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        Prophecy of Cendír the Seer

      

        

      
        Darkness shall swallow the Light,

        From the depths shall come creeping Night.

        In the trail of its greed and lust,

        Shall be left smoke, ash, and dust.

        Darkness shall seize the Light

        And bend it to its will,

        But break, it will not,

        For strength lies in it still.

      

        

      
        From the Laughter of a Leader

        Will come an endless son.

        A Warrior forged of

        Healer's magic and iron will,

        Dragon's fire and tempered steel,

        Immortal blood, the Creator's skill.

        The Fruit will ripen early

        And the Vine will surely die.

        Laughter will fade

        Beneath a darkened sky.

      

        

      
        The Gift will guide them

        Through sun and gale.

        The Strength lies in his hands.

        Light will prevail.
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      Tegedir crouched behind the bush. For a successful ambush, the timing must be precise. His wary targets approached, bent over, checking right and left as they scanned the sides of the path. He nudged a twig out of his view, careful to prevent the leaves from rustling. They were almost to him. One more moment.

      He leapt from his hiding spot, arms raised above his head, and roared like a bear.

      The targets squealed and bolted, their voices reaching the shrill pitch accessible only by the very young. The boys giggled and scurried in front of Tegedir. They dove behind railings and rocks to pounce at him as he passed.

      They darted into a wide clearing. Grass shimmered emerald in the sun, except for the black scar where nothing ever grew. His own son leapt at him from a stump. He caught the boy and swung him around before setting him on the ground to race away in a fit of laughter. The two boys chased one another and wrestled in the grass.

      How different they were.

      His son, Brannon, with hair as dark as midnight and eyes grey as a summer squall. He hunted adventure and welcomed trouble. Destined for an immortal life in a mortal world.

      The other child, Deru, had hair like a maple leaf in fall and eyes green as jade. It was a matter of time before he learned of his origins. A product of rape and treachery. Tegedir wished they could hide it forever and let him become the man his father should have been.

      Brannon pinned Deru against the earth until the smaller boy tapped the ground. They jumped up and started again. If only they could stay like this forever. Safe, innocent, neither knowing their history or their future.

      A tiny warm hand squeezed his. He looked into his daughter's earthy eyes. "Boys are silly," she said. His son had been foretold. His daughter had not. Neva, Brannon's twin. An unexpected and wholly adored extra gift.

      "Are they?" he asked.

      "Yes." Her lower lip stuck out as she appraised the wallowing boys with six years' worth of seriousness.

      He sat on a rock and she crawled into his lap. "Neva, are you jealous?"

      "They never play with me."

      "You could go play with them now if you wanted."

      "They'll get mad."

      "Why?"

      "Because I always beat them." She grinned, her teeth miniature pearls in her tan face.

      He laughed and kissed the top of her head. She hugged his neck. Never in his long life had he imagined this kind of happiness, or this much fear. His children ruled his heart. He worried about them, held ridiculous dreams for them, would die for them.

      Neva ran her fingers along the soft leather covering the remains of his left arm. "Did it hurt?"

      "I don't remember much. I imagine it did." The loss of his hand and part of his forearm had been a token price to pay to protect his mate and children. Their laughter more than repaid the days and nights of agony.

      "Does it hurt now?"

      "Sometimes."

      "When sometimes?"

      "If it's very cold or I train too hard."

      The boys scrambled onto the rock and sat on either side of him, panting from their play. "Can we go see the horses?" Deru asked.

      Tegedir glanced at the lowering sun. "Stay out of the stalls and be in the hall for dinner by sunset." All three children dashed toward the barn. Whoever was feeding tonight was about to have their hands full.

      The waterfall turned gold in the sinking sun. Birds sang in the shrubs framing the path to his chambers. He climbed the stairs two at a time and paused at the railing to take in the scene. Aernan was peaceful. Order members strolled toward the hall for dinner. Their laughter carried to his spot on the balcony.

      He sensed his mate before he heard her. Lalaith hugged his waist and formed herself to his side. "Did you foist our children off on some other poor soul?"

      "Commanders prerogative." He traced her pointed ears with his fingertips.

      "We should go to dinner."

      "We could be late."

      She raised an eyebrow. "We could." They ran toward their quarters, laughing like children.

      An hour later they entered the great hall. He scanned the room, inclining his head in greeting to those who met his gaze. Where were the children? He caught a young private's elbow as he passed. "Have you seen Brannon and Company?"

      "No, sir."

      Tegedir frowned. They probably lost track of time. "Listen up." He raised his voice above the crowd's clamor. Silence fell. "Anyone seen the kids?"

      A chorus of no's filled the hall.

      Lalaith put down the plate she filled.

      "They're still playing in the barn," Tegedir said. "I'll go round them up." He tried to ignore the tightness in his chest. Black shadows stretched across the trail as he jogged toward  the stable. Hairs rose on his neck. He slowed to a walk and stepped from the path into the woods.

      Was he overreacting? Maybe, but his warrior senses screamed otherwise. The barn loomed out of the darkness. No light showed under the doors. No squeals or laughter from inside. Night sounds rose around him. Crickets and birds. Something rustled in the undergrowth. He reached for his sword, and patted a bare hip instead. Damn. Complacency in peace. A careless mistake he'd never repeat, if he survived the night.

      He rushed to the barn and pressed himself against the rough stone. He lifted the door latch and the door swung open on silent hinges. The inside of the barn was black as a cave. Horses nickered, undisturbed by whatever he sensed. Maybe he really was out of his mind. Too many battles. Too many close calls.

      The horses returned to their hay, but the rhythmic grind of their chewing failed to soothe his nerves. "Brannon?" No response. This wasn't a good time for hide and seek. "Neva?"

      "Tegedir?" Lalaith called from the walk. A circle of light preceded her and several others followed behind.

      "Here." He met her outside and took her torch. Firelight and fear glimmered in her eyes. "We'll find them." He gestured to the others. "Spread out. One of you go to the hall and get everyone else." Footsteps ran into the night.

      Tegedir entered the stable, Lalaith on his heels. He raised the light above his head. A parchment page was impaled on a hay fork. His throat closed. Lalaith gasped and started inside. He blocked her and guided her behind him. "Stay here."

      He glanced into the loft. Nothing stirred, but that didn't mean there wasn't someone, or something, there. He passed the torch to Lalaith and extended his hand behind him. "Sword." A hilt connected with his palm and he brought the blade up. Its weight and balance was a comfort. He tipped his head right and three men fanned out along the wall. They secured the barn as a unit.

      The creak of bowstrings filled the silence as two archers took positions in the doorway. A man climbed the loft ladder as the archers covered him. Tegedir held his breath. The man peered over the top of the ladder. "Nothing."

      Tegedir exhaled, propped the sword against his thigh, and yanked the parchment from the pitchfork.

      

      Dragonlord:

      If you value your children, meet me in the  pass at sunset in three days' time. Bring as many men as you want. If anything happens to me, you'll get your babies back in  pieces.

      Murdoc

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Tegedir clenched his fist around the parchment until his nails dug into his palm. He would grind this man's skull under his boots until the eyeballs popped from their sockets. Never had he wanted anyone dead as much as this Murdoc. Who was he? What did he want?

      Lalaith pried his fingers open and snatched the page. She bit her lip and raised her gaze to him. "Who is this?"

      "I don't know."

      "He knows you."

      "Not necessarily."

      "He calls you Dragonlord. He knows what you are."

      Tegedir addressed the men. "Prepare to leave at sunrise. Every Company. Every able body who's trained. Only enough remain to care for those too young to go." They saluted with their fists to their hearts and rushed out.

      Lalaith latched onto his sleeve. "What does he want with our children?"

      "You know as much as I do. We'll find out and we'll get them back." How did this Murdoc get into and out of Aernan without anyone knowing? Once before their borders had been breached, by treachery from inside. He rubbed the stump of his arm. The results had been disastrous. A third of their number dead. Was there another traitor among them? Some new threat he hadn't perceived?

      "Tegedir!" Lalaith shook his shoulders. "Can't you track him? Send our scouts after him!"  Her pupils were huge black pools.

      "We know where he's headed. If we go after him now, he might hurt them."

      "He might already be hurting them."

      "I don't think so. He wants something from me. He won't hurt them unless he doesn't get it. We'll get them. I swear it."

      "I'm going with you."

      "You haven't left Aernan in centuries. You don't want to see what's out there."

      "I'm not an invalid and my children need me."

      What could he say? He couldn't force her to stay. "You ride in the center of the Companies and keep your head covered. We don't need you becoming a target as well."

      Deru's grandmother, Bronwyn, burst through the barn door. Her face was red from running and strands of wild hair flew from her braid. "Where's Deru?"

      Lalaith took both her hands in hers. "Taken with the others."

      "Why are we standing here? We should be after them!"

      Both women turned to Tegedir. The weight of their fear and accusation landed on his shoulders. "We leave at daybreak when we can see. This Murdoc is headed for the pass. Chasing him blindly at night will do us no good and might cause him to do something we'll regret."

      It was the longest night of Tegedir's life. Outwardly, he maintained control and directed the Companies' preparations. Inwardly, he raged and screamed and sought outlets for his anger. He directed as many Order members as could be spared to rest. At least some would be fresher for the trial ahead.

      Three days to the pass was a comfortable time frame. It stood to reason Murdoc knew the route and had opened his own trails to facilitate his escape. When this was over and the man lay in a pool of his own blood, Tegedir vowed to find those trails and close them.

      When the first silver light trimmed the eastern peaks, he stepped into the saddle and led the full complement of Order forces under the arch of Aernan. He twisted around and located Lalaith centered in the line of riders,  surrounded by Badger Company, her personal guard. He sighed and settled his gaze forward.

      The sun crested the mountains in a shower of golden warmth, but the heat didn't reach his core. He never should have let the children go to the barn. It didn't matter that they'd done it a hundred times before. That they had free run of Aernan. That everyone protected them. What kind of father let someone sneak into his home and steal his babies? A complacent one. A failed one. What kind of leader did that make him? Weak. Half a man. Unfit.

      Narthan, Tegedir's Second, dropped a gloved palm on his shoulder. "Wherever your mind is, it's dark. Don't go there. They need you here. We need you here, clear headed."

      Tegedir nodded. Narthan was right of course. Stay focused on the task at hand. He raised his stump. At hand. That was funny. A small smile crossed his lips. He was losing his mind.

      Three days later, he and Narthan lay next to a fallen log overlooking the pass. Winter's last snow clung to the shadows on the north facing slope across from them. A stream meandered through the greening grass and caught the late afternoon sun. Granite peaks rose around them like a dragon's spine.

      "Nothing," Narthan whispered.

      "He's there. I can feel it," Tegedir said. "Watching for us like we're watching for him."

      "Ambush?"

      "Probably."

      Narthan looked sideways at him. "You're not going down there alone."

      Tegedir closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. "I'll take half a company."

      "We all go. The whole contingent. Three hundred strong. Should make an impression if nothing else."

      "I don't want to give away our advantage. Not yet. You hold them here. If I run into trouble, you can bring them in."

      "What if we can't get to you in time?"

      "Then take care of my family."

      "Not funny."

      "Not meant to be."

      "Someone else can hold the Companies here. I go with you."

      Tegedir recognized the stubborn set of Narthan's jaw and relented. Narthan had been his closest friend for more years than he could count. "I'm going to kill Murdoc."

      Narthan grinned. "Not if those mama bears get to him first."

      "They are terrifying."

      "Truly."

      As the sun changed the stream to a winding orange ribbon, Tegedir and Narthan led half a Company off the ridge. At the bottom, they spread to right and left, came to a halt, and waited. Minutes dragged by, stretching to infinity. Tegedir scanned the tree line.

      A cloaked form emerged from the deepest shadows but didn't leave the shelter of the trees. "Dragonlord. Good of you to come." The voice carried across the open space, husky, but unmistakably feminine.

      Narthan glanced at Tegedir. "A woman?"

      "Where's Murdoc?" Tegedir asked her.

      "Waiting to meet you. You didn't think he'd show himself with fifty warriors at your back, did you? Surprised you only brought fifty since you have at least two hundred more. We'll keep it between us, though. Our little secret."

      "Where are the children?"

      "Safe. Unharmed. Come with me and I'll show you."

      "Bring them out," Tegedir said.

      "Impossible." The woman stepped backward. "To see them, you must come with me. I understand your hesitation, so I will compromise. Blood relation to the children may accompany you. I expect you not to lie. It would not be good for negotiations, to start with dishonesty."

      The woman's hypocrisy fanned Tegedir's anger, but he squelched it and dismounted.

      Narthan followed his lead.

      "Get me Deru's family," Tegedir said.

      "You can't be serious."

      "I am. Get them please."

      Narthan saluted and walked down the line of horses. He returned a few moments later with Bronwyn and her family. Her daughter, Thera, shared her striking beauty and auburn hair. Her son, Randir, took after his father. Tall and dark with the steel grey eyes of the elders. Randir's mate, Trinn, hopped from her horse beside him. "If he goes, I go," she said.

      Lalaith dismounted among them.

      "If we follow that woman," Tegedir said, "we may not come back. There's no way to know how many there are. No way to know what they plan. Truth is, our kids might already be dead. We could be next."

      "What would it benefit them?" Randir asked.

      "Nothing as far as I can see."

      "They want something from us. We're safe until they get it, or don't."

      "Agreed. If any of you don't want to go, there's no shame."

      They looked at one another. "We're going," Bronwyn said. "I plan to kill him."

      Tegedir took Lalaith's hand. "I want you to stay."

      She laid her palm on his cheek. "I know you do."

      Tegedir bowed to her. "Shall we go?"
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      Tegedir led them across the stream and stopped before the woman.

      A maroon and gold cloak covered her head. A fine sword adorned her hip with a matching dagger in the belt. She appraised him from boots to head. "The dark boy takes after you, except for the eyes." Her attention flitted to Randir. "Those are his. An older son perhaps?"

      "No," Tegedir said. "Old blood,"

      "Hmm." She studied Bronwyn. "The littlest one is yours."

      "My grandson."

      The woman flicked a graceful hand at Randir and Trinn. "But these are not the parents."

      "No."

      "Why are they here?"

      "My eldest son and his mate."

      Thera peeked around her mother. "I'm her daughter."

      "Take us to Murdoc," Tegedir said. "Enough discussing family lines."

      "It will be enough when I decide it is," the woman said. "Leave your weapons."

      Tegedir unbuckled his sword and lowered it to the grass. The others followed.

      "Daggers, too." More blades clattered onto the pile. Still the woman stood fast. She cocked her head to the side. "Introduce me to your mate, Dragonlord."

      Tegedir stiffened. He should have held onto his sword another few minutes.

      "I mean her no harm."

      Lalaith stepped from behind Tegedir and lifted her cloak hood away from her face. "I am Lalaith. It's clear you already know what we are, so can we get on with it? What do you want?"

      The corner of the woman's lip lifted. "Never thought I'd actually see a Zinotti. You'll forgive me if I stare. Everyone said it was a legend, but I knew there had to be truth in it."

      Tegedir fought the desire to grab the woman's thin neck. The bones and vessels would crush so easily.

      Her icy gaze shifted to him as if she read his mind. "What happened to your ears?"

      "A sharp knife and skilled hand."

      She smiled, her teeth perfect and white. "The same as your twins? Of course. Hide in plain sight. Blend in." She stepped into the woods. "You'll be gone overnight. If anyone follows, everyone dies. I hope you told your soldiers to be patient."

      Tegedir signaled Narthan and received a response. No one would attempt to follow. Narthan would be unhappy, but there was no helping it. They moved into the darkness of the forest. The woman traveled like a cat, agile and sure, as skilled in the woods as his best scout. The moon rose and still they walked.

      A granite cliff towered into the sky and blocked the stars. The woman stopped and gave an abrupt whistle, which was answered from somewhere ahead.

      Woodsmoke scented the still air and a faint glow was visible through the trees. No one sat near the low burning fire as they passed, but Tegedir sensed eyes on his back.

      The woman pushed aside a screen of brush and entered a cave. Randir halted so abruptly Trinn bumped into him. Tegedir understood the reluctance. Caves were cages. They'd had their fill of them not many years ago.

      This cave might be the last one they ever enter. No better ambush spot existed. His whole family could be wiped out at one pass. He looked at Randir, who shook his head.

      The woman peered out. "Coming or not?"

      "Show us the kids, then we'll decide," Tegedir said.

      She snapped her fingers over her shoulder. A few seconds later a man appeared with Neva on his hip. Her hair was disheveled and she rubbed at her sleepy eyes.

      Lalaith crushed his mail into his bicep.

      "Now are you coming in to talk, or are we standing outside the rest of the night?" the woman asked.

      Tegedir shoved through the brush. Ten men lined the chamber walls. Was this the full force? Ten? Firelight cast twisted shadows on the stone walls and smoke filtered along the low ceiling and through the door. Woven pine sleeping mats lay around the fire. A quick count. Ten.

      "Where are the boys?" Lalaith asked.

      The man set Neva on her feet and she yawned. He disappeared behind a hanging blanket and returned with Deru.

      Tegedir's heart beat against his ribs and sweat beaded on his lip. Where was his son?

      A second man came from another tunnel with Brannon in tow.

      "Da!" Brannon bolted toward Tegedir, only to be stopped with a sword dropped like a gate across his path. The joy fell from his son's face.

      Tegedir took a step toward the man, but Randir caught his elbow. "Are you hurt?" Tegedir asked Brannon.

      "No. Can we go home now?" Brannon took Neva's hand and faint silver light formed around the twin's entwined fingers.

      Tegedir's hair rose and he glanced at Lalaith as energy built in the cavern. He had the distinct sensation lightning was about to strike.

      The woman swept Neva up and the light died away. She glared at the man behind them. "What have I told you about keeping them apart?"

      "Sorry, Cap'. Forgot."

      "Forget again and you get the lash."

