were lucky while it was awake doesn’'t mean—"
“He sdying. Hewon't move anymore.”

“Of courseit’snot dying. Not any time soon, at least. Narim told you. Thekai go to ground after an
injury to die or hed. We think—"

“Hecan't hed. He sbroken ingde, diseased beyond help. That’ swhat | felt from him the first time when
Narim brought me through the tunndl. | wasn't dying; he was. The only thing that’ skept him diveis
yearning for hisbrothers and sistersto sing him on hisway. If only | could doit.” MacAllister stood up
dowly, rubbing his hands along his upper ams asif hewere cold and gazing on the deeping dragon like a
drunkard gazes on hiswineskin. “| tried to comfort him.”

“Areyou saying the kai told you this?” Without thought | moved away from him, and his eyes shifted
from the dragon to me.

“Youthink I'm med.”
“I heard no speech from the kai.”

MacAllister shook his head. “Hearing? No, | suppose not. I've never...” Herubbed his brow with the
back of one hand. “It wasvery... subtle. | got only part of it. But I’'m not mad. Or at least no more so
than I’ ve been since | was even.” He amiled then, asweet, sad smile that wiped away the lines pain had
written on hishandsomeface. “I’'m just abit moretired.”

Thekal lay till, but the burdgts of fire and smoke from its nogtrilstold meit was no nearer death than in
any hour in the past three years.

“I'mleaving,” | said. “If you can bear to part from your charming friend, you can come, too. Then you
cantell mewhat dseit said.” And | would weighit wel, for it would ether belies or lunacy. But | would
not look into Aidan MacAlligter’ seyeswhilel judged him.

It had been early morning when we entered the lair, and | was sure that no more than two hours had
passed, but the sky was dark when we stepped out of the cave.

Though therain was only adisma drizzle, the clouds boiled purple and black, and from the direction of
Cor Tdaith orange lightning flickered unceasingly. Deafening thunder pedled through the mountains,
caught by the jagged ridges and bounced from one to the other. The stench of burning set us both to

coughing.



“We d best find acave of our own, or we'll haveto take shdlter with Keldar,” said MacAlliser. “The
gorm will be on usin moments.”

But as he hoisted the pack he’ d dropped just inside the cavern, | watched the sky to the east. | listened
to the thunder and the roar of the wind beyond the ridge, the wind that moved no tree limb within our
sght. “1t'sno sorm,” | said, the truth hammering home with the power of adragon’stail. “It's
Desmond.” The clan had come.

Chapter 21

The sun hung between the lower edge of the clouds and the dark horizon, casting long, angular shadows
asMacAlliger and | waked down into the hellish ruin that had been the Elhim’ s sanctuary for more than
eight hundred years. Heavy rain had left the valley floor asea of hot, black mud, and the air was clogged
with choking steam from charred rocks quickly cooled. Nothing within our sight lived—no blade of
grass, no tree, no bird or insect. Not the least Sign remained that any creature had ever lived in Cor
Tdaith. The end of the vale, where the granaries, the smithy, and the woodshop had stood, was barren.
We dogged through the ankle-degp mud, thinking only to get to the warrensto seeif any Elhim yet lived.

During the assault we had sheltered in arocky cleft haf aleague from the ka’ slair, not daring to stay too
closetothelair, lest the attacking dragons discover their kin and draw the Ridersto him. The Senai had
spent the next four hours with his head buried in his arms. We could not escape the constant screaming of
the kai whedling overhead, and if asingle dragon’s cry opened him to madness, then the sounds of a
dragon legion in full assault must surdly drive him there. But no sooner had the skiesfdlen silent than
Aidan jJumped to hisfeet, ready to search for survivors.

“Not yet,” | told him. “If there’ sto be athird wave, it will begin in lessthan half an hour. And even if
they’ re done, we can't go in until it cools down. The rock would melt our boots right now.”

“They don't undergtand it,” he said, leaning his head againg the split cliff wall that formed our haven. “All
these years we' ve used them to kill our own kind, and they don’t understand why we don't eat each
other, too.”

“Didthekai tell you that today?’ Sometimes he had me fooled into thinking him sane; then he would start
talking about dragons.

“No. Rodlan told melong ago. | just didn’t have the words to understand.” He pulled his cloak tight
around himsdf. “The battle sover; | can’'t hear them anymore. Therain will have the ground passable by
thetime we get there.”

Intruth | had no desireto wait.

The Riders had found the Elhim’ s cavern. The cliffs around its mouth were black and scarred, monstrous
boulders, burned and shattered by dragons' tails, blocking three-quarters of the entrance. AsMacAllister
had surmised, by the time we hiked into the valey the rain had cooled the rocks enough to touch. We
scrambled over the rubble, our boots dipping on rain-dick soot, until we could wriggle through the
narrow opening and drop from the boulder pileinto the cave.

We had no need for atorch. Fires till raged in severa tunnels. Careful to avoid the smoldering ash piles,
we covered our faces with our wet cloaks and picked our way across the charred hollow that had been
the refectory and gathering hall. No useto look for anyone there. On the far side of the great room we
saw thefirst blackened bones. At the same moment we both yelled out, “Hello! Isanyone here?” No
answe.



We took separate routes through the warren, turning back only when hesat or flames blocked our way. |
found five or six more corpses, al burned in varying amounts. | had no great affection for most Elhim, but
they had sheltered me and alowed Narim to care for me. They did not deserve this. Neither Narim nor
Davyn were recognizable among the dead. | straightened the charred bodies, crossing their hands upon
their breasts as was the Elhim custom and | eft them where they lay.

Returning from one blocked corridor, | heard voices and hurried down the passage that |ed to the lake of
fire. The Senai was kneeling by two corpses... no, only onewas a corpse. The other gripped the singer’s
cloak with a blackened hand, croaking out the last words of his hateful life.,

“...toldhim... toldhim... best to leaveit be. They'll never remember. They’ll kill usdl. But hewon't let
it rest. HE smad, and al of usare servants of his scheme. His plan is not what you think. He callsyou
Dragon Speaker”—I skendar spewed his bilein death even as he had in life—"but he makes you Degth
Bringer. You trust him, but he will betray you again, as he betrayed usdl. The girl knows his schemes...
hisplans... Youwill destroy usdl.” The old man wheezed and struggled for breath. “ Ask him why there
isan Elhim named for every dragon. Ask him what he found in Nien’ hak. Ask him how the Twelve
knew...”

“What betraya?’ said MacAllister when Iskendar stopped. “How the Twelve knew what? | skendar, tell

The old crow, ignoring the Senai’ s pleading, gave his death shudder and lay till. The second corpse
would be Nyura. The two bitter old fools had rarely been more than two steps apart.

The Senai |oosened the blackened claw from his cloak and laid it and itsfellow gently acrossIskendar’s
breast. He began to speak, so softly | could scarcely hear him. “ Across the ages walks the race of One,
the Single, the Children of the Whole, never done, but joined since the dawning...” The words of the
Elhim death hymn. He probably knew the desth hymns of every race. The words should be sung, of
course, and on the second discourse hetried. “ Acrossthe valley of timewalkstherace of One...” Ten,
fifteen tones of unmatched purity, such beauty in hisvoicethat | could dmost glimpse the welcoming vale
for mysdf. But he fatered. Hisvoice cracked and the music fell sour in the hot, stinking air. Bowing his
head, he cupped histerrible hands at his shouldersin gpology. “I’'m sorry... so sorry.”

| stood slently, waiting for him, trying to think what | wasto tell him. He would want to know of Narim's
plotting. Perhaps at |ast he would be a proper man and figure out the truth of the world. How you could
trust no one. How kindness and care were but the pretty face on scarred ugliness.

But when he got to hisfeet and noticed me standing by the wall, he had only one question. “What was he
talking about... Degth Bringer?” From thelook of him you' d have thought he had torched the old Elhim
himsdlf and was asking me to mete out his punishment.

“Hewasamad old man,” | said. “Hewasdying. Y ou can’'t endure adragon’ sfire and speak anything of

My words hung weskly intheair. MacAllister stared at me unblinking until | had to turn away.

“Comeon,” | said, sarting down the passage toward the lake. “ Let’ sfind aplace to spend the night. 1’1l
tell you more of Iskendar and his plots and his hatred of Narim, and you can tell me what you think you
learned from the kai.” He followed without argument. How could anyone be so naive?

We had counted no more than fifteen bodiesin the ruin. No way to tell how many more Elhim had been
completely consumed in the attack, but the tracks on the lakeshore told us that many—most of them,
perhaps—had escaped. Narim had escaped, | had no doubt.



We made camp in asheltered cove a quarter of the way around the lake, where there was a broad
sretch of sand. MacAlligter fell onto the sand without speaking and was adeep before | could get my
pack off my back. | made afire, cooked barley soup, and sat leaning against the rocks, wondering what
inthe name of Vanir thefiretamer | wasdoing.

Glaring sunlight scorched my eyes, forcing me awake. My back ached. | was il sitting up, and flies
were gorging themsaves on my untouched soup that had spilled into the sand. MacAllister was knedling
by the lake bathing hisface and head. | considered pretending | was till adeegp—perhapsfor an entire
day or until the Senai tired of waiting and took hisinconvenient questions away. | had no reason to stay
with amadman who believed he spoke to beasts.

As| watched him through the dits of my eyes, he removed his shirt and dipped it in the [ake, then
sgueezed it out and spread it on arock in the sun. In all the weeks of our sharing my hut, even on the
night we left him hanging for the wolves, | had never gotten agood look at hisback. When | saw my
clansmen’swork, it was aswell | had eaten none of my soup the night before. MacAllister came away
from the lake, dried hisface and hair with the hem of his cloak, and stretched out on the sand on his
somach.

Only after an hour, when he had put his shirt back on and poked up thefire, did I let my eyes come
open. | felt dirty. Shamed. But to aman or woman of the Ridemark, alife debt isachain that binds
beyond reason, beyond decency. | had no choices.

“I’ve seen more tracks up agully on the other sde of thelake,” he said when he saw me dtirring. “1 think
most of the Elhim got away. They must have heeded your warning beacon. Now, tell me...” Hisface
was expectant. His questions had not been washed away with the previous day’ sfilth. Best to attack, lest
| end up in aposition with no escape.

“Iskendar and Nyuraand their circle had not left Cor Tdaith in ahundred fifty years and swore they
never would. It' stheir own fault they got caught here.”

“I don’t understand what Iskendar was trying to tell me. He spoke of plots... of destroying everyone.
What isNarim hiding?’

“Narim has been trying to protect you from Iskendar and the others. That's why he had to be so brutdl,
S0 secretive, why he had to stand back while you fell into despair. All those weeks he stayed away from
you for guilt at not telling you of his hopes. If you didn’t believe you were dead, then | skendar wouldn't
either. But for some reason, the old crows decided you were still athreat. Something Nyuratold you one
morning out by the bridge. Narim didn’t know exactly what was sad...”

Atlast | had told MacAllister something he didn’t know. “About Dond,” he said. “Nyuratold me that my
cousin Dona was a prisoner of the Gondari.”

“Wéll, whatever you said on that day made them believe you were not... incgpable. .. asthey wanted
you to be. They were afraid of you. They had to be sure you wouldn’t try to help, and when they came
to bdieveyouwould...”

“... they decided to kill me. | understood that aready.”

“Exactly. So Narim sent you to stay with me.”

“So what was Iskendar talking about? What Narim found... hisplan... betrayd...”

| picked at ahard lump of bread I’ d pulled from my pack, and it crumbled in my hand. “Narim alowed



you to go into Cor Neuill even though he knew there was arisk you would be recognized. He had to see
what happened when you were near the dragons. And then he brought you to Cor Talaith to save your
life. There' s plenty of guilt to go around, and |skendar wanted to make sureyou felt it. It was my fault
that Desmond suspected the Elhim. It was your fault that his suspicions were confirmed. As soon as
Desmond knew you were here, Cor Talaith was doomed.”

“| shouldn’t have come.”

“Narim knew you would never agreeto stay hereif you suspected what might happen. That’ swhy he hid
it fromyou. That was his secret. Soin away Iskendar was right. Narim betrayed you by letting you go
into such danger. By lying to you. He betrayed the Elhim by alowing you to come here when he knew
the likely consequences.”

“Desgth Bringer... Why did he say that | would destroy usdl?’

“What do you think would happen if the dragons were taken awvay—freed? Wars of vengeance.

I nvas on—barbarians pouring over the mountains. I skendar believed ahuman wouldn't think of the
consequences. But mainly Iskendar hated Narim. He held Narim responsible for this attack, and even as
he died he wanted revenge. There’ s no surer way to defeat Narim’ s purpose than to make you mistrust
him”

“How can | trust him?’ Heran hisfingersthrough hisdark hair. “Lies, secrets, deception... you' ve not
given me much to work with.”

That was certainly true. | wasn't good at thisword twisting. “Y ou can either believe the onewho tried to
kill you or believe the oneswho saved your life. Narim wishesyou noiill. He and Davyn and Tarwyl and

the others have risked everything to protect you. I’ [l swear it on whatever you choose. By my honor asa
daughter of the Ridemark, I'll swear it.”

| did not look away asthe Senai stared at me, weighing my truth. Everything I’ d said was truth. Just not
all of thetruth. But | was no Udema shopkeeper who could not meet the tax collector’ seyesas|
fingered my skimmed-off tally in my pocket. | didn’t know whether he believed me or just decided there
was no purpose in asking me any more, for he gathered up his meager provisions and jerked his head
toward the track that led up the ridge beyond the lake of fire. | stuffed my food bag back into my pack
and took out after him.

After haf an hour of hard climbing, MacAllister broke hisslence. “How old isNarim?’

| was surprised at the question, so surprised | couldn’t think of aconvenient lie. So | revealed what
Narim would rather have kept secret. “Older than you can imagine.”

“It was Narim who poisoned the |ake and endaved the dragons, wasn't it? All those years ago. He had
studied the dragons, and he was clever, and he figured out how to do it, thinking he was saving his

people.”

“Hewas only sixteen. Aninfant by Elhim standards. They were desperate. He never meant it to be
forever.”

| was ready to bring out all the arguments Narim had concocted over the yearsto explain what he had
done, but I didn’'t need them. MacAllister nodded his head and kept walking. “Whatever Narim’ s guilt, it
doesn’'t matter. Weadl have our guilts. You cantdl him I’ll do whatever | can.”

Onemoretime | named him aweskling fool. But only in the front of my mind.



The day seared our eyeswith its brightness, the drifts of dirty, ice-crusted snow scattered acrossthe
lower dopes of the Carag Huim receding even as we passed.

MacAllister was quiet as we walked. His face was hard, his shoulderstight, and | had to double-step to
keep up with him. What was he thinking? He replied to my inane comments about the path and the
terrain and the weather with the fewest possible words.

We stopped at midday to eat and rest, and | decided we' d best get clear on our plans before we came
to settled lands. “ Since thiskal didn’t tell you what to do next, we' Il haveto find Narim.”

MacAllister looked up in surprise. “Oh, but he did tel me.”
“Thedragon? It spoke to you?’
“Yes Certanly.”

“Thejourna said they formed words—avariety of soundsthat made alanguage—Ilike men and Elhim
do. | heard nothing like that.”

MacAlligter frowned thoughtfully. “It’s hard to describe. Y ou' reright; it was nothing like the journal said.
| spoke aswe practiced... | asked what | had to do to set the othersfree, but hisanswer... it was
certainly not words aswe think of them.” Hiswonder at his own telling erased the dour expression he
had worn since Cor Talaith. “It'sjust been so long... he'sso wild... hiswords have become mere
patterns of tone and inflection. Only dight resemblance to speech. More like music. | had to shapethe
sounds into words myself, so | missed agreeat ded, | think.”

Easy to guessthat his madness would take the form of music. He was so calm and sure of himsdlf... and
itwasal so stupid. | jabbed my knifeinto adab of hard cheese and dmost diced off my finger. “What
did he answer, then? Did he tell you a magic spell? Or perhaps he says you must ask each dragon
politely what' s needed to set it free?’

“No.” Hisgloved fingersfumbled idly with adried gpple while his mind went back to that fetid cavern.
“He knew dl about what happened when | wasin prison, as| grew... weak... and Roelan grew wild.
He seemed to know | couldn’t sing again, though that part was confusing, and he kept saying something
like*let the desert loosethewind.” Hesaid | must *find my own'—that | must hunt down his‘ brother
bent with the sadness of theworld.” | think he means meto find Roelan.”

“It would make sense, would it not? Since you were such close friends.”

MacAllister laughed, an exasperated, hopelesslaugh, but filled with good humor. “It might make senseto
adragon, but he didn’t tell me how to identify Roelan, or how to speak to him without the lake water, or
what he meant when he said | had to become Rodlan’s ‘third wing.” ”

Shock had me on my feet. “Become his—" | choked before saying the words. No one outside the
Ridemark wasto hear them. No one. If any clansman spoke them carelessly, evenin hisown tent, his
tongue would be severed ingtantly by hiswife or his children or his parents.

“You know what it means,” said the singer softly, watching me stuff the cheese and my waterskin into my
pack and throw the bag over my shoulder.

“Y ou mustn't say those words ever again. If any clansman heard you, it would be far worse than what
you' ve suffered aready. .. and for me, too. They would think | told you. Damnation! Forget them.” |
garted down the path again. If | could have run from him, | would have doneit.



He caught up with me quickly. “Y ou’ ve not said them. Keldar did, and | have, and if you tell me what
they mean, | won't haveto say them again. If you don't tell me, then dl thisiswasted.”

“You don't understand.”
“l think | do.”

“It’' s part of aritua—the most sacred, the most secret of al the Ridemark rituals. It'sworse than desth
to betray thewords. | can’'t do it. | won't.”

He stopped me, forcing meto look at him, at his dark eyesthat had once been filled with holy visons...
at the mangled hands that rested so heavily on my shoulder. “I have lived worse than death, and my feet
dtill walk the earth. Y ou’ ve done the same. Y ou’ ve forsworn your vengeance. .. and | know what that
meansto one of the Ridemark. Y ou’ ve saved my life at the cost of your own redemption and your
everlasting guilt, because you' ve sworn to do as Narim asks. Y ou know he would ins<t that you tell me.”

Had Narim been with us, | would have broken his neck. | wanted to spit out the gall in my mouth. “Itis
therite performed after aRider dies, when anew Rider is mated to the kai and its bloodstone.”

“ And the words?”’

“Thekal issurrounded by Riderswith bloodstones. It is controlled and goaded to fury until it spews out
its deadliest fire, white-hot fire that can melt stone and incinerate an entire forest in one breeth. The
words—the seven invocations—are said when the chosen Rider takes the dekai’ cet—the bloodstone
that has been forever bound to that dragon—and he walksinto the fire, taking control of the kai,
becoming one with it so that hiswill becomesthe will of the beast, and his body burnswith the inner fire
of the beast, and the beast will bow down when he steps close and alow him to ride. Does that please
you? Areyou satisfied?’

Understanding dawned on hisface... and resignation. | wanted to hit him, curse him, anything to make
that expression go away. He hitched his pack higher on his back and walked down thetrail. | followed
after, sck at heart, wanting to forget the conversation, to pretend | had never spoken. But | could not.

“Y ou must understand that it' simpossible. Y ou don't have Rodlan’ s dekai’ cet, and there’ sno possibility,
absolutely no possibleway, for you to get it. Y ou can command a dragon with any bloodstone, but to
joinwithit, to step into itsfire, you must have the dekai’ cet, the one that has been bound to it since the
beginning, since the Elhim first controlled them. We' ve never been able to bind asecond stoneto a
dragon, whether we have its dekai’ cet or not. The rite never works for asecond stone. So you can't do
it.”

“I won’'t need a bloodstone.”
“Of course you need abloodstone. Without its protection, you'd burn. You' d—"

“The absence of the bloodstone must be the key to setting them free. To create the bond... to become
one... without the stone. He said | must go as ayoungling. In nakedness, he said, but | knew hewasn't
referring to clothes. He doesn't understand clothes.”

By thetime| recovered enough wit to close my mouth and follow him, hislong legs had reached the
bottom of the dope, and he had disappeared through arocky tunnel that led into the wild western lands
of Catania, toward Cor Neuill and the other dragon campsin Elyriaand beyond, in search of the beast
he had believed was his god.



Chapter 22

“Why don'’t the blasted twits come back?’ | threw my sword onto the dirt floor and it skidded into the
stone firepit, no doubt nicking the exquisitely perfect edge I’ d just spent most of aday giving it. “How
long can it taketo get alook at four dragons?’

“I don't particularly likethewaiting,” said the singer quietly, “but | can’t say I’ d rather be poking around
adragon camp mysdf just now.”

“YD'I ”

“I know. I'm asniveling coward not worthy of being called aman.” Aidan MacAllister sat in the corner
of the grimy hovd, hisface expressonless, hishands quiet in hislap, exactly where he' d put himself that
morming.

“How can you st there and do nothing for eight hours on end? Y ou’ re driving me mad.”

He d said not aword until I"d spoken to him. He' d not moved, not occupied himself with anything |
could see, yet his eyes had stayed open, staring into nothing. It wasinfuriating. While | could think of
nothing but climbing to the top of the sod roof and screaming at every Ridemark clansman in Elyriato
come and fight me, the Senai sat on the damp, filthy floor ascam asan old granny.

“Practice,” hesaid. “I wouldn’t recommend the schooling though.”

“Pitiful,” 1 snapped, and for the fiftieth time that day | stepped outside the door of the hut into the rutted
dung pit that passed for aroad. | peered into the distance, watching for any Elhim approaching the cluster
of hovelsthelocas caled the village of Wyefedd. It wasfar too much of aname for the fivefilthy shacks
and the half-burned “ stable’—a lean-to that had housed no beast but rats for at |east ten years. For one
who had been born in apalace, MacAllister certainly knew more about the nastiest placesin the kingdom
to bed down than any Rider would ever guess.

Wyefedd lay just north of Vdlior, outside the small dragon camp of Fandine, which housed dragons and
Riderswho had been injured in battle. Since leaving the mountains of the Carag Huim, we had been
working our way toward Valior and the large dragon camps of centra Elyria, staying on back roads,
avoiding cities and people and the persstent Ridemark patrols. Since there was no reason to believe
“his’ kai, the one he named Roelan, was any more likely to be there than at Cor Marag, or L’ Clavor, or
Aberthain, or in any of the twenty other dragon camps throughout the kingdom, MacAllister decided that
wewould visit Cor Neuill last. Though it was the first Ridemark encampment we passed, thesinger’s
snesking vigt with the lesther merchant would ensure that it was closdly watched.

Wetraveled a night. During the day we dept out in stables or sheds or sometimesin deazy innswherea
whigper to the landlord would get you aroom that no royd guardsman or Ridemark officer would ever
be dlowed to find.

“| thought you were wel comed everywhere, fed and lodged without having to pay,” I'd said to
MacAllister one morning aswe lay down in a deserted, sod-roofed shack next to an abandoned coal pit.
“How do you know about these vile places?’

“Because those who lived in these circumstances had the same claim on me as the high commander of the
Ridemark.”

The Senal would answer whatever | asked of him, but no longer anything beyond it. Everything had
changed since the cursed | skendar had planted his vile seeds. Though no less gently spoken, Aidan



MacAlligter had closed himsdlf up again. | believed hewould name me hisdly, but it was clear heno
longer trusted me. Fair enough.

We had found Davyn and Tarwyl on the VValior road ten days after leaving Cor Tdaith. Or perhapsitis
more accurate to say they found us. On a sultry dawn as we approached the turnoff to Grimroth Lair, our
first dragon camp, we narrowly escaped running into a roadblock that had sprung up in the night. Aswe
lay panting in adry hedgerow, caked with dust and sweet after a half-league sprint down awagon road, |
told the Senai for the hundredth time that we needed to find Narim. “He' Il know whet to do. He' s had
enough yearsto think about every possibility. Even if we get to a camp with our heads intact, how do you
propose to get insde? One dip will have you back inyour cdll.”

MacAllister shook hishead. “I can't wait for Narim to decide what bit of his plan to reved to metoday.
He started me on this venture, but I’ m the one who hasto finish it.”

“Thenwhy am | here? 1’ ve no intention of risking my neck for your private adventure. It'sonly my
swearing to Narim that kegps me with you. If you're not interested in hisplan, I’ll be off in a heartbest.
But what would you do then? Once you get inside acamp, how do you think to keep the dragons from
cooking you while you figure out what to do? Will you sing to them?’

We were both tired from constant hiding and running, and we hadn’t even begun the search. He just
didn’'t seetheimpossihility of it, and | couldn’t make my tongue keep till. | wanted him to lash out, to
explode in anger at the crud things | said to him, to demand to know what | was hiding, so perhaps|
would have no excuse to hide it anymore. But al he did was bury hisanger. “Of course you're right.
Send him whatever message you want. But I'm going ahead.” | wanted to kick him.

We backtracked half aday’ swalk to awretched little market town called Durvan. Half the houses and
shops were burned rubble, and the other half were worse: dark little hovels with sagging sod roofs,
rotting timbers, and filthy rugs hung over the doorsto keep out the rain and wind. Pigsrooted in the
lanes, and people emptied dopsjarsright outside their doors. | never could see why people would think
such places were better than tents. No one in the town would look you in the eye, and no one looked as
if they’ d had adecent medl in ayear.

Just at the edge of the houses sat the Bone and Thistle, the inn where Davyn had been working at the
time MacAllister was rel eased from prison. We found two Elhim working there, agroom and a pot boy,
neither of them familiar to me. They clamed not to know our friends and didn’t want anything to do with
us. They just about chewed their boots when we made a sideways mention of Cor Taaith. But just
before nightfal, when we dipped into the local market to restock our food supplies, we saw Davyn and
Tarwyl playing draughts on an upended barrdl.

They continued their game as we strolled past, and showed no sign that they knew us. | thought for a
moment we must be wrong. One Elhim |ooks very much like another. But MacAllister said he could not
mistake the hair that dwaysfell over Davyn’sleft eye nor Tarwyl’ s nose that had been broken and
healed crooked, so he assumed they were being cautious. We followed their lead and did not search
them out, but took our time leaving the town. Sure enough, at nightfall, just asweleft thelast straggling
shacks behind, two Elhim drifted onto the roadway two hundred paces ahead of us. We kept our
distance and made sure no other travel ers were watching as we followed the two down anarrow track
into athickly wooded glade. They were waiting with alantern and outstretched hands.

“By the One!” said Davyn. “We d dmost given up on you. Not aword, not aglimpse, not ahint of your
whereabouts until Greek and Salvor sent the news. You'll probably hear agreat sigh of relief go up
through the land. We ve set watchers everywhere.”



“It seemed prudent to stay hidden,” said the Senai. “We' ve had awicked time avoiding Ridemark
patrols. | would as soon have kept it that way, but Lara seemsto think we' || never accomplish anything
without Narim. | havelessfaith in hisplans. | can get peoplekilled well enough on my own.”

“We ve known therisk ever sncewetook Larain,” said Davyn. “Y ou must understand that it could
have happened anytime. And I skendar and his followers agreed to that risk. They never regretted helping
her, no matter what the consequences would be. And they never regretted helping you either. Y ou could
have stayed there in peace forever if—"

“If I hadn’t given them reason to believe | was il interested in gods and dragons.”

“Yes. | seeyou’ ve come to some understanding of the attempt on your life. When we saw your beacon,
al knew what it could mean. Narim... al of us... tried to make Iskendar listen to reason. He didn't have
to agree with us, al he had to do was get out and live. But he wouldn't. It'snot your fault.” Davyn laid
hishand on MacAllister’ sarm.

The Senal didn't welcomeit, but he didn’t shake it off either. “Perhapsif | had known some of this
earlier, we might have been ableto avoid the event aswdll asthe guilt. So whereis Narim?”

“He shdping the survivorsfind a place to settle until we can find anew sanctuary. With your permission,
we Il send him newsright away. Heismost concerned. .. most anxious, asyou can imagine, to find out
what’ s happened with you. .. what happened with Keldar. We ve al wondered...”

“We need to keep moving. I'll tell you about Keldar aswe go.”

Aswe et out again on the darkening road, MacAllister was gloomy and untakative. The Elhim enjoyed
themsdves as dways. Davyn clapped Tarwyl on the back. “Never will | go plotting without you, friend.
‘Sitinthe market,” you said. ‘ After thirteen days of hiding, they’Il need supplies’”

Tarwyl laughed his deep-throated laugh, aways unexpected from a soft-faced Elhim. “At least you
remembered to bring your kit. I’ ll have to share your cup and dig into my purse to buy achange of shirt!”

| brought up the rear and watched for pursuit. Someone had to keep amind on danger.

In the three weeks since that day, we had visited three dragon camps. Tarwyl and Davyn would work
their way into thelair, posing as an ironmonger’ s assistants looking for custom from the Ridemark, or
supply clerks hunting work. MacAllister instructed them to watch for any dragon that |ooked older than
average and had either an oddly formed shoulder or back, or one that seemed to draw an unusual
number of birdsabout it. Idiot. He might aswell have told them to look for Grimaldi the dwarf king, the
enchanted swan Ludmilla, or any other creature from his myth songs. But the Elhim took the Senai’ s
word as god-spoken. At thefirst three camps they had found no possibilities, and now we sat in the
hove near Fandine, waiting, waiting, waiting—interminably waiting.

“Atlagt!” The sunwaslow when | saw the two dight figures coming over therisein the road at the edge
of Wyefedd. | yelled at the two asthey strolled casudly toward our hiding place. “Can you lift your feet
any dower?’ | said. “We ve had such an exciting day waiting for you, | can’t bear it to end.”

“WEe re saving something for the journey back,” said Davyn.
| felt MacAllister jump up in the darkness behind me. *Y ou found something?’

“There arefour dragonsin Fandine. One of them hasa‘bad wing.” We didn't seeit, but the smith told us
of it. We could see flocks of birds over the place whereit lay. It seemsthefirst possbility.”



“WEe ll gointonight,” said MacAlliger. “ Show me how to find him.”

With aburned stick Tarwyl drew amap on a scrap of wood, showing alittle-used path into the lair, the
guard posts, the outbuildings, the Riders huts, and the gpproximate position of thekal.

“How will you know if he sthe one, Aidan?’ asked Davyn. “Y ou' ve never told uswhat you plan.
Perhaps we should wait for Narim. He should catch up with us any day now.”

“Laramust command it to say itsname, just as she did with Keldar that first time,” said the Senal, pulling
his cloak about his shoulders.

Davyn was horrified. “But you said you dmost—"
“I wasn't dying; Keldar was. | fdtit fromhim. ThistimeI’ll beready. Let'sgo.”

“Wait!” | said asthe Elhim followed the Senai out the door. *Y ou might ask me—" But by thetime|
shouldered my armor bag, they were aready hadfway through the village. | had to shove my way through
aclot of five nagging beggar children to catch them before they disappeared.

MacAllister strode the half league through the stickery brush and stunted trees to the boundary of thelair
asif thelegions of the Ridemark were on his hedls. While Davyn and Tarwyl scouted the path into the
lair, the two of us crouched behind awal of crumbling red sandstone and looked down on Fandine.
Short bursts of sharp-tongued, blue-orange fire stresked across the darkening sky. Balefire, my clan
cdledit, for its color and intengity told usthat the kal wasin pain—and thuslikely to blast anything that
wandered within athousand paces of its snout. Wounded kai were exceedingly dangerous.

“I'm sorry you haveto go,” said MacAllister softly, breaking hislong silence asif he had read my
thoughts. “If | could spare you, | would.”

A ka screamed in the distance, the cry echoing from the red dliffs behind us and before us, and the Senai
shuddered at the sound.

“We can stop now,” | said. “Even if they were once asyou believe, they are no longer. They'rekillers.
They have no minds. Y ou’' ve been deceived. Narim has—"

“Haswhat?’ Hisdark eyesflared, reflecting the blue-orangefire of the wounded kai.
| couldn’t answer. “Wait and talk to him.”