      "You're Murdoc," Tegedir said.

      The woman smiled at Neva. "Want to play the game again?"

      Neva hugged Murdoc's neck and peeked at her parents. "The game is fun. The pieces are so beautiful."

      Lalaith choked back a sob. "Why are you doing this?"

      Neva slid to the floor and ran behind the curtain.

      "You see?" Murdoc said. "They're not hurt."

      "Want to see my new sword, Gran?" Deru asked.

      Bronwyn wiped the tears from her cheeks. "Very much."

      Tegedir ground his teeth and clenched his fist at his side. "What do you want?"

      "The Zinotti lovebirds come with me," Murdoc said. "You others wait here." She ducked behind the hanging blanket.

      Tegedir eased forward, conscious of Randir and Trinn behind him, shielding Lalaith between them. He lifted the curtain. Candles burned around the room. Neva sat on the floor, rolling carved gemstone balls on a tigerwood board. The ruby, emerald, sapphire, and citrine stones sparkled with the candlelight. A diamond the size of Neva's fist sat in the middle. She grinned at him. "It's a strategy game. I'll teach you how to play."

      Murdoc waited behind a pallet on the floor watching him. Her cloak hood was down, exposing her features. Brown hair, cropped short. High cheekbones accented a finely chiseled face, a full mouth, and small nose. A thin white scar traveled from her right eyebrow to her left cheek.

      On the pallet at her feet lay a girl, wrapped in a bundle of blankets. Frail as a whisper of candle smoke and just as pale. Was she dead? Her chest slowly rose and fell.

      Lalaith came around him and went to her knees next to the girl. She laid her palm on the girl's forehead. "How long has she been like this?"

      "Two years, getting steadily worse. All the best healers have examined her. And all the worst salve hawkers. I've canvassed the known world, ventured into the unknown, and been to places I wouldn't wish on my worst enemies. No one has helped her."

      "How old is she?"

      "Thirteen."

      "Your daughter?"

      Murdoc sighed. "Yes."

      "What's her name?"

      "Zila."

      "If you wanted our help, why not ask?" Tegedir let the curtain fall behind him.

      Murdoc snorted. "People don't help without the proper motivation."

      "Abducting children? Is that your motivational tool?"

      Neva stopped rolling the gemstones. "Da, are you mad?"

      Scaring his daughter would not help matters. Tegedir settled the anger to use later.  "No, my love."

      Murdoc lifted Neva to her feet. "Go play with Deru, beautiful girl, while I talk to your parents."

      "Why not Bran?"

      "Not yet. Later. Go on now."

      Tegedir went to a knee in the doorway and Neva hugged his neck. He rose with her on his arm.

      "I know where your thoughts are, Dragonlord," Murdoc said. "Hold her and never let her go. I relate, believe me. Before you make your heroic move, know this. One whistle and the boys meet blades. Is it worth the risk? You're unarmed and outnumbered. Who would really win? No one."

      They stared at one another over her daughter's death bed, pitted will against will. Better they die together, than leave his children at her mercy.

      "Tegedir," Lalaith said. "Don't."

      Neva kissed his cheek, her breath warm and sweet against his skin. He couldn't risk it. He set her on the floor and she skipped from the room.

      "Wise choice, Commander," Murdoc said.

      "How'd you get them to go with you?" Tegedir asked.

      "I can be persuasive. Brannon was suspicious. Clever boy, your son. He required some magic dust. That's what I call it. The other two were easy to convince. They're trusting. The result of a safe life." Murdoc dragged a stool next to the bed and sat. "We were discussing my daughter. In my travels, rumors flew of a cure, but no one could provide it. You will get it for me."

      "What cure?" Lalaith asked.

      "The yolk of a dragon's egg mixed with the blood of a Drakuri lord."

      Lalaith raised her eyebrows. "That's preposterous."

      "Is it?"

      "The last dragon died when I was a child. I saw it. A poor, scarred beast, chained by the neck to a stone pillar. No bigger than a horse and twice as helpless."

      "Ancient texts tell of dragons, far in the north, in a land of ice and fire. Drakuri dragons."

      "The Drakuri disappeared centuries ago, after the first war with Lord Cardew."

      Murdoc gestured to Tegedir. "Apparently not. You birthed twins from one."

      Lalaith pinched her lips together until they formed a white line.

      Murdoc grinned. "Can't deny that one, can you? He can't be the last of those handsome devils, right? Someone had to conceive him, deliver him, bring him to you. Who did that?"

      Tegedir wanted the answer as much as Murdoc. "What have you found?"

      "Curious, are you? Can't help wonder where you came from? We all wonder that, don't we?" She went to a chest and removed a thick, leather bound book. "I stole this from a religious order across the sea. Funny how much information those types accumulate. Anyway, most of it is genealogy. Bloodlines. Boring, until I noticed the pattern."

      "What pattern?"

      "Twins. House Drakur's noble lines always produce twins. Without fail."

      Tegedir's knees faltered and he braced against the wall to steady himself. Twins. Did he have a twin somewhere? Was he noble born?  Who brought him to the woman who raised him? Who was he? "I've studied every text we have on the Drakur. Nowhere are twins mentioned."

      "She's right," Lalaith said. "Only in House Drakur was it the case. I'd forgotten. Our library holds what House Caletha saved after the first war. There are certainly holes in our knowledge."

      "So you see, Dragonlord," Murdoc said. "I followed loose tongues to your door."

      "I'll give you my blood, if you let them go."

      Murdoc snorted. "I know that, silly." She passed the book to Lalaith. "What you're going to do, is get me a dragon egg."
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      "A dragon egg?" Tegedir raked his hand through his hair. He didn't even know what a dragon looked like, let alone an egg.

      "According to my research, the Drakuri commune with dragons. If anyone can find one, you can," Murdoc said.

      "They don't exist anymore." He gestured to Lalaith. "You heard her. The last one died when she was a child."

      "I also heard her say the Drakuri had disappeared, yet here you stand."

      Lalaith brushed a strand of hair from Zila's forehead. "No dragon egg will save your daughter. Nor any Drakuri blood. What ails her cannot be cured."

      Murdoc raised her chin and her body stiffened. "You'll get me the egg, or you will lose your children. That simple. Succeed, or they die."

      Tegedir pushed away from the wall. He could practically feel the crush of her throat in his fist.

      Lalaith looked at Murdoc. "I understand your pain."

      "No. You don't. You have two healthy babies. How far would you go to save them?"

      "I wouldn't steal another mother's child and put her through the same pain."

      "Hmmph. We'll see." Murdoc rose from the stool. "You should make plans, Dragonlord. You haven't much time and it's a long way. Take the book. Judging by my maps, it will take you the entire summer, if things go well. In the book are notes regarding the dragons. It should be enough."

      "Your daughter will die before the end of summer," Lalaith said. "The time frame is not possible."

      "Then you should get started."

      Lalaith got to her feet and reached out to Murdoc. "You don't have to threaten our children to earn our help."

      "Really? Would your mate take his warriors and search for something he doesn't believe in, risk their lives and his, when you say it won't work even if he succeeds?"

      Lalaith was quiet.

      "Didn't think so." Murdoc turned her gaze on Tegedir. "Your people will provision mine while we wait. No attempts will be made to regain the children. You may send one of your women to check on them every day. Any slip and I open the throats of your offspring." She knelt on the pallet next to her daughter. "Now get out."

      Lalaith preceded Tegedir through the doorway. The others surrounded them. "Outside," Tegedir said. They walked into the trees beyond earshot of the cave.

      "What happened?" Bronwyn asked.

      Tegedir filled them in. "Appears we're headed north."

      "She's insane," Trinn said.

      "She's desperate," Lalaith said. "Her child is dying."

      "We'll take a small group, all volunteer, and try to be back before fall," Tegedir said.

      "Can we get the kids back by force? Or stealth?" Randir asked.

      "I don't see how," Tegedir said. "She always has them close by. The odds are too strong she'd kill at least one, probably all three, before we could get them."

      "Is she bluffing?" Bronwyn asked.

      "No."

      Lalaith gripped Tegedir's mail. "I'm staying with them."

      "No. Not happening. I won't have you become another hostage. Thinking clearly with our children held captive is already challenge enough. If she has you, too, I'll never make it." His voice took on a tremble that was not leaderly at all. "If we have any hope of success, you must come with us. Your knowledge, skills. We'll need you."

      "The children need someone they know."

      "I'll stay," Bronwyn said. "Deru is my blood."

      Thera nudged her way between her mother and Trinn. "I'll do it."

      "You're not even of age," Tegedir said. "Your training is incomplete."

      "Which is why I'm perfect. On this mission, you need skilled, trained warriors, not green half-grown girls. You won't miss my sword because I barely know how to use it."

      "Wish I'd had her clarity at that age," Trinn said with audible admiration.

      Randir took his sister by the elbow. "You're not staying with these people."

      She unclamped his fingers from her sleeve. "Think about it, brother. I can help. Deru won't be scared with me there. I can be a distraction. Someone to play with, to hold them. Someone will bring provisions every day. They will know if I'm alright." She smiled. "I'll be fine."

      Bronwyn blinked away tears and hugged her daughter. "When did you get so brave?"

      "I watched you." Thera pleaded with Tegedir. "Let me do this, Commander."

      At that moment, he didn't want to be their Commander. Didn't want to be the one to make choices with people's lives, with other people's children. They waited, hanging on his decision. He raised his face to the sky and hoped for some deliverance. None came.

      "Thera," he said. "You could die. Those men could rape you. No one can protect you. Once you're in there, you're at their mercy. You're another hostage. The chances they'd let you walk away are zero."

      "I choose to do this. I'm nineteen. In two years, I take my Oath. There isn't much difference between risking my life now, and risking it then."

      "In two years, you'll have more training, be better prepared," Randir said.

      "In two years, I'll go on these missions with you, instead of staying behind to babysit."

      "This is far more than babysitting," Tegedir said.

      "Let me do it. For Deru, and Brannon, and Neva."

      He held her gaze for a moment, her green eyes sparkled with fear and excitement, and determination. He dipped his head and she hugged him.

      Randir rolled his eyes. "Alimarae, deliver us."

      "I pray she does," Tegedir said.

      A drawn sword met him at the cavern entrance. He held his hand away from his side. "I request another audience with Murdoc."

      A minute later, she joined him in the doorway. "What?"

      "I'll see you're provisioned and undisturbed, but I have one request. Since we may not survive this journey, give us one night with our children. And since they may never see us again, let Deru's aunt Thera stay. Consider her another hostage if you must, but let her be here as a comfort to them. She is no threat to you."

      Murdoc studied him, eyebrows drawing together above her glacial eyes. "The twins stay apart."

      "Fine."

      She stepped aside and they reentered the cavern. "Your mate stays with me and Neva. The rest of your party stays with the boys." She indicated the second passage.

      Lalaith ducked behind the hanging curtain.

      Tegedir led the others along the narrow tunnel to a large chamber. Several sleeping mats encircled a fire burning in the center.

      Brannon and Deru shot to their feet and ran to their family.

      Brannon leaped and Tegedir caught him. He buried his face against his father's neck. "I want to go home."

      Tegedir inhaled his boyish scent of dirt, sweat, and the sweetness of youth. "I know." Next to them, Deru's voice rose in excitement as he showed Randir his new wooden sword, scaled to the perfect size.

      Brannon leaned away. "We can't, can we?"

      Tegedir wanted nothing more than to take his son and leave. "Not yet."

      "Why not?"

      "Murdoc wants me to find something for her." He carried Brannon to a mat and sat with him.

      "What?"

      "A dragon's egg."

      Brannon frowned. "Dragon's aren't real."

      "They used to be. A very long time ago."

      "When?"

      "When your mother was your age."

      Brannon reclined against Tegedir's chest. "How will you find one?"

      "I don't know." He held Brannon's chin with his fingers. "Listen to me, son. If I don't come back —”

      Brannon slapped his palms to his ears. "Don't say that!"

      Tegedir gently pulled his son's hands down. "Listen. I'll be back as soon as I can, but if I don't come back in time, Murdoc might get upset. If you get to your sister, use the power you share and blow this cave into rubble. Don't hesitate. Understand?"

      "What about Deru?"

      Tegedir raised his gaze to the ginger haired boy encircled by his family. "Keep him close."

      Brannon nodded. "I'll protect them, Da."

      "I love you. You're my heart." Tegedir kissed the top of his son's head. This burden was too much to put on a child. Too much to ask of a boy who should be playing with beetles and chasing butterflies, not serving as a pawn in an impossible quest.

      As the night wore on, Brannon slept, sometimes twitching in his dreams. Feathery lashes lay dark upon his cheeks. Tegedir watched him sleep. The night guard changed, their coming and going nearly silent. As dawn broke, the scrape and clang and scent of breakfast roused the others.

      Tegedir kissed his son one last time without waking him and left. The rest of his party followed him outside.

      Murdoc joined them, eating a stubby loaf of bread. She bit off a chunk and appraised them as she chewed. "Sleep well? No?" She waved her breakfast and a boy came forward. About seventeen with worn clothing fluttering around his skinny frame. Greasy brown hair shrouded one eye and his narrow nose pointed slightly to the right.

      "This is Caeth," Murdoc said. "He will travel with you to ensure the careful management of my assets."

      He scurried behind them like a wary dog.

      She grinned. "He is no threat to you. Enjoy your trip. See you soon."

      Lalaith laid her hand on Murdoc's arm.

      Murdoc flinched away.

      "I know there is love in your heart. I know you can feel compassion. You don't have to do this. Mother to mother, I'm asking you to let our children leave with us. Don't put them through this. We'll still help you. I swear it."

      Murdoc rubbed her arm where Lalaith touched her. "Tick tock, healer. Time's wasting."

      Tegedir took Lalaith's elbow and guided her away.

      "I'm sorry for you," Lalaith said over her shoulder as they walked into the woods.

      "Oh, Dragonlord," Murdoc called. "Know this, if my daughter dies before you return, I'm claiming yours as replacement."
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      Tegedir lunged for Murdoc. Swords whisked free of scabbards and a phalanx of blades blocked him. Murdoc's own lay cold across his throat.

      "Your eyes betray your Dragon blood, but I've met things far more frightening than you. Killing you would inconvenience me, Dragonlord," she said. "I don't like being inconvenienced."

      "When this is over, I'm coming for you."

      "When this is over, we'll go home and grow old with our children. Well, I'll grow old, you'll do whatever Zinotti do." She lowered her blade. "Now go get my egg."

      Tegedir backed away. One day, he would take her smug head right off her shoulders. Lalaith took his elbow and they walked into the woods.

      Once beyond sight of Murdoc's band, he grabbed Caeth by the throat and hoisted him off his feet. Caeth's knuckles whitened around Tegedir's wrist and his muddy eyes bulged.

      Randir stripped the boy's weapons.

      Tegedir's nostrils filled with the scent of fear and he squeezed harder. Caeth wheezed and clawed at his wrist. But this wasn't Murdoc. This throat wasn't the one he wanted to crush. This young man was her minion, a tool. Tegedir dropped him.

      Caeth cowered against a tree trunk and rubbed his bruised throat. "Kill me or leave me behind and she'll know. Her spies are everywhere."

      "Randir," Tegedir said, "put a leash on this dog."

      Randir tied Caeth's wrists and propelled him forward.

      Narthan met them with a patrol as they came to the stream. "Who's this?" he asked.

      "Our new pet," Randir said.

      "Doesn't appear tame." Narthan passed Tegedir his sword. "So?"

      Tegedir buckled the belt around his hips. "We're taking a long ride to an unknown place to recover something that doesn't exist."

      Narthan blinked. "Business as usual then?"

      Tegedir clapped Narthan on the shoulder. "Precisely." He snagged Caeth and towed him to the makeshift shelter serving as headquarters for the camp. Once through the door, he gave him a shove and sent him sprawling into the dirt.

      Caeth flipped onto his back and scuttled against a wall.

      Tegedir parked a stool across the man's legs and sat down. "Tell me everything you know about your Captain."

      "Never asked her no questions."

      "But you observe, don't you? That's why she chose you. You're a lurker. Always watching even if you don't say much."

      "Don't know nothing."

      "You and I are not going to get along." Tegedir slapped him.

      Caeth covered his head.

      Tegedir jerked the boy's arms away from his face. "What do you know?"

      Blood oozed from his split lip. "Been with her two years. She picked me up in Rysha Cove. Traded a bottle of whiskey for me."

      "She bought you?" Lalaith couldn't keep the sympathy from her voice.

      "Yeah. No food on the farm. Hadn't rained in four months. My Da took to the bottle and the strap. Murdoc had pity for me."

      More like Murdoc saw a cheap slave. "What do you do for her?" Tegedir asked.

      "Anything she needs. Clean. Cook. Hunt."

      "Spy?"

      "Sometimes."

      "Why are you here?" Tegedir pressed his weight harder into the stool.

      Caeth squirmed. "You're hurting my legs."

      "I'll break them if you don't answer me."

      "To see where the eggs are and how you talk to the dragons."

      "You believe in dragons?" Tegedir let some of the rage he'd been holding work up his spine. He knew his eyes changed when Caeth tried to push his way through the wall. "There are things scarier than dragons. Like angry fathers."

      Caeth swiveled his head away and pinched his eyes shut.

      Tegedir twisted the man's face toward him. "Look at me."

      Caeth squinted through his lashes. "Don't eat me."

      "You've told me about you. Tell me about Murdoc."

      "She's first rate with a blade. Can gut a man before he even knows she's cut him."

      "Better. Keep going."

      "Has more money than the gods. Not sure where she got it, but it never seems to run out. Has a ship docked in Rysha Cove. The Advantage."

      "Good." Tegedir exposed his teeth and Caeth rushed to speak.

      "Never lies. If she says it, she means it."

      "How many men with her?"

      "Twenty, not counting me. A few stayed on the ship."

      "Where are her spies?"

      "Don't know."