“No.” He pointed toward the spot at the cliff edge where Davyn had just regppeared and was beckoning
usto hurry.

We used the last of the daylight to creep down the steep path—if one could cal acrumbling, boot-wide
seam in the cliff face apath. At every step more of the red stone dissolved to powder under our feet or
gplit into tiny pebblesthat skittered down the sheer drop beside us. By the time we wedged ourselves
into the too-smdll crack in the base of the path where Tarwyl waited, the only light was afading red glow
inthewest. Thelair itsdf lay in darkness.

“A quarter of theway around the lair to your right, just below that cone-shaped spire,” said Tarwyl. “Just
as| drew it. There are three Rider huts dong the way; only thefirst two are occupied.”

A thunderous bellow split the night, and the spouit of firelit the valey. MacAllister’ sface grew sorigid
that | thought his skin must split and show the iron benegth it.



“They don’'t wander... the wounded ones?’ said MacAllister, hiseyesfixed on the bilious streaks fading
inthe sky.

“No. Only if its Rider commandsit. If it isnot allowed to go to ground where it chooses, it will stay in
one place until it healsor dies”

| was donning my armor as | answered him. MacAllister had, of course, not brought his. A worried
Davyn started to speak, but another bellow—grinding, shrill, murderous—cut him off. By thetime the
echoes had died away, | had finished lacing my boots, and Tarwyl had given asmall lantern to
MacAlliger.

“I'll carry that,” | said, jamming my helm over my hair to mask the last evidence that | was awoman.

“Y ou stay behind me, just out of the light.” | hung my coiled whip on my belt and patted my belt pouch to
make sure my emergency gear was dill init. | didn’'t want MacAllister to seewhat I’ d brought. 1t might
worry him. It might make him leave me behind.

“The blessings of the One Who Guides go with you,” said Davyn. “We€ |l be waiting for you right here.”

MacAllister pressed hishand and Tarwyl’ s, and then turned to me with amocking bow. * To our doom,
Midtress Lara,“ he said, raising his dark eyebrowsto pull his eyeswide open. ” Shal we be the dragon’s
saviorsor its supper?* Then he motioned meto lead.

A hoat, stinking wind gusted through the narrow, steep-sded valley. Because the only kai inthelair were
wounded, they could be held in tighter quarters. Thetighter, the better, clan lore said. Perhaps because it
was more like the caves to which the dragons would go to hedl or dieif they were dlowed.

We crept past vast pens crammed with goats that surged againgt the stout fences in waves of bawling
terror a every blast of balefire. Beyond the herd pens were afew wooden sheds built up against the cliff
walls: acookshed, asmithy, a storehouse, agranary, a shelter for the women who cooked and served
the Riders, and one for the drovers who kept the herd pensfilled. A hospice for wounded Riders sat at
thefar end of the valey, far from the noisy, stinking pens. Lantern lightsflickered in severd of the
buildings, and two daves were hauling a heavy dopswagon dowly toward the piggties.

We held up for amoment in the shelter of awood cart until the wagon had passed. A heavyset man took
apiss outside the smithy and then went back insde, shutting off the orange glare flooding out of hisdoor.
A short distance beyond our position, adry, rutted wagon road angled to the right into anarrow cleft in
the cliff wall—the main entrance to the lair. The guard posts would be at the far end of it. Unlessyou
were holding hostages, you didn't need guard postsinside adragon lair. To our |eft we could seethefirst
Rider hut, its back to us. It faced the center of the lair where the kal were held captive by thering of
bloodstones. We would either have to cross the open expanse of the road behind the Rider’ shut, or risk
the Rider—or a dragon—spotting us as we went on the darker, more dangerous front side of the huit.

| chosetheroad. A mistake. No sooner had we stepped onto it than a party of horsemen came galloping
out of the cleft—on ustoo quickly for usto dive back into our shelter. Two of them were Riders, very
drunk from the sounds of their bawdy singing; two more were other clansmen equdly drunk, each with a
woman astride behind him. One horse carried two more women—drunk enough or stupid enough that
they didn’t know how difficult it wasfor adrunken Rider to control hisinner fire when he was mating.
They would likely be dead before morning. The other two horsemen were servants carrying torches. The
Riders horsesreared asthe party pulled into amilling knot no more than fifty paces from MacAllister
and me, the women laughing and squealing like pigs. The men dismounted and turned the horses over to
the servants. | thought we might escape notice in the confusion. But one of the servantslifted historch
high and cdled out, “Who' sthere?’



No timeto think. No time to delay. | had to keep them away from us. | pulled out my whip and whirled
about to face MacAlligter, keeping my back to the Riders party. “Onyour knees,” | said quietly, “and
do exactly as| say.” | cracked the whip on either sde of him to drown out any protest he might make.
Voices carried exceedingly well in alair. Unfortunately mine was awoman’ s voice—entirely
ingppropriate for onein Rider’ sarmor. “Y ou must be my voice,” | whispered. “ Tell them your nameis
Ger, and you' ve brought in an injured kai from Gondar and a Senai card cheat from Vdlior. Say it likea
Rider.”

Asl| cracked the whip again, raising spouts of dust and dried mud, MacAllister dropped to his knees
with asted-eyed glare. “ Stay away!” He screamed out the words I” d told him—remembering to use the
old tongue and the very voice of besotted arrogance that would be expected. “1’ [l take my pleasure with
the Senal vermin undisturbed; then I’ [l join you and see what revel's can be found in this pitiful excusefor
acamp.”

Blast them, | thought. The clansmen stood watching, swilling from bloated wineskins while the women
wrapped themselves obscenely around their waists.

“We' re going to haveto play it out,” | whispered as| kicked MacAllister sorawling and wrapped athong
of my whip about hiswrigts.

He screamed out, “Never again, Senai. Never will you think to cheat a clansman of the Ridemark!” Then
he struggled to get up, whispering back to me with the dightest edge of anxiety behind hissmile, “Aslong
asyou don't get to like this”

| kicked him again and stuck the point of my rapier under hischin.

“Now wheat to do with you,” he snarled, then followed with a string of cursesthat | wouldn't have
imagined he knew. “ Something fitting for a Senai donkey.”

| coached him, and he played it well. Sheathing my sword and yanking on the whip, | tretched his hands
over hishead and dragged him away from the drunken party toward the wood cart. He helped by
digging in hisfeet asif to get up and fight, but would prope himself forward so that it wouldn’t betoo
obviousthat it wasn't easy for meto drag him. Severd times he ssumbled onto hisback, and | had to
drag him on it until he could get purchase with hisfeet again. | dared show no mercy. When we had
covered the distance to the wood cart, he dragged himsalf dowly to al fours, working to get his breath,
while pulled manacles and chain from my pack and dangled them high in the torchlight. The onlookers
laughed and cheered and whistled.

“Ask them if they approve,” | said. “Hurry. Keep them amused, and they won't get involved.”
“One moment.” He gasped; then he looked up and saw what | held. “Oh, gods...”

“Say it

“So you approve?’ he screamed, dl the while shaking hishead. Then, quietly, “No... no... | most
certainly do not.”

Asthe drunkards cheered, | kicked him flat again, stepped on his chest, and loosened the whip enough
that | could lock the iron bands about his scarred wrists. “1 don’t know any other way,” | said. Then,
without looking at hisface, | attached the length of chain to the rings bolted to the wood wagon. “We Il
go between them and the Rider’ shuts, just like I’ m planning to take possession of the empty one. It'sthe
only way.”



It seemed to take two hoursfor MacAllister to drag the wood cart the fifteen hundred pacesto the
deserted Rider hut. The wagon was three-quarters loaded, heavy and cumbersome. Our audience
cheered as we passed them by. | saluted with my sword and repeatedly laid thewhip asclose as | dared
to the Senai. Once | grazed him on his cheek, and another time on his shoulder, ripping histunic and
drawing asmothered curse from him. He flinched dutifully with each crack, and | believed there was
more truth to his groaning effort than he would care for anyone to know.

Once we were past them, the onlookers seemed to remember their own plans and staggered toward the
occupied Rider’ shuts, calling out that | should come join them when I’ d had enough of my vengeance.

“Tell them to save you awoman,” | told MacAlligter.
But he was panting and heaving, and shook hishead. “Can't.”

Soingtead | raised my sword again and whirled it in circles above my heed. | didn’t let him stop until we
reached the third hut, and even then | scouted the area thoroughly before | unlocked his bonds.

He bent over, resting his head and arms on the side of the cart. “ Thank the Seven, it wasn’t fully loaded,”
hesad.

“We ve got to get moving. The Riders and their friends were drunk enough to forget us, but the servants
weren't. They' |l ask about the new arrival.”

“Y ou're very resourceful and your plan worked, but next time you might warn me.” MacAllister
straightened, stretching his shoulders and back, wincing as he rubbed hiswrists. “I could at least practice
my name-caling.”

Trying toignore hiseyes on me, | took the kai’ cet from its case, dipped it into itsleather collar, and tied
it about my neck so | could have both handsfree. Then | pulled on my gauntlets, ssowed the manacles
and chain in my pouch, and coiled my whip. | didn’'t need to see MacAllister’ s expression to sense how
hewas revolted. “If you weren't such asniveling fool, you might give our safety abit more
congderation,” | blurted out. “I, for one, have no wish to die, so | don’t walk naked into the most
dangerous placesin the universe.”

Without | etting him speak any more teasing foolishness, | tramped into the darkness, aiming for the
cone-shaped spire Tarwyl had described. MacAlligter trailed silently behind as | picked my way around
the pitsand cracksin the iron-hard earth. Though there was asmal risk of the yellow lantern glow being
spotted by one of the Ridersringing thelair, | wasn't about to fal into some blast fissure and bresk aleg.
| picked up the pace. We needed to hurry.

A thousand paces from the Rider hut we began to feel rumbling beneath our feet and hear the muted,
angry grumbling of thekai. A blast of blue-orange fire to our left caused me to stop for amoment whilel
congdered which way was shorter to get around amonstrous heap of rubble. MacAllister caught up with
me as| moved off againto theleft. “You'll command him to spesk hisname, just like thefirst time with
Keldar?’

“If that’ swhat you want.”

“Whatever happens after... you must get away as quickly asyou can. If it snot Roelan, I'll beright on
your heds”

“And how will you manage that? It ssemslike you had to be carried before. I” ve dragged you far enough
tonight.”



“l can dowhat | haveto do. I'venowishtodie”

| didn’t say anything. He caught my shoulder and made me stop and look at him—the last thing | wanted
to do with the baefire glaring in the sky just beyond the next rise. “Promise me you' Il keep yoursdlf safe)”
hesaid. “Please. It will help agrest dedl to know you' ve sworn it, because anything you've sworn to, |
know you'll do, no matter how much you hateit. Then | won't have to worry about you.”

Hedidn’t know just how good | was at compromising my swearing. “I promise,” | said. “Now canwe
get thisdone?’

Thekal lay buried in carrion. It had blasted a deep hole in the earth in avain attempt to go to ground.
Herd beasts had been driven in to feed it, and many of them had fallen into the pit where the kai could
not reach them with either itsfire or itsjaws. So they lay unesten, bloated and rotting, while theinjured
dragon roared itsfury and pounded itstail. A charnd pit, the smell so foul that | came near vomiting up
my last week’ sfood.

Blue flame spewed into the air aswe lay on the ground at the top of therise. MacAllister had pulled his
shirt over hisnose and mouth, hisface the sick blue of the balefire.

| knew from thefirst it was the wrong dragon. It was not old enough. The brow ridges were not the most
reliableindicators, but | had seen fifty dragons older than this one. And the left wing thet lay partidly
unfurled, twitching so awkwardly, had clearly been broken in battle. The Elhim said that Roelan was one
of the seven eldest dragons, and that the legend that named him hunchback was as old as his name. Any
gathering of birds about thiska would be only the hardiest of vultures, desiring the rotting mest the kai
could not reach.

“It'snottheone,” | said to the Senai, trying to explain, trying to make him giveit up.
But MacAllister shook his head. “We ve comethisfar; we must be sure”

And he dared call me stubborn! | drew out my whip, in case the beast could get about on one wing
better than it looked, and with a certainty that | was wasting what remained of my life, | scrambled and
did down therocky dope until | was standing much too closeto thekal.

“Teng zha nav wyvyr,” | cried, drawing its attention, its hatred, and itsfire dl at once. It bellowed so
horrificaly that | feared that Aidan’s skull would shetter. My own came near it. | caled on the
bloodstone and fought for control, laboring to build a cocoon of safety about MacAllister and me. If | et
go, if 1 showed any weakness, the fire would creep closer and destroy us. Thiswas avery different beast
from the one they cdled Keldar.

“Speak your name, beast,” | shouted. “ Speak the name your brothers cry out; speak the name your
sgerscdl, the name your younglings heed.”

It just did not want to obey me. It writhed inits pit until the stench of the churned-up carrion made me
gag. It screeched and bellowed and grumbled like alive volcano. It dapped itstail so hard | could
scarcely keep my balance. The monstrous head hung above me, the flaming red eyes like twin sunsfrom
my worst nightmares—murderous, damned eyes. | commanded it again. “ Speak your name!”

A ferocious bellow, louder and more violent than any so far, dammed me to my knees. My whip dipped
from my fingers that were suddenly unable to grasp. | could not rise, could not think, could not hear
anything but the roaring, twenty paces from my head. The noise wouldn't stop, though the kai’ s mouth
was closed, and it was searching, searching with its hellish eyes. Its nostrils flared, and its head dipped.
Control. | had to maintain control. | screamed at the kai to hold its burning—but | could not hear my



own words, only theroar in my ears. | screamed at it again and commanded my musclesto work. Never
had | been laid so flat by adragon’s cry. Now perhaps | understood what Aidan felt. Aidan...

| scrambled to my feet, grabbing my whip and loosing it at the davering jaws gaping al too near my head.
The head jerked away. Thekai unfurled its uninjured wing and strained with it, while drumming the
broken one on the ground, desperate to fly. Pain and anger were driving it into frenzy. Searing blasts of
heat passed to each side of me. | could hear nothing but the roaring in my ears.

The dragon lurched halfway out of its pit, blasting constant fire. | tried to remember the lie of the rocky
hillside as | backed away up the dope. | dared not turn my back. Careful, careful. Make sure the
snout comes no closer. Make sure the head stays up and the angle of the fire stream stays steep or
you'll beash... But | had only two eyes and too little practice. | didn’t see the undamaged wing.sweep
around behind and graze my left leg with its poisonous edge, dicing through my leather greave asif it
were paper and through the flesh underneath asif it were air. | staggered backward, trying to stay
upright, for afall was sure death. But my boot found no purchase, and the side of my foot hit the side of a
hole, bending my ankle sdeways much farther thet it should. My leg was aready in agony from thelong,
deep cut and the sticky yellow dragon venom egting away the tissue. My ankle refused to hold me up,
and with curses| could not hear over theroaringinmy ears, | fell. | might havefdlen al theway down
the dopeinto the ka’ s pit, except that | landed right in Aidan MacAllister’ slap.

Chapter 23

| could not stand aone when the Senai got me back upright, for my ripped leg kept folding up undernesth
measif it had forgotten its purpose. The only thing | could hear was the torrent of noise from the dragon
behind and below us. MacAlligter’ s chest was rumbling as he held me, so | knew that he was saying
something, but | tried to make him understand that the bellowing wasjust too loud. Damnably awkward.
Drops of blood rolled down hisface like tears, joining the dribble from the lash mark on his cheek.

Fire exploded below us, and MacAllister dragged me up the dope, motioning that we' d best hurry. It
was annoying the way he kept waving at meinstead of speaking louder. Once over therise he put his
arm around my wals, | gripped his shoulder, and we started back the way we' d come. At first we
couldn’t go three steps without getting our feet tangled, and | yelled at him to follow my lead, but |
couldn’t even hear mysdf. He held up hisfingers, one and then two, one and then two, telling me with
gestures how we would proceed. On the count of one, we would step with our outer legs. On two he
would step with hisinner leg, and | would most certainly not step on mine. He tapped the rhythm on my
ribs as we went. We got faster and smoother, and soon we were back to the herd pens. A dark shape
stumbled out of thefirst Rider hut and hurried into the wilderness toward the blaze of orangefire.

Though we had moved a considerable distance from the raging kai, the noise was asloud as ever. But

ka never screamed so long at once, and at last the thought penetrated my thick head that something was
wrong with my hearing. | pounded and dug at my ears, trying to unclog them, to let the roaring out,
anything to make them work right again. Locked insde mysdlf with thefirein my leg and the terrible
noise, | was sure | waslosing my mind. MacAllister gragped my hands and pulled them away, then
pressed his gloved fingers on my chin and forced meto look a him. He was not smiling, but his ook was
telling methat everything would bedl right if | just wouldn’t panic. Easy for him to say.

“Too loud,” he said. | could clearly see the words he formed, though | couldn’t hear them. “Too close. It
will taketime.” Then he put hisarm around me again, and helped me across the endless wasteland to the
base of the path. The Elhim were waiting. How in the cursed world were they going to get me up the
path? It wasn't even wide enough for one.

They sat me on thedirt leaning againgt the cliff. Tarwyl brought down my bag to sow my armor and



whip, ready to haul it up the track. MacAllister looped my sword belt about his neck and hung my belt
pouch from his bleeding shoulder. But it was Davyn’s sturdy shoulders across which they draped melike
asack of grain for the most terrifying ascent | had ever made without leaving the earth.

By the time we got back to Wyefedd, my face and fingers were numb, and | was seeing two or five of
everything—clear signs of dragon poisoning. They laid me on the dirt floor of the stable, and ablur of
faces—some of them pale, some of them blood-streaked—hovered over me, mouthing things| could not
hear. | tried to speak camly, determined not to lie there sobbing like a Udemamilkmaid. | needed to tell
them where to find the gilliain my pack, the leavesthat could draw the dragon venom from the wound
beforeit ate through the muscle and bone. But my tongue refused to work, and the yelow light wavered,
and everything was ot in the roaring of my ears. Someone must have touched my leg then, because it
felt like adragon had bitten it off. | screamed, but no sound came out.

Torchlight. Jostling. What were they doing?Vague impressions of being imprisoned with aflock of sheep
while being battered with wooden planks, of begging them to cut off my limb before | lost my mind, of
cool water dripped on my lips, sun-dappled greenery, and aresting place so soft | believed | had falen
from adragon and landed in the clouds. The clouds would have been a peaceful ending but for the
ever-present roaring in my head and the waves of fire that consumed my left Sde over and over again o
that | knew | wasfdling... burning... fdling fromthe sky...

| must be dead. Nothing hurt anymore. Was it the heavy earth that held my eyes closed or gold
coins laid on them by clan brothers at my funeral rites? If only the roaring noise would stop, |
might figure out the truth. At least | was not alone in the realm of death. Spirits tended me, and
their touch was gentle, but nothing of flesh, so | wept beneath the cold weight on my eyes. It was
fearful to be dead. “ Oh, please, good spirit, speak to me,” | begged, as | sank further into
darkness. “ Touch me with a hand of blood and bone, not these fleshless things.”

And the spirit heeded me, for in my next half waking the hands that eased my fears were made of
flesh. They were not human hands, though, for their shape was wrong and they were so very cold.
But | was not afraid. | recognized their kindness.

A weight lay on my chest like that on my eyes, and it grew heavier with passing time. The
darkness crept into me and around me, and | felt myself melting into it, becoming part of it, losing
all memory and feeling. Drowning. | hungered so for life.

| clasped the spirit’s hands with my own and said, “ If | warm your hands, kind spirit, will you
speak to me ? Will you send me back to the living ? | can’t be dead. | have things | need to do, but
| can *tfind my way back.”

And into the grinding bedlam intruded a sound so magical it might have been the speech of stars,
a brief, haunting breath of music... no wordsthat | could understand, yet the melody penetrated
the chaos and settled in my soul, bringing peace and clarity to order my confusion. | was no
longer afraid, but neither would | yield my last breath if | could helpit. | could see the path that
lay before me, and slowly | began to climb out of the darkness.

The smédll of rain and green grass. Somewhere bacon was cooking. Theroaring had falen silent. | heard
only random snapping against a background of insect sounds— swarming locusts perhaps. The cold
weight had been lifted, and | carefully cracked my eyes open, shoving aside the fearful thought that | was
about to look upon the world beyond the last crossing. My clan loremaster had never taught that one
might find bacon in the warrior’ s encampment of the afterlife.

| was confused at firdt. | saw clouds and blue sky and birds high above my head, but the birds were not



moving and the clouds did not change shape as | watched. No sun beat down on my face though the sky
was bright like noonday. | glanced to the left and was Sartled to see wdls. And | was on the inside of
them, so the sky—I looked up again—was painted on acelling. A very high ceiling. Between me and the
wall lay an endless spread of dark green carpet. The room was ashig asakai’ s cavern, brightly colored
and grangdy furnished. A long yellow couch with agray wool blanket thrown onit, two lumpy
shapes—chairs?—shrouded in white. More shrouded shapes sitting on the floor or hung on the pale
yellow walls. | wastucked up in what must be abed, though it was far too large, and | had felt nothing so
softindl my life. | shifted my head very dightly. A dark-haired man in ablue shirt and black vest was
gtting in front of awhite marble hearth, poking a something insgdeit. Theinsect soundswere only
raindrops, falling on a flagstone terrace beyond two doors thrown open to agray day.

“Am | dead?’ The very asking was acomfort, for | could hear my own words through my ears and not
just insde my head. And what dead woman is unsure enough to ask?

The dark-haired man whirled about, wielding along-tined fork with athin dab of half-cooked bacon
skewered on it. On hislean face blossomed a smileto win akingdom. “You tried,” he said, “ but you
weren't very good at it.” He propped the bacon fork on the fire grate and cameto help mesit upon a
bed aslarge as the tent where | was born, supported by more pillows than | thought existed in the world.
The bedsheets werefinelinen, and clean. I’ d never beenin aroom so grand.

MacAlligter poured wine into acrysta goblet and pressed it into my hands. “Until | can get you
something more substantial.” He wore no gloves. “How are you fegling? Limp as plucked weeds, I'd
guess. Canyou redly hear me?’

| shifted my position and got amild but reassuring twinge from my left leg. I d seen many warriorsleft
limbless by dragon venom, and | remembered my maddened begging. My cheeks grew hot. “ Of course |
can hear you. What arewe doing in aplace likethis?’ | tried to focus on the present. He must have done
something stupid; this was not some abandoned hove by the Sde of theroad. “What if someonefindsus
here? We |l have our hands cut off for thieving if the owner catchesus.”

“No need to worry. The owner hasn't been homein avery long time’—hedidn’t look at me—"and he
doesn't mind.”

“Yours...” Though | knew of hischildhood, I’ d never actually connected him with aplace... ahouse...
such agrand house.

“Mmm.” He returned to the hearth, dipped a cup of something from a copper pot, then set it beside the
bed on atable that had legs carved in the shape of birds. Seating himself on the edge of the bed and
biting hislip like afive-year-old child, he dowly and awkwardly lifted a spoon to my mouth. When the
spoon dipped alittle and he spilled half the contents on the sheets, he Sighed, then laughed in
exasperation. “Thiswas easier when no one was watching.”

| took the spoon from hisgnarled fist. “How about if | do this, and you tell me what in the name of Velya
we re doing here?’

“If you'resure...”

| showed him that | could hold the cup with a steady grip and maneuver the spoon much better than he,
and herdlaxed a bit.

“Wall, our activitiesin Fandine set up quite anoisy party, and we had to get out of the way pretty fast.
One of Tarwyl’s cousins found usawool cart, but we needed someplace to take you. We were only haf
aleague from here, but | wasn't sure... Well, it seemsmy cousin hasn't given the place away even after



dl thistime”
Hiscousin. Theking of Elyria. | had never redly believedit.

“Tarwyl found caretakers about the main house, but | knew they wouldn’t bother to come back here. It's
pretty deep in the park. No on€' s lived here since my mother died.” He poked one of hishorrid fingers
through atiny holein the sheet. “ Thisis a guesthouse—the place where she would stow discreet friends
and unpleasant relatives. She' d be horrified to seeit o dusty, insect holesinthelinen... Shedways
wanted it comfortable and welcoming.”

All my life | had scorned those like Aidan MacAllister. | knew more of life; | was stronger, harder, closer
to theworld. | understood their soft, decadent lives, but they could have no concept of mine. But inan
instant | saw how impossibleit wasthat | could understand anyone who had grown up in aplace likethis.
| had never thought of Senai as people with bacon forks and insects and unpleasant kin, with beds and
couches and hospitable mothers. Perhaps there were reasons beyond his own nature that Aidan
MacAllister did not belch and throw his cups on thefloor or strike me when | said something to hurt him.
What was |, who had considered the Elhim cavern apaace, doing in such aplace? | looked down at my
clothes, expecting to see the shabby reminders of my own life. But | was clad in a soft white shift,
high-necked and plain, made of embroidered linen sofineit felt like slk. Nothing undernesthit. | glanced
up quickly.

MacAllister' sfiery red face was averted. “The Elhim... Davyntook... takes care of thosethings...
private things.” He was about to bresk into a swest.

Carefully | set down my cup and pulled apillow to my mouth, trying to smother the sounds that burst
forth unbidden. | needed to hide, lest | reved the truth about testy, vicious Larathe Dragon Rider, who
chewed up men with her fangs and spit them at the world. MacAllister’ s embarrassment shifted to worry.
Frowning, he dragged the pillow away. “What' s the mat—"

But | wasnot in pain, only laughing as| had never laughed in my life. Heturned red al over again, then
exploded into hilarity of hisown. Did he know there was musicin hislaughter?

“Where arethelittletwits?’ | said when | could speak again, knowing full well whose hands it was that
had bathed me and combed my hair and drained my festering wound ten times aday for uncountable
days. “And how long have | been here?’

“Tendays”
“Ten days! And no one' srecognized you? In aplace you' re so well known?’

“No one' slikely to know me anymore. Who would come looking for asinger presumed dead for
seventeen years? Not much profit in that. But the Elhim bring supplies when they come back from a
scout, so I ve no need to go near the main house or the village.”

Back fromascout... My laughter fell dead. “Y ou're not till hunting this phantom dragon?’
His sobered expression was answver enough.

“Y ou can’t mean to go on. We'll not get ten stepsinto any dragon camp. The guardswill betripled. It's
madness even to think of it.” | could not bear to hear hisanswer. | begged the roaring deafnessto return
before he spokeit.

“I’veno choice. But you—"



“Of course you have achoice. There sawaysachoice. Y ou had chains on your wristsin Fandine, and |
had dragon poison in my veins. We could have died, or you could have ended up with your friend Goryx
for therest of your miserable life. And for what? For nothing. We learned nothing. Accomplished
nothing.”

MacAlligter looked stricken—asif I’ d chained his hands again and |eft him naked for the wolves of
winter. “Gods, Lara... | thought you knew... | thought you heard...” He sat on the edge of the bed
beside me. “The dragon in Fandine... her name was Methys, which means ‘ daughter of the summer
wind.” She had dmost forgotten it. There at the end she sang to me, and it waked... aspark. | don't
know. Just for amoment. And then you were hurt, and we brought you here. | thought you were going to
die, andl... I tried... | can't seemtodoit again, but | believed you heard and that it made a difference.”
Hisface waslike those of the starving villagers who came begging at Ridemark camps.

He was mad. There was no other answer. I’ d heard the “song” of the injured dragon in Fandine, and it
was not the glorious melody Aidan had sung to mein my dying. There could be no connection between
such horror and such beauty. But if 1 told him I’d heard hissinging and that it had taken away my fear
and made me chooseto live, it would lead him nowhere but to the dragons. So | couldn't tell him. |
cursed Narim, then, and | cursed the Elhim and my own people and King Devlin, and | cursed the
dragons and the universe that had created such monsters. They had robbed a good and innocent man of
hislife and hisreason, and | could not tell him the truth he yearned to hear lest | be aparty to their
crudty.

“I heard nothing. You'reafool. Y ou can't go on with this, or you' re going to be dead.”

The slencewaslong. | could not meet his gaze while he sat so close. To my relief he moved away to
stand quietly by the hearth. “Ah, well. Foolish. I'm sorry,” he said at last. He picked up a polished oak
gtick that was standing next to the hearth and twirled it idly for amoment. “The Elhim say your ankle was
only sprained, not broken, so you can get up whenever you fed likeit.”

“Now would be nonetoo soon,” | said.

Heforced lightnessinto hiswords. *Y ou hate being down. | can tell that. Even worse than being dragged
around by mad Senai.” The mockery in hissmilewas not for me but for himsdlf. “ Tarwyl even brought
you acaneto start. From another cousin.” He tossed me the stick and grinned. “I’ll help if you need i,
but I’m going to make you ask for it. | figure | can get myself comfortable for along wait.” He flopped
onto the yellow couch, stretched hislong body, and closed his eyes.

Before | had made three circuits of the room leaning on Tarwyl’ s cane, two soggy Elhim burst through
the door from the terrace, dropping an armload of parcels on the carpet. “Laral” shouted Tarwyl.
“You're awake!”

“I can hear very well, thank you,” | said. “Unlessyou keep up theydling.”

“And ready to hike the Carag Huim, it seems,” said Davyn, smiling as hejoined me on the far sde of the
room. “Heding wd|?’

“I'll beready when | needto be,” | said, “for whatever stupidity comes next.”
Davyn laughed uproarioudy. 1 expected no other answer.”

Foolish Elhim. He offered hisarm to escort me back to my bed, for which | was sorely grateful. | would
have crawled on the floor on my belly before asking the Senai.



“What did you find?" said MacAllister. He had popped up the moment the Elhim came in and sat poised
on the edge of the yellow couch like a skittish cat.

Davyn's cheerfulness dropped away with hiswet jacket. “Nothing likely. Precious few dragons about
any of the campsin northern or centra Elyria. We ve covered them al. We did drag back something
interesting, though he lags behind so pitifully he may never arriveto show himsdlf.”

“Patience, you sprout of anocre-weed,” said the Elhim just stepping through the doorway. “Ah, Lara,
you must find anew way of making friends. Wrestling with dragonsis the hard way.”

“Narim.” Not since the worst days of my burning had | so hated the sight of him.

He cameto my bedside, took my hand, and smiled. “Y ou are blooming, my lovely Lara. Aidan has done
well by you.” Sympathy welled up behind hiskind and cheerful face, asif he could read every thought in
my head. “Did | not tell you that this one would change your opinion of Senal?’

“Hehashisuses” | said, averting my eyes. | did not want to acknowledge the bond between Narim and
me until | could avoid it no longer.

Davyn took up MacAllister’ s abandoned bacon fork and was soon busy melting cheese on hot bread
and cooked barley. Tarwyl presented me with my own boaot, the dit down its side skillfully repaired by
yet another Elhim “cousin.” Narim and the Senai sat on either side of the bed making conversation across
me about less than nothing: where the Elhim thought to make their new sanctuary, the futile attemptsto
convince Iskendar to leave Cor Tdaith before the assault, our hunt for Roelan, and our adventurein
Fandine. Nothing of importance. Nothing of the essence—the unyid ding, unforgivable truth.

Davyn served up supper and gossip. “1n Lepan we heard arumor that the host of the Ridemark is
gathered on the Gondari border. The Gondari king has been getting bolder with hisraidsinto the
southern kingdoms. Ten villages destroyed. Two thousand people burned out of their homes.”

“Burned haf of Grenatte before the southern legion chased him back across the border,” said Tarwyl
around amouthful of bread. “The Riders grumble that King Devlin haslost his spine, ashe' still not
crushed these Gondari upstarts or even pursued them with awill.”

“They say MacEachern has sarted shifting thelegionshimsdlf,” said Davyn. “ Always closer to the
border. Alwaysin more vulnerable postions.”