      Tegedir growled low in his throat.

      "I swear it. I don't know. She keeps a lot to herself. Consults with no one."

      Tegedir stood and set the stool aside. "Get this weasel out of my sight."

      Randir yanked Caeth to his feet and passed him off to a sentry with orders to keep him under guard.

      Tegedir took several deep breaths and let his muscles soften. In the last few years, calling on his Drakuri nature had become easier and he welcomed it. Its dormancy was over. Another unexpected gift, like Neva.

      "What does this Murdoc want?" Narthan asked.

      "The impossible." Tegedir ran his hand across his face.

      Lalaith opened the book Murdoc had given them. "After Neva fell asleep last night, I read this, studied the notes. They're very thorough."

      "Sounds like admiration," Tegedir said.

      "In a way I suppose. I can appreciate the quality of scholarship without liking the person."

      "What's it say?" Narthan asked.

      She opened the tome and laid it on the upended crate doubling as a table. "Her maps are detailed, but speculative as far as I can tell." She traced the hatch marks representing a mountain range. "These are the Thorkams, but this is the first map I've seen where they're shown continuing so far north." Her finger tapped a speck on the parchment. "This is Aernan."

      Tegedir raised his head. "She mapped it?" Their centuries old hiding place was completely compromised. The implications staggered him. Increased security. Finding a new location. It couldn't be dealt with now.

      Lalaith pointed again to the top of the paper. "This is our destination."

      "So far," Narthan said. "For what?"

      Tegedir and Randir exchanged a glance. "A dragon egg."

      Narthan laughed. "Had me going there, a dragon egg. Good one." His laughter died away. "Oh no."

      "Oh yes," Bronwyn said.

      Narthan frowned at the map. "That whole land is rumored to be ice. Frozen in perpetual winter. Dragons are big lizards. Where's it live, let alone lay an egg?"

      Lalaith turned the pages with exquisite care and stopped on another picture.

      Narthan squinted at it. "That's suicide."

      Tegedir drew the book to him. "Under a volcano?"

      She nodded.

      "Let me get this straight," Narthan said. "We're traveling months to the north, into a frozen land filled with unknown terrors, delving under an active volcano, and stealing an imaginary egg from a giant reptile that doesn't exist?"

      "And we have to be back before snow falls here and closes this pass," Tegedir added.

      "Of course we do. Might as well toss in some fairies and another Koboloi for fun."

      Lalaith paled.

      "Sorry. The Koboloi comment went too far. Still. We don't know what's there."

      "But we know what's here," Tegedir said. "Brannon, Neva, and Deru. If a dragon egg is their ransom, I'll get one."

      Narthan took one last look at the sketch of a dragon curled cozily under the volcano. "What are your orders?"

      "Randir, organize our people. I want to talk to them."

      Randir returned several minutes later. "They're ready."

      Tegedir followed him and hopped onto a large boulder to see every face gathered before him. "By now, you know what has transpired. The Order was formed to fight the Stain of evil. To protect the villages and deliver justice when it was due. The abduction of the children is not an Order issue. It's personal and I won't command anyone to participate in its resolution."

      Murmurs traveled through the crowd. Captain Valta stepped forward, the members of Badger Company arrayed at her flanks. "With due respect Commander, this is very much an Order issue. We defend ourselves when attacked. We've been attacked. It's not just about you and yours. Those children are the Order. They are our future. And we fight the Stain wherever it appears, even among our own ranks. We stand by that now." The crowd saluted as one and a shout went up.

      Tegedir returned the salute. "I thank you. My mate thanks you. The force which travels with me must, by necessity, be small. And strictly volunteer." He addressed Randir. "Organize no more than twenty. Speed will be our priority. Be ready to ride by sun up."

      Randir saluted and left.

      Tegedir directed his attention to Trinn and Bronwyn. "Recruit help and load any supplies this camp can spare, including extra horses."

      "I'll help you." Lalaith followed Trinn.

      Tegedir gestured for Narthan to return to the shelter. They sat across from one another, the journal between them. Their gaze locked over the open tome. The people believed in Narthan, followed him. No one could hold them together more than he could. When Tegedir lay near death, it was Narthan who rallied and reassured them. As much as he moaned about this mission, Tegedir knew he wanted to go.

      Narthan sat back. "I'm not making this trip, am I?"

      "As much as I want you to, I need you here. Our people will be in your care. My twins and Deru will be under your watch. There is no one I trust more to do this."

      Narthan turned the book's pages to the map. His gaze roved up the spine of peaks and stopped on the smoke spewing mountain at the top.

      Tegedir waited for his friend to process the request. A massive responsibility had been laid on his shoulders and no one understood that better than Tegedir. Sometimes he swore he grew shorter each year from the crushing weight.

      Narthan closed the book. "What do you want me to do?"

      Tegedir's sleepless night with Brannon had been spent asking the same question. What to do? He hated every answer that presented itself. Hated himself for letting them slither into his mind. Dawn brought no more clarity and left him with remedies born of darkness and desperation. "Seal the pass at both ends. Don't give Murdoc a chance to slip out. Keep scouts thick as birds, but don't get too close. If she tries to leave with the children, kill her."

      "The little ones could be killed."

      "There's no other way. She cannot leave this valley with them. Better dead by our own hand then face their fates with her."

      "You can't mean that? You're under pressure. Your thinking is foggy."

      "There's something we haven't told you, haven't told anyone." Tegedir lowered his voice still more. "The twins have power. Terrifying and immense power. But only together. Somehow, Murdoc knows. If her daughter dies, Murdoc will try to leave with them. I'll not have them used as weapons of conquest. They must be regained or..." When it came to it, the strength to speak the words failed him.

      Narthan's mouth came open, then snapped shut. "You cannot ask this of me."

      "I have no one else to ask."

      "Kill children? Your children? The ones I love like my own?"

      Tegedir's throat closed. Tears blurred Narthan's face.

      "Alimarae have mercy, you do mean it."

      "If there is no other option. All other avenues exhausted."

      "Let us try to regain them now," Narthan said. "Storm the cave, overpower her forces."

      "They will certainly die if we do. At least the other way, there is a chance."

      "What chance?"

      "A slim one. We play along. Lull her into a false sense of security. Maybe an opportunity will present itself. If it does, you must take it."

      "You stay here and I'll go after the egg," Narthan said. "I do not want this duty."

      "When was the last time you talked to a dragon?"

      Narthan crossed his arms on his chest. "When was the last time you did?"

      "Good point, but at least I'm supposed to be able to."

      "You think you can sniff one out like a hound dog? They don't exist. Even you can't conjure legends."

      Tegedir ran his fingers across the worn leather book. Narthan was right. Maybe he couldn't summon a myth, but he could create one.
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      They gathered in the muted morning sunlight. Randir checked the supplies and supervised the packing. A veil of mist rose from the creek, silver in the dawn light. His gaze followed it toward the east, where his sister endured who knew what at the hands of an insane woman and her crew.

      Narthan squeezed his shoulder. "Safe journey... Captain."

      Randir snorted. The fresh promotion didn't feel like it belonged to him yet. "Right now, I'd revert to being your Second at the first offer."

      "Will never happen. Stagnation benefits no one."

      "Watch yourself here. Murdoc said she followed loose lips to our door."

      "The possibility of traitors has always existed. Amazing it took so long for it to actually happen."

      The rising sun drew Randir's attention again. Those traitors had come in the form of his father and brother. A stinging wound that would never heal.

      "I'm going to go kiss Bronwyn." Narthan walked toward the milling crowd, his cloak billowing around him.

      Randir's heart warmed to see his closest friend and his mother together. They deserved to be happy. Narthan missed one chance, but made up for it in spectacular fashion this time around.

      Randir untied his horse and moved to the front of the crowd. A short, sharp whistle and all eyes turned to him. "Mount up."

      Around him, the riders he'd chosen from the huge pool of volunteers formed into columns. Tegedir joined him and whispered, "Aric? That's a surprise."

      "Despite my personal feelings, he's the best scout we have since..." The words snagged in his throat. He swallowed and tightened the girth of his saddle. "He's the best scout we have since Rusc died."

      "Excellent choice, Captain. Would have been mine also."

      Bronwyn jogged up. "I've decided to stay behind. With your permission of course, Commander."

      "As you wish," Tegedir said.

      She hugged Randir and kissed his cheek. "Thera and Deru need me here."

      "Narthan, too. Watch out for him," Randir said.

      "Be safe, son. I love you." Then she was gone into the crowd.

      Randir and Tegedir mounted and led their volunteer force from camp. Randir surveyed the group behind him. Caeth was tied to his saddle, his horse between Aric and Trinn. Gods help him if he tried something, those two would squabble over who got to kill him.

      They took the mid-day meal in the saddle and let the horses drink from streams crossing their trail. Randir worked his way down the line of riders. His gaze met Aric's and the scout peeled off and followed him away from the others.

      "Captain?" Aric's voice brimmed with venom.

      Randir outranked him now and it was clear the promotion irritated him. Aric understood what Randir wanted, but wouldn't do it unless ordered. A petty nuisance which chapped Randir. If he wanted to play the rank game, Randir would accommodate him. "Check our back trail, Lieutenant."

      Aric slammed his fist into his own chest in a dramatic salute and directed his horse into the trees.

      Randir returned to Tegedir.

      "Deal with that before it bites us," Tegedir said.

      Randir nodded. "I will."

      "Tonight."

      "Yes, sir."

      They rode until dark. Sentries were posted. Snores and mutterings became the only sounds as sleep overtook the camp. Randir waited on the extremity of the firelight until Aric drifted into view and walked straight to him.

      "Nothing trails us far as I can tell," Aric said. "Checked our flanks, too. Unless he's a bird, he's not there."

      "Good."

      Aric started to leave.

      "Aric."

      "What? Want to dismiss me properly? Fling your rank around a bit more?"

      Randir's jaw tightened and he reined in his anger. "What is your issue with me?"

      Aric raised his eyebrows and peered at him, his face divided by firelight and shadow. "You have to ask, Randir Traitorson."

      Randir crushed his fists against his thighs. Cracking Aric's nose wasn't a decision a leader would make, but it sure would be satisfying.

      "I will never trust you," Aric said.

      "You used to, even if you didn't like me."

      "Before half your family went rogue. I'm Badger Company to the core. My Commander is Lalaith and your traitor bloodline almost got her killed. She's the reason I'm here. Orders from you don't mean squat."

      "Fine, but ask yourself if my order would benefit her. If so, try to carry it out with less resistance. She's safer if we work together."

      Aric glanced toward Lalaith, curled in Tegedir's protective embrace, then stalked away into the darkness.

      Randir sighed. A footstep fell behind him and he reached for his sword.

      "That went well," Trinn said.

      "He's impossible."

      She wrapped her arms around his waist. "He's damaged and jealous."

      He rested his chin on her head. Woodsmoke and jasmine scented her hair. "How can you be friends with him?" Her cheek pressed against his chest as she smiled.

      "I have practice dealing with impossible men."

      He held her away to see her face. "Oh really?"

      "Mmhmm. Have you met my mate?"

      "He's a lucky man."

      "He's about to be." She led him to their sleeping place among some sheltering rocks.

      The next morning, Tegedir called Randir and Aric to him. He opened Murdoc's book to the map. "I'm splitting our forces. Aric, you take the main body here." He pointed to a shallow bay bit into the coastline. "You'll meet us there in three days. Lalaith will stay with you."

      Aric seemed to have a difficult time speaking.

      "You can do it, can't you?" Tegedir asked. "If you can't, I'll —”

      "I can do it."

      "I have no doubt. See you in three days."

      Aric saluted and left.

      "Splitting us?" Randir asked. "Why?"

      "An opportunity presents itself, and we're taking advantage."
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      Sweat plastered Tegedir's tunic to his back beneath his armor. Rocks and pine needles dug into this thighs as he lay on the ridge overlooking the sea. Salt scented air cooled his face. The boom of breaking waves on the rocks behind them vibrated through his breastplate.

      The port town of Rysha Cove bustled between the two rocky prominences which encircled it and extended into the sea. Merchants, sailors, and thieves populated the streets. It was impossible to tell which was which. Anchored offshore, a single masted ship rocked with the tamed waves of the harbor, sails tucked away and no one visible on her decks. The vessel was smaller than he expected.

      Randir squinted against the mid-day glare off the water. "The Advantage? That's your plan?"

      Tegedir grinned. He couldn't help himself. Something about stealing the ship thrilled him like a kid getting a new toy. "Ever been on the sea?"

      "No."  Randir didn't seem excited about the prospect. "Even if we can take her, who's going to sail it? We're not exactly a sea-faring race."

      "Our new pet."

      "Caeth? You trust him to not run us aground?"

      "We have a common goal, survival being top of the list."

      "What makes you think he's even got the skills?"

      "Hunch."

      Randir's brow furrowed and he turned his gaze back to the ship. Three men rowed a boat toward it. They bobbed against its steep sides and climbed a rope ladder over the railing, which they hoisted to the deck.

      "Now we know there's at least three men," Tegedir said. "Probably more."

      "And what about them?" Randir asked. "Kill them?"

      The question burned into Tegedir's mind. What indeed? He knew nothing about them. They could be simple sailors. Chances were good they weren't, but he wasn't there to judge their crimes or lack thereof. If he killed to take what he wanted, he'd become what he hated, what he'd sworn his life to fight. The slope of his morality shifted the night his children disappeared. He needed to post a guard on his own decisions and Randir was the perfect choice.

      "We take it without bloodshed if possible," Tegedir said. "Maybe we can lure them off?"

      "Or throw them off." Randir looked at him and they both laughed. So much for his moral compass.

      They crawled away from the edge and ran down the hill toward their camp. Trinn stood on the cliff mesmerized by the hammering waves. They stopped next to her.

      "It's loud," she said. "I never dreamed it would be this powerful. And this vast." She tucked a strand of wind-blown hair behind her ear. "It goes on forever."

      "It's the fastest route north, and we're taking it," Tegedir said. "Should cut our travel time in half."

      "If we don't sink," Randir said as he walked away.

      "He's skeptical," Tegedir whispered.

      "Heard that."

      They followed him to camp where Aric's sister, Erien, sat on a log chewing a piece of jerky. Caeth was tied to the tree in front of her.

      Tegedir sat and stared at Caeth until he fidgeted and averted his gaze. "How many men on the ship?" Tegedir asked.

      "If you take her, Murdoc will know."

      No doubt she would. "We're borrowing it to achieve a common goal. Your Captain will cope. How many?"

      Caeth appeared pained. "She'll kill me."

      "Or I will. Take your pick."

      Caeth's adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed. "Five."

      "Why those five?"

      "What?"

      "Why did Murdoc select those five men to stay behind?"

      "Oh. They're seamen, not fighters. The best with a ship, but can barely walk on land."

      "Can you sail it?"

      Caeth's eyes widened. "What? Me? Gods no!"

      "Lying won't benefit you."

      "I'm a cabin boy, nothing else. I scrub the floors and I can run up the sail, but that's it, I swear. Captain sent me to bring the egg back. What would I gain by betraying you?"

      "Your freedom?"

      "You don't get it. I'm not a slave. She saved my life. I owe her."

      Tegedir cocked his head and studied the rangy young man. Caeth's one eye that was visible beneath his swag of hair darted from Tegedir's face to the ground. "Okay, Caeth. I believe you." Tegedir stuck the gag in the boy's mouth.

      He summoned Randir, Trinn, and Erien to the precipice where the thundering sea would mask their words. They faced the water with their backs to their prisoner.

      "He claims five on board. Probably the truth," Tegedir said. "Says they're seamen and not fighters. We should assume it's a lie. He also says he can't sail it. Also a lie although I'm not sure why. Getting there and back quickly would benefit Murdoc. I believe it's why he told us about the ship in the first place."

      "They knew we'd take it," Trinn said.

      "Maybe."

      "Why not offer it to us then?" Randir asked.

      "I don't know. Maybe she wants us to fail."

      "That makes no sense," Erien said. "Her daughter will die."

      "Her daughter is dying anyway," Tegedir said. "Something more is happening here, but I'm not sure what it is yet. For now, we need a way on that ship."

      They broke camp at dusk. Tegedir sent a man home to Aernan with the horses and word of their progress. He swung a cloak over Caeth to conceal his gagged mouth and bound wrists, then draped his stumped arm across his shoulders. "Not a peep. Understand?"

      The hooded head waggled.

      The group separated as they entered the town. Tegedir slumped to disguise his height and hung on Caeth like they'd shared too much whiskey. He kept his cloak hood far over his face and peered from under its hem. His sword hilt pressed comfortably into his palm.

      Loud singing spilled into the street from the inn and Tegedir veered away from the entry. A woman scooted from the wall and latched onto his cloak. "Two coppers for you and your friend." Stale ale and sweat wafted off her skin and she licked her upper lip, her tongue darting between her missing top teeth. Tegedir used his elbow to shove her away.

      She threw a string of curses after him and he picked up the pace. A shadow passed his peripheral vision and Randir fell into place behind him, covering his back.

      Every alleyway they crossed reeked of garbage and shit. Shapes writhed in the dark, huddled into moaning blobs against the walls. How could anyone live in such a place? If there had been another approach to the docks, Tegedir never would have come this way. But they needed a boat, and to get a boat, they needed the dock.

      They crouched behind a pile of crates and barrels. Fishing craft and rowboats lined the pier’s length. Torches cast gold circles at intervals. Two sentries wandered, talking, but still observant. How to get past them without a scene and more trouble?

      Two women staggered toward the dock, singing drunken songs and laughing. Their heads were covered and their cloaks clasped shut around the weapons they carried.

      The sentries nudged one another. "Damn whores. Should drown 'em all."

      Randir stiffened next to him.

      The women tipped their foreheads together and giggled, pointing at the guards. "He'shh cute," Trinn said.

      "You can't be on the dock." The sentries approached them.