MacAllister propped his chin on hishands. “He strying to force Devlin into an assault.”
“I’ve heard that too,” said Davyn.

“He Il push and provoke the Gondari until there’ sno going back, never understanding why Devlin hasn't
doneit yet.

“Why hasn't he?’ asked Narim, his spoon poised in midair.

But MacAlligter’ smind was far away, and he didn’t answer for along while. And when his outburst
came, it answered a different question atogether. “ Aberthain!” MacAllister legped up from thetable,
damming the hed of hisfist onto thetable. “ Stupid. Stupid. Why didn't | think of it before?’

Narim voiced our question. “Think of what?’ Aberthain was avassal kingdom in the southwestern
mountains. Forever embroiled inlocal disputes. Unimportant.

The Senal was twitching with excitement. “Eighteen yearsago | visited Aberthain. | couldn’'t deep for the



music pounding in my head, so | went out to thelair. I'd never felt Roelan so clearly, so close,
and—prideful, insupportable stupidity—I thought it was something in me that made it so different that
night. Within daysthe dragonsin Aberthain Lair allowed hostagesto go free, and within aweek | was
arrested. All thistime we ve spent hunting in Elyria, but Rolanisin Aberthain. I’'m sure of it.”

Chapter 24

Davyn, Tarwyl, and Aidan left for Aberthain the next morning. Narim and | were to follow more dowly,
alowing metimeto regain strength and mobility before making any attempt to command adragon. |
dreaded the moment Narim and | would be left alone, so | leaned on the cane and trailed Aidan across
the terrace into the lane where the horses were waiting. The damp terrace steamed in the morning
unlight.

“Thelair a Aberthain is near impossibleto get in,” | said, asheloaded his pack on hishorse. “The
surrounding cliffs are asheer drop, and there’ sonly one gate. The road to thelair leads right through the

dty'"
“l remember. | saw it.”

“Y ou heard Davyn. They’'ve got every lair heavily guarded. There will be signs, passwords, inspections.
No Senai will be ableto get into Aberthain Lair. None.”

Aidan cast a solemn glance over hisshoulder. “1 promise | won't go without you, if that’ swhat you're
afrad of.”

“I"'m not efraid of—"

“You'renot afraid of anything. | know.” Only after he'd turned away did | recognizetheteasing glintin
his eyes. He fumbled with his straps for an interminable time and faced me again only when hewas
finished with them. * The Elhim say that when you save someoné slife, that life belongsin part to you.

Y ou' re obligated to participate in its future course—delight in its pleasures, grieve at its sorrows. Davyn
will tell you. So we are inextricably bound together, | think—you, me, and the others. No matter how
much we didikeit." Perhaps he thought his smile could soothe the sting of hiswords.

“And what do the Elhim say if you destroy someone' slife?’ | gave him no smile to ease my words. But
asever, | could not seem to make him angry—only melancholy.

“Ah... that | don’t know. Perhaps it doubles the requirement. Fitting punishment to know you can give
them no comfort, to be unable to heal the wounds you' ve caused. I’ ve given it alot of thought these past

days”

| was ready to tell him that | was not referring to his crime, when Davyn and Tarwyl walked out of the
house with Narim in tow. “ Timeto be off,” said Davyn. “We ve got aplan. We |l meet seven daysfrom
thisat the Red Crown, just outside of Aberswyl. Turns out the cook is—"

“Tawyl’scousn.” MacAllister and | said it at the sametime. The three Elhim chortled and embraced
each other, and with no more than that, MacAllister, Davyn, and Tarwyl were off.

The hoofbeats had scarcely faded, and I’ d not yet taken my eyes from the leafy lane where the three had
disappeared, when Narim voiced the thought | would have died to keep my own. “You love him.”

| did not speak. Instead | returned to Aidan’ s house, stripped off the fine linen shift, and pulled on my
own threadbare russet breeches and coarse brown shirt, my vest of cracked leather, and the repaired



|eather boots.

Only as| twisted my hair into a braid that would keep it out of my face aswerode... only thendid | trust
mysalf to speak to Narim. He had followed me. “I’ ve sworn to do whatever you ask of me. | keegp my
oaths”

The Elhim who had exhausted himsdlf for two years to make me live stood in the doorway, hisfaceleftin
shadow by the bright morning behind him. “It was never my plan to hurt you, Lara. And you must believe
that | value Aidan MacAllister even asyou do. | hopeto give each of you the single thing you most
desire, but this... it cannot be. Y ou know that.”

“I know far better than you. Have no fear. I'll do exactly asyou' vetold me. But I’ ll never forgive you,
and I'll never forgive mysdlf, and don’t tell me of dragon souls and the Elhin' s sin and the changing of the
world. Y ou werewrong.”

“He could not have sustained hislife asit was. The dragons were getting wilder. He was at the peak of
histaent. Hewould havelost their voices and died insde, never knowing the truth. Would that have been
better?’

“Y ou never asked him, Narim. Y ou thought you understood what was happening. Y ou plotted and
schemed and scribbled in your journd. But you were wrong. It was never the dragons. It was hisown
heart that made his music, and you ripped it out. And now he' sgoing to die. Hewill either stepinto a
dragon’ sfire unprotected or he'll be captured. I'll kill him myself before | alow him to be taken prisoner

m n.”

| did not give Narim the chance to answer. | had listened to him too often... likethe night hefirst told me
that terrible deeds were sometimes necessary to save theworld. | hadn’t been interested in saving the
world. | didn’'t believe in Narim’ slegends of Dragon Speakers. | had done as he asked because | was
twisted with hate and craving vengeance, and now | was locked into his schemes by my honor asa
warrior. To refuse him would complete my own corruption, violate my only remaining link to my clan. |
could not do it. But | believed it was going to destroy my life as surely asit was going to destroy Aidan
MacAlliger's.

Weleft the green and beautiful place caled Devonhill and rode dowly southward in the garish spring
weather. | would have preferred rain and gloom. In the first days | had to stop every hour and walk to
loosen up my leg, and after only afew hours of riding | was so tired | would drop off to deep on
whatever piece of ground was closest.

Narim reviewed his plan, ingsting that the impossible would happen and the Senal would learn what was
necessary to free the dragons. | mouthed the answers he wanted from me. Y es, | would see the dragons
brought to Cir Nakai right away. They would not come to the lake on their own, for they would surely
remember the poison, the jenicain the water that had caused dl their trouble. MacAllister must convince
Roelan to lead the others to the water. It was the only way. And yes, there must be no delays. Oncethe
hold of the Ridemark was broken, there would come a storm of vengeance such as the world had never
seen. The dragons must be secure before the storm could break. | would not think of what wasto come
after. It would never get that far.

Narim was as mad as MacAllister. Was this the punishment for my childish rage a the future life had
parceled out to me? Because | was not content with my own people, | must live out my dayswith
lunatics of other races?

By thefifth day we were making good speed through the rolling forestland of southern Elyria, slopping
only to rest the horses and to eat. On the sixth morning, asthe land began to rise toward the rainswept



hillsof Aberthain, I could not spur my mount fast enough. | felt like wolves were nipping a my feet.
When Narim called amidday halt at a deserted crossroads, | wanted to scream.

“One moment only, Lara, love,” he said, “and you can be off at your own pace to find our friends. Our
paths must diverge here, for my inginct isthe same as Aidan’s. | believe hewill find Roelan in Aberthain,
50 I’ve got to set thingsin motion. I'll come find you the moment | get word you’ ve made the attempt.”

Mad. They were both mad. “ So you'll not be there to watch him die?’

“I'll not be there to see him reap the joy he so deserves. No. Sadly not.” Tenderly he brushed away the
hair that straggled across my ugly face as he had done so often when | was healing from my burns. “But |
will see him after, and | will seethe fulfillment of your destiny, Lara. Y ou will soar acrossthe sky, and
your beauty and courage and honor will be visible for theworld to see”

| spurred my horse as hard as | dared and left Narim, hand outstretched, in the middle of the crossroads.

By nightfall | rode into the stableyard of asmall, tidy inn tucked away in theforest haf aleague from
Abersyl, theroya city of Aberthain. Lanterns sparkled in the clear darkness, and laughter and the
music of pipesand whistles spilled out doors and windows opened to the warm, humid night. | left my
horse with a stable lad—a deepy Forin boy with adave brand burned into his cheek.

| headed acrossthe yard toward the inn, but the boy’ s scarred cheek reminded metoo closely of my
own. Thethought of stepping into abrightly lit common room was so repulsve that | walked right past
the door and into the dark cluster of sheds, storehouses, and refuse heaps crowded between the inn and
the surrounding trees. Crouching beside a stack of bricks, | waited for the party to be over and the lamps
to be turned down. From the number of revelers who staggered into the yard to vomit, and the tittering
flower-decked couples who stumbled into the trees only to emerge panting and rearranging clothing a
quarter of an hour later, | gathered it was aUdemawedding party. If so, it could go on al night.

| settled down for along wait and dept abit, only to be waked about moonset when awagon decorated
with flowers, whesat sheaves, and cowbells carried the happy couple to their bed. The remaining guests
returned to the inn for another hour of serious drinking before heading home.

It wasin the quiet that followed that | heard the cdll of the teylark from the woods. Only those who had
grown up in the tents of the Twelve Familieswould remark the nasdl, yipping cry of the most common
bird in Elyria. And no one else would recogni ze the code: one chirp, then two rising, then one again, and
atrill. All isready. A doublewhigtle, thenasingle. Hold until the command. In aring around that forest
glade the calls repested, blend-green leaves, and the occasiona bark of adog who'd had good luck inits
night's hunting. Insde the inn asentimenta piper squaled on his pipes.

Ridemark discipline would permit no further bresking of the silence, so I would learn nothing more of
their plan. But it was easy enough to guess. Somehow they had learned that MacAllister wasinsde. As
soon as the wedding guests were gone, they would take him as easily as boys stealing blackberries. The
question was whether they had a man inside keeping watch on the Senai. If so, the problem wasfar more
difficult. My ingtinct said not. Best test it quickly. More guests were straggling away down the road, and
soon the teylark would cry again with afar deadlier message.

How was| to get to the door? If the watchers were counting who came out and who returned, my
unexpected appearance could set off the very attack | feared. Amid the cheers and laughter of the
company, another flower-draped couple darted out the front door into arose arbor to expresstheir
fervent hopes asto the newlyweds' fertility. Before | could figure out how to take the girl’ s place, they
were strolling back to theinn.



An unendurable quarter of an hour until someone else staggered out of the doorway. The pudgy man
relieved himsdf againgt my pile of bricks, happily snging mournful songs of youth and love dong with the
piper’ stune. Clearly the fellow had drunk abarrdl of de. | plowed afoot straight into his belly before he
could get himsdlf tucked up again. It knocked the wind right out of him. | dragged him into astinking
daughtering shed, trussed him up with my belt and ascrap of rope, then patted his cheeksand his
exposed bit of Udema manhood. “We re setting up asurprise for the groom,” | whispered in his ear,
counting him too drunk to remember that the groom had dready gone. “Hold quiet here until he comes,
and we' Il have agood laugh.” Udemalove bawdy jokes.

My victim giggled, then shushed himsdlf, spluttering. “Shhh... nonoise... good joke... shhh...” He
would most likely fall adeep and dream a hilarious outcome. | borrowed his cloak and stumbled across
the yard toward the inn, growling anote or two as | went.

Perhaps twenty people occupied the lamplit common room. Most of them were gathered about two long
tables littered with empty tankards, baskets of flowers, pools of ae, and the bones, crumbs, and rinds of
afarmer’ sfeadting. They were singing at |east three different songs at once and drinking prodigioudy. A
fat man snored from one corner of the room, while an exhausted serving girl carried aheavy tray of filled
mugs to replenish the table, and adrowsy Elhim turned a goose on aspit. No onein the group had the air
of aRider.

MacAlligter and the two Elhim huddled over asmall table to one side of the party, not looking at anyone.
| shed my stolen cloak and Startled the three of them out of ayear’ s peace when | dropped onto the
bench beside MacAlligter. “Y ou' ve got to get out of hereright now...” | said, forestalling the Elhim’s
greetingsas| told them of the circle of Riders posed at the edge of the forest. “We can pretend we're
wedding guests. Head down the road with some of these others.” Even as| said it, three young men fell
weeping on each other’ s shoulders and waved farewd| to the others, holding each other upright asthey
staggered out the door.

“They’ re sure to have acheckpoint on the road,” said Tarwyl.
“Through the woods might be better, then,” said MacAllister. “We could dip between the watchers.”

“Youdon't understand,” | said. “These will be experienced Ridemark scouts, and the moon’ sfull. You
couldn’t do anything in the woods they wouldn't notice.”

“Well,” said Davyn. “There' s one thing they wouldn't notice.” He nodded his head toward a burly man
who had his hand down a blond woman’ s bodice while she dathered his mooning face with kisses. The
other party-goers began cheering and garlanding the two with flowers. A fiddler took up the piper’ stune.

“Tjasse' sqift!” toasted ared-haired farmer with afeathered hat. “May Ule srefifty sond”

“May Norlabirth healthy babes!” cried awizened woman, who then sucked down atankard of ae
without taking a breath. The group laughed and applauded when the burly man and the blond woman,
draped in flowers and dready half-undressed, ran out into the night bearing the blessings of Tjasse. The
more matings at this celebration, the more pleased Tjasse would be and thus the more likely to blessthe
newlyweds with children. Two more fawning pairs were closeto bolting.

“Offer to buy around for the party,” said Davyn, placing asiver coin on the table. “Make your good
wishes. And... demonstrate your sincerity.” Hejerked hishead at me. He had to be joking. MacAllister
flushed, his gaze riveted on hismug.

“WE |l take the road and kill the sentry if we get stopped,” | said. “ Attach oursalves to the other guests
here. Or do something else... st fire to the place to cause acommotion.”



Tarwyl ignored me, wrinkling his brow. “Y ou could each gpproach one of the guests. At aUdema
wedding party anyoneisfar game—well, | don’t think they’ d take me or Davyn.” He grinned. “But of
courseif you two were together it would be easier. Once you were sure the watchers had lost
interest—a convincing few moments at most—you could be away. We |l come dong later. Meet you at
the shop in Aberswyl. Aidan knowswhereit is. Areyou game?’

MacAllister glanced over at me bleakly. “We'll think of something else.”

The Elhim were right, and we had to be quick. “1 can do what' s necessary. Y ou keep saying the same of
yoursdf. Proveit.”

Davyn was sympathetic. “| understand that customs differ widely in these particular matters—"

“Stop takingand doit,” | said, fighting not to scream at them. Every timethe music fdl quiet, | feared |
would hear the teylark’ shunting call that meant now.

“Begin here,” said Davyn, laying ahand firmly on Aidan’sarm asthe Senai started to stand up. “Do not
these activitiestake firein smal ways?’

A grinning Tarwyl raised his cup and proclaimed loudly in his deep voice, “ To our human friendswho
have developed such affection for each other—an uncommon bond, unrivaled in dl of history.”

If we were not so desperate, | might have laughed at Tarwyl. MacAllister closed his eyes and murmured,
“Vélya, god of fools, defend us.” Then he raised hismug to Tarwyl, drank deep, and laid hisarm around
my shoulders asif trying to do it without touching me.

“Your turn, Lara” said Davyn. “We retrying to attract attention here, if you recall. From your current
aspect you might well be mistaken for apart of thisbench.” The two Elhim were having more fun than the
Udema

“Put your hands on him, Lara,” whispered Tarwyl, unable to smother hisgrin. “I’m sure hands are
important.” | gritted my teeth and clasped the gloved hand that rested so lightly on my shoulder, and | put
my other hand on Aidan’s cheek, pulling it closeto mine.

“Thisigntgoingtowork,” | said. “I can't—"

“Perhgpsit would help to think of something else.” Aidan’s head was resting on mine. He whispered in
my ear, “Did | ever tell you about the time | was chasing bats out of acave and set my hair on fire?’

| turned my head and stared at him, sure he' d gone mad.

“Oh, gods, don't look a me,” he whispered, ducking hishead so that | could only fedl the heat from his
rush of embarrassment. “Do you think these people will notice if we take the Elhim with usfor tutors?
Were ever two players so woefully miscast?’

From such aclose view, | could not miss the nervousterror behind his merry humor. Suddenly |
understood agreat ded about him that | had never imagined. “ Y ou' venever... indl your youth... dl the
people you met. .. thewomen and girlsfawning over you...”

“I never had time. Always traveling. Preoccupied. Tangled with gods and music. And I’ d been brought
up so grictly. You just didn't... not eventolook... until you' d known someone along—Until you
married. And | never learned—Damn! Am | red enough now?’

To Davyn’'sand Tarwyl’ simmense satisfaction, | burst out laughing. Was nothing ever easy? I’ d thought



he was only excessively modest or disgusted by my common manner or revolted by my ugliness. | had
never imagined that a Senai noble who had grown to manhood in the world could be avirgin.

“Laugh asyou will,” he growled quietly. “But you' re perhagps not so worldly asdl that. Y ou were only
thirteen when you took up with Elhim!”

“I grew up in atent smaller than thisroom with my parents, two grandmothers, two uncles, one aunt,
three cousins, and an older brother with many friends. Modesty is not avaue the clan prizes, nor is
cdlibacy. Thereisnothing that you don't see and nothing that you don’t hear, and aRidemark girl is
availableto her father’ sfriends and her brother’ sfriends and any Dragon Rider when sheiseleven.” |
sadit lightly, but it had been yet another teaching of my true place in the clan. There was nothing of
pleasure in the remembrance of ae-sotted men and groping boysin the dark corners of the family tent.

“Ah... Wdl.” Hedidn't know quitewheat to say. “I’ll do as you command me, then.”

“The couple at the end of the table are the bride’ s parents,” whispered Davyn, who had been observing
the Udema while we were babbling. “ And they’ ve sent aboy to light their lantern.”

“Timefor the second chorus,” said MacAlligter. “Perhaps | can do better at this part. | supposeyou'll
have to bear with me.” His grin chased away ashadow from hisface. | had most likely revolted him with
my unclean past. He looped my hands over one of hisarms so he could grip hisae mug securely with
both hands; then he gpproached the wedding party, wobbling alittle asif he' d drunk as much asthey.

“Greetings, good friends,” he said, durring hiswords ever so dightly and bowing to the stocky blond pair
at the end of thetable. “ Please excuse my intrusion on this happy occasion, but | could not hold back my
congratulations and best wishes for the bride and groom—not when | am so blessed mysdlf.” He pulled
his elbow inward. | took the hint and clung to him. “Innkeeper! A round for these good Udema. And a
toast”—he drained his mug with aflourish and tossed it onto the pile of empty oneslittering the
table—"to the happy union. May Tjasse blessthem with... al her blessngsl” To my astonishment he
threw hisarms around me and, with tenderness quite at odds with his performance, he kissed me on the
|eft Ssde—the scarred sde—of my face. “I am reminded of averse from one of your great poets...”
Softly he pressed my horrid cheek to his chest as he began speaking in the tongue of the Udemarather
than the. common speech. | did not know the words, but he did not dur them; rather he caressed them
with hisbeautiful voice as gently as his hands were unbinding my hair. Before he wasfinished every eye
among the Udemawas swimming with tears. | was on the verge of panic.

Asthe wedding guests wiped their eyes and murmured their thanks, Aidan leaned over and buried his
facefiercely in my neck. | had to wrench mysdlf to pay attention to hiswhispered words. “What about
the time | was practicing on my flute while riding my horse and knocked mysdif slly on atree branch?

| buried my disbelieving laughter in his chest, while alarge, soggy Udemawoman next to me snuffled and
sad, “TjassE sgift... you lucky, lucky girl.” In an instant we were blanketed with daisies and milkweed,
and amid sentimental blathering about Ul€' s seed and Norla s womb, we ran out the door.

“Totheleft of theroad,” | said, trying to recapture my wits. There were fewer treesto theleft, which
meant the watchers were farther apart. And it was hillier, which meant it would be easier to get out of
sght. “And makelikely noises.” With as many sighs and moans and giggles as we could muster, we
hurried into the trees. At about the right distance for the Ridemark perimeter, | yanked MacAllister
toward a broad-trunked oak, pushing him down on his kneesto mask hisheight. | pulled hishead up
againgt my belly and draped my unbound hair over his head. “We re going to push farther into the
woods,” | said. He did not answer. His bresth came fast, and he must have felt the Riders close, for he
was trembling. After amoment we ran on, stopping twice more as if we could not contain our desire,



until we found adark, grassy hollow sheltered with monkberry bushes. Werolled onto the ground, and |
draped hislong cloak over us, making sure that no observer would hear or see anything to question.

| tried to keep my mind on the deception, on the mockery we made rather than the living man who knelt
beside me doing his best not to touch me again. But after only afew moments more we stopped. Just as
if we had done the thing we mimed, we suddenly lay still and quiet in the darkness under his cloak, all
merriment fled, al cleverness exhausted. No satisfaction, though. Only the lingering kiss on my scarred
cheek was|left of our playacting. | had never felt anything likeit. Lucky, lucky girl. Foolish, supid girl.

| shifted to Sit up, and, when my arm brushed his, Aidan jerked away asif it scaded him. Disgusted with
mysdlf, | threw off the cloak. “We ve got to hurry. If we'relucky, they’ Il think we' vefdlen adeep. Davyn
said to go south and that you' d know the path. Isthat right?’

“I'll know it.” His voice was husky, and he wrapped his cloak tight, strange for awarm night, aswe
scrambled through the woods toward the southern guide star just visible through the trees.

When we reached a narrow, rutted track, he pointed to the right, still without words. Too much hung
between us, like the sultry nights of summer when you need athunderstorm to clear the air. “ A good
ruse,” | said. “ Better than chainsand whips, at least.” He didn’t answer even then, and | dismissed the
remembrance | carried on my face. We hurried through the night, ready to bolt into the trees when the
inevitable pursuit would catch us up.

Chapter 25

Three times we were forced to duck into the treesto avoid Ridemark search parties or messengers
racing down the road toward Aberswyl. We had to hide afourth time when a party passed us from the
other direction and set up a checkpoint two hundred paces behind us. Their commander gave them the
order to spread out and search the woods, and we took our chance and ran, keeping to the edge of the
trees, hoping their noise would mask our own. Just about the time we thought it was safe to get back out
on the road instead of clambering through gullies and over falen trees, we came on a second checkpoint.
Torches blazed to either side of the road, but only three men stood guard. We dared not proceed
through the woods lest the rest of their party be waiting for us, yet we could not fight three. Trapped. If
the two search parties converged we' d be caught.

But as we crouched low in the scrub, debating how to proceed, two horsemen passed by very dowly ...
dight, with blond, curly hair... Elhim. “Hsst, Davyn,” | caled softly. They werelistening for us. Tarwyl
did off hismount and stepped into our hiding place, proclaming loudly that he had to relieve
himsealf—though Elhim truly had very different habits than humans and were far better at controlling such
urges.

“Y ou two teke the horses,” said Tarwyl. “They’ll not expect you mounted, and they’ Il assume you've
aready passed through the first checkpointsif you' ve madeit thusfar.”

We had no time for planning or deception. The longer we delayed, the more likely the searcherswould
stumble on us. “Ride hard and don't stop,” | whispered to MacAllister. Our only advantage would be
surprise. We could not risk stopping for the checkpoint in some vain hope to convince the clansmen that
we weren't who they thought. So Davyn dismounted asif to take histurn in the trees, and Aidan and |
mounted up. The Elhim spoke to their clever horses, dapped them hard on their rumps, and Aidan and |
shot forward between the two guards like bolts from a crossbow. We left the warriors scrambling for
their horses and screaming for their comrades. | would have sworn | heard the Elhim laughing from the
forest.



Thelittle horsesfrom Cor Taaith raced through the night, up and down the rolling ribbon of road, and in
no more than half an hour we were dipping through the quiet lanes of Aberswyl. MacAllister led meinto
asmdl, muddy stableyard behind adark shop labeled, Men’il, Tailor.

“WEe ve been staying here,” said the Senai, pointing me up awooden staircase stuck onto the back of the
tall, narrow building. “ There are bedsin the room upgtairs. If you're astired as| am, you won't mind the
clutter. We' ve been preparing... Ah, well, you'll seein the morning.”

“And what of you?’
“I... think I’'ll stay down here. Unsaddle the horses. Wait for the Elhim.”
“I'll hep.”

| reached for the buckles, but MacAllister tugged on the reinsto move the beast away from me. “Please
go. I'll doit. I need—Please.” Hisvoicewastight, his eyes averted. | wastoo tired to argue or question.
If he preferred to deep with the horses rather than in the same room with me, that was his affair. Perhaps
he thought | would ravish him. Or perhaps he had findly realized how close hewasto being dead. HE sa
madman. Who cares what he thinks?

The hot little room over the tailor shop had five pallets on the floor. Every other bit of space was
crammed with gaudy, uselessjunk: pilesand rolls of silk and satin, boxes of thread and lace and beads, a
long worktable littered with scraps of slver wire, fabric, and thread. Various articles of clothing, fit for no
one but whores and princes, hung about thewalls. | saw no evidence of my companions preparations
for our assault on Aberthain Lair, but | wastoo tired to be curious, even when | laid down my head and
gared into the empty eyeholes of asilver mask.

| woke up in early afternoon and found Davyn and Tarwyl occupying two of the palets. Davyn’'seyes
opened just after mine, and he sprang off of the floor asif he' d dept fifteen hoursinstead of five. “Ah,
Lara, it was good to find you safe last night.” He yawned, peered out the tiny window, yelled, “ Sausage!”
to someonein the yard below, and then kicked Tarwyl, who was sprawled on the palet next to the door.
“Up, lazy wretch. We ve dept away the morning, which leaves uslessthan ten hoursto finish this”

Tarwyl groaned and pulled ablanket over hishead. In Cor Taaith Tarwyl had been well known for
deeping like the dead and never spesking aword until he' d been awake for an hour. Davyn started to
kick him again, but thought better of it. Instead, he poured water from aflowered pitcher onto hisfriend's
head, blanket and dl. While Tarwyl legped up, curaing and rubbing his dripping hair, Davyn grabbed a
biscuit from aplate of them on the worktable. He grinned a my curiosity and waved his biscuit about the
room. “Have you guessed how we re going to get you into Aberthain Lair?’

“If you think to put usin adeivery wagon or play some stupid impersonation like MacAlligter tried in
Cor Neuill, giveitup,” | said. “They’ll bewaiting for just such athing now they know we're here. The
warriors of the Twelve Familiesare not idiots.”

“Wadl, onemight arguethat,” said Davyn, “but they certainly amost had uslast night, and thiswill be far
trickier.”

“What, then? Are you planning to weave usinto abolt of cloth?’

“Actudly... Here, let MacAllister explain.” The Sena, asword belt draped over hisarm, topped the last
dair carrying aplate of sausage.

“Explain what? Oh, dl this?’ He jerked his head about the room as he set down the plate and dropped



the sword belt onto the table. “We ve another bit of playacting to do. Easier”—he was concentrating on
the soupy porridge he was scooping into a painted mug—" easier than thelast time, | think.” Hefilled
three more mugs, and we settled down to the fine-smelling breskfast. “Y ou said there was only one entry
to Aberthain Lair, Lara, but in fact thereisasecond. The Aberthani purposely instaled their dragons
closeto the palace. They seeit asameasure of their wedth and privilege to have dragons, and they like
to show them off. Makes them fed strong and safe. In fact, whenever King Renad entertains, he takes
his gueststo view hislittle flock. At midnight his servants open the gate onto a ba cony that overlooksthe
lair. Though they'rerarely used, steps lead from the balcony straight down to the dragons.”

“And you think to snesk into the palace and broach thisgate?’ | could not hide my contempt.

“Not at al. We' regoing to let King Renad open it for us.” He picked up something from the table and
whipped it across his face as he gave me a sweeping bow. The silver mask. “Madam, may | request the
honor of your presence at amasked ball given by King Rendd of Aberthainin honor of hisdaughter’s
birthday? I’ ve managed to come by an invitation, and | would very much regret going done.”

A bdl! At theroya paace of Aberthain! | had to force my mouth to speak instead of gapein disbelief.
“You're mad. Absolutely mad. Y ou couldn’t possibly get in, and even if you could... With me? No mask
has ever been crafted that could pass me off as so much asa servant.”

Tarwyl bustled into a corner and returned holding along gown of dark green silk, sewn with silver thread.
“Mervil hasonly to finish the hem.”

“I can’'t wear anything likethat.” It was aridiculous garment. A ridiculousplan. “1 won't.” In his other
hand Tarwyl held asecond silver mask, one designed to cover the eyes and the left Side of the face.

“Wewon't betherelong,” said MacAllister, tossing hismask to the table. “We' |l arrive about eleven.
The king always opens the gate a midnight. We Il go through with the rest of the guests, but we won't
return with them. The Elhim believe they can hide your gear in thelair. Only an hour and wée' Il bein.
They’ll never think of uswaking in the front door.”

“And how do we get out?’
The Senal hesitated only briefly. “1 suppose Rodan will take us.”
Madness. “And if your dragon friend isn’t there or you can't get its cooperation?’

“He sthere,” Davyn brokein eagerly. “I’ ve seen him—adragon the age of Keldar with amaformed
shoulder.”

“Andyou Il gowhether | agree or not,” | said to MacAllister. “Whether you can get out or not. Whether
you will be captured or go mad—or whether | will.”

“I havetogo.”
How in the name of heaven was| going to stop it?*“When isthisbal?| don’t even know how to dance.”

MacAlligter grinned like afool. “Tonight. So you' ve no timeto figure out how to talk me out of it. Asfor
dancing... I'll teech you.”

Twicethat day Ridemark search parties swept the Elhim digtricts of Aberswyl looking for a Senai
murderer and an abducted woman of the Ridemark. Mervil’ sfront door was kicked in by angry
clansmen, and MacAllister and | had to hide in a cupboard with afal se back. As soon as the searchers
were gone, Mervil packed hisfamily and his assstants off with friends who planned to take refugein the



new Elhim sanctuary in the hills south of Aberthain. “Bad timescoming,” he said.

MacAllister disgppeared in midafternoon, and Tarwyl |eft with my armor bag to deliver it to Aberthain
Lair. Davyn attended to me, seeing me bathed and combed and measured so that Mervil could finish the
hem of my gown. Tentimes| gaveit up. “Narim never made me promise to wear slk gowns, nor to
scrub my fingernailswith iff brushes, nor to alow somefilthy Elhim to wash my hair with stuff that smells
of whorehouses.” When Davyn smiled and began scrubbing my feet, | kicked him and said | would wear
my own boots or they could al be damned. “ Thistent of agarment will cover my feet well enough, and
Il not step into any dragon lair without my boots.”

Ashe had dl afternoon, Davyn gazed at me with his soulful gray eyes. *Y our boots are dready gone with
Tarwyl and will be dutifully awaiting you behind the cookshed in thelair. I’ [l confess that shoes have been
our greatest dilemma. Mervil has noneto fit you, and there’ sno time to get any made. Aidan has
promised to come up with something.”

Aidan. “He senjoying this, isn't he? Making melook ridiculousin this Senai finery.”
“Ah, Lara, when will you understand that you could never beridiculousin hiseyes?’
“Repulsve, then. Hideous.”

Davyn shook his head. “ Do thisfor me. Watch his face as he sees you come down the stair tonight and
judge how repulsive he finds you. Asfor now, we must practice your curtsy.”

“I will not.”
“Y ou will be presented to the king of Aberthain. If you don’t curtsy, you'll be arrested. Now do it.”

My leg did not enjoy curtsying. That gave me even more reason to curse the Senai, and the Elhim, and
every mae or sexless being that ever walked the earth.

Tarwyl staggered in a sunset with hisleft arm broken, his clothes in bloody shreds, and his face battered
beyond recognition. As Davyn tended hisinjuries, Tarwyl kept trying to talk. “ Have greet care, Lara.
They know you're here. They’ ve guards everywhere, primed to kill. | did no morethan look a a Rider,
and they wereon me. They said | smelled of vigar. | don’t even know what that is.”