      Randir clenched his sword hilt.

      "Have you ever done it in a rowboat?" Erien's cloak hood slid away and revealed her auburn hair. Firelight cast lava highlights in the red and illuminated her face.

      The sentry stopped cold.

      "The rocking motion." Trinn swung her hips slowly forward and back.

      Tegedir almost felt sorry for the poor saps on the dock.

      Trinn shrugged her hood away. "Want me to sssshow you?" She hiccuped and Erien kissed her cheek and caressed her hair.

      "Gods help us," Randir whispered.

      "Ishn't she beautiful?" Erien asked.

      The guards leered as the women swayed passed. They followed, grinning like teen boys.

      Trinn and Erien sang loudly as they approached a large rowboat tied near the end. They danced in a circle, stomped their feet, and laughed. Trinn hopped into the boat and landed on her butt when the boat rocked. She giggled hysterically and held her hand out to Erien, who managed to get in the boat without falling.

      Tegedir and Randir abandoned their hiding place, dragging Caeth with them. They were halfway down the pier when the first sentry noticed them. The drunk act didn't work for the three men. The guards drew their swords and inhaled to yell for help.

      Erien swung an oar with everything she had. It cracked across the back of the shorter one's head and dropped him like an empty sack. The second yelled and swung his sword toward her. She blocked with the oar. His voice cut off and he staggered backward. His heels caught in a coil of rope and dumped him off the dock into an empty rowboat.

      Tegedir scrutinized the sentry. A dagger hilt protruded from the base of his throat. He gurgled and twitched a few times, then went still.

      Trinn stalked across the pier, yanked her dagger free, and wiped it clean on his cloak. "What should I do with him?"

      Tegedir passed Caeth to Erien and dragged the other sentry into the rowboat with his dead companion. "We'll take them with us and set them adrift. Should be a while before they  float close enough to land for anyone to notice."

      "They already have," Erien said.

      Torches bobbed along the street toward them. Raised voices and the glint of blades.
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      Thera weaved through the brush near the entrance to the cave. Sparrows chirped and darted in the trees. No one limited her excursions or prevented her leaving. Murdoc and her crew had been respectful and many of her fears melted away. If she wanted to walk straight to Narthan's camp, no one would stop her. Right now though, she sought a concealing bush.

      A steel-like hand crushed her lips against her teeth. The metallic tang of blood crossed her tongue. Her scream was stifled in her throat. He reeked of dirt and garlic.

      The ground disappeared beneath her as he swung her sideways. Earth rose to meet her and knocked the air out of her. His grip shifted to her throat, squeezing. His leather-clad wrist was thick as a sapling as she pushed against it. It wouldn't budge and his face blurred as her body begged for air.

      His lips stretched tight in a grimace. The eyes. Determined and animal. Thera jabbed toward them. His head dodged aside. Her palm braced under his chin, his beard prickly. She shoved, but the leverage was all his. Fallen branches and tree roots gouged her back as his weight crushed her into the ground. Her fingernails raked pink lines across his cheek. He winced away and increased the pressure on her throat. She yanked her knee into his side, but she might as well have been dancing with him for all the effect it had.

      Blue sky narrowed toward the leafy treetops. Sunlight outlined the shimmering leaves in blazing gold. Their delicate forms swayed to and fro in the light breeze. Her leg grew too heavy, she couldn't lift it anymore. Night was coming early. Wasn't it morning? The shriek of ripping fabric interrupted the quiet and his thick fingers groped her breast. Bruising. Hurting. Her hands slid away from his face and fell to her sides. So tired. His jagged nails scratched stinging trails into her hips as he clawed at her leggings. Fight. Her limbs refused to respond. Tegedir warned her. She hadn't really understood. Thera blinked as cool air brushed her naked thigh.

      A single leaf became her focus. Dark veins crisscrossed the brilliant green. Brown scars rimmed holes chewed by insects. Black sky closed to a pinpoint as he forced her knees apart. Suddenly the weight lifted from her throat and a hot rain splashed her face. When did it start raining? She sucked in a massive, searing breath, rolled onto her side, and tucked her knees against her body. She coughed until her ribs felt like they'd break. Where was he? Had to get away. Run.

      Someone touched her shoulder. She screamed and scrambled against a tree. She covered her head, squeezing away the light, forming a shield against the terror. Any minute he would drag her from her hiding place and finish what he started.

      "Thera." The voice was calm, reassuring. "He can't hurt you now. You're safe."

      A woman. Murdoc. Thera opened one eye and peered between her forearms. Her whole body trembled and she couldn't stop it.

      Murdoc squatted in front of her. "You're okay."

      Thera let her arms lower. Blood soaked her chest and she recoiled against the rough bark. "Whose is it?" The words exploded from her in a shrill squeak.

      "His."

      A numb coldness settled in her guts and her teeth chattered. Tears burned her cheeks. All the bravery she owned was gone. Blown away in a single moment, leaving her huddling like a frightened rabbit before the wolf. She wasn't who she thought she was. Wasn't courageous or bold. She was weak and helpless. A child. Her gaze met Murdoc's.

      "You'll get through this. Come on." Murdoc helped Thera up and swung her cloak around her shoulders. The ground tilted and Murdoc caught her waist. The man's headless corpse lay face down in the bracken, his white buttocks like enormous mushrooms among the ferns.

      As they stepped around him, Murdoc gathered his severed head. She carried it by the hair with no more concern than Thera carried a water bucket.

      Thera hesitated at the cave entrance. Voices and laughter echoed down the tunnel from the breakfasting crew. She couldn't go in there. They'd know. She tried to back away.

      Murdoc held her fast. "Pick your chin up when you walk through there. You've done nothing wrong. If you hide from this moment now, it'll rule you forever."

      The banter ceased when they came into view. Thera studied the cave floor until Murdoc gave her a sharp jolt. She raised her gaze and the men dropped theirs. Murdoc lifted the dead man's head to chest level and let it fall. It landed with a thud, rolled once, and stopped, glazed eyes open to the fire. She led Thera to her room.

      Neva looked up from her game and her mouth fell open. She whimpered and skittered behind a trunk.

      Thera sat on a stool and clutched the rough woolen cloak tight. She huddled in a bunched knot, shoulders tucked, knees crushed together.

      Murdoc dragged Neva from behind the trunk. She stood the girl in front of Thera and knelt next to her. "You see this?"

      Neva stared, rooted and mute.

      Murdoc gave her a little shake. "Neva? Answer me. Do you see?"

      Neva bit her lip and nodded.

      "This is what men can do. Do you hear me? You must never trust them. No matter how much you love them. Do you understand?"

      Neva's lip quivered and she shook her head before bolting to her safe place.

      Thera wanted to argue. Say it wasn't true, but she only managed a fresh flood of silent tears.

      "Captain?" Someone thrust a bowl of steaming water around the curtain.

      Murdoc got to her feet and took it. She sat it before Thera. "Clean yourself up." She took fresh clothes from a trunk, dropped them at Thera's feet, and stalked out.

      Absolute silence filled the cavern. Even Neva's sniffles stopped. Thera hid beneath the cloak and removed the tattered remains of her clothes. She scrubbed until the water turned cold and pink with her attacker's blood. Then she scrubbed until her skin flushed red. She continued until her flesh was raw and a chill pimpled her body. Humiliation and fear clung to her and wouldn't come off. Shame, which logic told her wasn't hers, stained her. Some part of her was broken, irreparable and shattered. You're being silly, she told herself. It could have been worse. Another minute. Another minute... She shuddered.

      She could be dead. Maybe that would be better than this.
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      "Time to go." Randir heaved Caeth into the boat as the torch bearing crowd closed in on the dock. Caeth lit with a grunt on the two sentries and his head thunked against the seat. Randir swung Erien across the opening as Tegedir untied the rope and used an oar to shove away from the dock.

      Randir sat beside him and they put their backs to the oars. Much too slowly, it drew away from the pier.

      "Shhhh." Tegedir stopped rowing and they drifted into the darkness. The crowd on the dock congregated around the stack of supplies. A lone man walked the pier's length and stared into the moonless night. The torch he raised didn't cast enough light to expose the rowboat.

      Randir sensed the man's gaze probing the night. Thank Alimarae for a moonless sky. The gentle sea rocked the wooden boat like a mother at the cradle. Apparently deciding nothing was stolen, the crowd dispersed, leaving two new sentries behind. The man left with the others, looking over his shoulder as he went.

      The oars entered the water with no sound and they floated farther from the dock. "How are we getting on board without being speared like fish in a barrel?" Randir asked.

      Tegedir tipped his head toward the still form in the bottom of the boat. "Our new friend will help us."

      "He doesn't look helpful."

      "He will be."

      "I can't swim," Erien said.

      "Don't fall in," Randir said.

      "Your mate is an ass," Erien told Trinn.

      Ahead of them, lanterns swung above the Advantage's deck. No one was visible. "Maybe they're asleep," Trinn whispered.

      "Wake our pet," Tegedir said.

      Trinn sloshed water across Caeth's face. He sputtered and lurched upright.

      Tegedir yanked him forward until he was inches from his face. "Your Captain wants a dragon egg. For some reason, she sent you to be sure she got it. We're using her ship, and you're helping us. Any part of that you don't understand?"

      Caeth shook his head.

      "The gag is coming off. If you cross us, Trinn here is severing your spine with her sword and seeing if you float. Clear?"

      Caeth nodded again, and Tegedir removed the gag. Caeth licked his lips and swallowed several times. "Nasty."

      "Behave, and you won't have to wear it."

      The rowboat bumped against the ship. Randir stared at the vessel's steep sides, blocking the stars like a cliff. It was a long way up. Completely defensible from four people in a rowboat. "If this goes bad, go over the side and under the boat," he whispered. It would offer some protection until the flaming arrows lit the boat on fire. Then they'd have to let go and drown. Fun times.

      "Hail them, Caeth," Tegedir said.

      Caeth whistled, three short chirps and one drawn out note.

      Randir tensed. That could mean anything.

      A moment later, a shaggy head popped over the railing, lantern held high in a thick fist. "Caeth? What are you doing here? Where's the Captain?"

      "She sent us on a mission. We need Advantage to get there. Drop the ladder, Aldo."

      Was Aldo the man's real name? He showed no negative reaction, but that didn't mean anything.

      "Who's with you?" Aldo leaned out for a better view.

      A second man appeared beside him."What's going on?"

      "Caeth's back with company. Says Cap' sent him," Aldo said.

      A superior officer Randir judged. He'd have to get control of him first.

      "Drop the ladder, Mate," Caeth said. "Murdoc sent us on an errand."

      A moment later, a rope ladder fell from the dark and whacked Randir on the head. He shrugged his way free and glared at the women as they grinned.

      "Trinn and Erien first," Tegedir said. "They'll disarm you. Let them. We need them to sail this thing." He caught Caeth by the nape of the neck. "You and I go last."

      Trinn and Erien mounted the ladder as Randir steadied it. Two men lifted them the last few feet. Randir strained to hear, but no sounds of distress reached him.

      Randir glanced at his Commander. Tegedir's eyes caught the faint glow from the lanterns. "Go ahead," Tegedir said. "Right behind you."

      Randir inhaled as his gaze followed the flimsy bit of rope toward the star littered sky. He wiped his palms on his leggings and gripped one of the rungs. Cactus was more comfortable. The rowboat plunged as he stepped onto the ladder. The rope folded beneath his weight and swung against the ship, cracking his knuckles on unforgiving wood. He sucked in the curses and climbed. The uncooperative ladder folded and flopped, alternately threatening to bind him or drop him.

      Tegedir and Caeth shrank beneath him, while the row of heads above him grew closer. This looked simple when Trinn and Erien did it. Must be his heavier weight. He reached the railing and two large men snagged him. They hauled him over the rail with little concern for his comfort. The spotless deck was fine grained and polished to a mirror reflection. Having his face stuck to it gave him a unique perspective. Someone knelt on his shoulders as another stripped his weapons. He winced as someone grabbed his crotch. "Hey!"

      They stood him up and lashed him to the mast. Two sailors held Trinn and Erien. Unhurt, but mad as wet cats. Someone must have searched them, too.

      Five men. Two holding the women, two dragging whoever came up the ladder on board, and one watching the show with crossed arms and a scowl. Caeth hadn't lied. Randir grunted. Miracles do happen.

      Caeth's head appeared and the two sailors helped him on board with more concern for his welfare than they'd shown Randir. The scowling officer acknowledged the boy with a limp salute.

      Tegedir bent his elbow over the rail and extended his hand to one of the men. When the man took it, Tegedir jerked him over the side. His surprised scream ended in a splash.

      Trinn and Erien drove their fists into their attackers' groins and caught their throats as they doubled up.

      Tegedir swung over the rail and kicked the other man in the chest, sending him reeling into Randir.

      Randir stuck a leg behind him and the man sprawled onto the deck.

      Tegedir knocked Caeth down and held his sword to his heart.

      The tall officer observed the entire event with no sign of either aiding or fleeing. He clapped lazily. "Impressive display, but none of this was necessary."

      His bedraggled man flopped onto the deck like a landed fish.

      "Goddess help me," the officer said. "What has the Captain gotten us into this time?"

      Randir didn't suspect the man wanted an answer to his question.

      He spoke to the soggy man and gestured toward Randir. "Untie that one and give them their weapons back."

      Randir flexed his fingers as the ropes came loose. The man he'd tripped glowered and got to his feet.

      "I am First Mate Cirrus. You may call me Mate or Cirrus, makes no difference to me." He addressed Tegedir. "Since you lead this rabble, would you please call them off my men? We'll take you wherever the Captain needs you to go, but realize this ship is not built for open water and great distance. She's a fine shore hugger. Nothing more."

      Tegedir stepped away from Caeth as Randir reclaimed his own weapons. Trinn and Erien seemed reluctant to release the men they pinned to the deck. Tegedir dipped his head and they climbed off and gathered their blades.

      "Tell me, my guests," Cirrus said, "to what horrific place are we headed now?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      Thera clutched the cloak and peeked around the curtain. One man occupied the main cave, poking wood into the fire. She hurried past him into the morning light. Outside the cavern entrance, Deru and Brannon sat in the sun constructing pebble buildings and assailing them with stick soldiers.

      Murdoc rested one shoulder against a tree and gazed through the surrounding woods. Her eyes shifted sideways when Thera stopped beside her, then resumed scanning the forest.

      "Thank you," Thera said.

      Murdoc's brow furrowed. "You're a little girl with no business playing adult games. Go home."

      That was not the response she'd expected. What had she expected exactly? Concern? Compassion? "How did you know?"

      Murdoc rolled her eyes and snorted. "He watched you for days. Slack-jawed cretin."

      Thera hadn't noticed the unwanted attention from her would-be rapist. She'd grown complacent when no apparent threat presented itself.

      Deru laughed behind her, his voice carrying into the treetops. He seemed unaware of their precarious position. This was a grand adventure for him, one long play session with new friends. She envied him his ignorance.

      She'd been like Deru, happy in the snake's cage. That illusion was gone. A wisp blown away by a mighty wind. These men could cut her throat whenever the notion struck them. Or Murdoc could.

      "No one will stop you," Murdoc said. "Leave when you want."

      If she ran to Narthan's camp now, home to the safety and protection of those she loved, she'd never be able to stand herself. Her mother told her courage was a choice. A choice she'd have to make every day, every moment. Stand strong, or bow down. "I leave when the children leave."

      "Then learn to save yourself because help may not be around next time." Murdoc pushed away from the tree. "And there's always a next time, until you decide there isn't."

      "Let me take the children."

      Murdoc looked down her nose and raised her eyebrows. "What a naive request."

      "Tegedir will bring what you need. My people will help you."

      "My god, you are thick. Let me tell you something, little girl. The minute those children leave my care, the scouts surrounding us will give the signal and your people will sweep through mine like wind through dried brush. If you learn anything from your time here, learn to never give away your advantage."

      "Have you always been this cold?"

      Murdoc stepped closer until she forced Thera to back up. The scar seemed brighter where it crossed the bridge of her nose. "Cold would have left you to fate yesterday. Consider that before you sling around your immature observations." She gathered the boys and went inside.

      Learn from her time here. Why hadn't she approached it like that from the beginning? Here was a woman who managed the impossible. Infiltrated Aernan, abducted three children, and gotten away without detection. Past an army of well-trained scouts and under the noses of several hundred experienced warriors. She possessed valuable skills. And Thera had plenty of time. If she approached Murdoc as a mentor, rather than an enemy, who knew what might be divulged?

      The silence of the woods settled over her and dampened her sudden enthusiasm. Peace used to reside in the quiet, but now danger lurked there. Things she didn't see and couldn't fight. She rushed to the cavern and sought refuge with the largest snake in the cage.

      She brushed aside the blanket door and darted inside. Her heart pounded foolishly in her chest.

      Murdoc grabbed for the dagger in her belt, then relaxed. "Beast on your heels?" She sat on the pallet next to Zila, brushing the girl's hair.

      Thera straightened her tunic and perched on the trunk. "You said to save myself next time. Teach me how."

      "Oh gods! You're a distraction I can't afford. Go home."

      "No. Please teach me."

      "Train the enemy in my own house? I don't think so."

      "I'm not your enemy. I understand your desperation."

      "You understand nothing."

      Thera knelt across from her and placed a cool cloth on Zila's forehead. "What I said was wrong. I'm sorry. You're not cold. I see your love for her."

      "Don't come at me with sappy, sentimental bullshit. Keep it up and I'll have you escorted home. I'm not training you."

      "Fine." She'd resign herself to observation. Something she'd failed at before. "Did you love Zila's father?"

      Murdoc glared and the muscles along her jaw tightened.

      Prodding the snake was probably not the wisest thing. "Did you?"

      Murdoc laid the brush aside and touched the scar crossing her face. "He gave me this and a baby I didn't want." She went to the doorway and lifted the curtain.

      "Where is he now?"