“Thegrease” | sad. “Thefireproofing. Did they find—"
“Y our armor is safely stowed. But you and Aidan must take care.”
“Wel bedl right,” | said. “Now let Davyn take care of you.”

“Then!’ll seeyou next a Cir Nakai,” he said. He smiled through the wreck of hisface and let hiseydids
sg.

“Atthelake” | said, though | did not believeit in the least. “Where isthe blasted Sena?’ | asked Davyn.

“Out procuring transport, | believe.” Hiskind face was grim and colorless as he dressed Tarwyl’s
wounds with soft cloths and herbs and ointments.

“Thefool will be recognized.”
“He promised to be careful.”

Two hours after Tarwyl’ s return, when | was about ready to rip off the green silk gown, | heard ahorse



and carriage in the cobbled lane. From the window | watched them pull up just outside the tailor’ s shop.
A light-haired man was driving, and a dark-haired one—M acAllister—jumped down from the box
beside him and disappeared into the shop. Moments later Davyn burst through the door. “Time, Lara
The carriage is borrowed and may be wanted.”

The Elhim gave alast touch to my hair that he had piled up on the top of my head like aFlorin pudding. |
dapped his hand away. “ Do you remember that | till have no shoes?1 can’'t go. | look like awhore.”

“Aidan hasthem. Come, Lara, you are beautiful enough for any king.”

“Madness.” | grumbled and tried to think of some other reason not to go down. But eventudly | gaveit
up and crept down thetailor’ s narrow stair, trying not to trip on my skirts. | hadn’t worn skirtssince |
wasthirteen. | felt naked. In the front the gown fell from anarrow band at my neck to aband a my
waist, but it had no back at dl. | had been ready to call off the whole thing when | saw it had no deeves.
My left arm was as scarred as my face and my legs, but Davyn had shown methe long silk arm coverings
favored by Senai ladies. The deeves, made separate from the dress and fastened tight about each arm
with thirty tiny buttons, left only anarrow band of my shoulder bare, successfully hiding the telltales of

fire

When | turned the corner of the sair, | caught sight of Aidan head-to-head with Mervil. Good. |
wouldn't have to see him laugh a my ridiculous clothes. But a the sametime | couldn’t help but notice
how fine helooked, as natura in his dark jacket, waistcoat, and breeches, white ruffled shirt with ahigh
collar, black hose, and low black boots, as he had been in the coarse shirts and breeches the Elhim had
given him. He wore white gloves, and hisdark hair was held back by agreen ribbon. Tomorrow he
would be dead. | could not imagine any woman in the world who would not walk into the fires of degth
adongsdehim.

“I can't dothis,” I murmured and began backing up the stairs. He turned just then, and | closed my eyes
quickly so | would not see.

“My lady, you areavison indeed.” His voice was polite and even.

When | peeked again he was expressionless. Clearly he wasforcing himself sober. Well done, though. If
hislip had so much as quivered, | would have killed him. He held out his hand for mine, but | stuck out
my foot instead. “ Tell me, Lord Aidan, how many ladies of your acquaintance go shoelessto roya
bals?”

“I've only now received the remedy from Master Mervil—and awonder he' sdone with it. Please be
seated.” Thistime| took his outstretched hand so | wouldn't rip the cursed skirt as| sat down on the
gair. He knelt in front of me and lifted my foot onto hisknee. | thought it was a necklace that he held, but
he twined the smple band of pearls around my ankle and greet toe. A narrow strand of fabric stretched
beneath my bare foot to hold the loops together snugly, leaving al the pearls exposed on the top of my
foot—the most e egant sandal one could imagine. I’ d never worn anything so beautiful. His awkward
hands rebelled at fastening the gold clasp on the side of my foot, but he set hisjaw and accomplished it in
only four tries. “Thisis afashion that was popular in my mother’ sday,” he said as he worked at my other
foot. “ She would come to my room to tell me good night before going off to aball, and she would show
off her feet. She'd say, ‘ Silly, isit not, that we scorn peasants for having holesin their boots, when ladies
of fashion have decided it elegant to go dancing barefoot? ”

“These are worth acity’ sransom. Where in the name of sense did you get them?’ | said.

Hefinished the second clasp and nodded in satisfaction. “When we were at Devonhill, | retrieved afew
things of my mother’s. Onewas a pearl necklace I’ d sent her from Eskonia.”



“Y our mother’ s pearls! | can’'t. Not on my feet.” I’ d heard his voice when he spoke of his mother.

He shook his head. “ She would think it aterrific adventure. Thiswholething.” He stood up and offered
me hisarm. Hisdark eyes sparkled with the smile he knew better than to display. “ She would be
honored to have you wear them. Asam1.”

| wanted to say something horrid, to break the spell helaid upon me with his voice and his manner and
histeasing. If | could shock him enough, remind him of my origins, of my hatred... But Mervil bustled
over with alightweight cloak of black, lined with green, while Aidan bounded up the sairsto see Tarwyl.
The singer was back in time to hand meinto the carriage. | spit on the ground when he offered aquiet
suggestion on how to lift my skirt the proper way. Aidan shook handswith Mervil and embraced Davyn.

“Thank you, my true and honest friend,” he said to Davyn, whose eyes glistened in the torchlight. “ Regret
nothing, whatever comes.”

“The blessings of the One go with you, Aidan MacAllister, and the hopes of theworld.”

MacAllister jumped into the carriage and rapped twice on the roof. We started off, rocking gently on the
cobbles. The Senai sat opposite me. He propped an elbow on the window and leaned hischin on his
hand. After amoment he spoke softly. “ The hopes of theworld... It would be agreat ded smpler if
everyone believed asyou do.”

“The only hopesyou carry arethose of three lunatic Elhim,” | said.
“Then why is everyone so devilish determined to get their hands on me?’
“And what do you do but walk right into their hands? There' s proof of madness.”

He leaned his head back against the cushioned seat and laughed. “Ah, but what else would you be doing
on this beautiful summer evening? We are dlegantly dressed, riding in aduke' s carriage, and on our way
to aroyal birthday party—an adventure to be sure for awoman who seems perfectly suited for
adventure.”

“I can think of only athousand things I’ d rather be doing. Almost anything.”

Asthe carriage turned dowly out of the lane, we were passed by three horsemen riding furioudy back
the way we' d come. Evenin the feeble light of our carriage lamps | recognized the leader. “ Desmond!”

Aidan rapped once on the carriage roof, and we rolled to a stop. We crowded together to peer through
the window back down the dark lane toward Mervil’ s shop. Torchlight blossomed in the quiet night.
Loud hammering and shouts echoed in the lane, drawing curious heads from every window and door.

“I’ve got to go back,” said the Senal, his easy humor vanished.

He shifted to open the carriage door, but | moved quicker, shoving him back onto the seat and rapping
twice on theroof. “We ve left nothing behind to connect usto Mervil or the others. You'll do them no
service by showing up at their door.” | fdl into the seet opposite him as the carriage jogged forward
again. “And Desmond will never think to look for me dressed in silk and riding in aSenai duke's
carriage. Wherever did you come by such athing?’

He kept glancing back uneadily, but | nagged at him until he paid attention to me. “I would rather not
have doneit,” he said, “but you can't just walk into apalace bal. So | remembered a, man from
Aberswyl who once told me he' d do any favor | asked. He' s got no family to reap the consequences,
and he happensto drive for the Duke of Tenzilan. He bdieves|’m aghost.”



“What did you do for him to earn such a gift?’

MacAllister shook his head. “He owed me nothing. Itisl... | who owe everyone.” He sank into grim
slence aswe rode through the streets of Aberswyl.

All too soon the carriage dowed, then rolled to a stop, only to creep forward afew paces before
stopping again. From the carriage windows | could see nothing but trees and blazing lights. There were
voices ahead of us. Roadblock. | felt for the knife | had secured in the waistband of my gown and cursed
thelack of asword. “We need to get out before they search the carriage,” | said.

MacAllister shook off his preoccupation and laid ahand on my knee. “No, no. We'rein the carriageline
to be I eft off at the palace. Dougal will open the door when we reach the front portico.” He searched my
face, hisbrow wrinkled with concern. “Areyou al right with this?1’ [l tell you whatever you need to
know.”

“| fed likeafodl.”

Heleaned over and took my handsin his, and in hisdark eyes| saw thereflection of awoman | did not
recognize. “Y ou are the most beautiful, the most gloriousfool | have ever laid my eyeson,” hesaid. He
gave me my silver mask and donned his own, as the carriage door opened and aflood of music and light
welcomed usto our doom.

Chapter 26

Theroyd palace of Aberthain made Aidan’s guesthouse at Devonhill look as plain asaRidemark tent. |
never knew there was so much gold in theworld or so many candles, or rooms so large aforest of
marble was required to support the roof. | had never seen walls painted with scenes of dancers so liketo
lifeyou felt the brush of their skirts or warriors o real you heard the clash of their swords.

Surely athousand people crowded the room, al of them wearing diamonds and emeralds, silk, brocade,
and satin, and every kind of mask: some smple like ours, some elaborate concoctions of paint and
feathers, jewelsor ivory. | would have stood gawking until the world ended had not Aidan taken me on
his arm and propelled me through the mob. He spoke to the footman at the door, who passed aong the
whispering to aline of ten othersin gold-crusted livery, ending with a haughty man in blue satin. The
haughty man cried out, “Lord Fool and Lady Fire” aswe descended along flight of stepsinto the room.

“Lord Fool?’ | scoffed, thinking | had mistaken MacAllister’ s ease in these surroundings for some small
taent a intrigue. “Y ou think no one will question such aridiculous name?’

“Our masgue names,” the Senai murmured as he led me through the crowd. 1 gave my father’ stitle as
our true identity—it will appear on the Elyrian Peers List when they check. But at amasguethey’ |l not
announceit, and by the time anyone makes the connection with me, we'll be gone.”

| felt like an ignorant beggar. | would rather have walked into alair undefended than take one step into
that ballroom. The air was thick with sickly perfumes and the smells of wine and roasting mest. The
lamps—huge, garish things made of bits of glass—hung over our heads, blazing, brilliant, threstening to
expose our true identities. People swarmed everywhere, bumping into us. Women glared at me through
their masks. Men bowed and grinned, and glanced over their shoulders as we passed. What were they
looking at? Everyone talked a once. Though they used the common speech, it might aswell have been
the tongue of frogsfor dl | could understand of it. Everything waslight, noise, and danger. My stomach
curled into aknot, and | thought | would suffocate.

But then an odd thing happened. | stepped on a sharp pebble tracked in on somebody’ s boots. | winced



and kicked it away, but somehow when | felt only the cool marble benesth my bare feet, | was ableto
breathe again. It was atouch of redlity, a steadiness beneath my feet in a strange and unreal place.
Whether he knew it or not, MacAllister had done me agreat service, leaving me shodess.

At thefar sde of the room were two huge doors, flanked by tall treesthat had every lesf and twig
painted slver. Between us and the doors, aline of guests moved dowly. | couldn’t see what they were
doing, but Aidan steered meto the end of the line, murmuring in my ear. “ Once we' re received by
Renald, the queen, and the princess, we' |l be on our own. Y ou must curtsy to each one, and for the king
you stay down until he gestures you up. No need to say anything unless they speak to you. Takeit dow
and don’t fall over, and you'll dofine”

“But...” Beforel could ask him what kind of gesture the king might make or what in the world to say if
he did speak to me, MacAllister started talking to a man wearing abird mask. It sounded asif he knew
the man. Aidan was making someidiot’sjoke about “did we not fly together at the Duke of Folwys's
hunt last year?” How could he be so stupid asto speak to someone he knew? | tried to pull him away,
but he wouldn’t budge.

The bird man laughed and presented hiswife, who wore amask of swan feathers and diamonds.
“Countess Cygne,” he said.

“Lady Fire” said Aidan as he bowed, tugging dightly at my elbow to remind meto dip my knee  the
swan countess. The lady |ooked down her nose and nodded so dightly, you' d think she believed her
head would break off if she moved it. Theline crept forward like asnake. Aidan kept talking about
nothing, and | listened to the others near usintheline. They dl talked like that, asif they knew each other
even when they didn’t.

The princess was a cold-eyed, dull-looking girl of ten or twelve, her plump child’ s body stuffed into a
slver gown that was much too tight for her. Little rolls of pink fat peeped out around the armholes of her
gown, above her long deeves. The queen wastall and dender and wore a ruby-studded gold mask that
curled into her dark hair like adevil’ s horns. She was too proud to notice us, but greeted the swan
countess over our heads and began talking about “the princess sfine hedth.” Aidan bowed gracefully,
but | wobbled abit on my curtsy, saved from faling by hishand under my e bow.

“Lord Fool and Lady Fire,” announced another man in blue satin who stood just behind the dark-haired,
heavy-jowled man of thirty-some years—King Renald of Aberthain.

The king wore no mask and scowled impatiently at the room while speaking to someone over his
shoulder. The aide standing behind him was dso unmasked, dressed more for war than abdl. “ They
know we'll fight,” said the king. “ They don’t have to ensure our aliance by trumping up some story about
murdering madmen. Clear them out of here. | don’t care what they say. | don’t want them ruining
Ranield shirthday.”

“They refuse, dre” said theaide. “They’ll not leave without bloodshed.”

MacAllister sank to one knee and pulled me down beside him. 1t boiled my blood to do it. A daughter of
the Ridemark making obeisance to a Senai king—it was humiliating, obscene. | tried to make it as brief
aspossible, but Aidan dug afinger into my arm so hard | dmost struck him. The king dismissed hisaide,
then waggled afinger, which must have been the“gesture,” for the singer finally allowed meto get up.

“Isthat you, Gadlen?” Theking cocked his head at MacAllister as he actualy looked at usfor thefirst
time. “I’ ve not seen you sSince winter.”

“No, Your Mgesty, the good Earl of Sennat does not lurk behind this Fool’smask. And it isavery long



timeindeed since | was fortunate enough to visit Aberswyl. It was your late father—all honor to his
memory—who last received me here.”

“Ah, well, then.” Theking lost interest and shifted his attention to the bird-masked man.

We had to greet fifty other nameless peoplein theline, adl of them soft and proud and garbed with
outlandish extravagance. Only then were we able to pass through the double doorsinto an even larger
hall. Musicianswere playing al sorts of harps and flutes and horns. Long tables were piled with food
enough for asmall city. | couldn’'t even say what most of it was. A few guests were dancing, and some
were drinking and making loud, boisterous conversation. But more of them were standing about in small
groups, speaking in furtive voices with sdelong glances. Perhapsthat had something to do with the
soldierswho stood alert at every doorway, and the proud strangers clad in red and black who stood with

“Clansmen!” | sad. “We've—"

Aidan quickly swept me around to face him and stuffed a pastry in my mouth before | could say anything
more. “Don’'t noticethem,” he said, amiling. “Pretend they are furniture.” He guided me through the
crowd and between the silent watchers onto a flagstone terrace.

Tal polesat every corner of the terrace were hung with garlands and topped with flaming torches.
Fountains splashed, and flowering shrubs grew right out of the paving. Only afew people stood on the
terrace, 0 it wasn't agood place for usto hide. | tried to drag Aidan back toward the ballroom, but he
placed hisleft arm behind my shoulders, catching my left hand in his, then clagped my right hand with his
right, justin front of us. | growled and tried to pull away, but there was stedl benegath his soft manner. |
could not get loose without drawing attention. “We need to be dancing,” he said. “Too many curious
eyes about tonight. Follow my steps, and we' Il practice.” He moved me forward three steps, then
stepped behind me, coming out on the other sde. Forward three steps more.

“l don’'t need—"

He spun me about until we were facing each other, then bowed and caught my handsagain. ‘Thisisa
rondelle... the most romantic of dances. Hear the rhythm: one, two, three, one, two. One, two, three,
onetwo. One...“ Ashe had when he led me across Fandine, he tapped the rhythm with hisfingersand
willed my feet to movein harmony with his. | fretted about my bare toes and his mother’ s pearls, about
tripping over hisfeet and faling into the fountains, or tumbling into the beds of roses and entangling us
with mud and thorns. But after my first sumbling steps, | felt the music flowing through him and into me, a
clumsy warrior who had never lifted afoot to dance. Thetorchlight blurred. The other people
disappeared. For one moment Aidan took me away from that place, made meinto something | never
thought | could be. All I saw was the torchlight and the spinning garden and the white ruffle of hisshirtin
front of my nose, and dl | heard and dl | felt wasmusic...

“Areyou sureyou' ve never donethis, Lady Fire?’ came the question from above my head.

Startled, | stumbled. He caught me, never missing a step. But the world came back into focus, and |
yanked my arm away, unableto contain mysalf. Anger, | caled it. Humiliation. “A curse on you and your
Senal ways. No oath can make me do this.”

He amiled hisinfuriating smile benesth the slver mask. “Then don’t doiit. I'll walk you to the door, we'll
cdl for the carriage, and Dougd will take you anywhere you like. I’ d like nothing better than for you to
walk out of here safely.” | started to answer him, but helaid his white-gloved finger onmy lips. “You
believeI'll die anyway, so what useistherefor you to take these risks?” He took my hands again, and
we drifted with the music. The scent of flowerslay heavy on the garden air. “ Shal | tell you—sincewe
are masked and not ourselves at dl, Lord Fool can speak asafool at last—shall | tell you what Aidan



MacAllister would wish to be the reason that you stay?”’
“No.” My answer came out weakly. Not at al as| wanted. “Y ou should not tell me anything.”

“Should not. Mmm.... not enough to prevent afool. He—this Aidan who isthe greatest of fools, amad
fool—would wish that perhaps you did not want him to die. And if his death were to be theresult of his
madness, then at least he would have spent his last hour in your company, regretting nothing. .. nothing...
that had brought himto it.”

For that sngle moment, everything | never knew | wanted lay in my hand. All | had to do was pretend
that the past had never happened and the future was unknown. The music soared. The lights shimmered.
The night whispered a promise of joy. But | could not doiit. | had abandoned the teachings of my people,
betrayed every tradition, every code, every rule, but | would not permit my desire to destroy the
remnants of my honor.

Y et neither did | do what | ought. | needed to tell him he was wrong, that | despised him, that | would be
happy to let him diein adragon’ sfire or in the torment of Mazadine. | wanted to say that only my oath
would force meto go into Aberthain Lair with him and aid hisfutile purpose. But | could not do that
ether. | hdd mute, and Aidan laughed with delight. We danced through the glass doorsinto the whirling
crowd, and | would have dain the gods themsalves to make time stop.

“My lordsand ladiesl” A trumpet fanfare and a shouting fat man in blue satin brought me back to my
senses. Themusic fell slent, and ahush fell over the crowd. “His Mgesty King Rendd welcomesdl to
thisjoyous celebration of Her Royd Highness Princess Ranidla snatd day. May King Rendd reignin
glory, and Aberthain ever triumph o' er al that seek her downfall. Let the gates be opened so that &l may
witness the power of Aberthain!”

The trumpets shrilled again, and Aidan’s arm urged me toward the glass-paned doors at the farthest end
of the ballroom and the iron gatesjust beyond. | refused to move. Two Ridemark warriors had moved
swiftly into position beside each of the three doorways. “Vanir’ sfire, do you seewho'sin command?’ |
whispered, nodding to the tall warrior who stood to the side watching all three doors. “I1t's Duren
Driscall, the high commander’ s adjutant. He saw you in Cor Neuill.”

MacAllister paled beneath hismask. “ Thisway,” he said, and he began to work us sideways through the
press. | could not see our objective above the heads of the crowd, until we came upon the man in the
bird mask and his swan wife.

“Countess Cygne,” said Aidan, bowing and sdling up closeto thelady. “I had adeightful story from
King Devlinwhen last | saw him. One could hardly believeit true. I’ ve never known him agreat joker.
Before | passthe story dong, | thought | should confirm it with someone who knows His Mgesty better
than I. What do you think?’

The smpering countess hung hersdf on Aidan’ sarm asif he had offered her the Elyrian crown, and the
bird count took my arm as the crowd flowed toward the doors and the Ridemark commander. At
Driscoll’ sdirection, the warriorsin red and black were forcing some of the guests to remove their masks
or... curseitdl... their gloves. Surdly MacAllister could not see what was happening or he' d never be
prattling so camly.

A sudden silence from beside me made me redlize that the count was waiting for me to answer him.
“What? Pardon, my lord, | didn’'t hear you. Thenoise...”

“What think you of the bal, my lady?’ He spoke asif taking care that hiswordsdid not fal so low asthe



floor.

Aidan had smoothly arranged himself between the count and his wife so there was no possibility of
getting his attention. How did these people talk?

“Ddlightful, addightful bal”—only two people remaining between the warriors and us—* except for these
ruffians. What business have Ridemark scum at King Rendd’ s palace?’

“Intolerable, | agree,” said the count, hislip curling and his eyes glittering fiercely through hisivory and
feathers. “ They’'re pretending to hunt acrimind. Likely they only want to spy on their betters.
Barbarians”

| dearly wanted to pull my dagger on the sneering count and introduce him to abarbarian.

A red-cloaked young man in front of uswas commanded to remove his mask and gloves, and he put up
agreat fuss. Aidan was till babbling with the countess. | fingered the knife hidden at my waist. | would
not alow Aidan to be taken.

“How dare they touch King Renald’ sguests?” | said to the count, dowing my steps. “I’ll scream if their
foul hands come near me.”

Driscoll—cold and hateful as | knew him—addressed the young nobleman’ s complaint by stuffing the
glovesin thismouth and twisting hisarm behind him asif to bresk it. Heads turned away, choosing not to
see asthe choking guest was dragged to the side.

The young clansman just ahead of us forced another man to remove his gloves before alowing him to
pass through the doors. Then it was our turn. Aidan waslaughing, his head close together with the
countess, their arms entwined. | clung to the count and shrank from the clansman, while using my left
hand to ready my knife.

Thewarrior motioned to Aidan. “ Show your hands before you pass. Take off those gloves.”

But before Aidan could turn his heed, the count laid his hand on the jeweled hilt of his sword. “Touch
anyonein my party, and | will remove your nose and ears.”

“| have orders—"

“Y ou have no orders that pertain to the Count de’ Journay. | will pass here as| choose, or we will stleit
with blood. However skilled you may deem yourself, consider that | have forty years experiencein my
arm. You will not prevail.”

Thewarrior looked helplesdy at Driscoll’ s averted back, but the commander was still occupied with the
rebellious young nobleman. Evidently the count’ s name carried weight, for the Rider gritted histeeth and
jerked his head toward the gate. * Pass. I'll inform my commander of your refusa.”

“Tell your mongrel commander that my chalenge extendsto him aso, beast rider.”

The count escorted me and hiswife and Aidan, who had scarcely paused in his chatter, through the iron
gates. We came onto a broad terrace that hung out over the night like adead limb of the brightly lit
palace. Servants passed through the crowd with trays of wineglasses, and Aidan carefully handed them
around. Helifted hisown in atoast to the count and hislady. “ Though it is proper to toast Aberthain and
itsking when on thisterrace, | will offer my first to the noble and gallant Count de’ Journay, the hero who
turned back the barbarians at Desmarniers aswell asin thislatest minor skirmish, and to hisravishing
wife—may you continue to grace Aberthain and Elyriawith honor and beauty.”



The count nodded an acknowledgment, then responded with atoast to the king. | only pretended to
drink. | needed all of my wit to keep thefool of a Senai The swan countess put her hand on Aidan’sarm.
“Tell usyour identity, Lord Fool. I'm sure | know you, such acharming young gentleman. Y our voiceis
o familiar.”

“Ah, my lady, now is not the time to show oursaves. Allow uslesser lightsto glow for awhilelonger in
your brilliance. When the moment comesto unmask, al shall bereveded. But if | am not to befound,
you must ask King Devlin, when next you meet him, who it was knew the story of hisfather’ smissing
crosshow. For now | must beg your indulgence. My Lady Fire has never seen the dread glory of
Aberthain, and | would show her before the trumpetsrecall usto our dancing.”

As hekissed her hand, the swan lady laughed at his foolishness. Then she took her husband'sarm and
moved away to greet someone else.

Though his voice had been light and even, Aidan was trembling as he guided meto the outer wall of the
terrace. A gout of fire arced across the sky, and the crowd cheered dong with adistant bellow. “To the
western edge,” hesaid. “ Thewadll islower there”

From the pit of blackness before us came an answering bellow, closer thistime, furious, tormented.
MacAlliger fatered, losng what color remained in hisface. | drgped my arms around him and laughed as
if wewereflirting, but I kept him moving toward thewall. “How long until they go back insde?’ | said.
“Isthere any place to hide? No one bothered to tell me your plan.” Anything to draw him from his
digraction. “Tel mewhat to do, or | might aswell put thisknifein you right now.”

“Over thewall.” He forced the words out. “ Around the outside to the steps. We ve only afew moments,
no more, until everyone goesingde again.”

The crowd was thinner near the waist-high wall on the west end of the terrace. Most of the guests
remained well away from thewall, chattering and laughing asif they had no ideawnhat horror lay so close
by in the darkness; severa couples, who seemed to enjoy being aone among so many, drifted toward
the outer edges of the crowd. Three men and one woman stood singly, gazing out over the dark lair.
Those four were the dangerous ones—|one observers who might notice something unusud.

“We re going over thewal?’ | said. Aidan nodded, drawing breath sharply as another cry echoed from
the towering cliffsto our right and l€ft. | put my hands around his neck and drew his head down closeto
mine. His eyes were squeezed shut, and his breath came shallowly. He was not going to be ableto think
of hisplan, much lesstell meof it. “I'm going to St onthewall,” | said, “and you must examine my ankle
asif I’ve hurt it. Do you understand me?’

“Ankle... yes...”

“You'll haveto help meget up.” | ssumbled and grabbed onto hisarm. He put his arm around me and
half dragged, haf carried me across the terrace, then awkwardly supported my waist as| lifted myself
ontothewadll. “Sorry,” hesad. “| can't—"

“It'sdl right. Now examine my ankle however a Senai gentleman would think proper.”
He knelt in front of me, murmuring so softly | had to bend over to hear him. “Lara, I’ ve got to tell you—"

Hewasinterrupted by another trumpet fanfare. Dancing music started up insde the paace, and laughing
guests began to stroll inside. One of the lone observerswalked away.

“When | tdll you, dive headfirst over thewadll...” | peered over my shoulder to make sure of theterrain. It



was as bad as| expected—a narrow, outdoping strip of rock and turf, verging on nothing. “... ingtantly.”

The terrace was emptying rapidly. We couldn’t wait too long or we' d be too conspicuous. The clansmen
might check for stragglers. The count was arguing with the Ridemark warrior again. The second man of
the four single stragglers caled out to afriend and moved toward the gates, and the woman hurried

away.

Aidan pretended to adjust my nonexistent shoe. | reached down and removed the pearls from my feet,
dropping them into his gloved hand. He stared at them for amoment, and then stuffed them into the
pocket of hiscloak. Thelast lone man glanced toward the doors, where Duren Driscoll was gesturing
violently at the Count de’ Journay.

“Now,” | said, and rolled backward off the wall. Aidan came headfirst after me, and we tumbled and did
down the small weedy dope much too fast. | dug in my fingers and toes to stop us. None too soon. My
head dangled over the edge of the dliff, looking down upon the fire-streaked desolation of Aberthain
Lair.

Trumpets blared from behind thewal, and avoice cried out, “ All hail the glory of Aberthain!” We heard
aclash of iron asthe gates were closed and locked. MacAllister and | lay paralyzed, waiting to hear the
alarm raised, but no cry interrupted the noise of the ballroom, now muffled by the palace wals. No head
peered over the wall. No sword jabbed our necks. We gave it afew agonizing moments, then crept
along the narrowing gap between the wall to our right and the sheer drop to our left. But just aswe
reached the steep flight of stepsthat dropped from the terrace into the black pit, theiron gatesrolled
back again. We crowded into the dark gully where our little shelf of rock and dirt met the stone steps.

“... fools not to get the attendance list. He mocks us by putting it there for all to see.” The voice floated
over theterrace wall just above our heads.

“Who could expect he'd use hisfather’ stitle?”

“Not the cretins | sent here to watch, obvioudy. Two of you check the walls. The rest of you into thelair.
Thevermin will not escape usthistime.”

“Hurry,” | whispered to MacAlligter as| yanked the smdl knife from my skirt and the longer one from
the strap on my leg. “ Go on down. I'll take care of these bastards from behind and catch up with you.”

“No.” Helad hishand on my wrist. “No oneisgoing to die tonight.”
“Except you. Isthat it?’
“If that’ sthe way of it. But | have no wish to be excepted. Wait for them to pass.”

Three clansmen clattered down the steps just above our heads. We climbed up onto the stair and ran
recklessy downward after them. My back crawled with the certainty that Driscoll would glimpse usfrom
the terrace wall above, but we reached the lower stair without discovery. A glimmer of lantern light told
me we were nearing the bottom of the steps, alikely place for aguard posting. At this point one side of
the stair hugged the cliff wall, and the other side dropped off into the pit.

| grabbed MacAllister’ s coat and his attention, pointing down off the side. He nodded and went first,
supporting himsdlf with hisforearms and stretching hislong legsinto the sheer darkness, craning his head
to see how far was the drop. One muffled groan as hisfoot dipped and his damaged shoulders bore his
full weight. | dropped to my knees and locked my armswith his as he fought to find afoothold. Lying
down on the step, | stretched my arms and lowered him over the edge to give him alittle more extension,;



then | fet hisfingerstapping rapidly on my arm. | let go. A quiet thud, not too far away. Then a soft
whigtle. As| scrambled over the edge, preparing to let go of the warm stone and drop through the
darkness, awave of dizziness and terror almost stopped my heart. Stupid. We weren't yet in thefire.

Aidan kept mefrom hitting the ground, though rather morein theway of dlowing meto fall on him than
catching me. We ended up in aridiculous heap of silk and satin, dirt and rocks. My bare back was on his
face, and hisarms were wrapped about me. While grunting to catch his breath, he murmured, “We'd
better find your armor or I'm going to have the devil of atime keeping my mind on business” | shoved
hisarms away and stood up, digging my ebow into his gut hard enough to make him clamp off agroan.
We had no more time for teasing nonsense.

Tawyl had told usthat the cookshed wasfifty paces|eft from the bottom of the stair, and without
checking to seeif MacAllister was behind me, | set off, cregping dong the cliff wall. Three men rushed
past us, their torchlight flattening us againgt the rocks for aterrifying moment. But their eyeswere straight
ahead of them, and they didn’'t see us.

Weran therest of the way to Tarwyl’ s hiding place, awaist-high shelf where the broad, outd oping dliff
wall broke away from the back wall of aramshackle shed. My bag was stuffed in the corner of the niche,
which was littered with bones and rotting scraps from predators who preyed on stray herd beasts. We
dared not stay long enough for me to change into my armor, for the Elhim might have been forced to
reved our plan. | grabbed the bag, and we hurried away from the herd pens and the lamplit sheds toward
the center of thelair.

Unlike Fandine and Cor Neuiill, thefloor of thisvaley was not flat. At the base of the cliffswas abroad
shdf ring on which they had built the herd pens and barracks, the serving women'’ s shelter, and the
smithy. At the inner edge of the shelf ring was a steep, rocky border where the land dropped away into
the heart of thelair. The Riders huts would be down below, butted against the rocky dope.

The farther we went, the worse | wanted my boots. An afternoon rain had turned the blasted wastesinto
thick, black muck, and every step wasasmdll panic lest | dice my barefoot on astray dragon scale.
Shouts rang from every direction, and twice we had to cram oursalves into some narrow shadow to
avoid Ridemark patrols. There seemed to be five hundred clansmen in the lair to guard the three dragons
of Aberthain.

After athird close call with a search party and amoment’ s pauseto let MacAllister recover froma
dragon’s bellow that had him staggering, we streaked across a deserted area of the shelf and scrambled
into therocky perimeter of theinner lair. From asheltered nichein the rocks we peered into the vast pit,
and just below us, not five hundred paces avay, was the kai we' d cometo find.

The beast was immeasurably old: the brow ridges as gnarled and thick as old oak trees, the neck folds so
deep you could hide an army in them, layer upon layer of jibari encrusted on its scales. And itsright
shoulder was not along, smooth taper into the bulging haunch, but sharp and angular, asif agiant had
broken it and set it improperly. The right wing sat higher than the I eft, yet the twisting deformity was not a
new thing. Jibari grew thick in the shoulder crease, and there was no dackening of the beating fury of the
wingswhen it tried to escape the binding that kept it earthbound.

“Thebirds,” whispered MacAllister in awe, his hand on my shoulder. “Look at the birds.”

Indeed there must have been five thousand smdll, dark shapes hovering about the kai, picking itsleavings
from the blasted earth, settling on its back and shoulders, twittering and chirping, yet never getting caught
in the streams of fire that poured from the beast’ s mouth. But this beast was no gentle companion. The

ka lurched inits haf-waking, haf-flying way toward a penned cluster of no lessthan fifty bawling sheep.



An arc of orange fire shot from itsmouth asit let forth araging bellow loud enough to split one’ sskull. Its
eyes were windows on the netherworld, and its massive tail whipped and pounded until the very earth
shuddered. With little more than aflick of onetaloned foot, the kai |eft the sheep abloody, writhing
wreckage. After another blaring trumpet, its jaws closed around the gory mess, davering blood and

soitting fire.

Aidan drew back and sank to the ground, leaning againgt the rocks in shadows neither the growing
moonlight nor the sallow glow of dragon fire could reach. | could fed his eyes on me, the dark eyes
welling with tears of blood for hislost god. “Lara, how am | to do this?’ Hisvoice wasfilled with anguish
and fear, and | was on the verge of such weakness as| had never imagined. But any answer was

precluded by another blaring wail from the dragon, and like the herald summoning meto battle, it
reminded me of where and who and what | was.

| dumped out the contents of my bag—the articles that were the proper focus of my life. “Y ouwill be
dlent,” | hissed, asthe flesh-tearing screech died away. With no heed to his shyness, | stripped off my
fase skin of mud-fouled silk and pulled on my own life: coarse wool and leather and russet, the stinking
armor of my clan. | twisted my hair until my scalp ached and jammed the stiffened helm oniit, and |
arranged the coils of my whip and snugged its sharp sted tips without regard to the watching eyesthat
wererevolted by it.

The treacherous moon had crept over the cliff wall and invaded our hiding place, throwing MacAllister
into deeper shadow and glinting off thetin box that lay at my feet, whereit had falen from the armor bag.
It wastime. The singer was going to die, and he deserved to know the truth before he screamed hismind
away in adragon’s bresth. | wished that hatred and revenge might deter him from his course, but | knew
better, so | would not dally while he read what | would show him.

“Thisishow we shal proceed,” | told him. “I’ll say dl the words asthey are spoken for the binding ritein
the clan—the seven invocationsthat | should be damned forever for reveding. When the kal isready, at
the moment the Rider would step forth with the kai’ sbloodstone, | will raise my left hand. You'll have
perhaps hdf aminute to do whatever you imagine will save your life.”

Hetried to speak, but | would not permit it. One word and | would crumble.

“Before you address this creature, you should review afew bits of dragon lore” | said, pulling Narim’'s
journal from the box and opening it to a page written dmost eighteen yearsin the padt. | thrugt it into the
white-gloved hands, then strapped the bloodstone about my neck and left him gtting in the cleft of the
rocks, reading the account of how | had stolen hislife.

Chapter 27

Day 26 in the month of Vellya Year 497 of our shame Year 4 in the reign of the human King
Devin

Journd entry:

What satisfaction isin my heart tonight! There is no doubt that this Aidan MacAllister isthe one
for whom we have waited, the Dragon Speaker that Jodar described to me over five hundred
years ago. He sings their visions and follows them about the land without under standing why,
completely unaware of the trail of chaos he leaves behind him. Never in my long life have | heard
such beauty and clarity and truth. And the youth himself is all that is good.

Even such a magnificent discovery leaves atrail of complications, though—however small in
comparison to the finding. How am | to tell him he is unfinished—a boy who has no idea of what



heis and what he is capable of doing? How can | convince him that he must Ieave his life behind
for seven years? In ancient days Jodar told us of the seasoning time of silence needed for a true
Dragon Speaker, and though it is beyond our understanding, we dare not proceed without it.
What if MacAllister is not strong enough to do what we need? He is human. Heis so young.
Humans are so easly distracted—a penalty of short-lived races. Humans need answer s for all
mysteries.

Even if | could convince him, where could | send himto live out seven years safely, now that the
Twelve know such a one exists and hunt him ? If they discover him, we are lost.

Lara says she was able to hide her bloodstone for four years, that the Twelve cannot see what is
right under their noses. The child isfilled with bitterness, but her perceptions are acute. If only |
could believe her.

Yet if sheis correct, there could be a plan here, now | think of it. Under their noses...

By the One, the thought that comes to my head appalls me. Yet the more | consider it, the more
reasonable it seems. The Ridemark will not rest until they discover who isinciting insurrection
among their dragons, and if he continues, they' Il likely kill himin their rage. But what if | were to
solve their problem for them? MacAllister must live in silence for seven years to perfect his gift,
and | have no doubt that he will need to be coerced to do it. Those of the Ridemark clan are
experts at coercion of a cruel and deadly sort, but they would never dare truly harm MacAllister,
for heis cousin to the king and known across the world. And | have the perfect resource to reveal
hisidentity to the Twelve. Lara will tell her brother the name of the one who torments their
dragons, and that Narim's secret journal says thai the only way to cure him of it isto force him
silent for seven years. MacAllister will do as heistold, for he is human and will be afraid. Once he
sees the Ridemark is sincere—a scratch or two perhaps—no other course will be open to him. He
will obey and be silent, and in seven short years we will all of us be free.

Chapter 28

| picked aposition perhaps fifty paces|eft of MacAllister and hafway down the steep ring wall, among
thelargest boulders| could find. The boulders might shelter me briefly, though no venue so closeto akal
was safefor long. It didn't matter that | was ill outside the Riders perimeter, for the purpose of therite
was to drive the beast into madness so that itsfire burned sheer white, the hottest it could possibly be.
When | took up my stance on the top of an angular boulder, anew risk presented itsalf. Just below me
was a stone-and-leather hut—a Rider’ s hut. Bad luck if it belonged to the Rider who controlled thiskai. |
wasn't sure | could prevail in adirect contest of wills with the bound master of the beast. But there was
nothing for it but to begin.

| dismissed every thought of Aidan, of love and guilt, of doubt and fear. There could be no placeinsde
me for anything but will. Already the kai’ s nogtrils flared wider, and the red eyes blazed hotter, and from
the monstrous head came alow rumbling that made my teeth hurt. | uncoiled my whip and unshesthed my

dagger.
“Teng zha nav wyvyr,” | cried out.

Thus began the mogt difficult battle of my life—harder even than the disastrous venture of my childhood.
Onthisnight | had not only to control the kai, but, at the sametime, purposdy driveit into uttermost
frenzy. It wasn't going to takelong. By thetime | wasthrough theinitid summons and thefirst of the
seven invocations, the beast screamed so powerfully that | lost my baance and fell backward on the
rock. Without releasing my control | got back to my feet and found a steadier foothold on anarrow ledge



with my back to the angular boulder. Then | pronounced the second invocation.

| had reviewed Narim’sjourna where he had written al he knew of the Rite of the Third Wing—of the
day the Elhim had endaved the dragons using the songs the dragons sang to calm their restless
younglings, of the day the dragons had seen those younglings dead and bresthed white fire upon the
Elhim, somehow binding dragon and Elhim to the vile bloodstones. | had racked my childhood memories
for tone and position and every dight variation that could influence the outcome. But in therites | had
witnessed, the Rider had carried a bloodstone and worn armor to protect him from the dragon’ s wrath.
And the only Elhim to survive the long-ago debacle beside the lake of fire had worn bloodstones. Aidan
planned to go defensdless, thinking... what? That he could himself become some living bloodstone? That
histaent... hisheart... hiscompasson would bind him to some scrap of sentience buried in this horror
and alow himto control it?

Concentrate, fool, or you'll be dead before him.

| spoke the third invocation—a verse about gathering with brothers and sstersin the realm of the wind.
Thekai thrashed itstail and unfurled itswings, an ocean of flailing green and copper that seemed to cover
hdf thevdley.

Forbidden by its bound Rider to fly from thelair, the kai set up such a screaming that | thought | would
be deaf again. It lurched closer, half the distance between usin the space of a heartbest. | pressed my
back againgt the rock, wishing the kai were blind like Keldar or crippled like the beast in Fandine.

From before and below me came aglimmer of red light, and as| screamed out the fourth invocation, the
Rider stepped out of hishut. The kai’ s hatred was made more vicious and more direct by the command
of its Rider. The beast lurched forward again, and the snout waved back and forth, searching...
listening... closer. My eyes burned with the acrid smoke. Too close. | ducked and shifted right dong the
ledge, trying to find aplace where | could retreet, then threw mysdlf onto the ground again when awing
swept past my head. | was coughing and choking, buffeted by the stinking wind of its passing. Raging
malevolence blazed in the red eyes as | struggled to speak the fifth invocation. | lay on my back, pressed
to therock by the weight of hatred from the devil kai.

“Laral What madnessisthis?’ The voice came from behind and above me. My brother’ svoice.
“Get her out of herel”

“Shé'll have usdl baked.”

“Holy Jodar! Treachery! She wears abloodstone!”

“Say her now and be done with this. Gruesin, get up herel”

“Letitgo, Lara” Desmond ydled. “Gruesn will control thekai if you but let it go.” Four menin Rider's
armor moved toward me from the left. A fifth, the Rider from the hut, climbed up from the valey floor to

my right.

| lashed out to each side with my whip, as much to keep Desmond and his cohorts away asto deter the
monstrous head that swayed toward me. | screamed the sixth invocation, and the dragon reared
backward, spewing fire straight up—white flames only dightly tinged with orange. My helm had been
knocked off when | fell, so the skin of my face blistered in the hest.

Hands clutched a my armor, and | dashed a them with my dagger while | struggled to get out the last
verse. | had never listened to the words before. “ Take this youngling, child of fireand wind. Lift itswings



with your breath and your power. Beitsthird wing until it mastersthe upper airs. Thisfledgling isyours
and not yours. It lives by your grace and dies by your command, and its service shdl ever be your
pleasure. In the sun shdl you fly as one; in the cold moonlight shall you together devour the night.
Inseparable. Unchanging. Eternd.”

The Riders dragged me across the rocks and up the dope, awvay from the raging kai. My dagger was
snatched from my hand, and my whip snagged in the rocks. Five whips dashed around me and at least
two bloodstones flickered, fighting to keep the maddened beast at bay. But as the screeching kai
sretched its neck high above us and belched forth atrailer of pure white flame, | pulled loose my left
hand and raised it high. Abruptly | was dropped onto the hard, hot ground, while my captors pointed and
yelled in dismay at adark figure scrambling down the steep rocks on our right. | began kicking and
screaming, laying my hand on the spare knife hidden in my boot and embedding it in at least one
leather-clad leg so they had no chance to give chase until it wastoo late. For, of course, the kai had seen
him, too.

He stopped no more than twenty paces from the mad dragon and raised hisarmsin supplication. So tiny,
so fragile abeing beside the mongter. | could not hear if he said anything before he began screaming, for
the dragon knocked him ingtantly to his knees with a bone-shattering bellow and bathed Aidan
MacAlligter in eye-searing whitefire. “ Aidan, beloved!” | sobbed. His hair and clothes were burning
when | closed my eyes, and covered my head, and sank to the hot, stony earth. | could not weep. All my
tears had burned away with my heart.

Chapter 29

Chaos. Thered claw shatters wholeness. Rends.
Grinding discord rules.

The hglar—our masters whose stink is unlife,

whose claw is red that scrapes, wrenches, tears—

the hglar torments me ever.

Fly... fly to seek wholeness,

but the biting red claw will not loose me.

| who once... what was |? Lost am .

These noises... the hglar makes words of remembering:
of flight, of youngling wings so tender, of the upper airs.
Ahhhh... to remember! To fly!

Yet not. Crushing horror,

Bound to this hard, unyielding plane.

Heaviness. Vileness.

The taste ever in my mouth—

red, warm, stinking human blood and human flesh.



Despised taste.
Bitter taste of wretchedness, yet become an unstoppable
craving.

Take the human blood and flesh the hglar offers, It numbs pain, silences remembering, and there
IS

nothing else.

Nothing.

| am become chaos. Chaos ever.

Again come the words of remembering.

| would sear the younglings to bear them up.

Not yet, for the red claw tears and binds.
Captive ever. No joining. No sisters. No brothers. Chaos.
Remember! Ever again come the words.

Burn them, gently burn them

to guide and nurture to eternal wholeness.
Come, my youngling... fly!

| will lift thee to the upper airs, to the cold lights,
to the glorious burning of the greatest fire.

Fly with me and thy wings will not falter.

No.

No younglings. Only pain that crushes.

Chaos ever.

But here, what creature comes to join with me?
Hglar? No. Thisoneis clawless. Scaleless.

Isit human flesh... blood... sent to ease my vile
cravings?

No. It comeswilling. Isit beast flesh sent to fill my belly? No. Not beast.

Nor a flying one... the blank, empty flying ones, younglings yet unborn, not bound to the cruel
hard nest. They sweeten the passing winds of binding horror with

their singing. But this not-hglar, not-beast, not-flying one... a



youngling?

It cannot be.

The creature’ sair is storm-driven. Discord.
Human flesh. Human blood.

Smash it. Devour it. Soothe this unwhole craving.
Yet... hold... a word it speaks of wholeness.
“Rodan, remember!”

What voice is this?

Wholeness? No.

Another bound with sorrow... bound to pain.
Younglings know not of pain and horror,

nor do the bleating beasts who sate my hunger.
Thisoneis other.

Release this creature fromits cruel nest.
Looseitsflight into the airs we know not.

Burn it with unlife to freeit fromits pain.

Yet again, hear. A voice names this not-youngling, not-beast, not-hglar.
“Aidan, beloved!”

Aidan... Aidan, beloved... ? Remember ... Who calls me to remember? Can it be my own, my lost
one?

Burn, my youngling! Transform me.
Soothe my uttermost sorrows.

Burn with all of my life and make me remember!

AIDAN
Chapter 30

What is the shape of time? Humans speak asif time takes the form of those things that occupy it:
pleasurable things gone too quickly or dull thingsthat linger long past their welcome. Y et in my years of
dlence, when life was emptiness, the hours did not collapse upon themsalves like empty grain sacks.
Every moment had depth, breadth, and length; every hour had itsimmutable volume and built one upon
the other until time' s edifice wastal enough that | could befree. Y et from the moment | gave mysdlf to
Rodanin Aberthain Lair, the shape of timewas dtered, so that | could not say what was amoment or an



hour or aday.

Half aminute, Larahad told me. Half aminute from the time she would raise her 1eft hand until the dragon
would let looseitsfirethat could melt ssone. And | would need haf of that to ensure | stood directly inits
path. Mad fool. How did | ever expect to deliver the message | had worked on so painstakingly in the
past weeks, the words so carefully chosen from my memories of joy?

It was not that | was unwilling. My intent was clear. My resolution firm. Whatever were Narim's
secrets—and | had come to the conclusion that his secrets were monu-to reach for truth. But | had not
counted on being haf-crazed with Lara. Mazadine had presented no torment so refined as had these last
two dayswith her, playing at theintimacy | desired above al things, forbidden by her spoken hatred from
making it redl, yet tantalized with words and deeds that lured meinto thinking she cared what happened
to me. And | had not counted on my rage at learning that Narim had sent me to the netherworld to keep
me“safe,” because he believed no human capable of faith. Y et even from that horrific revelation had
sprung ahope to feed my love-struck lunacy. Laramust have thought her revelation would make me
despise her, but dl | could see was that she refused to leave untruth between us. And even as| wrestled
with al of this, the dragon threatened to crack my head with its trumpeting madness.

What rationa words can form themsalves from such chaosin aquarter of aminute? What instant’s
communication can penetrate the awesome, terrifying, magestic honor of adragon in wildest frenzy?

So when the time came and | ran to embrace the world’ sworst nightmare, al | could come out with was
“Rodan, remember!” And it was clearly not enough. The red-dimed nostrils flared and the monstrous
head dipped toward me; then came the ear-shattering bellow and blinding holocaust that knocked meto
my knees. Onefleeting ingtant of grief for Lara, for music, for dragons, and for glorious, decadent, holy
life, and | was consumed by pain so horrific it made everything | had ever experienced amere pinprick.

Across my mind skittered the word hurry, which was odd in itself because | was expecting death to be
quick at least. But time had begun to play its unsettling tricks, and the pain and the earth-splitting noise
did not end. Somewhere amidst the cacophony of raging white flames and dragon’s madness, | heard my
own screaming, and thought, “Why isn't that miserable soul dead? Why doesn’t he shut up?’

Remember ...
Wasit my own word echoing in my dying ears?

“Aidan, beloved!” From outsde thefire came Lara scry... S0 dear, SO poignant, penetrating my agony
with sweet revelation and piercing regret.

Then from somewhere so remote as to be beyond the moon and stars, drifted the same cdll, so faint that
the flutter of amoth’ swing would muteit, or the whisper of acloud’ s passing, or thelanding of a
snowflake on aknee-high drift. Not words, for the speaker could no longer shape words, not even the
subtle vocalizations Keldar had used. Animage. A questioning image. Aidan... Aidan, beloved?

In the formless, shapeless moment that | heard it, | resolved to postpone deeth. | could not ignore the
voice that had been the foundation of my life, but chaos, pain, and horror deafened meto hisfaint cal. |
had to seek someinner quiet where| could hear him and make answer. To find that place | madea
journey beset with visions, pushed through al those things that crowded into my mind, demanding to
stand asmy last grief or my last pleasure. Beyond the fire and present anguish floated the image of Lara,
not dancing with the grace and beauty she denied, but dressed in leather and pride, bending terror to her
will. Moreimages. alaughing Davyn dapping me on the shoulder, awine-soaked kissfrom Cdlia, ahurt
and al to give way: Goryx and Garn MacEachern and their whips and chains and despair, the charred
bitterness of Iskendar, the enigmathat was Narim. | delved deeper and grieved again for Gerald and



Alysand Gwaithir, and | heard my father’ s mindless wailing and my mother’ sloving laughter. As| had
learned in Mazadine, | left them al behind. And somehow in the midst of chaos, | reached the silent
darkness, the cool and quiet ocean of my soul’s peace.

“Remember,” | said with blistering tongue and cracking lips. “ It isthy servant... thy brother... Aidan
cometo set you free” Then| settled mysdf to wait and listen for aslong astime might let melive.

Aidan, beloved... Theimage came so much clearer.

“I am here” | answered.

My own. My lost one. | remember thee... broken, sorrowing, alone.

“No longer sorrowing,” | said. “No longer done. Thy voiceis my comfort and my delight.”

Hewaswith me. Thevoice| perceived—hearing isnot a al an accurate description of what | did—was
indeed the voice | had called agod. I’d had no other namefor such abeing. Asin our first days together
when | was achild; hewas buried so deep in wildnessthat | could scarcely comprehend the images he
poured into me—only their undying beauty, and the love and joy with which he created them.

| could have drunk in hiswild visonsforever, but the darkness began to waver before my eyes, and my
lungs labored asif bands of molten sted weretightening around my chest. | wasburning... dying...
“Rodan, remember! Fly free and livewith joy!” The srangeinterva of peace that time had granted me
was past, and | opened my eyesto see my outstretched arms ablaze. My clothes charred to ash and fell
away, yet to my wonder, my flesh did not. The hair on my arms and body flared into glowing cinders,
and the blood in my veins surged boiling againgt my skin, but | knelt on blackened earth and did not die.
And at some boundary just short of madness, pain was transformed into near-unbearable ecstasy.

Burn with all of my life, beloved. Make me remember.

For amoment or an hour or aday | was consumed by dragon’ sfire. Like ayoungling dragon my childish
scaeswere burned away, and | was joined with my elder, each of usgiving fredly of the gifts the gods
had left us. So smple an answer. The song set him free. The words Lara had spoken, perverted for so
long by the will-destroying bloodstones, now returned to purity and grace. The music we made together.
Rodan was my third wing, lifting me out of morta existence for those few moments, teaching me of life
and wonder, now | had reminded him of his soul.

Thefire faded and was gone. The dragon straightened its neck and trumpeted in triumph and exhilaration,
showering me with afountain of cold blue sparksthat fell with the blessedness of drought-relieving rain.
Limp, spent, incapable of thought, | raised my arms and laughed mindlesdy with him, for my every sense,
every pore, every bone understood that Roelan was free. | could have been deaf—perhaps | was—yet |
could have heard thejoy in hiscry. | could have been blind—that might yet come from the brilliance of
his flames—yet through hiseyes| could see the world changed, asif acharred gray curtain had been torn
away. The stars shone like shattered diamonds on the velvet sky; the summer lightning sparked pink and
orange over snow-tinged pinnaclesto the south. Asthe sun unveilsits splendor in the coming of the
dawn, so did Rodlan unfurl hiswings of luminous red-gold and green and, in ahurricane of glory, soar
into the night sky, splitting the heavens with arainbow arc of flame as he disappeared beyond the
horizon. Tears scalded my cheeksas | huddled, naked and aone, to the black, unyielding earth.

For the moment or hour that it took me to regain some semblance of reason, | was not yet ableto
consider my position or my future or even whether there was anyone to observe the oddity of my
continued life. I could think only of Roelan. Was he gone to wreak vengeance on the Riders or King
Rendd and his soldiers? Was he dready winging hisway to the lake of fire? | craved knowledge of his



purpose and what the result of our night's mystery might be. While | had burned in hisfire | had felt my
heart reborn, sensing a tirring of words and harmonies long dead. But astime creaked dowly on itsway
and | gazed upon the empty sky, the darkness came creeping back, and my bones that had felt young
and wholein hiswarmth began to ache again.

| glanced over my scarred shoulders uneasily. There was no one about. The Rider’ s hut stood empty, the
rocky dope devoid of life. The wilderness of thelair spread out before me was dark and silent. |
supposed they al believed me dead, and | began to wonder about it mysdlf. Perhaps | was rooted to the
spot, anaked phantom to haunt the lair of Aberthain. Where did ghosts find their filmy draperies?| could
use one, | thought, as the dawn wind blew cool on my raw bare skin.

| struggled to my feet, and while | tried to decide what in the name of the Seven to do with mysdlf, the
petty, prideful inggnificance of Narim’s plans|eft me laughing weekly. The thought that any human or
Elhim could foresee what a dragon would do when freed from five hundred years of torment was as
ludicrous as anaked, hairless man wandering adragon lair in the hour before sunrise. Somehow | had
accomplished what I’d come to do, but the aftermath was not at al as predicted.

Narim had been sure | would control Roelan after it, that | would ride him acrossthe sky to free the rest
of the dragons and lead them dl to the lake of fireto regain their minds and voices. But Rodlan was no
more my dave than | was his. Someday he might answer my need as| had chosen to answer his, but then
again hemight not. | had offered him my service, but could expect nothing in return. And | would never
ride him. He was not a beast.

Larawasnot goingto likethat. Lara... Slowly | began to remember how al this had come about. There
had been Riders... grabbing Laraas sheraised her hand to send meinto thefire. Vanir’ sfirest What
would they do to her when they realized Roelan was free?

Throwing off my weakness, willing my shaking legsto hold me up, | climbed up the rocky dopeto the
place!’d last seen her. The angular boulders where she had stood so proudly were splashed with blood,
aswas her dagger that | found wedged in acrevice in the rocks. The blood was dark and dried and cold.
Her dragon whip wastangled in therocks. | had to find her.

Clothes. The Elhim had sent a change of clothesfor me; | just hadn’t had time to get them on before Lara
began therite. If the Riders had not found the niche where we had made readly ...

They hadn’t. | crawled back over the boulders and found breeches, shirt, tunic, and boots spilled out of
Lard sbag. | pulled on my discarded cloak over dl, trying to quiet my incessant shivering. Narim’'s
journd lay openinthedirt where| had thrown it, its pages fluttering idly in the breeze. | snatched it up
and thrugt it in the pocket of my cloak. | would learn more of Narim'’ s plot after | found Lara.

Behind me exploded amighty bellowing from the far reaches of thelair. | flattened mysdlf againgt the
sheltering rocks. When | dared peer out again, | could not help smiling. A hot, white glow suffused the
lower sky. For amoment it looked as though the sun were rising on the western boundary of thelair. But
from the fire rose, not the sun, but one, then two, then three wing-spread dragons. Their massive bodies
wheeled and redled about each other like playful children, their criesrattled my boneslike joyous
thunder, and in my heart | felt the whispered torrent of their gratitude. The deluge of their speaking was
so monumentd that it was astruggle to keep breething or maintain the beating of my heart. Only after
they disappeared beyond the horizon could | summon wit enough to answer. “1t was my pleasure,” |
sad.

They seemed to hear me, for | felt and heard them trumpet their delight. Roelan could free the others.
Laraand | had given him thewords. The music wastheir own.



Shouts of dismay, curses, and barking of orders from every side sent me diving back into my rocky
niche. It seemed the clan had &t last begun to glimpse their undoing.

“Gruesin?Isthat you?| saw your—"

“Damn and blast, what' s happening here? Who dares command my kai? The beast was screeching over
itskill haf the night, but now someone s sent it up. Where sthe captain?’ The Rider bellowed at a pitch
worthy of adragon.

“Didn’'t you hear? It' sthe singer, the black-tongued bastard—"
“He' sdead. | saw it. | heard his death song and never have screams been so sweet.”
“Maybe he did something before hedied. Y ou know... likehe'sdone...”

“He never did nothing. Never! The turncoat femae had a stolen kai’ cet. She wastrying to save the singer
withit, but | watched the kal roast him. Thisis something ese”

“But then who' s sent it up, Gruesin? All three of them are flying. Are Dyker and Jag giving chase?’
“All three?’” The Rider was near strangling on hiswords. “But that’s Dyker and Jag running thisway.”
“Blast and thunder! All three! We d best get to the commander!”

“I'll flay the traitorous bitch myself!”

Boots pounded and harsh cries and curses echoed through the lair asthe other two Ridersjoined Gruesin
and hisfriend. As soon asthey moved away and a cautious glance assured me that the way was clear, |
hurried after them. Larawould be taken to MacEachern. Whatever these Riders said, the high
commander would alow no one elseto wreak the clan’s vengeance on her. | prayed hewould try to
learn what had happened before he did so, for | needed time to save her. Otherwise, she had done the
un-pardonable, and shewould diefor it... dowly, painfully, as only the Ridemark could manageit.

After aclose cdl that sent me headfirst into a herd pen full of sheep and another that flattened meinto a
far too shallow dot in the cliff wall, | reached the narrow road that led out of thelair. No onewas|&ft to
guardit. As| followed the four clansmen into the city and merged into the deepy streams of people
heading out on their day’ s business, time took up its familiar course again, and the dawn broke on a
world forever changed.

Chapter 31

| could get nowhere near Lara. By thetime | threaded my way through the busy streets of Aberswyl to
the Ridemark encampment outside the city gates, the clan had closed in upon itself. Grim-faced, heavily
armed Ridemark guards encircled the camp that was aready being dismantled, turning away puzzled
carters and laborers with no explanation. Men and older children were hauling down tents and loading
mules and wagons. Women were stuffing smdler children in with the baggage or strapping them on their
backs. There were no shouts, no disorder, only instant obedience to their commander’ s orders. No
dragonslived in Aberthain any longer, and the Riders would be gone before anyone el se discovered it.

What would the people of Aberthain do when they redlized that their pride, the bulwark of their
kingdom’ s defense, was no more? What would happen when the Madovans, the traditiona enemies of
the Aberthani, discovered that Renald was bereft of dragons? As| hurried toward Mervil’ s shop to
retrieve ahorseto follow the clan, | watched people going innocently about their business, oblivious of
what was to come. The safety of one race could not be built upon the endavement of another, yet the



change was going to be dreadful. Civil war. Revenge. Chaos. Invason. What had | done?

Logt in such uncomfortable musings, | entered amorning market just coming dive, noisy with fishmongers
and farmers hawking their wares, with the bleating, grunting, and squawking of beasts, with strident
voices of women and traders hunting bargains. A cloth merchant was hanging colorful lengths of silk and
linen that flapped in the breeze. A tinker banged his pots to attract commerce. | was perhaps halfway
across the marketplace when the glaring sunshine of the day winked out like agreat eyelid had shut upon
it. People, buildings, merchandise, noise—all vanished, and | was caught up in ablaze of whitelight and a
flood of sensations akin to the relief of thefirst water after adesert march or the exdtation of a
mountaintop after aday’slong climb.

To the morning lands where the fires of day take
flight,

where the cries of brotherstear. Ssters, bound to torment, rage. Lift them, unbind them, sing
them upward. Thy giving is ever, beloved. Glory to you ever.

Roelan. My perception of histowering anger and hisindescribable joy and gratitude vanished dmost as
quickly asit had come, ahammer blow that |eft me adizzy idand in the sea.of unknowing Aberthani. The
daylight seemed pae and insubstantia after the dragon’ s touch, the colors of the marketplace
washed-out, the noises thin and meaningless. Passersby cast curious glances my way, and | realized how
odd I must look standing stupidly in the middle of the marketplace with no hair, no eyebrows, no
eyelashes. And | had no glovesto hide my hands. | pulled up the hood of my cloak and hid my handsin
the pockets of the cloak aongside Narim’sjourna and my mother’ s pearls. | hurried through the square
and into narrower streets.

The clamor of hammers and saws greeted me as | turned into Mervil’slane. At least five EIhim were
making repairsto the front of the tailor’ s shop. The splintered wall looked asif it had been kicked in by a
dragon. None of the Elhim seemed at dl familiar—or rather dl of them did, but in no particular way.
Though there were only afew other people abroad in the lane, | was cautious, strolling past the shop,
then dipping through the dleyway that would take me to the back of it. | considered smply riding off with
one of the horsesin Mervil’ sstable. | knew the kindly tailor would not grudgeit. Yet, in view of the
heavy damage to the shop, | could not leave without inquiring after my friends.

An Elhim came out of the house and was picking over astack of thin wood strips when he caught sight of
me and straightened up again. “Who are you? What are you doing snesking around?’

“IsMervil here?’ | said. “I’veajob for him.”

The Elhim examined me carefully as he started gathering up aload of grips. “Mervil isdead. Hiscousn
Finado hasinherited the business, but he won't be taking on work for afew days until theserepairsare
done.”

“Mervil dead? Vanir' sfires, no!”

“What do you care aslong as there’ s another tailor to serve you?’
Something about the Elhim’ stone held my dismay and anger at bay.
“| careagreat ded. Mervil wasmy friend,” | said.

“A friend of yours?’ The gray eyeslooked skeptical ashetook in my odd appearance. “How s0?
Finaldo would be interested to hesr it.”



Interesting. He was not grieving. Hewas listening and watching. .. for Finddo, Mervil’scousnand a
tailor, too. The Elhim were very good at losing themselves when times grew difficult. | decided to test my
theory before | shouldered anew guilt.

“A good friend. Would you tell Finaddo or whoever in the house might be taking an interest that I'd like
to pay what | owe, then? It looks like he needs the income.” Into the astonished Elhim’ s hand, | dropped
my mother’ s pearls. He dropped hiswood strips and stared at the jewels and my hands. “1’ [l wait here
by the stable” | said.