      Murdoc adjusted the sword on her hip. "I stabbed him in the eye and fed his carcass to the sharks."

      The blanket swung into place behind her.
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      Tegedir spread the map on Cirrus' round table and pointed to the half-moon slice in the coast. "This is our first stop."

      "I know it well. Two days’ sail."

      "The rest of our people are there."

      "Then where?"

      Tegedir turned the page and pointed to the northern coastline closest to the volcano.

      "She's sending you for the egg." Cirrus pulled the lamp closer and studied Tegedir. Lines radiated from the corner of his eyes as he squinted. "You're the one she set out to find. The Zinotti Dragonlord."

      "So I'm told."

      "Hmpf. Didn't believe you existed. What's she holding over you to get you to run this errand?"

      "My children."

      Cirrus furrowed his brow. "She has a way of getting what she wants." He ran his finger along the jagged line representing the coast. "This is a death zone. Rocks and massive waves close to shore. Floating ice farther out. I can't anchor there. The waves will beat us to slivers."

      Tegedir snared a stool with his foot, dragged it close, and sat. He believed Cirrus, still, there must be a way. He traced a thin blue line. "What about this?"

      Cirrus bent over the map. "The Apa River? A treacherous vomiting of sediment full of shifting sand bars and unpredictable currents."

      "Could you anchor in its mouth? Let us travel inland on foot?"

      "Impossible. River and sea do not gently meet. They clash. Especially that particular river."

      "Is there no way to cross it and travel upstream?"

      Cirrus stroked his close cut beard. "Maybe. When the tide rests. There would be a short window where we might not die."

      "We have to try."

      "Even in the calmest moment, the waves are higher than our decks. Advantage might break in half. She could be slammed on the bar and a hole punched in her bottom. One mistake and we die anyway."

      "Don't make a mistake."

      "If Captain Murdoc intended for you to go this way, she would have said so. Did she tell you about Advantage?"

      "Caeth did. With some encouragement."

      "Ah. There's a reason she didn't want you to take the sea route."

      "Which is?"

      He circled a space on the map encompassing the land between the coastline and the volcano. "The Ilok."

      Tegedir searched his memory for the word and came up empty.

      "How many men with you?" Cirrus asked.

      "About twenty."

      "Not nearly enough to cross Ilok lands. You'll be lucky to survive."

      "Who are they?"

      "Dragon worshipers."

      Tegedir sat back on his stool. Could these be his people, House Drakur, who disappeared eons ago? "What do you know of them? Are they Zinotti?"

      "They most definitely are not. Ilok aren't known for their sociable ways. They are savage warriors who tolerate no weakness. They don't welcome visitors either. No one trades with them. Everything they need, they produce themselves. I have never been in their territory and have no intention of starting now."

      "This portion of the map is as detailed as the rest. Where did Murdoc get her information?"

      "I don't ask the Captain questions. I pilot her ship and stop where she says. That's all."

      "Yet you knew she searched for me."

      "A rare lapse on her part. She loves her daughter."

      "How long have you been with her?"

      Cirrus smiled although no humor touched his eyes. "Our conversation regarding my Captain is finished. We sail at dawn when I can see to exit this miserable harbor. You may rest in the hammocks below deck."

      Tegedir closed the door behind him and climbed into the night air. He leaned on the rail. The lights of Rysha Cove burned like a hundred campfires.

      Randir joined him. "Trinn and Erien are sleeping. You should, too."

      He hadn't slept well since his children's abduction. His mind wasn't as sharp as it needed to be. Were his babies asleep now? Were they warm enough? Were they scared? Thera was there. That was a comfort to him, and a burden to Randir, he was sure. "Trade off with one of the girls in a couple hours. We all need sleep."

      Randir tapped his fist to his chest.

      Tegedir stretched out in a secluded corner. The unforgiving deck helped him maintain a level of awareness even in sleep.

      Three days later, they got underway again after picking up the soldiers and supplies Aric brought to the cove. A brilliant sun flashed off the spray from the bow and wind filled the sail. Tegedir wrapped his arms around Lalaith's waist as three dolphins played alongside the ship. "They're beautiful," she said. "I wish the children could see them."

      "We'll bring them here and show them." When she said nothing, he bent around to see her face. Tears on her cheeks dried in the sea wind. He kissed her temple. "Does Murdoc's book mention the Ilok?"

      "No, and I've never heard of them. They must have originated after I went into Aernan."

      "What does the book say regarding this cure?"

      Lalaith's cloak hood blew off and her brown hair whipped free in the wind. She brushed it away from her face. "There is some evidence the treatment might work. Zinotti have a natural immunity to disease. Perhaps our blood would impart some immunity to her and help her body fight it, but I am not sure. She's so close to death. As far as the dragon egg, I cannot discern why they believe it would help. It's an egg like any other, with a yolk and a white. Or a partially developed dragon."

      "How did the Drakur speak with dragons?"

      "According to rumor, it was purely mental."

      "Hope dragons speak Zinotti."

      "Or you speak dragon." She braided her hair as they talked, her delicate fingers dancing with the dark strands.

      "Not sure where I would have learned."

      "Maybe you're born with it." She tied her hair in a complex knot.

      "I barely know how to tap into that side of myself. I've never heard any different languages in my head."

      She cupped his face in her palms. "You'll find what you need when the time is right."

      As the weeks passed, the temperature dropped until their breath froze on the air and water iced in their mugs. They huddled below deck, bundled in blankets and furs.

      Cirrus shielded his eyes against the morning glare. Brown streaked the ocean and the dolphins fled. "We're close to the river."

      "How close?" Tegedir blew on his fingers and rubbed them together.

      "That's it there." Cirrus thrust his chin toward a wide expanse of beach. Sediment-filled water churned to white caps as it slashed into the ocean, spitting chunks of ice with it. Snow coated its northern banks and clung to the towering pines lining the shore.

      "Is our timing right?"

      Cirrus checked the sun. "We're at the verge. It's a risk."

      "If what you say is true, it always is. Your Captain wants that egg."

      Aldo stepped aside as Cirrus took the wheel and swung the nose of Advantage toward the river.
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      Tegedir ran down the steps and stuck his head below deck. "Everyone hang on to something and close this hatch. It's about to get rough." He coiled a rope around his waist and tied it to the rail.

      "Did I mention we're not a seafaring people?" Randir knotted his own rope next to Tegedir's.

      "The sooner we get through here, the sooner your feet touch dry land."

      "Then bring on the wind."

      Salty gusts shoved the ship toward the river's mouth. Rounded swells lifted and lowered her. This wasn't too bad. Gulls wheeled and screamed overhead. Randir pointed across the bow.

      That was no gentle swell. The wave grew to the height of the ship and white mist sprang from its crest. Tegedir tightened his grip on the rope and braced his hip against the wooden rail. Advantage dropped into the trough of the wave preceding the monster and lurched upward like a rearing horse. A grey-green wall of water rose in front of them and the rigging popped and cracked like a falling tree. Angry water sluiced over the deck in a knee deep flood, nearly sweeping Tegedir's legs from under him. He adjusted his grip as the ship crested the wave. Blue sky and mountains seemed a surreal contrast to the river bent on their destruction. Wave after wave marched into the distance. How would they ever survive them all? He'd chosen this route for his people only to drown them.

      Advantage hung for a moment, balanced on the knife blade of water, then plunged like a dolphin seeking the depths. She hit the bottom of the trough with a tremendous slap that rattled the decks and shot frigid salt water over Tegedir's head, blinding him momentarily. The rope snapped tight around his waist as his grasp on the rail ripped free. He collided with Randir, who snagged his breastplate and tugged him to his feet.

      The next wave crashed into them. Cirrus wrestled the wheel and shouted at the waves like a madman. His white-blond hair matted to his skull and water sheeted off his clothes.

      The wave twisted the ship like a length of rope. Wood shuddered and screeched. She listed sideways until the deck dropped and slammed into the bar with a terrifying crack. Tegedir and Randir slid away from the rail and clung to their ropes. Cirrus yelled and hauled on the wheel, his elbow crooked around the handles. "Up, you bitch! Up!"

      Tegedir's body slapped the deck as Advantage righted herself. He crawled to his feet as she careened into the next trough. This one didn't seem as deep or as violent. She straightened and stuck her nose into the oncoming wave. From its crest, he saw the following waves growing less threatening until they dropped to a low chop on the river. They were going to make it.

      The ship took on a sluggish feel Tegedir sensed was wrong. The river appeared closer to the rail than  when they started. Surely it was fear and imagination? She plowed through the wave and the churning mass got even closer.

      Trinn burst through the hatch followed by the others. "We're taking on water!"

      The waves lost some of their intensity and Cirrus steered the ship toward the beach. Advantage drug her flat bottom along a sand bar and dropped off the other side. A wide stretch of rock strewn beach lay ahead. Cirrus aimed straight for it.

      The ship rammed aground. Tegedir caught Trinn as she skidded past. Others crashed into the mast base and piles of supplies. The river swung Advantage sideways until she rolled partially onto her side among the rocks. The ship groaned and creaked, but stuck fast, the flow shoving relentlessly against it.

      Ropes snapped with a whip-like pop and supplies fell in a deadly rain, sweeping people off the listing deck and pinning them between rail and boxes. When everything stopped, moans and shouts filled the sudden stillness. Tegedir released Trinn, who lit on her feet atop a haphazard mound of gear. He dropped beside her.

      Chaos surrounded them. Those left unhurt aided others not as fortunate. Lalaith knelt beside Aric, his leg pinned beneath several bags of wheat. Randir tossed them aside and towed Aric to his feet.

      Tegedir lifted Lalaith. "Are you hurt?"

      "No, but you're drenched. You'll freeze."

      Tegedir ordered every spare body into the trees to search for wood and build fires. He wasn't the only one who might suffer frostbite. A scream snatched his attention and he ran to where Aric and Randir knelt beside Erien.

      "Don't touch me!" She clutched her thigh. A wooden shard protruded between her blood-slicked fingers.

      "It's a splinter," Aric said. "Don't be a baby."

      "It's the size of my wrist and I'll stick it up your ass if you touch it again."

      "You get cranky when you're uncomfortable." Aric forced a smile, but his face was pale.

      Lalaith eased Erien's hands away and examined the wound. A fire crackled to life in the tree line and Lalaith nodded to it. "We have to move you so I can remove this."

      "Do it." Erien bit her lip, then screamed as Randir and Aric lifted her from the ground.

      "Find my bag," Lalaith said to Trinn.

      "How bad?" Tegedir asked as Trinn sprinted toward the listing ship.

      "It's close to the artery. If there's a nick, I have to find it. She won't be able to travel." She met his gaze and the rest went unsaid.

      "I'll see to the others." Tegedir stumbled his way among the icy rocks from one huddled group to another. Two were beyond any aid. He took responsibility for their deaths. This quest was personal and they volunteered. The losses stung and he clamped a lid on his emotions. Those must wait until later.

      Cirrus and Caeth sat in the rocks with Aldo's body between them. His eyes stared at the perfect sky. Locked open in death. Cirrus sighed and got to his feet. "Fine mess here."

      "The fault is mine," Tegedir said.

      Cirrus considered the carnage strewn over the rocky coastline. "Good of you to take that burden, however it's not yours. My ship. My choice."

      "Made under duress."

      "You overvalue your influence." Cirrus took Tegedir's offered hand and got to his feet.

      "I'm sorry for your man."

      Caeth rocked back and forth on his knees, hugging himself, teeth chattering.

      Tegedir dragged him up by his soggy collar and aimed him toward the fire. "Go get warm."

      They salvaged what they could from the wreck, stacked it around the fires, and sat on it as their bodies fought the frigid air. The wounded lay shrouded in piles of fur and blankets. Aric sat next to his sister, watching her as if in a trance.

      Tegedir led Lalaith to the perimeter of the woods and motioned for Randir and Aric to follow. "We have five people who cannot travel which means we must leave people behind to aid them."

      "I stay," Lalaith said. "They need my skills if we don't want to increase the number of our dead."

      "If she stays, I stay," Aric said.

      "I need you to come with me," Tegedir said.

      "Badger Company stays with Lalaith."

      "No one is more Badger Company than me. She's my mate, but you're the scout."

      "He can scout." Aric jutted his chin toward Randir.

      "I don't have your skills," Randir said.

      Aric's eyebrows rose. "Was that a compliment?"

      "An acknowledgment."

      Lalaith touched Aric's arm. "Go with them."

      "My place is protecting you."

      "Remember when I asked Badger Company to look after my children? To transfer their love and loyalty to them?"

      Aric inhaled and looked skyward. "I do. And I know where you're going with this."

      "My children need you to go after the egg. I need you to. Please."

      He bumped his fist to his chest. "As you wish."

      Back at camp, they laid their dead together on a single pyre, swords on their chests. Flames crackled into the dark sky, melting snowflakes as they fell. By morning, nothing remained except ashes and memories.
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      They trudged north along the spine of granite cliff. Fresh powder whisked around their ankles and clung to their shoulders. Tegedir rested his pack against a tree trunk and rubbed his stinging left forearm. He took Caeth's weapons from his gear and returned them to him. "Something tells me you'll need these. I trust you won't use them against us."

      Caeth brushed his shaggy hair off his face. "You're four swords to my one. I have no death wish."

      "And if the odds were better?"

      Caeth buckled his sword around his narrow hips and stuck his matching daggers in his belt. "We share a goal. It would serve no purpose to betray you."

      Randir and Trinn studied the forest as they waited for Aric. The five of them ventured alone into a land said to be crawling with enemies. Maybe they'd pass unnoticed. Or maybe they'd never return.

      The rest of their party stayed behind with Lalaith and the wounded. Three headed home from the cove with the horses. What Tegedir planned to do with speed and strength, he now must do with stealth.

      Aric emerged from the heavy snow like a ghost. "There's something you should see."

      "You found a way?" Tegedir asked.

      "Maybe. If you don't like it, we'll find another." Aric's tactful method of saying the climb might be more than a one handed man could manage.

      "Let's have a look," Tegedir said.

      They followed him around several rough juttings of the granite cliff. He stopped beneath a towering overhang split by a narrow cleft barely wide enough for a man to squeeze through. Brush and fallen rock choked the entrance.

      "This leads to the top?" Trinn peered suspiciously at the tight chute.

      "I believe it does," Aric said.

      "Did you go in there?"

      "Nope."

      "How do you know it's the right way?"

      "Look closer."

      Tegedir studied the stone. He let his gaze sweep the opening and climb the walls until snowflakes lit on his eyes. Nothing struck him as unusual, but Aric's sly grin told him something was there. He backed away, softened his vision, and tried again. This time, it jumped out at him. "Alimarae guide me."

      Aric pointed a finger at him. "Exactly."

      Worn almost smooth by water and wind, and partially obscured by mature pines, the twin carvings rose on either side of the narrow entry. Two massive dragons scaled the stone and stretched their thick necks, pointing their muzzles to the sky. Their chins nearly touched above the thin granite crack. Clawed front limbs dug into the rock and tails formed a threshold as high as Tegedir's boot tops.

      Tegedir leaned forward, then took several quick steps closer to the stone. His fingers tingled as he stroked the hindquarters of one of the carvings. His gaze lifted, drawn upward by the beast's exquisite body, armored with scales weathered nearly invisible by time.

      They existed here. The Drakur. He felt it to his marrow. How many ages ago? Did they still live here, waiting for him? The carvings were centuries old and the way through the cliff unmaintained.

      Aric grinned at Tegedir. "Thought it might stir your blood." Randir and Trinn rushed to help him tug away the brush. When the entrance was clear, they moved aside to let Tegedir have the first look.

      Frigid air gusted through the opening. Ice formed frozen sculptures on the rock, crystals as long as Tegedir was tall stretched to the ground. Treacherous stairs ascended into a grey fog. Snow danced and swirled across each ice slicked tread. Blue hued spikes threatened to impale yielding flesh. Even on the warmest summer day, these stairs would be deadly, their footholds barely wide enough for a man to stand on. One misstep would send a body tumbling to the bottom, breaking into slivers as it bounced.

      Tegedir peered into the falling snow, but it obscured much. His guts knotted and it felt like a horse stood on his chest. He sighed as the earlier exhilaration fled. This passage was impassable if they wanted to live to see the top. "There must be another route.”

      Aric stretched onto his toes to see over Tegedir's shoulder. "Can you grow claws like the dragons?"

      Tegedir studied his leather clad stump. Claws? He'd need fingers first.

      "I can try it first," Aric said.

      "No. It's too dangerous. We'll go around."

      Aric tightened his pack as a breeze blew a blizzard of fresh powder from the trees. A musty scent washed across them, somewhere between rotting vegetation and sewage.

      Trinn wrinkled her nose. "Geez, Aric."

      "That's not me."

      Randir bundled his fur collar tighter around his throat. "If this is summer, I'd hate to spend winter here."

      "Shhh." Caeth cocked his head. "Into the pass! Now!" He elbowed past them onto the stairs.

      "He's lost his mind," Randir said.

      "What is it?" Tegedir glanced between the deep woods and Caeth's scrambling form.

      "You'll be dead before you can ask again. Move!" Caeth didn't curb his breakneck pace.

      Tegedir glimpsed something ghost-like and powerful bearing down on them through the trees. Powder churned into the air as it ran. Hair prickled on his neck and he shoved Trinn and Randir toward the canyon. He lunged in behind them, stumbling and skidding across the perilous footing. Pain jolted through his ankle as it jammed between two rocks. He wrenched it free and jumped for higher ground.

      Aric and Randir caught his breastplate and yanked him to the ledge as a massive grey-white head slammed through the opening below. Obsidian eyes assessed them with practiced skill. Yellowed canines showed as the beast opened its mouth and scented them. The bear grunted several times, then rolled his mighty shoulders and shoved into the entrance. Rocks and snow rained around him as he crammed his way deeper into the canyon.