In no more than three heartbeats Davyn ran out of the door holding the pearls, only to stop short at the
sght of me, the eeger smilefdling off hisface. “Who areyou?’ he demanded harshly. “Where did you
get these? An Elhim who looked remarkably like Mervil, but probably answered to the name Finaldo,
was at his shoulder, and abandaged Tarwyl hobbled out dowly after.

| hadn’t imagined they wouldn't recognize me. “ Eskonig, thefirst time” | said. “My mother’ sjewd safe,
the second. Then alady’ sfeet. My pocket, thislast.”

“Aidan?’ Davyn’'sface blossomed into delight tempered with wonder; then he laughed and hurried over
to grab my hands. But to our mutua discomfiting, sparks crackled and flew upward from our touch. The
Elhim cried out and fell back, his outstretched hands red and blistered, hisface stunned. “By the Onel”

“I'msorry,” | said. “I had noidea...” My handstingled strangdly, and thin, blue smoke drifted away on
themorning ar. “Areyou dl right?’

| stepped closer to see the damage, but the Elhim backed away from me, glancing upward nervoudy asif
expecting adragon to be perched on Mervil’schimney like apigeon. “Only singed,” hesaid. Then his
voice dropped to awhisper. “What’ s happened to you? Are you a Rider, then?’

It grieved me beyond dl expectations to see Davyn step away. Awe and mystery can place an untenable
burden on friendship. “I don’t know,” | said. “1 ought to be dead.”

| tried to tell them everything at once, in the pitifully inadequate wordsthat | could muster to describe
such extraordinary events. Once | wasinsde the shop with amug of winein my hand, exhaustion
muddled my telling, so that | wasn’t sure | made anything clear except that Roelan wasfreeand Larain
danger. “They’ll betaking her to Gam MacEachern—they’ Il not dare do otherwise—but | don’t know
where heis. So | need to follow the clan as they move out.”

Davyn spoke softly, hiseyeswide. “Will you cal down the dragons to make them free her?” Heredlly
believed it might be so. After dl of it even Davyn didn’t understand.

“No.” | tried to explain that | had noideaiif | would ever hear Rodlan again. What | did know was that
the clan would not relinquish Larawhile one Rider yet lived, and no matter what befdll in our strange
relationship, never could | ask Roelan to kill for me. Evenfor Laral could not askit. “... so | can't.”

“Then there snothing to be done asyet,” he said. “ The clan won't exchange her for you—I seein your
facethat you intend it. They’d only kill you, too. From their point of view, you' ve done your worst, and
unlessyou can undo it, vengeance will betheir only satisfaction.”

| closed my eyes, wishing desperately that | could disagree with him.

“Come, my friend.” Davyn’ s kindness transcended awe, and gingerly helaid ahand on my shoulder. No
sparks flew. “It takes no holy gift to see that you need food and rest. I'll send out word, and we'll find
out where the high commander lies. Until then, take this comfort: She believes you dead, so she'll fed



freeto tdl them everything they want to know. And when she hears that the dragons are free, she'll know
you won. That will sustain her.” | was not eased. Not even agod could sustain one through Ridemark
vengeance.

While the Elhim dispatched an unending stream of blond, gray-eyed messengersto track the movements
of the clan, | sat by Mervil’ s hearth and ate what food was put before me. | did not feel connected to any
of it, no matter how much | tried to listen. | pulled out Narin' sjournd, anxiousto unravel his plotting, but
my head ached and the fine scrawling blurred in front of my eyes. All | could seewas Laraat the Udema
wedding party, her hair unbound, laughing at my foolishness. All | could fed wasthe weight of her head
onmy chest.

Even as| held that image and cherished it, the world flicked out again. The talk and the incessant
hammering, the shop and the gathering clouds of noonday outside its windows disappeared in the space
of aheartbeat. My vison wasfilled with sky and brilliant sunlight and rolling clouds benesth me likea
gray ocean. Thevoice of Rodlan pounded in melike my own blood gone wild.

What sorrowing is there when Jodar flies?
When Rhyodan, Noth, Lypho, and Vanim soar through the dawning airs?
When Phellar, Nanda, Méelliar tread the winds and sing their waking?

| would lift thee to the heights, Aidan, beloved, where the cold burning of the night meets the
colors of the day fire.

Thy sorrowing lies heavy on my wings. Of al beingsin the universe, Roelan understood helplessness.
He grieved with me as | shaped the words, of how the one | cared for most in the world, the one who
had opened the way for me to wake him, was taken into captivity very like that he had known.

Cruel isthe hand that harms the one who completes thy being.
Tell us how to unbind her.
If ought of my working might free her from this harm, but speak the word to set my course.

| was humbled and overwhelmed with his offer. But there was nothing to be done. The clan would be
waiting with bloodstones, dragon whips, and poison-tipped spearsfor just such amove. | could not ask
it. And even if they could not harm Rodlan, they would kill Lara. | shared Rodlan’ srejoicing that more of
his brothers and the light of Mervil’ s hearth fire and the untidy mess of the tailor shop.

The Elhim were slent, staring at me and at Narim’sjournd that had fallen from my hand, its pagesintact,
but itslesther cover brown and curled, awisp of stinking smoke rising from it. They were bursting with
unspoken questions, but | could form no human words to tell what | had seen and heard, so | just shook
my head. | was desperate for deep. They led meto apdlet on the floor. My deep was plagued with
dreamsof Goryx, licking hislipsand blinking his bright eyesashewasgiven Lara

The house was dark and silent. | was perishingly thirsty and sat up on the pallet rubbing my head until |
could think where | was and where | might find something to drink. Waking and sense were
accompanied by adream-wrought conviction that | must be on my way with the daylight to find Devlin
and warn him. Only heamong al the kings and princesin Elyriaand her neighboring kingdoms had the
strength and resources to hold order once the dragons were free. And that would be the case only if he
wereready. | had to make him listen and understand what was coming, lest the havoc | had wrought
come down too hard on the people who had least to do with it—the very ones who had suffered most



from the savage dragon wars. Once the news spread throughout the land, the wars of vengeance would
begin. Once the word spread outside our borders, the wild men would come.

And another ideahad emerged from my dreaming. If | gave Devlin warning, he might be grateful enough
tohdpme...

Someone had kindly removed my boots, so | moved silently through the house. | could not ssomach the
thought of wine or de, and thought to go out to the cider barrel Mervil kept cool in ashed near the
stable. But the door to the stableyard was jammed or locked. | could find no way to get it open without
creating acommotion. Too parched to be discouraged, | padded through the tailor’ s workroom to the
newly rebuilt front door, only to find Davyn Sitting propped againg it, reading Narim’ s scorched journd
inthelight of asnglecandle.

“Learning anything interesting?’ | said quietly. | had no ideawhere Mevil’ s hdpful friends might be
degping.

Davyn started and whipped the book behind him, peering into the midnight to sesewho | was. “Aidan!”
He dropped hisvoiceimmediately. “ Areyou al right? What are you doing awake?’ | assumed it was his

possession of the private journa that gave him such an auraof guilt... or perhaps knowledge of the
journa’ s secrets.

“I was consdering going out,” | said. “But the back door isjammed.”

“Go where? It' sthe middle of the night.”

“Doesit matter?”

“Y ou shouldn’ t—I wouldn’'t—Of courseit matters.” Hisvoice limped off likealamedog. “You can't.”
“What do you mean | can’'t?’

Davyn glanced about, then pressed his finger to hislips and motioned meto the floor beside him.
Exquisitely nervous, | sat down. “What'sgoing on?’

“I don't know. Not at al.” His dender forefinger tapped rapidly on the journd.

| waited, thinking I’ d get a clearer answer once Davyn had settled whatever argument he was waging
with himsdif.

“Narim’s come. Whileyou were adeep.”

“Ah.” | settled back against amountain of rolls of cloth. “And Narim doesn’'t want me out getting adrink
of cider?”

“Cider? Oh.” Davyn rubbed hisgray eyes and shook his head. “When Narim got word that you and
Larawere making the attempt, he’ d already been awake for more than aday. Then he rode fourteen
hours straight to get here. He had to deep, but he wanted to make sure you didn’t leave the house before
he talked to you.” The Elhim ran his dender fingers through hisblond curls, clearly troubled. “1 thought
nothing of it. But then he sent Mervil, Tarwyl, and Jaque to another house, and wanted meto go with
them. | said I’ d rather stay here in case you needed me. He agreed, but certainly wasn't happy about it.
Then | saw him remove the keys from the rear door and bar the windows. There' sno one here save him
and you and me. But Rorick and Kells are watching the street. Watching for you...”

“And these things bother you?” They certainly bothered me.



“Narim has been my dearest friend since | was young—two hundred years, Aidan. Heis everything of
goodness. Devation. Friendship. Honor. Whatever of decency you seein me, he has nurtured. He—"

“| disagree”

Thelock of blond hair hung over gray eyesfilled with distress, but not shock. “ So you read this?” He
turned the journa over in hishands and stared &t it asif it were a poisonous spider.

“Only enough to know who murdered my friends and stole my life.”
“I didn’t know, Aidan. On the name of the One I’ ll swear, neither Tarwyl nor Mervil nor |—”
“I never thought it. So what bothers Narim now? I’ ve done what he wanted. The dragonsfly free.”

“When Narim arrived, we told him everything you’ d said and about the changes we saw in you. Though |
knew he'd be heartsick about Lara, | thought he would take satisfaction in your accomplishment. But he
was frantic when he heard that you weren’t in control of the dragons and sending them on to the lake.
He safraid, Aidan. He believesthey’ re going to destroy the Elhim.”

“They won't.”
“Hesayshe can't be sure until they go to the lake and drink the water, so he can talk to them himsdlf.”

“They’'ll go tothelake whenit’ stime, and they’ | speak when they’ re ready, and maybe humans and
Elhim will be able to understand their words and maybe we won't, but killing intelligent beingsisthe last
thing they want. They despiseit. They don’t understand it. They never have.”

Davyn frowned and fluttered the pages of the journd nervoudy. “Maybe you can convince him.” He
didn’t sound confident. “He wants you to go to the lake with him and make the dragons come there.
That’ swhy he didn’'t want you to leave. HE' s crazed with it. I’ ve never seen him like this.”

“He sgot to understand that | can't force them to do anything. But he doesn't need to worry. If Roelan
speskstomeagain, I'll find out if they’ re coming to the lake.

And I’ [l come myself. Willingly. Just not yet. I’ ve somethingsto do fird. Criticd things..."
The Elhim looked up curioudy. “What things?’

| told him of my certainty that | had to warn Devlin, and of the fragile possbility that had emerged from
the consideration. | hoped to persuade my cousin to save Lara.

The Ridemark produced powerful warriors, but without their dragons they would be no match for Devlin
or any of hisstronger dlies. If the clansmen were to survive, they would have to seek an aliance, and
from that need might come the leverage to pry Larafrom their hands. MacEachern would never turn Lara
over to the Elhim, and his hatred would alow no accommodation with me, but he might exchange her for
Devlin' s protection.

“Holy fire, Aidan, to speak to theking issuicide! He Il have your head for treason.”

“Hemay very wel, but | don't think so. Devlin takes his responsibilities very serioudy. He |l befurious
and horrified, but he'll cometo seethat I’ ve given him a chance to control his own power... andto
prepare. It'sdl | can do. If | can make everything happen as| want, | don’t think he'll refuse. The first
thing | haveto do is convince him to meet with me.”

| had come up with the schemein my deep. Nightmares of prisons, of Devlin and Laraand dl those who



were going to die because the dragons flew free, had led my thoughtsinevitably to the youth who lay
captive in the dragon lair of Gondar. Devlin’s son. The moment the Gondari dragons were rel eased,
Dond would be dead, for the Gondari would think it Devlin’ s doing. With Rodlan’shelp | wasgoing to
get Dond out. “Can | depend on you and Tarwyl to help?’

“WEe I do anything you ask. Count on it. But there’ s something else going on...” Hisvoicetrailed avay,
and hisfingers drummed insstently on Narim’ sjournd. He was wrestling with himsdlf again, and only
with difficulty did he come out with anything. “ Aidan, you’ ve got to convince Narim about the dragons.
He' s been poking around in Nien’ hak. 1—"

Footstepsin the lane in front of the shop and a soft knocking interrupted Davyn, and he jumped up to
answer. | stood behind him while he unlatched the door. As he pulled it open he stepped backward,
bumping into me. | felt the journa being pressed into my hands. Once | had it, he guided my fingersto a
place he had marked.

“Kelldl | didn't expect to see you before daylight,” he said to the Elhim who walked in. “Iseverything dl
right?’

“Just camefor my cloak,” said the new arrival, eyeing mewith interest. “ Summer never fedswarm
enoughin Aberthain.”

Thejourna was stuffed in the waist of my breeches underneath my rumpled shirt. Davyn introduced me
as the Dragon Spesker, then offered to get me cider from Mervil’ sbarrel.

“I think | just need to get abit more deep. | promise!’ll talk to Narim before | go.” | padded back into
theliving quarters of the house, sat on my blankets, and pulled out the journa. Davyn had marked a
maplike drawing labeled Nien’ hak and anumber of lists: one of Elhim names, one of various equipment
like barrows, shovels, and hammers, and another that |ooked to be a record of place names—Vallior,
Aberswyl, Camarthan among them—each with anumber besideit. None of it made sense. | needed
better light to decipher the fine handwriting, so | dipped the journd under the tangle of blankets. | wanted
to set my own planin motion firs.

For an hour | lay on my pallet collecting words. They had to beright for each of the three listeners. By
thetime | was satisfied, the house was till again, and | went prowling for pen and paper and light.

A frugrating haf hour in Mervil’ slarder with my findsand | had produced two barely readable notes.
Onewasfor Devlin, entreating him to meet me aone on the Gondari border at sundown two days hence.
| called on his promiseto do me any servicein his power and did everything | could to assure him of my
good intentions. | would ask Davyn to carry it to my cousin.

The second note was for Lara. | could not face death again without leaving some trace of what she had
meant to me. | smoothed the paper folds and imagined her strong, capable hands opening it and her clear
blue eyesreading it. Theimagining eased the dull achein my gut just alittle. | would entrust that oneto
the dogged Tarwyl, who, through some cousin or friend, would find away for Larato read it if sheyet
bregthed the air of the world. For the moment both |etters went into my pocket.

The third message was going to be more difficult to deliver. But | sat in the earth-walled room off
Mervil’ s kitchen among histurnips and onions, his bags of flour and dangling sausages, closed my eyes,
and banished the world. With every skill | could muster, with every sense et my command, | called
Rodlan. To my astonishment, his voice was with me faster than my mind could comprehend it, asif he
had been gitting on a shdf above my head awaiting my cal.

It isan interesting challenge to discuss geography with a dragon. Twenty years had passed sincel’d



vigted Gondar. Trandating everything | remembered into aflyer’ sview twisted my mind into knots. After
agreat ded of image shifting and word exploration, | concluded that Roelan had not yet freed his
brothers and sstersin Gondar—aredief, snceit meant that Dond waslikdly till aive. Once we had
settled on the place, the rest was easy. Roelan would find the human held captive with hiskin and “ bear
him gently to the smooth-complected hill beside the roving water”—Zad Fidid on the Gondari border,
perhaps three leagues from where Devlin was encamped.

“I would not lead thee into harm, my brother,” | said, trying to express my fear and thanks and caution.
“Never will | akit.”

Through pain and crushing horror hast thou served my need.
Giving ever.
Thou art my heart, Aidan, beloved, and | will hear thy songs again.

“Would that | could sing for you...” Even as| spoke, our contact was broken, but | knelt on the earthen
floor trembling with itslingering power.

“So it has cometo pass,” said avoice much closer than the dragon’s. “Y ou have found your heart again,
and your dragon hasfound his. Did | not tell you it would be s0?’

“Narim.”

“Do you redize that your body burns white as you spesk to him? A longer conversation and Mervil’s
turnips would be cooked. Y ou must be quite asight at night.” The Elhim stood in the doorway, leaning
againg the wooden frame, almost quivering with hisedgy humor.

“Thedragonswill not harm the Elhim.”
“How do you know?’

“Think of how you know you need deep, or how you know when a storm is coming, or how you know
when Davynistroubled. | wish | could explain dl this better, show you how it iswith them. The dragons
have no concept of vengeance. They won't touch any Elhim... nor will I.”

Narim relaxed into a more thoughtful wariness, his eyesflicking to my face and away again. “Ah, | see”
Heleaned againgt the doorframe, fidgeting idly with something he’ d pulled from his pocket. “ So perhaps
the answer isnot that you are incapable of commanding the dragonsto the lake, but that you choose
not... because of things you have learned, deedslong past and terrible in their appearance.”

“No. | meant what | told Davyn and Tarwyl. Thisjoining, this mystery that’s happened to me, |
understand it no better than | understand why the moon hangs in the sky or what it ismade of. | don’t
know what I’ ve become, but | know what | am not. | am not aliving bloodstone. | cannot command
him”

“Not even to save Lara? Y ou know what they’ Il—"

“If dragons were guarding her, | would beg Roelan to set her free. But the clan won't trust the dragons
now. They’ Il have ten Riders around her every moment, and Roelan would have to kill them @l to get her
away. | cannot ask himto kill, Narim. Even then, she’ d likely be dead at the clan’ sfirst glimpse of an
uncontrolled dragon.

“In the best case, negotiation will get her back. If that fails, then it must be stedlth and hand-to-hand



fighting.”
Hewas only testing. He had known what | would answer. Nodding his head dightly and blowing along,
slent sgh through pursed lips, he stopped fidgeting with the object in his hand and folded hisarms. “Then

| suppose you must help mefill out the last pages of my journd. Tell me, in these timeswhen you are
‘linked’ to Roelan.... hefedlsyour joy and sorrows asyou fed his. Isthat right?’

1] Ya”
“And does he know where you are when he speaks to you—your physicd location?’

It was an odd question. Intriguing. “1’m not sure. The visons show mewhere he is. But hisvoiceisso
strong, and mine... | don’t know. Distance plays no part. It' sawaysvery quick...” | thought back to the
experiences of my youth, and smiled as| recalled the songs Roelan and | had created together, dways
reflecting the place where | was. “Yes. | think he does know. He seeswhere | am beforel tell him.”

That was the wrong answer.

| was still on my knees on thedirt floor of the larder, and as Narim gazed down a me with sorrow, he
flicked his hand behind him. Before | could comprehend the meaning of his gesture, Kells and two more
Elhim | didn’t know grabbed my arms and head, holding me immobile while Narim emptied avid of
bitter, oily liquid down my throat. Sparksflew as| fought to spit it out, but Narim held my mouth and
nose closed until 1 could do nothing but swallow it. It gave me some momentary satisfaction that al four
of them nursed scorched fingers afterward. They left mein ahesp on thefloor.

“Was hdf my life not enough?’ | said when I’ d done with coughing and choking and gotten up again as
far asmy knees. “And don't tell me how sorry you are.”

“Ah, Aidan, but | am. If there were any other way... For Lara s sakeif naught else. But you' re too good
at what you do, and too naive. Y ou’ ve one more service to perform, and then—"

“—you Il finish what you started.” The room was starting to weave in and out of focus. The candldight
grew bright, then receded to apinpoint so fast | fell over trying to keep it in view.

“Yes, | will. | started thislong before you were born. | cannot risk history repesting itself for some
ampligtic, misguided notion of justice. There' stoo much treachery in theworld. Too. much hatred. Too
much vengeance. Did you see what the Riders did to Tarwyl? What isto stop them doing the same thing
to therest of us?’ He crouched down in front of me and his pale aspect reflected such single-minded
determination that hiswords disturbed me far beyond the matter of my own desth. “No human will ever
again control adragon. And not one more Elhim will diefor afive-hundred-year-old sn. We are on the
verge of annihilation, Aidan. I'll not permit it.”

My tongue was aready thick. “Y ou sent me to prison for seventeen years, and | never knew why. Now
you say | haveto die when I’ ve done everything you want. Thistime you’ ve got to give me areason.

Y ou migudged so many things then. Y ou might be doing it again. | need’—awave of nausealeft my skin
clammy, but with no strength to heave up whatever poison he' d given me—*1 need to know.”

“I was not wrong. Y ou would never have heard Keldar or Roelan or been able to speak with them if you
had not lived the seven years of silence. And I’m not wrong now. Y ou just wouldn't understand.”

“Try me. For once. For thegods' sake, try me.”

“I promiseyou' Il know before you die. Now, Aidan, show me what you' ve written while you were hiding
in here. | can’t have you giving anyone a head start on us. Spreading chaosis our only protection right



One of the Elhim started digging in my pockets, but | dapped his hand avay—or rather dapped theair
where his hand seemed to be—and clumsily scrambled backward through the dirt until | wasdumpedin
the corner. “I’ll have no stranger’ seyesonit,” | mumbled. “Narim, at least you care. .. for one human...”
Speaking was becoming difficult, especialy when | had to concentrate on my pocket, trying to persuade
my awkward fingers to detect which note waswhich. | prayed I’ d chosen correctly, as| drew out the
folded paper and threw it onto the dirt a hand’ s breadth—or was it half aleague?—from my foot.

Narim snatched up the note, read it, and folded it again with agreat sigh. “By the One, Aidan, | do wish
things could be different. We will save her. And I'll see she getsthis”

| would have to be happy with his assurance, for my tongue would no longer function to ask him how he
planned to rescue Lara. By the time the three Elhim carried my limp body to my bed—Narim was kind
enough to have them roll me onto my stomach—my thoughts were as hard to catch asminnowsin a
stream. The poison burning in my belly demanded | deep, but | dared not. Surdly whatever sensel yet
clamed would belogt if | succumbed.

“Saddle the horses,” Narim told his henchmen. “We need to get away before Davyn wakes.”
“Davyn can't gopit, Narim,” said Kdls. “Why don’t you just tell him?”’
“No. Not until it' sdone, and he can see therightness of it.”

So Narim had enough of aconscience that he couldn’t explain himself to his dearest friend, his decent,
honorable friend who would most certainly disapprove of killing me. But Davyn would never seethe
rightnessin killing me, so they must be talking about something ese. Curse dl conspirators, what were

they planning?

The minnows swam around in my head, a particularly large one reminding me that the annoying
rectangular lump poking into my stomach most likely contained the very cluesthat might help me
understand it. Why hadn't | taken the time to read the damnable journa? Nien'hak. .. what was it?
Where had | heard the word before? And why did it bother Davyn so? | couldn’t concentrate. The
minnows teased at the murky edges of my mind. One kept reminding methat | had to warn Devlin.
Whatever happened to me was no matter. Davyn could tell Devlin our story, but the Elhim would need
my letter to get ahearing from my cousin.

Asthe night dowly shifted into gray morning, | began the monumenta task of moving my right hand—the
onethat lay somewherein the same distant realm as my thigh—toward my pocket. It seemed to take two
hours. | kept forgetting what | was doing, losing control of my hand so that it lay on the blanket like dead
meat. When at last it reached my pocket, | had to convince it to extract the letter and... do what? | was
astired asif I'd moved Amrhyn from the Carag Huim to an entirely different mountain range.

Wake up, Davyn! | wanted to scream it out. But my tongue was dead, and Kells and Narim returned
before | saw any sign of my friend.

Narim crouched over me and put ahand on my shoulder. “I’ ve had word from one of Davyn’ srunners.
Laraisasyet untouched,” he said, somehow surethat | would hear him. “MacEachernisat Cor Neuiill,
s0 they’ ve taken her to meet him. If we' re quick and you help me, we'll have her back before they can
harm her.” | had no time to take comfort in his assurance. Desperatdly | crumpled the letter in my hand as
they stood me up—my knees about as useful as soggy dumplings—and haf walked, haf dragged meinto
the stableyard. The motion got me al jumbled up again, and | wasn't even sure who was who.



“By the gods, Narim, what' s going on? What' s happened to Aidan?’ Someone was standing acrossthe
gulf of the stableyard.

A minnow swam by my eyesin the circling world. It mouthed words at me and inssted | repest them, but
| couldn’t doit. Just felt seasick.

“He sbeen in contact with the dragon again, and it’ s about done him in. He amost st fire to the house.
Says he doesn't dare speak with Roelan in that fashion again, but he' [l cometo the lake and try it the
easer way. So | didn’'t have to do much convincing after all.”

“But what about—" The speaker stopped himsalf abruptly, and aface that was not aminnow appeared
infront of my own. It had blond hair falling over one of itsunfishy gray eyes. “Aidan, areyou dl right?
Areyou sure? What about the things you wanted to do before going to the lake?’

Narim urged Kells and me toward the horses. “1 don't think he can answer you. We' |l take—"

| lurched forward out of Kells s hands and lunged for the worried face, mustering dl thewords| could
find and willing them to my usdlesstongue, trying to make them loud enough that someone could hear.
“Rodan... understands. Elhim dwaysdo... everything... | ask. | count... onit.”

Hands dragged me off of him.
“Don’'t worry, Davyn. We |l take good care of him.”

While Kdlsand his cohorts draped me on ahorse, | caught a glimpse of apuzzled Davyn standing aone
in the stableyard. | squinted to seeif he held acrumpled paper in his hand, but he swam out of sight too
quickly. But my hands were empty when they tied them around the horse’ sneck so | wouldn't fall off,
and with only such precarious security did | set out on thejourney to the lake of fire.

DONAL
Chapter 32

As| was growing up, | never thought it strange that my best friend was alegend. An heair to athroneis
never sure of hisfriends—alesson learned when | wasfive and a playmate stabbed me with a poisoned
dagger. It wasin the three weeks | was confined to bed recovering, aone because al my playmates were
banished or executed, that | wasintroduced to my father’s cousin—my cousin—Aidan MacAlligter.

My nursefirst gpoke of him as | continued to make her life miserable with my incessant complaining: my
stomach hurt, my head hurt, my bandages itched, | was bored, | hated broth, | wanted to go riding, why
wouldn'’t anyone come to play with me, and why couldn’t | do whatever | wanted. “It' sthe gods own
wrath on my poor head that they took Aidan MacAllister from theworld,” she said, after threatening to
tiemeto the bed if | would not be still, as my father’ s phys cians had commanded. “He' sthe only one
ever made you civil. Had you singing like anightingae, he did, on aday when you had mein worse
misery even than this”

Of course | demanded to hear the story, especially when she plopped her hand over her mouth and
cursed hersdlf for mentioning aname my father the king midiked hearing. “Well, HisMaesty never forbid
the giftsto be here” she said. “I’ ve even seen him stare at  em himself asif maybe the answer to the
mystery wasin’em. So he couldn’t mind too much me saying who it was gave ‘em to you.”

Such words did nothing to cool my new fever. | was very persistent.



So shetold me of my anointing day, and from ahigh shelf she pulled down abell, aflute, adrum, and a
painted music box. “He sent you these in the years before he disappeared.” | was fascinated and made
her tell me more while | watched the tiny mechanical soldiers march around in acircle asthe music box
playeditstune. So | learned of Aidan MacAlligter, beloved of the gods, a musician who could transform
the hearts of men, my father’ s cousin who had vanished from the earth when he was but one and twenty.

To hear one has arelative on such termswith godsis a profound experience for afive-year-old, and |
would not rest until | learned everything that any servant, groom, chamberlain, or tutor could tell me.
Everyone older than ten had a story about him. For haf ayear, | pestered them... until the day | asked
my father if he knew where his cousin had gone. *Y ou were hisonly family and hisking. Didn't hetell
you?’

I’d never seen my father so angry—and he was not a soft-tempered man. His fury wasn't so much
directed at me as at the courtiers and servants who were listening. “It is no matter where he' sgone. He
was nothing like these foolish stories that make him out amagician or agod. I'll not have him spoken of.
He' s gone and forgotten, and that’ sthe end of it.”

Wi, that was not the end of it for me. | would admit that perhaps the legend was not wholly accurate,
because my father said so. My father wastheking, and | believed he was never wrong. But | was still
obsessed with Aidan. On that same afternoon, as | groused and mumbled about my studies, old Jaston,
my tutor who had also been my father’ stutor and so had met the legendary Aidan, brought me asmall,
brass-bound box aong with my lesson books. “Here' s something as may interest you, Prince Donal.

Y ours by right, but perhaps best kept private, asyou' |l see.”

In the box were some thirty letters, seals unbroken, al addressed to me. Jaston helped me sort them by
the dates marked on them and helped me read the first one, as| was not a precocious reader.

To my boisterous young cousin,

I’ ve had a mind to write you since our harmonious meeting a few weeks ago. It was such a
pleasure and delight to make your acquaintance. | hope you'’ ve not tormented your good nanny in
like fashion again, but rather sung the chorus we made together. The counter point was quite
nicely done, | think, and tells me that you are indeed as much my family as your father’s.

I’ ve traveled quite a long distance since we met, and someday you may enjoy visiting this land
beyond your realm where men wear trousers that look like skirts, and women wear gold rings
poked right through their ears. It is called Moldova and is set high in the most gloriously beautiful
mountains....

Those | etters became my most precious possessions, read over and over again through the years until the
paper was as Soft as cloth. They were filled with adventure and wit, and an education about people and
places and al manner of things aman could learn from them. | knew Aidan MacAllister far better than |
knew anyone, for my father had little time for me, and no one else dared spesk so fredly to the crown
prince of Elyria. Some of the letters had drawings or sketches on them, and dmost dl of them had
snippets of musica notation attached. Aidan said he composed them especialy for me.

Though | asked him repeatedly for one, my father refused to supply me amusic master. But when | was
nine | became friends with a squire who could play the lute and knew how to read the markings of music.
| swore him to secrecy, and he spent awhole night playing my cousin’smelodies. | had never heard
anything so wonderful in my life. Evenin my friend' sawkward playing, | felt asif each phrase were
plucked on stringsright ingde of me. It made me think my cousin knew measwel as| knew him, and |
believed that if he walked into acrowded room, | would recognize him instantly, and he would recognize



me.

| devised al manner of explanations asto where Aidan MacAllister had gone and what he was doing.
Mostly they were things holy and mysterious and fine. Sometimes | thought he was playing ajoke on
everyone, and sometimes | wondered if he wasjust tired and had decided to rest for awhile. Never,
ever, did | believe he was dead. Too much of life was crowding out of histhirty letters.

When | wasthirteen | came of age, and reading and writing and mysteries gave way to more Sserious
matters. | had very littletimeto think about Aidan MacAlliger, for | rode as my father’ ssquire,
gpprenticing at warcraft and statecraft until a seventeen | was given acommand of my own. | was good
a it, just asmy father was. | knew it, and my father said it—asdirectly as he ever said anything
complimentary. He had been king at eighteen, and hisfather at twenty, so | had to be ready.

Only oncedid | ever hear my father spesk of hiscousin. It wasthe night he cameto my tent in the
training grounds south of Valior to order me and my troopsto the Gondari border. My musician friend,
now my adjutant, was playing one of Aidan’stunesasmy father walked in.

“Wheredid you learn that?’ my father demanded.

“I’ve heard it was composed by afamous musician from long ago, sire,” said my diplomatic friend,
keeping his head bowed and his knee bent.

“I thought asmuch.” It surprised me, as my father claimed to have no ear for music. Hewas not angry a
the sdeways reference to Aidan. Telling my friend to continue playing, he sat down on my cot and
handed me the paper that would send me to our most dangerous frontier. Though he hated for meto
venture into such arisky theater, it wastime. | was eighteen, and he could afford to show no lack of faith
inme. | had no doubts of his confidence, so | didn’t make him search for words that were so hard for
him to say. Instead, | knelt and kissed hisring, sat back on the cot, and decided that if we wereto talk of
something difficult on thisnight, it might aswell be something moreintriguing than war.

“I've heard that Aidan MacAllister could make people see visonswith hismusic,” | said. “Washeas
good asthat?’

“Better. He could make you live hisvisions... and be changed by them.” He paused and smiled alittle.
“But he couldn’t look at aboat without heaving up his dinner, and he couldn’t shoot abow worth dirt.
Quit hunting altogether when he was ten. Said his fingers were made for harp strings, not bowstrings. |
caled him a sodding Florin plant-eater who couldn’t stand the stink of blood. He laughed and raced me
back to the stables. He could run like afox and ride like ahorse thral. | could never beat himina
footrace or a horse race either one.”

Aidan had told me the very same story in histenth letter.
“What happened to him, Father? Why did he stop snging?’

My father did not look at me, but only shook his head. “ Some things are not meant to be. Thereisan
order to theworld, not aways pleasant, not alwaysjust, not aways explainable. Itiswhy you will bea
king, and Vart, who deeps across the doorway of your tent, will never be other than adave. Aidan and
hisvisionsdid not fit within that order. | don’t know what happened to him. | don’t know...”

| believed him and promised mysdif that when | returned from Gondar, | would find out the truth. But
three weeks from that night my horse was shot out from under me by a Gondari bowman in asurprise
attack. The horse—avery large horse—fell on my leg, which snapped in protest. At least eighteen
soldiersdied bravely trying to rescue me, but | woke up ahostage in Gondar Lair, facing the rest of my



lifeinafilthy, squalid hut surrounded by dragons.

After three months of captivity, | could walk properly again. At sx months, my left arm was burned off
by adragon, teaching me the absolute impossibility of escape. At ayear | had lost hope that my father
could find any honorable way to set mefree. By the e ghteenth month of my captivity, | had determined
that the dismal chill and unending rain of Gondari winter were preferable to the mind-destroying stink of
summer inthelair. But | had not yet learned to stay adeep when adragon screamed. My days and nights
ran together in fits of waking misery and too-shallow deep.

Twenty-three dragons lived in Gondar Lair. | could recognize their different bellows, and | gave them
names. Squeder, Volcano, Grinder, Devil... Devil wasthe one who had taken my arm, and histhroaty,
malevolent screech would inevitably leave me shaking and sick. | laid wagers with mysdlf asto which
beast would roast me when | went mad and ran again. When that day came | would not fall back at the
touch of flamesas| had on theday | lost my arm. | would embrace the fire and free my father from the
terrible pogtion I'd put himin.

| thought agreat deal about Aidan MacAllister in those dreary months. | recited hisletters from memory,
trying to imagine mysdf in the places where he' d been, instead of the place | was. He had written agreeat
dedl about dragons, how he was dwaystrying to figure out their rolein the world. They had fascinated
him. It was perhaps the only place where our interests diverged. Mostly | wished my cousin would come
sng to me, to make aholy vision to replace the muddy desolation that was everything | would ever see. |
would have traded amonth’ s rations for him to ease my wretchedness for even one short hour.

In some nameless hour of anameess day in asultry, stifling month of my second spring—I had lost track
of the exact daysin the hazy horror of the time after losng my arm—I was awakened by the bellow of an
unfamiliar dragon. | did not seek shelter in the more protected corner of my hut, but lay where | was and
prayed that my father had at last decided to sacrifice me and destroy the cursed Gondari. But it didn’t
sound like an attack. It would take alegion of at least fifty dragonsto attempt Gondar Lair itself. The
noise would be unimaginable: the murderous thunder of so many wings, the continual bellowing and roar
of flames. | would have heard the Gondari legion take flight, leaving only three Ridersto protect me from
the two mongters|eft behind to hold me captive. And the Riders would have cometo chain me up in case
they would be given the order to execute me. But as| lay on thefilthy straw and listened, | heard only the
single, strange bellow and the torrent of fire that accompanied it. Then the Gondari dragons answered
with amonumental trumpeting unlike any I’ d ever heard. Screamer first. Then Volcano.

| crept acrossthe dirt floor and peered out the door. The afternoon was hot and oppressive, thick, gray
clouds hanging low over thelair. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary until | looked to the south and
saw asheet of flame so whiteit hurt my eyes. Again came the fierce cry that raised the hair on my neck.
Two dragons flew out of thefire, circled thelair, and vanished into the clouds. The Riders atop the
nearest guard tower gestured frantically toward the eastern quarter of the valey. Another white firestorm,
another eerie, trumpeting bellow, and again two dragons flew. Three Riders appeared from the south,
running madly toward the two on the guard tower. From the west burst white flame and booming thunder
and the screaming triumph of adragon.

Something extraordinary was happening. Anything thet |eft the Dragon Ridersin such frenzy wasworth
knowing more of. | climbed up on the sod roof of my hovel so asto see better, but that looked to be the
worst mistake | had ever made. From the east swooped one of the largest dragons |’ d ever seen, wings
full soread, flames pouring from its snouit. .. and it was going to passright over me. | flattened mysdlf to
the weedy roof, trying not to get blown off by the hurricane of its passing. It wouldn’t kill me. Its Rider
would never dlow it to kill ahostage so easily. I’ d scarcely sat up again, wondering why a Rider would
deliberately make hismount harder to control by riding it through the ring of bloodstones set up to keep



me captive, when | heard thunder from behind me. | turned and saw the same beast coming back again. |
would have sworn its red eyes |ooked right into my own.

| had thought myself become dead to fear. For dmost two years, fear had been my whole existence, and
Devil’ s hate-filled eyes blazed red in every moment of my deep. But when the dragon made atighter
circleand started itsthird pass, talonsthe size of smal treesfully extended, | begged Jodar to give me
strength not to bring shame upon my father and my people. | had once seen adragon alowed to rend a
traitor with its claws. It had taken two daysfor the wretch to die. Burning was adesirable ending in
comparison.

| did not hide—no use in that—but knelt upon the earthen roof watching him come, my horror mounting
to afever asthe five claws on one foot opened wider, then snapped around me, dragging me into the
gray morning, enclosed in a cage of tissue and bone. | did not scream. | would give no watcher the
satisfaction of it. In truth | don’t know that | could have forced any sound from my throat. My knees
plugged the gap where the tips of the claws came together imperfectly, and my left Sde was braced
againg one of the massive talons. Dragon claws were like razors, and with every jolt | expected to fed
them dice through my flesh, but strangely enough | remained undamaged. | tucked my remaining arm
tightly to my chest. The consideration that | might lose it and survive long enough to know of the losswas
amost beyond bearing.

Wind blasted through the gaps between the claws, making my eyes stream with tears, and it took a
considerable while before | convinced mysdlf to move enough to shield them so | could see. But inthe
ingtant | did so, | understood why my flesh wasintact. Thick pads of tough gray tissue were extended
from the dragon’ s foot and curved aong theinsde and around the inner tip of each claw. | scarcely
dared breathe. Perhapsit didn’t know | wasthere. Perhapsit thought | was... | couldn’t imagine. |
couldn’t think at al.

A monumentd cry blared from just above me, ripping into me like the claws | expected, so dreadfully
loud, so awesomely immense, | thought | must go mad fromit. Y et strangely. .. incredibly... hiddeninthe
rise and fall of the dragon’swail and in the timbre of its voice was a combination of tonesthat was eexily
familiar.

How could it be 0?1 covered my head with my arm, dowed my breathing, and told mysdlf that if |
worked at it hard enough | would surely wake up on the floor of my hovel. But | lived on unharmed, the
passing moments and the whipping gray clouds cooling my fevered terror, so | wasableto lisen with all
of myself when the dragon cried out again.

No Rider flew on that dragon. My bones resonated with that truth. The beast was uncontrolled, free, and
when | again heard themusic initscry of exultation, | began to tremble with something far beyond fear.

My stomach, which had not weathered events at adl well, gave afearsome lurch when the beast began its
circling descent. Gingerly | leaned on one of the padded claws, grasping hold of it and peering out aswe
dropped below the cloudsinto gray daylight. We were approaching a sweeping, grassy hill, gently
doping on al sides, embraced on the south by abroad, glassy river. Once, twice, threetimeswe circled,
each time lower, until five dark blotches |’ d thought were trees were reveded as two men and three
horses. | dared not even think for the hope that welled up inside me, not even when we swooped low,
the talon cage opened, and | tumbled gently onto the thick grass.

For amoment | lay crumpled in aball, my face pressed against damp—oh, Jodar—such sweet-smelling
grass. If | amto die, then let it be while the soft earth holds me. But the brimstone-laden wind of
dragon wings drew my eyesto the sky. Though dizzy and half-sick, | stood and watched the dragon soar
heavenward until it disgppeared into the clouds. “ Thank you,” | yelled, asif it could understand words.



Then | turned toward the brow of the hill where the men and horses were silhouetted against the sky. In
my deepest heart—for no explainable reason—I believed | would walk up the hill to meet Aidan
MacAlliger, but in truth it was an exceptionaly broad-shouldered Elhim and my weeping father.

AIDAN

Chapter 33

As prisons go, the bondage of Narim'’ s poison was not terrible. Other than the initia nauseawhen he
administered it every morning, little discomfort was involved. | wastired enough that afew days of
immobility didn’t seem cruel. The Elhim fed me and made sure al norma bodily needs were taken care
of. The only thing they didn’t know and | couldn’t tell them—since | was quite incapable of speech—was
how wickedly | itched dl over once my hair started growing in again. Nothing much to do about that,
evenif I’d had control of my own muscles. | probably would have scratched myself to ribbons.

My mind waslimp aswell. | dept most of the days as we traveled. Only when the poison started to wear
off could | apply any logica thought to thislatest detour in my life's peculiar journey. What was Narim
planning? Wasit truly to speak to the dragons? To get reassurance he could not accept from me?|
couldn’t believeit. Nien'hak... that wasthe key. According to Davyn, Narim had been poking around in
it, and according to the journa map, it was somewhere in the mountains of the Carag Huim. But |
couldn’t remember what it was. | tried picturing the journd entry, the lists of names and numbers, and |
tried remembering where I’ d heard the name before. On the third night of our journey, as| lay pardyzed
and garing into the dying cod's, my thoughts drifted to Cor Taaith, the EIhim’sgreen vadley left in cinders
by the Ridemark. That led meto Iskendar and his dying words... and there was Nien’ hak again. “ Ask
him what hefoundin Nien'hak,” he/d said. “Ask him why thereis an Elhim named for every dragon.”

It was S0 hard to think. A spark snapped and flew up from acrumbling log, shooting across my vison
like aminiature dragon. The namesin the journa lists were Elhim names. No dragons, though. Narim
didn’t know the dragons names except for the Seven. The second list was tools—unhel pful. Thethird

list was place names. My thoughts flitted away with the swirling ashes of thefire, and for awhile thefocus
of my being was how dearly | would loveto rub the grit from my eyes and take ahay fork to my itching

legs.

Wheat did barrows and picks have to do with dragons? And what were the place namesin the journd ligt,
and what did the numbers attached to each place mean? Valior—32, Camarthan—12, Aberthain—3...

The truth struck me like atower toppling on my head. In the span of a heartbesat al of it was clear: why it
was S0 important that the dragons come to the lake, how Narim planned to rescue Lara, why he had to
kill me. I thought I would burst with the horrifying certainty, and indeed | must have groaned aoud, for
Narim was soon standing over me as| struggled to move and speak.

The place names were the locations of dragon lairs. The numbers signified how many dragonswerein
each lair. “An Elhim named for every dragon,” and Narim knew exactly how many dragonsthere were.
And the shovels and barrows were to use in Nien’ hak—Nien' hak, the “pit of blood,” the mine near Cor
Tdaith where the Elhim had dug out the bloodstones. What had Narim found in the pit of blood?

Narim called for Kellsto hold me still as 1 writhed and croaked, “Y ou can't—" That was dl | managed
to get out before they poured more poison down my throat.

“| wastrying to keep the doses small enough so you could have some control of yoursdf,” said Narim,
“but | can’t have you gathering any semblance of your wits. Certainly not enough to speak to Rodlan.”



| gagged and heaved, but the aily liquid did down, burning in my scomach, leaving me limp and scarcdy
breathing, al sense sagging into a puddle of despair. Narim was planning to endave the dragons
again—only thistime to the EIlhim. And once an Elhim and his bloodstone had been bound to adragon,
only one human would know how to set them free. And | would be dead.

Narim must have judged his poisonswell, for | continued in this semimindless Sate, drowned in panic and
horror, yet unableto call on Rodlan. | could not concentrate, could not draw my will together. Most of
thetime | could not even remember why my flesh quivered with the need to warn the dragons away from
thelake. Oncel felt Roelan reaching for me, hiscall adistant, londly pedl of thunder. | cried out after it,
aswill adrought-stricken farmer when the storm veers away from his sere cropland. My effort resulted in
little more than awordless moan, and al | got for it was an extradose of Narim’s poison. The Elhim had
to replace the ropes around my wrists that morning, for they charred through and | dmost fell under the
hooves of my horse.

| could not say how many more days it took usto get to the lake after that. | waslost in terrifying dreams:
of being trapped in unending dragon fire, of being dreadfully sick when my horse foundered in ariver
crossing, leaving meto drift on choppy water, of thrashing in mindless panic as| wasreturned to the
chains and damp stone of Mazadine...

“... liedill. You'll hurt yoursdf worseif you keep thisup.” The calm, dry voice penetrated my dreams,
but did not banish them. “I’'m sorry. I"d rather do amost anything than this.”

Cold darkness. Not the musty damp of prison, but sharp, chill ar. Thin. Clean. Something scratchy and
warm laid over me. The horror was dreams. Only dreams. If | could just get my head clear. But my head
ached sofiercely, | thought my eyes were getting pushed outward from within. | tried to pull my ams
over my head to hold my eyesin place, but cold iron clanked mein the face, dragging me further out of
my dreams. Just not far enough.

Indeed chains bound my wrists, fastened somewhere above my head, bolted, no doubt, to the cold,
rough granite besde which | lay in apitiful hegp. No chainson my ankles at least. Slver pecks—blurry
stars—swam in the darkness, blocked by the dark shape crouched in front of my straining eyes.

“Aidan, can you hear me?’

My tongue fdlt asif it were coated with athick layer of woal; it would not obey my command. | jerked
my head and wished | hadn’t, asthe dark world set to spin-ning and my stomach rebelled again, heaving
up nothing and nothing and nothing. Surprisingly my eyeswere dill in my head when | was done with that
pointless exercise, though they weren't functioning at al properly. Behind the dark shape, the world
tossed restlesdly ... moving toward me with little durping noises. | shrank back againgt the rock, shivering
inthe wooal blanket laid around my shoulders.

“Between the jenicaand the boat trip, your ssomach’samess, so | won't feed you until morning. I’ve no
wish to make thisharder on you.” A hand stroked my aching head. “I am truly sorry for the chains. Y ou
were burning off the ropes every time Roelan would come seeking you. But | don’t think it will belong
now. A dragon has been circling the mountainsfor two days. Here...”

Drops of cool water were dribbled on my lips, removing some of the fuzz from my tongue. “Don't.
Peasedon’t,” | mumbled. “They won't harm—" | had to close my mouth before | started heaving again.

“I wish | could believe you, Aidan. But if you' ve guessed my plan, then you know it is much more than
just protecting my people from the dragons revenge. What will the Ridemark do when they understand
what we' ve done? What will your own king do when he sees that the Elhim have stolen the foundation of
his power? Can you imagine what it islike to be vulnerable to every race swhim, to be despised,



discounted, ignored? Never have we been able to take our rightful place among the peoples of the world
because we are not men. That’ swhat caused thiswhole disaster to begin with. If | could go back five
hundred years and change what we did—wheat | did—I’d doit. But | cannot. All | can doisto ensure
theworld is ordered justly. That means EIhim must control the dragons, and there must be no possible
way to undo it. If it gives you comfort, know that wewill let them fly asthey will. Wewill never usethem
as beadts, nor force them into war—only to defend ourselves. And only Larawill ever ride. | promised
her long ago and cannot go back onit.” Narim tucked the blanket around me and stuffed another under
my head. “I’ll be back in the morning to feed you.”

The midnight shape dissolved into the larger night. Throughout the long hours that followed, hiswords
sank dowly into my fogged mind like snowflakes melting asthey landed on the quiet earth. Roelan would
come look-ing for me. He would drink from the poisoned lake, and Narim would be waiting with a
bloodstone. Once bound, bereft again of words, unable to give warning, Roelan would draw the others.
When Narim returned with the dawn to pour thin gruel down my throat and renew his pardyzing poison,
he gently wiped the tears that ran unchecked down my face. So sure of himsdlf... so humanein his
murdering... so kind as he schemed to endave arace. He did not speak.

My immediate surroundings were little more than a strip of rocky sand, stretching perhaps ten pacesto
the lapping waters of the lake. Beyond the vastness of the water were jagged cliffs of mottled red and
gray granite, and astrip of blue sky above them. | lay on my side, and my cheek rested on the bundled
wool blanket in apuddle of drool. My mind wandered over past and present, drawing no conclusions,
forming no plans, scarcely awake.

The afternoon glare was bright, and it would have been awretched misery indeed if | had been left
exposed to the direct sun, but the rock which supported my back had enough overhang to keep mein
the shade. Though the air felt cool enough, waves of blistering heat swept over me dl through the day,
until the manacles on my wrists began to sear my skin. Asthe endlesstime passed, | grew desperately
thirsty, anasty torment with so much clear water so near, yet unreachable—poi soned water that would
leave the dragonsin astate akin to mine. Thirst captured every scattered thought, and even the flash of
copper and green wings spread across the blue strip of sky could not divert my attention from it. Wild,
thundering cries echoed from the cliffsand in my bones, echoing cries of distress... of loss... of pain. Yet
they were only afleeting sorrow, quickly forgotten in my craving for water.

Asthe angle of the sun grew steep, and the cooling air bred fogs from the waters of the lake, | saw abit
of rock detach itsdf from the distant cliffs and move toward me. Madness. | fdt itsingstent fingers
scraping away the few bits of sense| had left. | struggled to move, to scream, to weep, but | could not.
Therock kept coining. | closed my eyes and wished mysdlf dead.

A quiet thump... somedoshing...

He' s bringing more poison. No. No more of it! Make himkill you now. Though | raged when the cup
touched my lips, nothing but a soft moan displayed itsdf outsde my hot skin. The drink was not the oily
jenica, however, but water. | gulped and choked and came near drowning in my frenzy, sucking every
drop of it down to cool the blaze that was my body. When there was no more, | opened my eyes. Two
pairs of boots stood near my face, beads of water rolling off the lesther onto the thirsty sand.

“Areyou surethiswill work?” A new voice. What wasit about that voice that made my heart pound like
the seaon theice cliffs of Eskonia?

“Rodlan has been hunting him al day. We ve had to keep everyoneinside. Clearly the beast isleery of
the lake, but it won't belong until he findswhat he' slooking for. Once he finds Aidan, he'll touch the
water. Once he touches the water, he'll drink. I'll be ready.”



“I'mglad | got hereintimeto witnessit.”

“I dways knew you were exceptiona, but to escape from the Ridemark...” A counterpoint of suspicion.
A minor key inthemeody of hiswecoming relief.

“They were distracted when Cor Neuill was emptied in asingle hour. | don’t think MacEachern believed
the reports until he saw the dragons|eaving one by one.”

The boots moved, replaced by dender legsin leather breeches. A thin brown hand lifted my heed, so that
| looked into the face of the one who knelt beside me. | wanted to shout, to scream for joy, to legp into
the air and thank every god who might exist. “Lara” Evenin my living death the name burst from my lips.

“I hope events unfold quickly, Narim. Thisis pitiful. Why couldn’t the weekling fool do as he wastold?”
Theicy cdm of her voice withered my swelling joy asfrog shrivels an autumn garden, leaving a
monstrous emptiness where her name had been. Despite my confusion | could recognize the gleam of red
at her neck.

“Few men are capable of rationd choices when their hearts are so involved.”
“Better not to have a heart than to be thisway.”
“I thought you loved him, Lara”

“Why would 1? He cared more for his beasts than for me. He saw Desmond drag me away out of
Aberthain Lair, and he knew what MacEachern would do to me. A foot cut off... ahand... torture until |
told him everything. That’ swhat was going to happen, and this Senai fop did nothing to prevent it. What
loveisthat?| despise him”—she spit into my face and dropped my head back on the blanket—"and I’ll
put the knife in him mysdlf when the time comes. And this’—torn scraps of paper covered with crabbed
writing drifted onto the sand beside my face—" blathering. Good riddance.” One pair of boots walked
away and stood by the boat.

Narim crouched down besde me. “Ah, lad, | am sorry. | thought that seeing Laramight give you some
joy. Shearrived here unharmed this morning and insisted on seeing you. | didn’t know her fedlings had
changed.” The Elhim gave me more water, splashing alittle on my face, then before | redized what he
was doing, forced one morevia of jenicainto me. “Make your peace with whatever god is|eft to you,
Aidan. Onceyour dragoniscontrolled... well, | promiseyou will feel no pain.”

Never had | felt anything as urgent as the question that forced itself through the impossibilities of speech
and movement—beyond madness, beyond dying, beyond mystery and love and everything that had been
my life. | had to heer it. “ She knew?’

“Of my plan to control the dragons? That you would haveto dieif it dl cameto pass?’ He smiled sadly.
“Of course she knew. She knew everything. Aswetold you, she very much wantsto fly.” With that
smplereveationdid al my strugglesend.

All hopewas dead, al love, dl strength. | could do nothing for the dragons. Nothing for Lara. Nothing
for mysdlf. Nothing. | closed my eyesasNarim's poison did itswork, and | |et the madness come.

LARA

Chapter 34

“Aidan. Aidan, can you hear me?’ The night wasfar too long on itsway, and the Senai... onewould



think he was already dead save for the hest that pulsed from him likefever. | shook his shoulder and
dapped his cheeks; | scooped lake water in the cup Narim had tossed onto the sand and dumped it on
hisface. His eyes fluttered open briefly, but there was no sensein them. He didn’'t move. “ Y ou’ ve got to
wake up. We ve no timeto waste. Listen to me, Aidan MacAllister.” | got more water and poured it
over hishead until it made a puddle around hisface. He would have drowned if | hadn’t hauled him
upright and propped him up against the rock. “ Are you aweskling fool or are you going to wake up and
save these damnable beasts?”’

A bird swooped across the gtars, its screech echoing across the silent water. The breeze-driven lake
goread acrossthetiny strip of sand, reaching for Aidan, whilel dug in my tunic for thekey I'd stolen
from Narim’ s pocket. “Damned stupid...” The manacles were clogged with damp sand, dmost
impossibleto unlock. Aidan lay dumped againgt the rock like adead man. “I’ll get you out of these, but
you' ve got to wake up. | can't get you away by myself. You' ve got to help.”

Aidan’ swristswere ringed with seeping blisters crusted with sand, and | cursed Narim yet again for his
single-minded crudlty. | could not reconcile it with the gentle Elhim hands that had nursed me back to life
when | wasthirteen. Y et who was | to condemn anyone? My own sinswere beyond redeeming.

“Come on, Senai. Narim is so nervous he won't deep. He'll come back here to seeto you, to watch, to
stand on the shore with his bloodstone and be ready for your dragon. Y ou can’t be here when Roelan
comes, or you' |l never leavethisplace.” | dapped him again, then grabbed his lean face between my
hands. “1 know the paths you wander, Aidan, but | can’t Sing you out of them asyou did for me. You've
got to find the way back on your own.”

His eyes dragged open again, dark holes sunk in his pale face, his scant hair and brows scarcely visblein
the starlight. A death’ s-head. He shrank back against the rock, shivering, whether from cold or mindless
fear or poison-wrought vision, | didn’t know. | was afraid Narim had given him too much of the jenica.
Thefool Elhim had never gotten it right. | could not forget Tarwyl’ s description of the dead younglings.
Well, Narim wasn't going to give Aidan any more poison or stick aknifein him or anything ese. If Aidan
MacAllister was going to die, then he would die in the arms of those who cared for him and not on a
barren chip of rock in the middle of this cursed lake.

| hitched my arms around his middle and dragged hislimp body across the sand to my little boat,
dumping him over the bow, leaving his head dangling in the gunwales. Though he was dender, hislong
limbs made him blasted awkward. | lifted his sand-coated legs and flopped them over the Sde, then
rolled him into the middle so the boat wouldn't list so badly and dump us both into the water. He ended
up on hisback, and | felt wickedly guilty, as| knew how painful it wasfor him, but it was a measure of
his state that he didn’t even moan. Daughters of fire, Aidan.

| set the oars and got to rowing. The wind had come up. The water was choppy. The boat ducked and
dipped awkwardly from wave crest to wave crest. I’ d never been comfortable on water. The Ridemark
had no use for such skills. It had been Narim who taught me to swim and to row, as he had taught me so
meany things. Damn, damn, damn you, Narim!

The dop of the water against the bow, the creak and splash of the oars... it was all too loud. Sounds
carried too well acrossthewater. And it didn’t help my jitters when there came asingle, mournful bellow
from the cliffs. Powerful. Haunting. Dragon. | picked up the pace. If | |et the dragon find Aidan, itswings
would touch the water, and then it would drink the poisoned stuff, and Narim would win. | hauled on the
oars until my shoulders burned, but my luck ran out far too early.

“Laral” Narim’'scall camefaintly from behind me, somewhere across the dark water between the shore
and theidand. | could stop rowing and pray Narim wouldn't find mein the dark, but it wouldn’t get us



any farther away. Better to keep moving and hope the Elhim would check on hisbait before giving chase.
Narim wasn't fooled. He knew exactly what was happening. “Laral Don't do thig!”

| glanced over my shoulder and saw the dark outline of his boat, much closer than I’ d imagined. | gritted
my teeth and rowed faster.

“I trusted you. Y ou swore an oath,” he called.
A child’soath.
“You'll be our death.”

| closed my ears. I'd heard it far too often, and for too long I’d let it rule my conscience. That was done
with. There was no honor in torture and murder.

“Kdls, Jarish! She' sheaded for the western shorel” Torches flared on the eastern side of the lake, where
the old tunnd from the destroyed home cavern of Cor Taaith emerged from the cliff wall.

| was aiming for a spot exactly opposite the cavern, astrip of shoreline on the southwestern side of the
lake near the gap in the cliffs. Thelake of fire was not formed from meltwater or a captive mountain river,
but from springs deep in the rocky bottom of the valey. At sometime long before Narim was young, a
massive rockfal had blocked agap in the cliffs, and over the centuries the springs had filled the basin,
forming the deep, cold lake. In the lonely time after | had hedled from my burns and Narim had gone
back to work inthe city, I’ d spent alot of time exploring the trails and peaks around Cor Taaith. | had
often climbed up to the rocky dam, sat, and gazed out at the breathtaking drop to the lower valleys. On
one of those occasions | had discovered an unexplored maze of tunnels close by.

| hoped to reach those caverns undiscovered, for | had never told even Narim of my find. If | could just
get Aidan insde, we could hide until help could reach us. | strained at the oars. | had no ideahow | was
going to manage once we landed, but even if | had to drag him the whole distance, Aidan would be away
from the lake. Then perhaps his cursed dragon wouldn’t get trapped again.

From somewhere nearby came afaint moan, and for amoment | wondered how Narim could have
closed on us so fast. But the sound of choking followed, and | hauled in my oars and grabbed Aidan’s
shirt, ralling him onto his sde. He vomited up acrid nastiness. Aidan had once told me he'd do amost
anything to avoid boats.

“Wadll, thisisfine. Y ou cometo life only enough to foul my boat.” | dribbled water over hispae, hot face,
making sure none of the poisoned stuff got in his mouth. He il didn't wake up. “ Daughters of fire, you
mekethisdifficult.”

It was along haf hour until the bow of the boat scraped against the rocks, and | jumped out to drag it
onto the shore—ahaf hour in which torches were moving quickly around the lake toward my landing
gpot. “Thiswould be amost excdlent time for you to regain your senses” | said, wrestling Aidan halfway
over the thwarts, then wrapping my arms around his chest again and dragging him across the splintered
wood onto the land. The west Side of the lake had very little shore, only afew flat, sandy patches
between steep rockfallsthat stretched from the water’ s edge up to the clifftops. A few larger boulders
jutted out from the cliffs like the bulging roots of agiant tree. | had planned to scuttle the boat and avoid
the sandy patches to hide our footsteps, but there was no time and no point with pursuit so close. Speed
was far moreimportant. What | needed to do was to get a mostly dead body across two hundred paces
of rough terrain up a steep path and far enough into the maze of passages that no one could find us.



| crouched behind Aidan and wrapped my arms around his chest to haul him up again, when | heard a
weak cough and soft durred words, dmost indecipherable. “Am | dead?”’

“No,” | said, blinking back unbidden tears, pleased it was dark so he couldn’t see. “Y ou tried, but you
weren't very good &t it.”

“Lara...”

Changing my approach, | folded him forward, and he promptly vomited again. When he was done with
it, | moved around beside him, draping one limp arm over my shoulders.

“...wevegot...”

“Bequiet. Your dragon isn't captive yet, but we' ve got to get you away from thelake or he will be. Then
your lifewon’t beworth dirt.”

“Lara, we've... got... totak.”

“Y ou' ve scarcely got wit enough to know your feet from your head, Aidan MacAllister, so keep your
foolishnessto yoursdlf. I'd appreciate alittle help here.” Therewas no time for this. He came near drifting
off to deep between words, and | could aready hear the creak of Narim’s oarlocks over the chop of the
water. | heaved him upward, and we came near pitching head-forward into the boat. But by some
improbable feat of will, Aidan managed to pull hisfeet under him, and we stood on the shore, swaying
like asoggy willow tree.

“Now, step,” | said. “And | don’t care what blasted rhythm you use. Just move your feet in the same
direction | do.”

“Rather... dance...”
“You'reafodl.”

Sowly, far too dowly, we lurched up and over the rockfalsin the direction of the huge boulder that
marked the hidden mouth of my caves. Aidan’'s head drooped on his chest, and at every other step he
stumbled on the uneven surface. The only way | could keep us upright was to plant my feet wide gpart
whenever he moved. Maddeningly dow. The torches were getting closer, and Narim’ s boat was
bumping therocks. Like adark, angular moon rising, amassive shape glided up from the clifftops,
blocking out half the dome of the Sky. No bird thistime.

We staggered up alast shallow ridge of fist-sized rocks. In front of us, just across aflat strip of sand,
loomed the giant boulder with rounded sides and aflat top. Behind the boulder and the water’ s edge was
anarrow path that would take us up to the caves. “ Just alittle farther. Help is on the—"

Golden fire arced across the heavens, its reflection alighted path leading down into the dark water. Then
came the cry—piercing the night like asword through flesh.

“Rodan,” Aidan whispered, and ssumbled. | braced him again, but soon had no choice but to let him go.
Sparks snapped everywhere | touched him, hisflesh searing my hands beyond bearing. He sagged to his
knees on the sand and clamped his handsto his head. “Roelan, hear me... please... Teng zha... wyvyr
...” Thedragon circled thelake screaming... hunting... closer with every pass. We were il twenty
paces from the boulder, maybe forty more around it to the mouth of the cave.

“Warn him away!” | said. | could seeflashes of red in the torchlight that had aready advanced a quarter
of theway around thelake. ‘ Tell himto fly far from the lake.



“Can’'t. Can’'t think. Help me.” Aidan’ s hands were shaking with his urgency, but hiswords were durred,
and he swayed like adrunkard.

| kndlt in front of him and pulled his hands from hisface. His bloodshot eyes were clouded with jenica,
his eyelids heavy with drugged deep. So with one hand | drew my knife and with the other | caught his
chin, ignoring the blistering heat on my fingers. | held the knife between our faces. The sparks from his
skin made the stedl flicker asif the wegpon contained his dragon’ sfire aswell. “Do you seethis, Aidan
MacAllister?If you don’t warn Roelan away, I’'m going to cut your throat with it. It' sthe only way to
save him. If you're dead, he can't find you here, and if | throw your body in the lake and foul the water
with your blood, the dragonswill stay away forever. Isthat what you want? Live or die. Choose.”

| waited. His eyeswere drawn to the blade, grasping it, holding it with his gaze, asif he could useits
unyielding edge to anchor his confusion. But it was taking far too much time.