      "Climb!" Caeth led the way toward the rim, using his dagger like an ice ax.

      The predator dropped his head and forced his body forward. His enormous paws hooked a fallen boulder, five inch claws grasping like bony fingers. The huge stone rolled under his strength as he dragged himself closer.

      Randir hurled a rock the size of his fist. It bounced off the beast's nose. The bear flinched, surged forward, and swiped a paw at Tegedir's foot. Monstrous claws arced around his boot and jerked him off his feet. Air whooshed out of him as he slammed into the stone steps. He clutched at the slick rocks as the bear dragged him toward the edge.

      "No!" Trinn skidded down the stairs toward them.

      Randir grabbed Tegedir by the back of his breastplate. The bear dragged them both toward his gaping mouth, sliding them down the stairs with no more resistance than a seal across pack ice. Tegedir aimed a kick at the animal's face. It glanced off with no apparent effect. A ripping sound screamed into the air. For a split second, Tegedir wasn't sure if it was his flesh or his boot.

      "Let go, Ran!" Tegedir didn't want both of them to slip into the bear's range. Images of Brannon and Neva flashed across his vision. Narthan would care for them if he couldn't. He gave up clutching at the impossible stairs and fumbled for his dagger. He refused to be an easy meal.

      His leather boot shredded under the claws and freezing air rushed across Tegedir's ankle and bare foot. The bear clamped his teeth into the mangled boot as Aric caught the other side of Tegedir's plate and hauled him upward. The empty boot dangled from the bear's mouth and he shook it like a dog shaking a rat. Strips of leather whipped around his head.

      Tegedir crabbed his way beyond the bear's reach. The animal lunged, but his body fit no deeper into the rocky chute. Aric helped Tegedir to his feet.

      "Damn, he got my sock, too." Tegedir wiggled his naked toes on the blistering cold step.

      "He's starving," Caeth said. And it seemed he was right. Despite the creature's enormous size, ribs and hip bones protruded beneath the thick coat.

      Tegedir gazed toward the top of the slot and the impenetrable expanse of cloud. Snow obliterated his view of the exit. There was no way to tell how far the climb was, but they couldn't go back. The enraged bear blocked their retreat.

      "We could kill it," Aric said. "Get your boot back plus several new pairs."

      The bear met Tegedir's gaze and grunted twice. Despite the fact he'd tried to make dinner of him, Tegedir understood the animal. Desperation became more familiar each day. "No. We'll go out the top."

      Caeth tossed his woolen cloak on the slick treads. "One step at a time, very slowly. Keep a good distance between yourselves. If you slip, you won't take everyone else with you."

      They spread their cloaks and took every step with painful precision. The bear's protests over his missed meal echoed through the canyon. The wind increased as they emerged from the cleft. Stinging snow whipped into their faces and clung to their hair. Tegedir snapped the snow from his cloak and settled it across his shoulders.

      Bright spots punctured the heavy cloud cover and promised sunlight. He turned his back to those and faced northeast. Somewhere in that expanse was a volcano. And under it was an egg.

      Or at least he prayed there was.
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      Thera lay on her side in the grass. Neva sat across the game board from her, face screwed up in serious contemplation of her next play. The gems glittered in the mid-day sun and sent sparks of color across the polished wooden board.

      Murdoc dozed, eyes closed against the warmth. Splashes of sunlight dappled her dark hair and fine features. She swatted at a pestering fly.

      Thera shifted a large sapphire diagonally across the board.

      Neva squealed with delight and tapped it from the square with an equally large emerald. "I win!"

      "You always win," Thera said.

      Neva frowned. "Do you let me?"

      "No. You're good at this game. You beat me fair."

      "When are Ma and Da coming back?" Neva scooped the gems into a shimmering pile in the middle of the board.

      "I don't know. Soon I hope."

      "I'm hungry." Neva darted into the cave.

      Thera gathered the game pieces and lay them inside the velvet lined box. "Where did you come by this game?" she asked Murdoc.

      "Stole it."

      "So, you're a common thief?"

      Murdoc stretched and yawned. "No. I'm an uncommon thief."

      "Have you never wanted to be anything better?"

      "Better? By whose standards? I'm good at what I do."

      "But you take things that aren't yours." Thera sat up and crossed her legs.

      "A bauble here and there hardly matters. I've had far more important things taken from me."

      "Such as?"

      "Dreams of being something better."

      "Who did that?" Talking to Murdoc was like calming a skittish horse. One wrong move and she'd be gone.

      "Why do you ask so many questions?"

      "Curiosity is how we learn."

      "Where I come from, curiosity can hurt you." Murdoc hugged her knees to her chest and rested her chin on top.

      "Where's that?"

      "Are you five?"

      "I can't help it." Thera shrugged. "I've never met anyone like you. You're different. Interesting."

      Murdoc examined her fingernails. "I come from a place I hope you never see, though the land is beautiful. Filled with mountains caressing the bluest skies and streams filled with fish. The trees are so tall you can see the border of the world from their tops."

      As Murdoc talked, her face glowed and Thera realized she was beautiful. Her softness unveiled from behind a stony wall of emotional fortification.

      "The sea pounds against the rocky shore until your chest rumbles," Murdoc continued. "Great seals cover the shores, their bodies glistening in the sun. Wind as fresh as flowers blows off the water." She stopped suddenly and gazed into the distance. The mask that concealed her inner world slid firmly into place and she got to her feet. "You ask too many questions."

      Neva walked from the cave holding a half-eaten plum.

      Murdoc scooped her up and swung her onto her hip. "And what are you eating, my little gem?"

      Neva offered the plum and Murdoc took a bite. "Mmmm. Sweet, like you." She kissed her cheek and carried her inside.

      A few moments later, Deru and Brannon barreled from the cavern, two wild animals set loose. Deru and Neva adored Murdoc and she lavished attention on them. Brannon rebuffed her advances and refused to talk to her, save for the same five words over and over. I want to go home. After several weeks, Thera noticed that Murdoc had abandoned her efforts and avoided him.

      The boys flopped into the grass next to Thera. Their guard took up position a short distance away. He propped himself against a gnarled oak and studied the surrounding forest, picking his teeth with a sharpened twig.

      "I want to see Neva," Brannon said. "Where's my sister?"

      "She's inside," Thera said. "She's fine, Bran, truly."

      "Why can't she play with us?" Deru asked as he weaved grass stalks into even strips.

      "She just can't right now."

      "But why?"

      "Because Murdoc is scared of us," Brannon said.

      "Pfft. Why?" Deru swatted Brannon with his grass braid. "You're not scary."

      Brannon didn't respond but got to his feet. He tugged Deru with him. "Remember the game we talked about?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Let's play it now."

      "What game?" Thera asked.

      "Annoy the guard."

      Before she could stop him, Brannon ran across the clearing and kicked the guard as hard as he could in the side of the knee.

      "Brannon!" Sweet Alimarae, what was he doing? Thera jumped to her feet and chased after him.

      The guard lunged for him, but Brannon darted and zigged among the trees, evading the larger man. He dived under bushes, emerged on the other side, and stuck his tongue out.

      "Someone needs to teach you respect." The guard swiped at Brannon as he bolted for the cavern and caught him by the collar. He swung him around and raised his fist.

      Thera latched onto his wrist. "Stop it!"

      He shoved her away and pointed at Brannon's face. "Touch me again, boy, and you won't survive the night." He propelled Brannon against Thera's legs. "Keep a tighter leash on your pups." He rubbed his knee and returned to his tree.

      Thera knelt in front of Brannon. "Are you okay?"

      He nodded and took his lower lip between his teeth.

      "What do you think you're doing? Goading him. He could hurt you."

      Brannon rolled his eyes. "He won't hurt me. Murdoc won't let him. I can do anything I want."

      She took him by the shoulders. "Don't do anything like that again. Understand? Murdoc might not be around. I might not either."

      "She's not your friend. You're fooled by her, but I'm not. I'll never forget what she is."

      Thera sank onto her heels. "What do you believe she is?"

      "The one who stole us. The one who made my Da go away. I hate her."

      "You have to underst—"

      "No. I don't. I have to be smarter than the rest of you. For your own good." A grin crept onto his face and he winked at her. "Neva's not the only one who wins games."
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      Aric sat on a rock next to Tegedir as his commander brushed the snow from his bare foot. Their extra clothes were lost when the Advantage ran aground. It wouldn't be long before Tegedir got frostbite. Losing the boot and sock wasn't trivial and they must find something to substitute. He should have killed the bear.

      Randir grabbed Caeth by the shirt and slammed him against a tree. "How did you know what hunted us?"

      Caeth cringed away but didn't go for his weapons. "Seen them before. Murdoc brought us here once, but we couldn't cross Ilok lands. Ice bears infested the coastline. Could smell them from the ship. Reeked of the seals they ate."

      "You never mentioned you'd been here. Forgot that detail, did you?"

      "I haven't been to this place exactly. We came ashore farther north. Never went inland. Too dangerous."

      Randir released him with a final shove. The little weasel made Aric's skin crawl.

      "I could have saved myself and let you get eaten, but I didn't." Caeth straightened his tunic. "When will you realize you can trust me?"

      "When you tell us what you're hiding," Trinn said.

      "Who are you that Murdoc chose you to come along?" Tegedir asked. "She wouldn't pick a mere cabin boy for something that means this much to her. So why you?"

      Caeth shrugged and brushed the hair from his eyes. "She's partial to me."

      The clouds to the northeast parted and blue sky shone through. A bald peak rose above the forested hills. Steam vented from numerous places on its slopes and rose in a plume from its crest. Aric pointed. "Look." It was three days hike if everything went perfectly. With snow to their knees and in hostile territory, it could be more than a week.

      Tegedir balanced on one foot beside Aric, holding onto his shoulder for support. "Consolidate as much of the food as you can. I need the bags for a boot," he said. They gathered pine needles and the fine shreds from the underside of bark to stuff the bags, then Tegedir tied them around his foot. Better than nothing although not by much. Pine bark and needles protruded from the tops and poked in wild directions.

      Aric failed to suppress his amusement.

      "What?" Tegedir asked.

      "Appears your foot got stuck in a porcupine."

      "Laughing at a man down on his luck? That's wrong." His lip twitched into a smile.

      "It's difficult to take someone seriously who wears a shrub on their foot."

      "Better bush foot than bear bait."

      "This is how great tales get started." Trinn gestured dramatically. "The legend of bush foot, king of the wild."

      "I'll be king of frostbite if I'm not careful." He lifted his pack and set off toward the volcano. "We need to find shelter before sunset."

      As the sun touched the horizon, they discovered two fallen logs, one across the other, that formed a tight, workable shelter. They broke a few low branches from surrounding trees and plugged the holes to block the wind. The ground beneath was damp but not snow covered. They crawled inside and huddled together, sharing dried meat and thin bread. There was no dry fuel for a fire.

      Aric leaned against the rotted log, drew his legs close to his chest, and lowered his forehead onto his knees. He slept, frequently jerking awake. His cramped muscles ached and cold penetrated his bones to the core. He rubbed his thighs to force some heat into them. His breath formed a misty cloud around his face.

      At the first hint of light, Tegedir crawled from the shelter and the others followed.

      "Should have made a coat from that bear." Aric scrubbed at his biceps and bounced on the balls of his feet.

      "You'll be warm enough when we get moving," Trinn said.

      "It's the stopped times that worry me. Won't be any egg stealing if we're frozen into icicles."

      They came to the end of the woods. A vast plain stretched before them. Wind-forced snow skittered across the flat surface in swirling waves, sculpted cornices into the crust, and pushed it into drifts wherever a rock or bush slowed its pace.

      Aric squinted against the harsh glare. A scar of river split the land mid-way between them and the dark line of opposing woods. Black water interspersed with stretches of white-blue ice. There would be no shelter on such a flat expanse. Their only hope of not freezing when the sun set was to make it all the way across.

      He glanced at the sun's position and met Tegedir's gaze. His commander clearly read his mind. They'd be hard pressed to find shelter by nightfall if they continued. In Tegedir's eyes, Aric also saw the edgy flash of desperate fear. The man hid it well, but it colored his every decision now. He needed their support, and their protection. "We lose a whole day if we wait," Aric said.

      Tegedir chose a route toward the thickest looking river ice. Hopefully it wasn't an illusion.

      Blowing snow stung Aric's cheeks raw and the harsh light burned his eyes. Each stride challenged his endurance as the thin crust broke and he sank to his knees in the frothy powder beneath. They seldom spoke as the wind ripped the air from their lungs and sent the words, unheard, into the distance. His nose hairs froze and he tugged his cloak to his eyes.

      The sun was past its zenith when they arrived at the river. The channel was wider than it seemed from their earlier vantage point. Ice sheeted most of its surface, but patches of smooth water showed through, deep and black.

      "I'm heaviest so I'll cross first," Tegedir said. "Whoever is next, follow in my footsteps. If it holds me, it should hold each of you."

      "I should go first," Randir said. "I'm not crucial to this mission."

      Aric stifled the groan of disgust. Randir always inserted himself as the self-sacrificing hero. Brown-nosing son of a traitor. It was a matter of time before his bloodline took over and he betrayed them.

      When did this hate, this anger, toward Randir begin? They'd always butted heads, but he'd respected the man, believed in his abilities and worked with him without trepidation or doubt. Not now.

      "You're crucial to me." Tegedir clapped a hand on Randir's shoulder and stepped onto the river.

      Their commander picked his way across the ice, testing each tread, changing course. Aric memorized the route he chose. He could swim, but he didn't fancy a dip in the dead of winter. He exhaled when Tegedir reached the far bank and waved.

      "Trinn, you're next." Randir offered her an encouraging nod and she followed Tegedir across the ice.

      Aric clenched his fists at his sides. A hasty glance at Randir showed the same tension in his stance, like a cat ready to pounce. Was that it? Was he jealous of Trinn and Randir? Trinn was his closest friend. Friend. That was it. She'd never looked at anyone besides Randir from the beginning. She gained the opposite shore and both men relaxed.

      Caeth went next without incident. Skinny weasel could have crossed on a floating leaf.

      "After you, traitorson." Aric gave Randir a shallow bow.

      "I struggle every day with what my brother and father did. I don't need your reminders."

      "Guilty conscience, huh?"

      "I killed my own brother. The guilt comes from not recognizing what was happening to him."

      Aric tapped his fist to his chest. "Touching."

      "I don't know why I try to talk to you. Jealousy runs your mouth and your mind."

      "Times wasting, Captain."

      Randir left him with a last shake of his head.

      Erien delighted in telling him what his problem was. He didn't need anyone else doing it. They had no idea what went on in his mind.

      Tegedir helped Randir climb the far bank. Trinn embraced him, then they broke apart and faced his direction.

      Aric gauged each step and tested the integrity of the ice before weighting it. He checked his route and adjusted to match the way the others had gone. At the middle of the channel, the ice was clear. Bubbles raced beneath it, driven by the strong current. It groaned, but no fractures appeared.

      He tiptoed with meticulous precision, like a dancer completing complex movements. A sharp crack, audible above the screaming wind, issued from the ice. The sound paralyzed him. Another sharp crack. He reeled backward as the ice collapsed.
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      Icy water sluiced over Aric's head. Heart-stopping cold locked his muscles and clenched his chest. A spike of pain shot through his ears. The current snatched at his legs and dragged him under. He grabbed the broken fringe of ice and hauled his head into the bitter air, gasping in a great breath before the ice shattered in his grip and the river yanked him free.

      He clawed for purchase on the slick underbelly of the ice, but there was nothing to catch hold of. Blue sky teased him and he kicked his legs, fighting the river's relentless drag. His body screamed for air that was mere inches from his face, and completely beyond his reach. He couldn't die like this. Not drowned and frozen in the middle of nowhere. What about Erien? He was the only family she had.

      He beat his fists against his ice-bound prison. Nothing happened. Sluggish limbs refused to continue.

      Randir appeared above him, his figure distorted through the icy glass. He beat against the ice with his sword, then dropped it and jabbed white divots into the surface with his dagger. Didn't the fool know he would damage his blades? He wasn't a fool, though. Aric had to admit Randir wasn't all bad. He was a good leader to those who followed him. Aric wasn't one of them and never would be. Especially since he was about to drown. Was that a pang of regret? For dying, or not recognizing Randir's better qualities?

      Randir slapped the ice above Aric's face in frustration and pointed down river. What was his problem now? Aric wanted to stop, sleep, drift off to somewhere cozy and comfortable and be left alone. Randir slapped the ice again and brought Aric's drifting mind back to attention. Again he gestured downstream. Aric stopped fighting and let the current carry him. Exhaustion made it easy.

      They shouldn't bother with his body. Let the winter river keep it. He was too heavy to carry and there was no wood nearby for a pyre. He closed his eyes. So cold. Suddenly air stung his cheeks and his oxygen starved body gulped it in. Someone clenched his breastplate and heaved him toward the shore. He coughed and gagged as he crawled up the snowy bank.

      Randir dragged him by the collar across the drifts and collapsed beside him, panting and dripping water.

      "Now we'll both freeze to death," Aric said. "Well done, genius."

      "You're welcome."

      Tegedir, Trinn, and Caeth ran to them, struggling through the deep snow. Trinn knelt between them. She kissed Randir and put her palm on Aric's chest. "Get up." When neither moved, she smacked their breastplates and stood. "Get out of those clothes now!"

      “Th—th—thought you'd n—n—never ask." Aric's teeth chattered so violently the words could barely escape.

      "Both of you," she said.

      Aric glanced at Randir and he raised an eyebrow.

      "What are you, twelve?" Trinn asked. "It's so cold there won't be anything to compare."

      Aric's trembling fingers were beyond feeling. He fumbled at the strings on his leggings until Trinn shoved his hands away and untied them herself. Randir wisely remained silent.

      She took their dripping clothes and wrung them as best she could while they waited, pale and naked, on the river bank. She passed them back and Tegedir helped them balance as they pulled on their wet leggings.