“Choose, damn you. Live or die?’

| was going to haveto do what | said. Hiseyes did past the knifeto my face. “Live,” he said softly. Then
his eyes sagged shut again, and, in despair, | positioned the dagger. But his skin began to glow paeinthe
night, and from his lips came soft words | did not know. Soon his face was shining silver like the moon. |
let go of him and backed away from the blazing heet that poured from his body.

“No!” The shout came from behind Aidan, and | jumped up to face Narim, who stood at the top of the
last rockfal. Eveninthe dark | could read his plan. In one hand he carried adagger and in the other the
coil of adragon whip. Around his neck wasthe leather strap holding a bloodstone, its red glow scarring
his ageless face with years and horror. “ Stop him!”

| drew my sword and stepped between the Senai and the Elhim. “Y ou’ Il not touch him. Not now. Not
ever”

“Lara, itisour surviva.” Narim's voice shook as he stepped gingerly down the rockfall and walked
across the strip of sand, every kindness he had done mein eighteen years of love and friendship hanging
intheair between us.

“That' swhat you thought five hundred years ago. The world has paid the price for your mistake and will
continue paying it for yearsto come. But snwill not hed sin. | won't let you doiit.”

“I thought you understood.”
“Y ou thought whatever you wanted. Never considered that you could be wrong.”
“You sworeto me.”

“An oath means nothing without belief. | never believed in your tales or your plans or your sin or your
redemption. | did what you told me because | had nothing better to do. That' s where you' ve gone
wrong, Narim. Y ou have no faith in anyone but yoursalf. And so you' ve plotted and schemed and done
terrible things, dl to end up making the same mistake again. But I’ ve learned. Don't you see? Y ou've
given methisasyou’ ve given me everything. Accept your own gift. Leave him be”

Narim'’ s eyes kept flicking from my sword to my face and behind meto the Senal. “Even if hewarns
Rodan away, | can’'t dlow MacAlliger to live. Eventudly the dragonswill come back here. The pull will
be too strong. We' Il wait—another five hundred yearsif we mugt, in hiding if we must—~but we will keep
the bloodstones; we will keep the lake tainted with jenica; and we will control the dragons. | can dlow no
oneto livewho is capable of undoingit.” Ashe spoke, his glance flicked again, but thistimeto hisleft.



The torches from the distant shoreline had vanished. | dared not take my eyesfrom Narim, but | took a
step backward to get awider view. Not ten pacesto my right were two hard-eyed Elhim sneaking over
the end of the rockfall nearest the water, each of them wearing a bloodstone around his neck.

“I'msorry, Lara,” said Narim, motioning hisdliesforward. The two took positions on either side of him,
trapping Aidan and me between themsel ves and the boulder and the cliff, our only retreat the too-long
path to my caves. “I’mtoo old for faith. Lay down your weagpons.”

| couldn’t afford to look behind meto seeif Aidan was capable of running. The screaming dragon
swooped low across the lake, and the brimstone-tainted wind of his passing made the ground shudder. |
settled my grip on the sword and drew my dagger. “1 won't.”

One of the newcomers, wearing alight-colored tunic, moved first. | beat back his attack, leaving him
dightly off balance, and spun around just in timeto catch hisfellow’ s curved blade that was on alinefor
my legs. One and then the other and then thefirst one again, | split my attention between the two Elhim,
graining to seein the wesk moonlight. My armswere longer, but the Elhim werelight and quick, and |
had to dance and spin and dodge, al the while keeping an eye on Narim, who stood on the strip of rocks
watching us. When was he going to join in? How in Jodar’ snamewas| going to handle athird?

A rapier point glanced off my vest, and it took al my attention to discourage its owner, while preventing
his Mend from ripping my back open. Only when | had pushed them both back toward the lake, the
rapier fellow with ableeding thigh wound, could | spare aglanceto my left. Narim no longer stood on the
rocky berm. | whirled about, frantic. Almost invisible in the shadow of the cliffs, he had crept around
behind me, dagger ready, heading for Aidan, who knelt glowing with more than moonlight and oblivious
to the danger.

“Youwill not!” | screamed, and sprang toward Narim. But the other two legped on me from behind,
dragging meto the sand. “ Aidan! Watch out!” Neither Elhim nor Senai paid me any mind.

But in that same moment, yellow light flared from beside the boulder at the water’ s edge, and avoice
boomed, “Hold, Elhim! Not one more step. Not one move, or my lieutenant’ sarrow isin your throat. In
the name of King Devlin, | command you stand down.”

Men rushed out of the darkness and disarmed Narim, while others yanked the weight off my back. |
pressed my head to the sand for amoment, both ragged and relieved, the burden of life, death, and the
world sfuture lifted from my shoulders dong with my attackers.

Asasoldier bound his hands behind his back, Narim squinted, puzzled, into the torchlight. “Who' sthere?
Who are you?’

“My lord.” | scrambled off the sand and, without the least resentment, nodded to the dark-haired young
Senal who stepped into the light, the same man who with his single strong arm had rescued me from the
bowe s of Cor Neuill inthe very hour of my punishment. “Narim, meet His Roya Highness Dond, the
crown prince of Elyria,” | said. Twenty more well-equipped soldiers, frayed and bloody, followed the
princeinto the sandy clearing. “1 thought you' d never get here.”

King Devlin'soffer of protection for the Twelve Familiesin exchange for my release had rankled the high
commander, but Prince Donal had been very persuasive. After all, the future of the clan was at stake, and
MacEachern was directly pledged in fedlty to the king of Elyria The high commander, still reding from
the reports of escaping dragons, grudgingly agreed that King Devlin was the strongest of theclan’s
possible dlies. But when the prince escorted me out of thelair and into the Ridemark camp, the
agreement fell gpart. My brother claimed that King Devlin had forfeited the clan’ sloydlty by freeing the
dragons, and he roused the warriorsto rebel againgt the high commander and reclaim their ruined honor,



along with acertain traitorous daughter of the Ridemark. And so Prince Dond and hisfighters had held
off two hundred Ridemark swordsmen long enough for Davyn and meto get away, the princerisking his
life and freedom because aman he had never met had asked him to do whatever was needed to save my
life

“Areyouwdl, Migtress Lara?’ asked the prince, examining me carefully. Once | showed him that the
blood on me was not my own, he smiled and tipped his head to something over my shoulder. “And he...
we're not too late, then?” His eyes shone with wonder... and | understood when | turned to look on the
one who knelt on the sand behind me.

Despite hisfilthy clothes and dirt-streaked skin, in that moment Aidan MacAllister had no kinship with
any human cresture. Tiny white flames danced about his body. His eyes were closed, hisarms and hands
spread wide gpart asif to embrace the night. Only now that the blood rush of battle had faded in my ears
did I hear that he had begun to Ssng—softly, asif soothing a child plagued with restless dreams. Aswe
watched and listened, his powerful voice swelled into atorrent of passionate music.

Gathering what sense remained to me, | turned away.

Narim had no eyefor Aidan or for the prince or even for the soldier who was binding his arms securely

behind his back, but only for the EIlhim who had followed Prince Dond into the torchlight. “Davyn!” said
Narim, only to clamp his mouth shut again when he saw his dearest friend’ sface grow stone hard at the

sght of him.

“I must be the greatest fool who ever walked the earth,” said Davyn, Striding briskly toward Narim, “and
it would not be half so hard did | not love you still.” With apowerful yank, Davyn snapped the leather
strap that held the bloodstone to Narim'’ s neck.

Narim did not drop his eyes.

Davyn turned on his hed, tossing the red gem on the ground by the prince sfeet. “We Il find the rest of
them, my lord.” The prince nodded, still mesmerized by the wonder behind me. Davyn led fifteen of the
Elyrian soldiers off toward the Elhim caverns. | retreated into the shadows of the great boulder, where it
hung over thelake.

Almost an hour passed until the last clear note of Aidan’s song fell silent. Hisfire died away with the
music, and the silver-white glow of his skin faded into more ordinary coloring. He pressed his handsto
his eyes and spoke softly in words that sounded very much like the ancient tongue we of the Ridemark
used, but | did not know their meanings. He tried again with the sameresult. After avisble sruggle, his
third attempt produced, “It’sdl right. It'sall right.” Sighing tiredly, he sat back on his hedls, lowered his
hands, and blinked in astonishment at the awestruck crowd surrounding him. He looked from onefaceto
the next, taking in the captive Narim, who refused to meet his eye, the other two Elhim, hands bound, the
remaining Elyrian soldiers... until his eye stopped on my rescuer. Though Prince Dond wore no badge of
rank, no garb different from any of his soldiers save for the empty |eft deeve tucked into histunic, Aidan
pushed himself to hisfeet and bowed deeply, wearing asmile so brilliant it rivaled the moon. “My Lord
Prince...”

The prince returned his grin. “Y ou know me!”

“Were we in the grand marketplace of Valior on the day of first harvest, | would know you, Dond.”
“And | you. Though finding you immersed in such mystery gives methe easier part.”

“IsDawyn... 7’



“He' swell. Gone on an errand at the moment. And you? And your....friend?’
“Free. Both of us.” Aidan flicked his eyes upward. “He trested you well?’
A trace of remembered despair wiped away the young prince ssmile. “My debt is everlasting.”

Aidan opened his arms and the two embraced, the bond between them more clearly visible than the
torchlight.

“Don’'t let me singe you too badly,” Aidan said, laughing and pulling away as sparksflew. “1’ve not
learned how to manage thislittle problem yet.”

The smiling prince shook his head, raw emotion adding arasp to hisvoice. “| was afraid we' d get here
too late, but Davyn sworethat Larawould save you if anyone could. A number of Ridemark warriors
were most displeased when we released Lara, and sheinssted on coming here aone while we convinced
them we were right. She even |eft Davyn behind, so he could guide us through the mountains.”

Aidan looked around the shoreline. “Isshe dl right? There wasfighting... gods, whereis she?’
“She'swall, | think. But | don’'t know where she' s gotten off to.”

| shrank deeper into the shadows and sank to the damp stone, wishing they would all go somewhere
else. | had no place with these people.

Before the two of them could discover my hiding place, Davyn returned carrying alarge leather bag. He
and Aidan greeted each other as brothers.

“Davyn, haveyou seen Lara?’ said Aidan.

The Elhim looked about sharply, then shook his head. “No. Not since | l&ft for the cavern. She seemed
unharmed.”

The prince joined them, and Davyn dumped out the bag—bloodstones. “1 think thisisal of them, unless
he' ssquirrded more away. I'll bring in other Elhim to search more thoroughly. Y our men have rounded
up afew more conspiratorsin the cavern; most of the villains haven't arrived as yet.”

The prince jerked his head toward Narim, who stood watching al thisbleskly. “What am | to do with
him? Hanging seems gppropriate for one who attemptsthe life of King Devlin'scousin.”

Sorrow shadowed Aidan when he looked on Narim.

“Let him go. Let them al go. There' s nothing you can do that will compare to what’ s going to happen.
Soon, | think.” He glanced up at the quiet night, and the hair on my arms and neck prickled. For even as
he said it, a growing darkness obscured the stars in every direction. Wind rose beyond the heights and
lightning licked the clifftops. “I would suggest you dl take shelter,” said Aidan. “No harm isintended, but
accidents could happen. Though looking puzzled, the prince ordered his men to take the Elhim prisoners
back to the caves. When the soldiers grabbed Narim’s arm, the Elhim resisted, growling furioudy. At a
nod of Prince Dondl’ s head, the soldiers left Narim by the edge of the water, his hands bound and his
feet tied loosdaly so he could not run. He said nothing more and paid no attention to anyone. | remained in
my hiding place a the bottom of the great boulder. Aidan would not follow his own advice and climbed
up on the boulder above my head. Neither Prince Dona nor Davyn would leave him. They stood
uncertainly only afew steps away from me. And so we waited, though | didn’t know for what.

Black clouds drovein from dl sides. The wind whipped the lake into froth. Thunder rolled continuoudly,



booming and crashing from the dliffs. Before very long, Narim rose dowly and awkwardly to hisfest,
craning his neck, scanning the sky. “MacAllister,” he said, hisvoice choked with horror, “what have you
done?’

Dragons! Fifty or ahundred of them gathered over us, blotting out the stars, and asif at aherald's
trumpet blast, they released afirestorm upon the lake. The water churned and boiled, filling the air with
smoke and steam. In adeafening explosion of wind and water, stone and fire, the rocky dam that held
the water in the valey was blagted into dust. First a hissng stream and then aflood poured through the
gapsin therock wall and swept the remaining barrier awvay. As each screaming dragon rel eased its cache
of flame, it circled the valley and disappeared westward.

By thetime dawn light colored the drifting fog, the air was till. The only sound was the distant rush of
fdling water, asthelast of the lake drained into the lowlands. One dragon remained, ablot of gleaming
copper, perched on the clifftops far across the gaping emptiness.

Davyn and the prince emerged from behind the boulder pile, where flying shards of broken rock and

scalding spray had forced them to take shelter, and gaped at the empty lakebed. Narim stood at the

edge, stunned, appaled, disbdieving. “They’ll never be ableto spesk with usagain,” hesaid. “They’ll
grow wilder, farther fromus”

Aidan spoke softly from atop hisboulder perch. “They’ll never again be davesto anyone, humans or
Elhim. Without the |ake water to tempt them, they won't return here. The water was the difference, you
know, the reason you were able to bind them in thefirst place. It wasn't just thejenicayou put init to
keep them till. Whatever eement of the water enabled them to understand our speech aso enabled the
binding of the bloodstones. That’swhy the Riders could never bind adragon to anew stone.”

Narim' s grief was hitter. “Only the onein five hundred years, those like you, will ever hear their voices.”
“You needn't fear. I'll pay the price for thisaswell.”

| wasn't sure exactly what he was talking about; we would dl pay for this night’swork. The world would
pay.

“What about the springs?’ said Davyn. “1an't there dill arisk?’
“Kegp watching,” said Aidan.

After awhile, thelone dragon spread its wings and glided from the clifftop, spirding down into the
fog-filled valley. A blast of white-hot fire blossomed from the deeps. When the fire receded, the dragon
soared upward, returning to its distant perch. The bottom of the valley had been melted into asmooth
shelf of rock, the springsirredeemably buried.

Narim sank to his knees and buried his head in his hands. How does oneface the ruin of dreams carried
for haf athousand years? Despite dl, my heart wept for him.

Chapter 35

The prince convened a hagty trid for Narim. He took evidence from Davyn and from the Elhim who
were apart of Narim’ splot. | could not remain silent, which meant, unfortunately, that | could no longer
stay out of Sight. So | stepped out of my niche, brushed past MacAllister without acknowledging him,
and told the prince | wished to speak.

Prince Dond listened carefully to my tale of Narim’ stender carefor me. | told him how al the Elhim,



including the conspirators, had risked the safety of their sanctuary to take mein. | gave no other
evidence. Whatever | knew of Narim’s crimes—and my own—I |eft to othersto tell.

The prince dready knew MacAllister’ smind, and only asked if he wished to add anything. MacAllister
declined. Wesk and foolish, as aways. Even if hetook no satisfaction in vengeance, how could he not
seethelightness of punishment? We must pay for our deeds. Surely the prince would understand that.

| wandered over to the edge of the abyss and peered down on the scorched rocks and dried mud that
were dl that remained of the lake of fire, waiting to hear the verdict—to hear if my name would be listed
among the condemned. After a sober deliberation, the prince announced that Narim would not hang, but
that he and his Elhim conspirators would be exiled from Elyriafor aslong asthey might live. Gods, Aidan
and his cousin were two of akind. Naive. Stupid. Who would ever be ableto tell if an Elhim wandering
the roads of Elyriawas Narim or some other?

But the prince called forward one of hisaides, his scribe who was charged with marking the wrists of
those sworn to the prince’ s service. While three soldiers held Narim ill, the man used his needles and
ink to mark, not awrigt, but Narim’ sforehead with an X, and beside it the prince’ s own mark. “Wear
thismark of infamy forever, Elhim, and be grateful to my cousin and Migtress Larathat you yet bregthe.
Never was sin hedled by betraya, and never was good built upon the abused honor of awarrior. Begone
from my father’ s kingdom, and never tread its paths again.” The other conspirators were marked in the
samefashion.

Narim and the exileseft that afternoon. Ten Elyrian soldiers accompanied the Elhim, both to protect
them from assault along their way to the Elyrian border and to make sure they crossed it. My oldest
friend did not speak to me before he left and did not acknowledge the hand | offered. My name had not
been mentioned in the prince' s judgmen.

Though anxiousto take his place at hisfather’ s sde, Prince Donal planned to remain at Cir Nakai
overnight to seeto his men. Many were wounded; al of them needed deep after five days of hard riding
and theferocious action at Cor Neuill. Many had logt their gear in thefight.

The prince gratefully accepted Davyn'’ s offer to retrieve the food, blankets, and other supplies worth
sdvaging that he had found in the ruined Elhim home caverns.

| needed gear, too. The desire to escape consumed me. Aidan knew everything now: | had known
Narim planned to reendave the dragons, and | had known Aidan would haveto die. | could no longer
pretend that my crimeswere only those of abitter child. Well and good. The temptation to keep up the
deception would have been so great asto drive me mad. But | could not tolerate hislooking at me, now
he understood that | was as ugly insde as out.

AsDavyn and afew of the soldiers set out on the shore path, | heard Aidan. “Did you seewhereLara's
gone?’

“The woman keeps disappearing,” said the prince. “| want to speak with her, too. Recruit her, if she's
willing. With what I’ ve seen and heard.... we could use her skillsfor what’ sto come.”

Asthey talked, | dipped around behind the two Senai and joined Davyn on the shoreline path. | asked if
he could spare afew days' rations and a blanket or two. “I need to be away from here. Today if

possble”

“Whatever we haveisyours,” he said. “Y ou’ ve no need to ask.”

Aswe hurried down the shore, avoice cdled after me. “Weneed to talk, Lara.”



| called back over my shoulder. “We have nothing to say.” Then | fixed my eyeson Davyn’'sback and
put onefoot in front of the other.

Davyn and | returned from the burned-out cavernsjust than we' d thought, and al my plansfor leaving
this damnable valley before nightfall were confounded. We rgjoined the prince and his men, who were
roasting rabbits and birds over small cookfires, the soldiers casting nervous glances westward. No
dragonswerein sght. As he devoured his share of the medl, the laughing prince reported that, after an
afternoon of listening to him babble like afive-year-old, Aidan had fallen adeep atop the boulder. The
Elyriansretired to the caves early, anticipating an early start the next morning.

After my week in Garn MacEachern’s dungeon in Cor Neuill, | couldn’t bear to be anywhere but under
the stars. So | settled beside arock at the edge of the abyss, well out of the circle of firdlight, wishing |
dared walk away in the dark. My pack was beside me, loaded with food and water, ready to leave at
firgt light. | would just have to stay out of sght until then.

Sometime near midnight, Aidan climbed down from his perch. He yawned and rubbed the dark stubble
on hishead asif to rid himself of ayear’ s cobwebs. Davyn offered him teaand the food that had been set
asdefor him. Ashad happened earlier, the Senai’ s answer was indecipherable. Pressing the heels of his
handsinto hiseyes, hetried again. “Thank you,” he said on histhethird attempt. “I’m as hollow as Cir
Nakai.”

“Will I seeyou inthe morning?’ asked Davyn. “The prince leaves a dawn.”
“I'll be awake. If not, throw arock a me.”

“Will you accept his protection and come with us? The world will be adangerous place for the onewho
has undone the power of the Ridemark.”

Aidan drank histeaand shook his head. “Not for awhile. I’ ve thingsto do first.”

“We own apart of each other’ slives, Aidan MacAlliger,” said the Elhim. “And I’ ve had enough
grieving.”

“WEe | see what comes about. What of you? Are you going to watch over my young cousin the way
you' ve watched over me?’

“Hetold you he' d asked meto stay with him?’

“It could be avery good thing for the Elhim—and for Dond—and for you. There's so much healing to be
done, and plenty more wounds to be suffered before we can begin, I'm afraid.”

“I'll congder it.” The Elhim glanced my way. “We must al consider what will hedl our hearts. But for
now I’'m off to examine the underside of my blankets. Good night, Aidan.”

“Good night, my friend.” The Senai was|eft alone, idly poking &t the fire and drinking the tea Davyn had
given him. He didn’t seem to have noticed mein the dark. Good.

| forced myself to look at the sedled basin of the springs, the stars, the sand and shingle, anything lest he
fed my eyesonhim.

My dtrategy didn’t work. “We need to talk.” He had moved as quickly and quietly as afox and now
stood over me, hisface unreadable in the dark.

“Y ou keep saying that, but mosily when you' re drugged or mad or half-adeep. | don't think there’smuch



to say.” Gods, why would he not leave me aone?

He sat down cross-legged in front of me, unsmiling, his brow creased. “ Rodlan wants me to go with
them.”

“With the dragons? Go where?’ | could not pretend indifference.

“Wherever they go. Deeper into the Carag Huim. Beyond the mountains to the lands where they once
lived.”

“You'll fly...” Thewords crept out unbidden.
“No. | suppose!’ll just dog after them onfoot. I'll never fly.”

“But you sent him to rescue the prince.” My words sounded childish, leaving me wanting to bite my
tongue. | hated the way he made me feed—this unsettling confusion, asif | would fal off the edge of the
world, if | took one more step.

“Dond didn't ride. Rodlan carried him in his hand. But even if Rodlan waswilling, | couldn’t do it, any
morethan | could put a harness on Davyn.” Holy gods, he was gpologizing to me! What was wrong with
him?

| struggled to keep to mundane matters. “How will you live? What will you do?’
“I don't know. They won't let me starve. But Roelan isthe only one who can communicate with meright

now. The othersarewild, lost. They need meto help them remember what they were. To help them
shape words again until they can do it on their own.”

“There sno laketo makeit easier.”

He nodded. “ The consequence of their safety. | didn’t have much timeto choose.” He was quiet for a
long time after that, but | could fed the words gathering behind his silence, needing only anudge to spill
out.

“Andyou’'regoingtodoit?’

“Itismy gift.” Such smplewordsto carry the fullness of aman’ssoul. He dlowed meto seedl of what
he fdlt, the things | would expect—joy, wonder, acceptance— and, on the edges, other
things—resignation, sadness, and...

“What areyou afraid of 7’

“I don’t know how long | can do it and remain mysdlf. When | spesk with Rodlan, even for ashort time
as| didtoday... Just now it took methreetriesto say ‘I’m hungry.””

“| noticed.”

“Andthis” Hetouched my hand and afountain of sparksflew upward into the night. “I don’t know what
| am, and | don’t know what I'll become. I’ m terrified, because I’ ve found awonder that isfar beyond
gods and music and dragons... and | don't want to lose you.” His dark eyes reached out to gather mein.
“Y ou are the wholeness of life, Lara, marvelous, holy, human life, filled with love and pain, joy and
sorrow, courage and honor, beauty and scars. If | could bewith you... touch dl thisthat you are... then
| won't forget. | don’t know where I’ m going or for how long, only that | want you to come with me.”

Blind, stupid Senai fool! Who did hethink | was? My “honor” had sent him to Mazadine... mutilated



him. My “courage’ had gotten hisfriendskilled. | jumped to my fest—tragpped on this shore by thefailing
moonlight, unable to untangle the jumbled mess that was threatening to burst my head and rip me apart,
unable to speak anything of sense. | had no gift of music or words. “No,” | blurted out. “You'rea
crippled madman who plansto live with mongters. | have better thingsto do.”

Hedidn't argue, didn’t ask why, didn’t display what hurt he might have felt from my ugly jibe. Only
smiled sadly as he moved around and took my place, leaning against my rock. “Ah, Lara, what are you
afrad of 7’

For awhile | paced up and down the strip of sand and the rocky berm, cursing the night and my muddled
heed, the touch of fire that lingered on my hand, and my inability to understand the panic that filled me
every time| thought of Aidan. At last | went back to retrieve my pack, so | could wait somewhere else
and bolt a thefirg glimmer of morning.

The Senal watched me. “Thisisnot theend,” he said softly as| left him. “Y ou heard Davyn; we own a
part of each other’slife. I’ [l not give up my share of yoursthat easily, evenif | have to come back and
ask you again in the language of dragons.”

Whilethe slver stars whedled overhead, | forced mysdlf to go to deep at the mouth of the caves beyond
the great boulder.

| woke to the sound of Aidan singing. He sat atop his rock, his eyes closed, white flames dancing about
his head and his hands, and as | stood behind Davyn and Dond and the gaping Elyrians, watching and
ligtening, hisvoice rosein asong of such haunting beauty that my skin crept over my bones. Hisface was
aportrait of bliss as he sang the music of his heart, while on the clifftops across the gaping emptiness of
Cir Nakai, adark shape, glinting copper in the sunrise, sat and listened.

The abyss yawned beside me. | shouldered my pack and walked away.
Chapter 36

The movement of the upper airs whispers coming
storm. Though the days grow longer, we yearn for winter
sleep so long denied us. My sister Methys flew this day in the morning lands,

soaring downward, joyful. Aidan’s song hath already loosed her melody. Soon, Methys will shape
her own song.

Yet my own, my beloved, doth grieve.

When hiswordsfall silent, | hear it still.

| tell him, “ Do not sorrow.

The dayfires burn and fade.

Comes the day soon when all my brothers and sisters

will sing with thee. My sisters weep for younglings lost, and so have
wandered deep. But, even so, thy giving brings them wholeness. Soon.

Soon. And Jodar and my brothers have tasted too much



human blood.

out me passing season will sate their unholy hunger, and, truly, their being doth move already
with your teaching.

Thy songs are true, Aidan, beloved.

With every turning of the light, thy power grows.”

He says his sorrowing isfor hisown kind, so lost, so

weary, in the changing of the world. But when enough seasons pass, they, too, will hear
his songs and understand. Never in all its turnings hath the world seen what my
beloved will become.

Yet still thereismore...

Ah, beloved, dost thou think | cannot see thy heart?

One alone art thou. So alone. Bound to earth. Bound

to me by thy ever-giving. Thy being incomplete... | will not see thee in such pain. Fly, old Roelan.
Set right this unbalancing...

LARA
Chapter 37

Three days out from Cir Nakai—or what was left of it—and | was sitting beside asmall fire melting snow
to drink. My little blaze was scarcely asmudge in the vastness of the night—a clear and vicioudy cold
night, considering it was dmost summer. | needed to get down lower.

| poked at the duggish fire. Not much to burn up here so high. The brush was soggy with the warmer
days melting off the snow cover. It was good to be alone. To havetimeto clear my head of this
confusion and uncertainty that had dogged me al spring. Sons and daughters of the Ridemark were not
supposed to be confused.

Soon I'd have no time to walow in maudlin regrets. War was coming, adifferent kind of war than those
living in the world had ever known. Swords and spears and arrows only. Human againgt human. | knew a
man in Camarthan who could remove the Ridemark from my wrist. Best get it done before people

darted looking.

After thefirst flurry of vengeance between our own people, the true ondaught would come. As summer
cleared the passesin the mountains ringing Elyriaand the civilized kingdoms, the newswould travel to the
wild men in the vast reaches of the world beyond the moun-tains: the dragons were gone back into the
west. The men would come down the riversin their flat-prowed boats, wearing fur robes and horned
masks and tattooed faces. They would come over land on their horses, wearing curved swords and ivory
earrings and shrilling throaty cries.

An experienced scout would be useful. One who knew her way around a sword and could predict the
ways of digpossessed Dragon Riders even more so. | would find the prince and let him know | was
availableif he wanted. Dond was a prince worth serving. Davyn had seeniit. | had seen it, too, but my



pigheaded nature would not allow meto admit it in front of so many. Not in front of Aidan. Not with
confusion and pride and guilt anding in my way. Now Aidan was gone off with his dragons, following
the demands of duty, of hisgift, of hisheart...

Sop it! Think of something else. On every step these past three days, my thoughts kept flitting to
Aidan, threatening to throw me back into confusion. Thosethingshe' d said... al nonsense. | couldn’t
bear to be near the man. That’s what I d not been ableto tel him. The sight of his horrid hands made me
dhrivel ingde and livein theimagination of historment. Did hethink alifetime of guilt and deception could
be wiped out instantly? How could | tell him that | had seen his face as he sang to Roelan and knew | had
no placein such mystery? Seeing him like that, bathed in thefire of thegods... Stop it.

Only onething I’ d not been able to resolve in these few days. Aidan’ s question kept pricking at me.
What was| afraid of ?

The dull flames began to jump and flare hotter; my hair whipped loose and into my eyes. A wind rising...
awamwind... Thesmell... Uneasy, | glanced over my shoulder. Daughters of fire! | jumped up,
gawking at the dark shape that blotted out half the sky.

He swept over me so low the snow melted beneath my feet. As he circled and headed back my way,
panic condricted my breast and sent my heart into my throat. Y et... there was something... the sensation
came over melikethe caress of deep... and, despite every warning of mind and ingtinct, | kept

breething.

He settled on the muddy wasteland, his head not twenty paces from me, warmth enveloping me like the
precursor of summer. Turning his snout upward, he bellowed—an earsplitting, rising trumpet that spewed
blue and gold fire, showering me with blue sparks that teased my skin before winking out. Then he knelt
and lowered hishead to rest it on the thawing ground. Soft transparent lids blinked over the scarlet eyes
that looked straight at me. Waiting.

“Did Aidan send you?’ | wasn't so much speaking to the dragon, asto mysdf. To remind mysdlf thet |
was not afraid. Because the rumble of the dragon’ s bated fire in the empty night wastoo hugeto leave
unanswered. Becauseif thiswasto be my last breath, | would hold Aidan’s name on my tongue and his
imagein my heart as| burned.

My beloved grieves for thee.
Thou art the completion of his heart.
His yearning bade me come.

How did | know wheat the beast poke? Not from the unintelligible river of noise and smoke from his
mouth. Not from words. But his meaning was as clear asif I’ d spoken the words mysdlf. “I’ ve thingsto
do,” | said. “Thewar...” But | could not lie to those scarlet eyes. “| betrayed him.”

The seasons pass.

The world—this upheaving chaos—will wait for thee.
Come and learn what beauty thy deeds have wrought.
Be alone and broken no more.

The beast extended one massive leg and foot dongsideits snout in aposition | had never seen. With
care, one could wak up the leg to the haunch, where a curled wingtip waited. .. to lift me up? Oh, holy



gods...

And then, asthe sharp winds of winter banish the smokes of autumn, leaving the sunlit world bright and
hard-edged and new, so did the beast’ s offer untangle my last confusion. Clarity. Understanding. | had
been changed—altered by these past weeks as surely as Aidan MacAllister had been transformed by
dragon fire. And | was afraid to believe what | had learned... afraid to beforgiven... for it meant leaving
behind al my certainties about who and what | was. I, top, was becoming something new. Something
unknown.

“Tell him”—I closed my eyes and began to draw the broken fragments together—*“tell him not yet. I've
things to do. People who need my help. And | need some time. But when winter comes... the solstice. ..
when the night islongest and theriversfreeze... the war will haveto pause. And then for alittlewhile... a
few days... till spring perhaps... I'll come. But on that day, oh, child of fireand wind, I’ [l walk”—I
gestured toward the mountains, the way he’ d come, and to the place where | ssood—"“if you'll come
back here and show metheway.”

Rodlan bellowed again, snuffing out my fire while sarting three more in its place, scattering rocks and
branches and light as he swept his green and copper wings. He circled above me, blue sparks raining
from the sky. And | watched and wept and laughed until he disappeared beyond the mountains.
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