      "My blade." Randir started up the ice, but Tegedir stopped him.

      "I'll get it." Trinn ran upriver.

      Tegedir took his cloak off and drew his dagger to cut it in half.

      Caeth stopped him and removed his own cloak. He gave it to Aric.

      Tegedir shoved his toward Randir. "Wrap those around your chests, then put your tunic and armor on."

      "What about you?" Aric fumbled with the woolen cloak.

      "Compared to you two, my bush boot is nothing. Let's go. No stopping until the trees."

      Or everyone dies went unsaid, but it was true nevertheless.

      Trinn intersected their route and caught them. She sheathed Randir's sword and forged ahead, gaining on Caeth as he broke a trail toward the forest.

      Aric clenched his arms around his body as he trudged, focused on the dark tree line a lifetime away. His fingers twisted into stiff claws around the damp fabric of his own cloak. He was certain a second skin of thin ice encased him. He didn't bother to check.

      Trinn and Caeth had a significant lead. They must be trying to get ahead enough to start a fire and build some semblance of shelter. Though what they might find to burn or to cower within, Aric couldn't imagine. "Why'd you come in after me?" Aric asked Randir, who walked a few steps behind.

      "You're joking, right?"

      "I've never been anything other than an ass to you."

      "True, but I don't leave my people to die. And you wouldn't either."

      "We could both die."

      "No kidding. So shut up and concentrate on living. If you croak after I went to the trouble of saving you, it'll piss me off."

      Despite his chattering teeth, Aric smiled. The sun dropped to the horizon and the sudden temperature drop silenced them both. The trees were still impossibly far and it would be dark soon.

      A blue-grey light settled across the plain as the sun sank. Fortunately, the sun took the wind with it and an other-worldly silence fell. Aric's own movement was loud in the quiet. A clear, sweet voice rose in the vacuum created by the hushed wind. As pure as the voice of Alimarae herself, it sang a Zinotti lullaby he hadn't heard since boyhood. He really was on the brink of death.

      Randir nudged him between the shoulder blades. He hadn't realized he'd stopped. He stumbled forward, following the distant song. "Do you hear that?"

      "It's Trinn," Randir said. "Singing so we can follow her in the dark."

      "I didn't know she sang."

      "Like the goddess."

      That much was certain. He didn't care if it attracted every enemy in twenty miles. Capture would beat freezing to death in the open. They still might not survive, but at least he'd die happy listening to her. A tiny orange glow appeared in the distance, a glimmering spark of hope. A fire. They had a fire. He wanted to throw himself onto it and cook the cold from his bones.

      An angry red glow marked the northeast horizon where the volcano rested. At some point, cold would be the least of their worries.
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      When Tegedir reached the makeshift camp, Caeth was feeding sticks into a growing fire. The uprooted base of a fallen tree formed a massive wheel of twisted roots stretching above his head. The earth behind it remained relatively snow free. He used his feet to expose more ground.

      Randir and Aric stumbled to the fire and knelt next to it, hands stretched to the flames.

      "Out of the clothes," Trinn said. They complied as fast as they could given their state, then snugged the mostly dry borrowed cloaks around themselves. They huddled next to the fire and stared into it as if mesmerized, shivering uncontrollably.

      Tegedir went to the surrounding trees and towed dead limbs back to camp. They were damp, but if the fire was hot enough, they would burn.

      Caeth ripped bark from the branches and used the dry fibers from inside to stoke the flames higher before adding the heavier wood.

      Trinn constructed a wooden clothes line on the far side of the fire and hung the wet clothes. Any breeze through the cold fabrics would blow away from camp rather than into it.

      Tegedir took a brand from the fire and returned to the woods, using its orange glow to locate more fuel. Alimarae protect them if any enemies came within sight because they certainly had a beacon to follow. Surviving the immediate threat was more important than worrying about one that hadn't occurred yet. The fire and minimal shelter didn't mean the danger was past. It would take an all-night effort to keep the heat source running. There would be no significant sleep for anyone.

      He dropped the scavenged wood near the flames and took a moment to enjoy the fire. His back froze while his face warmed. He rotated and reversed the process. How long until dawn? He spiraled again as if on a spit. Leave it to his mind to compare them to dead meat.

      Trinn scrutinized Aric's nose and ears and examined his fingers. She repeated the process on Randir. "No signs of frostbite." She raised her gaze to Tegedir. "And your toes?"

      He wiggled them inside his boot. They didn't seem damaged. "Fine."

      Her eyebrows drew together as she studied him.

      "They are," he said.

      "You'll tell me if you get a hint they're not?"

      "I will."

      "And will you tell us if yours are in trouble?" Randir asked as he took her gloved hand. She wore multiple layers since she'd suffered frostbite years ago. Her digits and nose were more sensitive to cold.

      "I'm fine. I'm not the one who took a swim or forfeited my boot to a bear."

      The fire blazed, building a bed of embers to last through the night. Caeth stacked the damp wood high on the fire and let the heat dry it as it burned without suffocating the flames beneath.

      "Well done with the fire," Tegedir said. Some honest praise couldn't hurt. "You've built wet weather fires before."

      Caeth offered no elaboration on where he'd acquired the skill. His eyes hid behind a shield of unruly hair, but that was nothing new. The kid had avoided eye contact since the moment they were saddled with him.

      "Trinn, you and the two icicles get some sleep. Caeth and I will man the fire. We'll switch off in a few hours."

      The three coiled into fetal positions around one another and fell asleep. Two hours later, when Tegedir's eyes remained open simply because he was standing, he woke Trinn with a nudge of his toe. She rose without a word and went to the woods for firewood.

      Tegedir pressed his back against Randir's and Caeth curled into a ball across from them. He was still there when silver dawn broke through the trees and woke Tegedir.

      Aric greeted him with a nod and gave him a strip of dried meat heated on the flames. "You didn't wake us to take our turn on the fire."

      "Your clothes weren't dry and traipsing through the woods naked wouldn't help your condition."

      "We'll take double watches tonight," Randir said. They finished their food and doused the fire.

      Less snow accumulated under the massive pines so walking became easier. By the time the sun was at its highest, they'd traveled a good distance closer to the volcano. Even when the mountain itself wasn't visible through the forest, steam rose above the treetops in billowing clouds.

      A sudden peal of laughter and raised voices filtered through the woods. Tegedir flattened himself against a tree. Aric clapped a deft palm across Caeth's mouth and maneuvered him into the shadows. The voices drew closer, punctuated by the occasional snort of a horse and the jingle of tack. He glimpsed the riders weaving through the woods. A military force, clad in black armor and riding fine horses. Most carried spears, held balanced on a stirrup. Swords or axes hung from their belts. He prayed for Caeth's silence. There were thirty of them. Far too many for it to be healthy if they noticed Tegedir's small band.

      He envied their good boots and the fur lined cloaks draped across their horses' hindquarters. They appeared well fed and highly trained, although comfortable and somewhat complacent in their own lands. He mentally scoffed at his own hypocrisy. He'd grown confident and complacent in Aernan and let his children be stolen. His comfort had been used against him. He hoped to employ the same tactics against these men.

      He waited until they rode beyond his sight, then waited another thirty minutes. No one else moved until he called them forward with a gesture. They didn't bother talking. Extra caution was now in order. They advanced toward the volcano again, spread among the trees like the morning mist.

      Their camp that night was dark and the watches done in pairs instead of alone. Though they saw no one else in the two days it took to arrive at the foot of the smoldering mountain, Tegedir couldn't shake the sense that contact was inevitable.

      The volcano loomed above them, its slopes shrouded with snow except around the vents. Wind lifted the steam from these and drove it sideways, exposing outcroppings of grey rock. Not a single tree or shrub grew from its craggy sides.

      Tegedir's gaze swept the base of the volcano. There must be some way in. The texts said the egg would be within the volcano, incubated in the subterranean heat. If there was an egg, there must also be a dragon. He inhaled and closed his eyes. The racing thoughts in his mind slowed. He had no idea what he was doing but if a way existed to communicate with a giant reptile, maybe this would help it happen.

      The scratchings and shufflings of finches and rabbits in the bushes grew louder. The rustle of chain mail on his companions. He willed his mind to reach under the tons of rock and seek ... something. After several minutes of this, he opened his eyes and sighed.

      If there was a dragon under there, she wasn't talking.
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      Tegedir opened the tome to the map of the volcano with the dragon curled beneath. Something must give a hint as to how to gain entrance. Both the volcano and the dragon were simply drawn with limited detail. The dragon's tail encircled its body and ended sharply at the headwaters of a stream.

      Tegedir pointed to it. "Think that's an arrow?"

      Randir shrugged. "Who knows, but it's worth a shot."

      Tegedir raised his gaze to the looming mountain. "Now to find the stream."

      They traveled through the woods until they emerged on a rocky lake shore. Snow rimmed its dark blue surface and sunlight reflected off the smooth water. A stand of dead trees lined the far bank, ashen trunks like sentinels with skeletal branches grasping at the sky. From their midst, the stream surged into the lake.

      Tegedir studied the dead forest. Trees on either side grew green and healthy, but nothing lived where the stream flowed.

      "Why are they dead?" Trinn asked.

      "I don't know, but we're not crossing that," he said.

      "We can skirt the edge. Catch the stream farther up," Aric said. "Want me to scout it?"

      "No. We stay together."

      They moved around the lake toward the opposite shore and turned north along the boundary of the dead stand. The stream bubbled on their right. Even though they kept a distance from the dying forest, Tegedir felt the weight of it. His head ached and he wanted a nap. They could stop for a few minutes. Wouldn't hurt anything. He slapped his cheeks to clear his head. The children couldn't afford for him to take a nap.

      "Anyone else tired all of a sudden?" Aric asked.

      "It's this place," Trinn said. "We have to get out of it."

      "We're almost to the ridge top," Randir said. "Just a little farther."

      They crested the hill and a fresh breeze blew away their drowsiness. Tegedir inhaled the winter air. His headache began to clear.

      The path of death continued into the side of the volcano where the trees ended, and it appeared the stream remained centered in it the entire way. If that was the entrance, then he couldn't allow anyone to accompany him inside. They wouldn't like it and he suspected a direct order would be required to keep them out. He hated that. He rarely exercised his power as Commander of the Order and made a concentrated effort to keep things as casual as possible... but there were times.

      He quieted his mind and reached out again to whatever might live in the gaseous mound of rock. He sensed nothing and heard nothing. Maybe he was doing it wrong. No one gave him lessons in dragon speak.

      They walked off the ridge toward the rocky slopes of the volcano. The forest thinned until a few sickly trees remained. Massive boulders and fields of fragmented rock hindered their progress. At last, they could see the stream, vomited from a hole in the mountainside. Algae stained the stones around it and steam rose in lazy tendrils from its crystal clear surface. The odor of rotten eggs filled the air.

      Aric leaped to the top of a boulder and studied the cave. "I don't like it."

      "Make a couple torches," Tegedir said.

      When they finished, they propped the torches together against a boulder. "Those won't last long," Randir said. "We don't have what we need for good ones."

      Tegedir sat on a rock and took a drink from the waterskin on his belt. He cut a strip from the bottom of his cloak and doused it in water.

      "What are you doing?" Trinn asked.

      He got to his feet and looked at each of them. "I'm going alone." Their voices rose in united protest. He silenced them with his upheld hand.

      "At least let one of us go with you." Randir was visibly distressed by the prospect of his Commander going solo. "You don't know what's in there. What if something happens?"

      "Which is precisely why I'm doing this myself."

      "You act like you're disposable. You're not. You're the most important member of this team."

      "I'll order it if I have to. No arguments. Not this time."

      Randir clenched his jaw and the muscles twitched.

      Caeth hopped off the rock he'd been perched on. "I'll go with you."

      "That does not make me feel better," Randir said.

      Caeth ignored him and approached Tegedir. "Murdoc would want me there. Besides, I'm not one of your people. My loss would be no loss."

      "Not the way I see things," Tegedir said.

      Caeth pushed the hair aside and made direct eye contact for the first time Tegedir could remember. "Since you're not my commander, you can't order me to stay. My risk is my choice. I'm going."

      Tegedir held his gaze and the kid didn't look away. He seemed to have gotten taller in the last few minutes. His shoulders uncurled and he displayed a bold new confidence. "Okay."

      "What!" Aric raked his hands through his hair. "I hate to agree with traitor boy, but that's crazy. Take me instead."

      Tegedir pressed Aric's shoulder. "No, and you know why. My children are your priority. If I don't come back, you have to take your place as head of Badger Company."

      "What the hell?" Randir asked. "Head of Badger? That's Valta's command."

      Tegedir turned to Randir. "Please accept there are some things about which you have not been informed." He nodded to Aric. "Bring him in on it while I'm gone." He lifted his pack and met Randir's gaze."I should have told you. You deserved that, but now there's no time. I apologize."

      Randir and Trinn shared a glance and then Randir saluted him. Tegedir saw the anger and confusion swirling in Randir and regretted his careless choice of words. Since the abduction of his children, thinking straight wasn't his strong point. Never before had his mental and physical capacities been this stretched. The stress he hid from the others ate at him continually. It weakened his judgment. So many things had happened since the abduction that his faith in his own leadership abilities faltered.

      Caeth struck one of the torches.

      "If we're not back in two days, return without us." Tegedir tied the strip of cloak across his nose and mouth, then headed toward the cave with Caeth on his heels.

      Despite the steam rising from the water, sculpted ice formed miraculous azure swirls and divots on the ceiling and walls. The only path was the stream bed itself. Tegedir took a cautious step into the water. Warmth flooded across his feet and blasted his frozen toes with a thousand pins and needles, but it passed and he welcomed the heat. It was a glorious reprieve from the endless cold.

      Algae slicked rocks rolled under their feet and threatened to dump them into the stream. Tegedir would sleep in the bath-like water if there were no constraints on his time. And death in a gas filled tunnel, no matter how comfortable, wouldn't help anyone.

      He yanked the damp cloth from his face. The headache pounding in his temples proved its uselessness. Frigid droplets dripped on their heads in sharp contrast with the heat on their feet. Blue ice gave way to raw rock, black and scoured.

      The torch sputtered and the flame dwindled. Caeth blew on it and the fire grew. "Hope there's a vent ahead, or it will be dark as death very soon."

      Tegedir picked up the pace as much as possible in the insecure footing. It grew more difficult to place his feet. Balance eluded him and it seemed someone drove a pike through his skull.

      Caeth slipped and Tegedir caught him. They steadied one another as they went, like two drunks at the end of a tall bottle.

      Should they go back? If they went farther, there might be no return. Maybe there was another way.

      "Feel that?" Caeth asked.

      "What?"

      "That." Caeth towed him to the left. The torch flared and brightened. They gulped at the thin layer of fresh air drifting beside the rock wall. "Must be a vent ahead."

      They forged onward until a steady roar filled the cavern. The tunnel opened onto a massive cavern. Cool mist brushed Tegedir's cheeks and the thunder of falling water reverberated from the walls. The stream crashed into the cavern from a narrow cleft above. Sunlight shafted through a veil of spray and a sheer wall of unbroken rock rose behind it.

      Tegedir inhaled the clean air engulfing them. He'd never take breathing for granted again. He spiraled in a slow circle. How to exit the cavern and continue under the volcano? There must be another opening.

      Caeth crept around the perimeter and poked the torch into cracks and crevices. "I found it."

      Tegedir joined him and they studied the tunnel, barely high enough for Brannon to walk through. "Grand."

      "Didn't see another way."

      Tegedir lit the second torch. "Let's check again." They made another thorough search and ended at the low burrow once again. He sighed. Guess they'd be impersonating badgers. He created Badger Company after all, now he'd find out if he could live up to their namesake.

      He dropped to his knees and crawled into the hole.
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      Thera looked down at Brannon. "What did you do?"

      "Da and I play games, too. Strategy games. Only not with any silly board or shiny rocks."

      Thera's arms tingled as the hair rose. She scrubbed away the sensation.

      Brannon ducked into the cavern with a sly glance over his shoulder.

      This was a side of Brannon she'd never seen before. The playful and clever boy seemed anything but a child now. The Fruit will ripen early. The line of prophecy came to her and she shuddered as fear closed her throat. She swallowed it and went to get Deru. Her sweet nephew might help wash away the unease.

      The clearing was empty except for sun and grass. "Deru?" Maybe he went inside when Brannon implemented his foolish attack on the guard. The whole incident probably scared him. "Deru?"

      The guard, alerted by her calls, stiffened and came her way. She didn't want his attention or assistance. "Where is he?" he asked.

      "I don't know. Maybe inside."

      "Go look."

      She ducked into the cave, checked the main cavern, and the smaller one where the boys slept. Brannon sat alone, cross legged on the floor. His eyes reflected the torchlight.

      Thera burst into Murdoc's room and froze in her tracks.

      Murdoc yanked her cloak around her naked body, but not before Thera saw the spider web of scars marring her flesh. "Don't you ever knock?"

      "Deru's missing."

      Murdoc clutched the cloak close. "Stop gawking and find him. And Thera, don't mistake my tolerance for affinity. If you try to take the children, I'll kill you myself."

      Thera's mouth fell open, but she clamped it shut again and ran outside. "Deru!" She trotted into the woods and stopped to listen and watch. The guards' shouts rang back to her as they searched. No flash of his red head. No squeals of delight as he played hide and seek. Brannon's sly glance replayed itself in her mind. What had they done? Did they understand the risk they took? Thera would bet Brannon did even if the other children did not.

      "Deru!" She was farther from the guards now. Their calls faded into distance. Something stirred on her right and she spun toward it. Deru sprinted away from her down a thread of trail.

      "Deru! Stop!" She ran after him. Suddenly an Order scout stepped into the trail, snatched Deru into his arms, covered his mouth, and vanished like an apparition. Thera staggered to a halt. The watchers were so close. Did Murdoc know?

      A second scout raised his head and beckoned Thera to him. If she went, no one would remain to protect Neva and Brannon. Murdoc would know Thera abandoned them. That she ran like the frightened child Murdoc believed her to be. No, her duty was to the children. She would not abandon them for her own safety. She backed away.

      The scout's gestures grew more emphatic. Voices rose nearby and the watcher sank into the undergrowth. Thera retraced her way to put distance between herself and the scouts who would protect Deru. He'd be safe in Bronwyn's tent by dinner.

      Thera crashed into Murdoc's chest as the woman emerged from behind a thick pine. Murdoc spun her around and clamped her elbow across Thera's throat. Forest spun in dizzy circles one direction, while she whirled in the other. Her knees faltered, but Murdoc tugged her to her feet and loosened her hold.

      Murdoc dragged her to the cavern, shoved her to the floor, and drew her blade. "You orchestrated this."

      "I didn't!" Thera rubbed at her throat.

      "You lie. I almost believed you. Almost trusted you. What an idiot I've been."

      Thera squished herself against the stone wall and rolled into a ball, cringing away from Murdoc's rage. Would Murdoc actually kill her? Probably.

      Brannon scooted around Murdoc and stood protectively in front of Thera.  "I did it. It was me. Kill me instead."

      "Go to your room, Bran," Thera said.

      "No. This is my fault."

      "Murdoc won't hurt me. I promise."

      He raised his head and addressed Murdoc. "Don't punish her. Punish me."

      Murdoc glared at the cavern's ceiling, then at Brannon. "Go to your room. I won't hurt her." She sheathed her sword.

      Brannon ducked past her and ran.

      "Neva and Zila are sleeping," Murdoc said to Thera. "Join them and don't come out until I tell you to."

      Thera scrambled to her feet. "I —"

      Murdoc raised her hand. "Don't."

      Thera went to Murdoc's room and sat on the trunk. The girls slept side by side. One on the brink of death. One just starting life. Their chests rose and fell in unison. What would happen if Zila died tonight? Would Murdoc lose her self-control? How could a person endure whatever gave her those scars and keep their humanity intact? Maybe they couldn't. Murdoc might kill them in their sleep and never experience a single pang of regret. What if she came for the children? Thera needed a way to protect them, but what chance would she have against an accomplished fighter like Murdoc? Her training was good, but she lacked experience.

      And she lacked nerve.

      She stretched out next to Neva and stared at the ceiling, illuminated by the glow of a single candle. Courage is a choice, but how did she make that choice when fear crushed her? She must figure it out, and soon.

      The odor of Zila's inevitable death hung on the air like a threat.
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      Randir stared into the cavern for several minutes after Tegedir disappeared into it. He wasn't quite ready to face Aric. He couldn't trust himself to remain composed after what his Commander revealed. His famous temper tickled at his psyche. Though he'd learned years ago to control it, Aric had a way of dragging it to the surface and poking it with a stick.

      Aric was a fine scout and a solid man in a fight, but a leader? Hardly. Why would Aric take the reins of Badger Company if Tegedir failed to return? Aric was Second to Valta, a strong and well-loved Captain. Aric's prickly personality and volatile behavior should have relegated him to a lower place on the list.

      Was he jealous because he outranked Aric, yet Aric stood to be assigned his own Company? Jealousy was an unbecoming trait and had no place in his world. He sighed and turned around.

      Aric and Trinn stared at him. Aric's lip curved and Randir crushed the urge to slap it. "What is this about?" Randir asked.

      "If Tegedir doesn't return, I take over Badger." Aric sat on a rock and trimmed his fingernails with his dagger. He would force Randir to extract every filament of information the hard way.

      "You sound as if you hope it happens."

      "Never. And you offend me with the insinuation. I'd trade my life for his every time."

      "So?"

      "So what?" He sliced off another sliver of nail.

      "Can we not play this game?"

      Aric's dagger paused and he looked up. "Game? No part of this is a game."

      "Oh for Alimarae's sake," Trinn said. "Stop it, Aric."

      "This is the kind of behavior that makes it difficult for me to understand why Tegedir would chose you, of all people," Randir said.

      "There's more to Aric than you know," Trinn said. "I was there when he put himself between Tegedir and fifteen swords. I saw him bleed and I saw him fall and he'd do it again."

      "Now you're defending him?" His own mate. This got better and better. Randir needed space and some air that didn't have Aric breathing it.

      "What's the matter?" Aric asked. "Didn't expect to have your mate and your Commander give me the nod in one afternoon, huh, Traitorson?"

      Trinn rounded on him. "If you value my friendship, you will never utter that vile accusation again."

      He blinked and went back to this fingernails. "Valta is pregnant."

      "What?" Trinn and Randir voiced as one.

      "Pregnant."

      Trinn's fists plunked onto her hips and she lowered both eyebrows at Aric. "Is it yours?"

      "Is it... No!... I never... It's not mine!"

      "You once mentioned how much you'd like to see her without her armor."

      "Well, yeah. Who wouldn't? But I haven't!"

      Randir enjoyed watching Aric squirm under Trinn's scrutiny, his smug confidence shredded to ribbons, but the conversation had veered off track. "Can we get back to why you're next to command Badger?"

      "Valta wants to raise her child without fear of ending on a sword point. I'm Second, not only to her, but to Tegedir, who is Captain of Badger Company if she's unable. It's a convoluted chain of command, given Tegedir is Commander of the Order as a whole. Badger Company is its own entity, not beholden to the Order proper."

      "Lalaith's personal guard." Randir sank onto a rock across from Aric.

      "And now, by her command, Brannon and Neva's. Also by her command, the twins supersede her in priority." Aric sheathed his dagger. "Tegedir handpicked us. Every single one."

      "Why you?"

      "Is it impossible for you to believe I might be good at it?"

      "Yes."

      "Why is that?" Aric stood on the rock and scanned the distance.

      The one answer Randir could summon sounded childish and weak. Because I don't like you. But he did trust Tegedir with his life. If his Commander respected Aric enough to entrust his children to him, then Randir needed to man up and find some common ground. Talk about a test of leadership skill. "I suggest a compromise. You think I'm a born traitor. I think you're a born ass. We both respect Tegedir, so I'm willing to trust his judgment if you are. Deal?"

      Aric hopped off the rock. "Done." He clasped Randir's forearm and gathered his gear. "We need to move. There's a patrol in the woods and we're exposed."

      They scrambled uphill and ducked behind three boulders the size of wagons. A fourth chunk of granite had toppled against the first three and formed a stone tent. Randir peered through an opening at the trees below. Trinn rested her chin on his shoulder.

      "Have they seen our tracks?" she whispered.

      He shook his head. It didn't appear they had. They gave the dead trees a wide berth and continued along the base of the mountain, headed northwest. They receded from view, hidden by the dense forest.

      Randir exhaled and dropped to the floor. A rock jabbed into his thigh. He wiggled into a more tolerable position and closed his eyes. Their concealed shelter wasn't perfect, but it was secure. Unless the patrol crossed their tracks, then a search up the slope might ensue.

      "We have the high ground. Relatively defensible if we're forced." Aric reclined against the rock next to him. "They could swarm us with numbers, but it would cost them."

      Trinn strung her bow and placed her quiver at her feet. "I'll take first watch."
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      Tegedir crawled forward, pushing the torch before him. His shoulders brushed the rough stone sides of the tunnel and his head barely cleared the ceiling. Even with the torches, the darkness seemed like a living thing eager to swallow them alive. Tons of rock pressed in on every side. He'd rather face a line of spears than this death chute.

      Caeth followed at a short distance, his huffing loud in the tight space. Having the boy with him was no real comfort. Tegedir knew nothing about his fighting skill or motivations. Less than honorable he guessed, although he'd seen no evidence of it.

      Cold ceased to be an issue. Sweat trickled down his ribs and dripped into his eyes. He mopped it away with the strip of cloak around his neck and continued crawling.

      The tunnel shrank until he crouched like a stalking cat, then slithered on his belly. Would it become so tight they'd wedge like corks in a bottle? He dug into the sandy floor with his elbows and towed his body another two feet.

      He squinted into the darkness. What scuttled on the edge of the light? He thrust the torch farther ahead. Something, faint as smoke, skittered away from the glow. "Do you see that, Caeth?"

      Caeth crawled closer until his torch warmed Tegedir's feet. "Can't see nothing."

      "Something moved up there."

      "What could live down here?"

      What indeed? The hair rose on the back of Tegedir's neck. There was no room to fight and he couldn't manage the torch and a weapon anyway. Whatever it was, he hoped it was harmless. "Can you see anything behind?"

      Caeth wiggled and twisted. "Nothing. Dark as death."

      The kid had a way with words.

      Musty cave scent filled Tegedir's nose and moisture dripped from the rocks onto his hair. He inched forward again. The sputtering flame masked any other sound. The ghostly white form stayed just beyond the light.

      Suddenly it surged toward him.

      He thrust himself away and cracked his head on the unyielding rock.

      "What is it?" Caeth wormed backward.

      A writhing mass squirmed toward him in a wave of legs and plump bodies. They filled the tunnel from floor to ceiling, a moving wall of moon-white spiders.

      They broke around the torch flame like a river and crawled up his arms. He swatted at them, leaving smudges of moisture from their crushed bodies, but there was no escape in the narrow space. They swarmed around his neck and tickled across his lips. He snorted to divert them from his nostrils.

      Behind him, Caeth screeched and dropped the torch on Tegedir's brush boot. The dried leaves flared. Tegedir jerked away from the searing pain, slamming his knee into the stone wall. A high-pitched hiss issued from the cave spiders as they dodged this new threat.

      Tegedir lurched away from his flaming boot. Control took steel nerves, but he managed to flip onto his back and use his other foot to kick sand and dirt - and spiders - across the burning boot. The spiders did the trick and extinguished the flame. He pinched his nose shut to keep them out and let the wave of arachnids swarm over him.

      He pictured Lalaith's infectious smile and the way Neva pouted when she wanted something, Brannon's keen face as he solved some new puzzle. His body screamed for air and he released his nose long enough to inhale, the air ripe with smoke from scorched shrubbery and fried spiders. The crawling sensation ceased and the tunnel became silent.

      "Caeth?"

      "If there's more, kill me now," Caeth said.

      "You set my foot on fire." Then he was laughing, the sound echoing in the tunnel. He laughed until tears streamed and some of the pent up stress went with them.

      Caeth's face was buried in his hands, but his body convulsed with adrenaline fueled giggles. He raised his head. "That was the most disgusting thing I've ever experienced." His brown eyes glowed orange in the torch light.

      "They were scared of the fire, so what made them willing to run this way?"

      Caeth pointed past his head. "That."

      Tegedir rolled to his stomach. A platter-sized scorpion the color of a deer crept toward them, pincers outstretched, stinger folded over its back. It waved its monstrous claws to and fro, seeking the meal that escaped.

      "Kill that thing!" Caeth squirmed farther away.

      The scorpion scurried forward, waited, scurried again. Her hideous cargo became visible as she came deeper into the ring of torchlight. Dozens of tiny scorplings clung to her back as their mother hunted.

      Tegedir drew his dagger and the scorpion skittered to the far side of the tunnel against the rock. It eased along the edge, hesitating every few feet. He mashed himself against the opposing wall and left her a scant few inches of open trail. The scorpion and her brood hurried past.

      "It's a mother trying to feed her young. She wants the spiders. Let her pass," he said.

      Caeth tried to meld with solid stone. He took on the appearance of a twelve year old boy as he hid his head and stuck his face against the rock.

      The scorpion rushed by and disappeared into the dark beyond.

      "She's gone," Tegedir said.

      "If we have to come back this way, knock me in the head and drag me. I'd rather get stuck on a pike than do this again."

      Tegedir touched fingers to his throbbing head and they came away bloody. "Let's hope there's a different exit.”

      They traveled another fifty feet before the air changed again. A humid current swept into the tunnel and swirled around Tegedir. The roof raised and the sides expanded until they stood and flicked errant spiders from their clothes.

      Tegedir's burned foot stung, but he didn't expect it was serious. It would have to wait, regardless. He tested the aching knee. Bruised, not broken.

      Two routes diverged from the medium sized room. "Which way?" Caeth asked.

      Tegedir limped to each entrance and chose the warmest one. A dragon would want heat to hatch an egg. "Let's try this one."

      The torches grew weaker, their fuel nearly exhausted. If they didn't find something else, they'd be lost in the dark. Retracing their path with no light wasn't in the least appealing.

      Caeth tripped and caught himself on Tegedir's back. He let go and directed his torch at the floor. Something black and as thick as a sapling protruded from the sand. He squatted next to it and brushed it clean. A massive claw gleamed like obsidian.

      It drew Tegedir. He couldn't tear his gaze from it. The slick surface bore no imperfections. He knelt beside Caeth and let his fingers trail its glossy length.

      "They're real," Caeth whispered.

      "At least they were."

      "This claw could be shed. A live dragon could still be here." Caeth bubbled with boyish excitement.

      "Maybe." Hope rose in Tegedir despite his efforts to restrain it. If there was a dragon, there could be an egg. Perhaps he'd always believed it. Why else would he travel this far and risk the lives of his people?

      Caeth lashed the claw to his pack and they continued. Bones appeared, first one or two, then dozens, littered across the floor. They were dragon dinner, not dragon.

      Tegedir stopped when the torch revealed a human skeleton reclined against the rock wall. Tegedir's feet rooted in the sand. He licked his dry lips, swallowed, and blinked against the unexplained rush of tears. He'd lost count of the bodies he'd seen and the men he'd killed, but this one dry skeleton froze him on the spot and brought a surge of emotion he couldn't explain.

      Caeth held his torch closer to the skeleton. The flame revealed a silver and blue medallion resting on the dusty breastplate. Caeth reached toward it.

      "Don't!" Tegedir strode forward and shouldered Caeth aside.

      Caeth recoiled. "Your eyes."

      "We take nothing from this body." He knelt next to the remains and reverently lowered them the rest of the way on the ground. The armor was finely wrought and the sword an exquisite work of Koravelli craftsmanship. He crossed the arms across the chest with a soft clatter. He centered the medallion, an exact match to the one around his own neck, on the breastplate.

      "That's a Drakuri symbol." Caeth crept forward and peered around Tegedir. "Seen it before."

      Tegedir blew the dust from the vambraces to better reveal the carved leather. A dragon surrounded a circle divided into quadrants. "Where have you seen it?"

      Caeth disappeared behind his hair. "In the texts Murdoc collected."

      "I read them. I didn't see this."

      "Maybe in some she didn't give you."

      Tegedir studied Caeth. "And I thought we were getting along."

      "I don't remember where exactly."

      Tegedir exhaled. "Stop. I don't know why you're lying, but I suspect I'll find out." Though he wanted to linger with his dead kinsman, there wasn't time. Perhaps another day. He'd willingly brave the spiders and scorpions to sit here a while.

      The bone trail continued and torches were now spaced evenly down the cavern walls. Tegedir took one from its holder and lit it. It flared to vibrant life and flooded the dark with light. Caeth followed with his own torch.

      A faint glow emanated from the tunnel ahead. Tegedir stopped on the threshold of an immense room. Sunlight fell in a thin shaft from a hole in the ceiling.

      The perfect ray of sunshine fell across an impossible ransom - a single dragon egg.

      The shaft of light shifted with the sun and the egg slid into shadow. Tegedir raised his torch and took in the rest of the dim cavern. An array of huge bones, white with age, coiled around the nest and ended in a skull Tegedir could have slept inside. Sword-length spiked teeth linked together into an ivory fence in the mandible. Great hollows marked where the eyes had been.

      Caeth released a low whistle and stayed behind Tegedir.

      Tegedir approached the skeleton. The vertebrae rose above his head, a row of pointed spines reaching toward the ceiling. He laid his palm on the massive skull and closed his eyes. Nothing came to him except the silence of the cave. What had she been like in life? Majestic. Fierce. Protective until the end. If she had lived, could he have taken her egg? Would he? Knowing the pain of someone taking his own children, he wasn't sure he could. But she was gone and her egg wasn't. He bowed to the great beast who once lived and thanked her for what she left behind.

      He stepped over the tip of her bony tail and hesitated at the lip of the nest. The egg lay in a concave bed of compacted sand and discarded scales. Steam rose from cracks in the rock and condensed on the stone walls. He inched closer. He'd never seen anything like it but someone had. It matched the drawings Murdoc included with her book. Black scales tinged in blue covered the oblong egg. A thin dusting of ash coated it with grey.

      He knelt and nudged it into his cupped hand. He lifted it from its bed with tender care. It was light. Too light. The ash slid off in a rain of silver dust, but it didn't stop there. The egg crumpled in on itself, then disintegrated in a fall of black and red scales.

      "No!" Tegedir willed it to somehow be made whole again, this thing that could save his children. The remains slid through his fingers into tiny mounds of fine sand and useless scales, taking his hope with it.

      It couldn't be happening. To have come all this way for nothing. Risked the lives of his people. Left his children with their captor. For what? A fool's quest. How could he be this stupid? He slammed his fist into the scale dust and flung it away in a cloud. Shimmering particles drifted down as his rage echoed from the damp stone walls.
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      Randir soaked in the sun on the east side of their rock shelter. The plumes of his breath matched the steam vents surrounding them. His gaze raked the trees below. Nothing moved except snow dropping from branches. They should be together inside that cursed mountain. Waiting here, helpless and useless, drove him crazy. Where was Tegedir? He'd been gone one night, yet it seemed an eternity.

      He stood, keeping the bulk of rock between himself and the forest. Fields of granite slide stretched away, filled with ankle breaking crevices and holes big enough to swallow a man. Nothing moved there either.

      A sharp twang cracked the silence and he reacted without thought, throwing himself backward among the rocks. The arrow, fired at too great an angle, skipped across his breastplate and punched through the chain mail on his left bicep. He slithered across the rocks and dived into the shelter, landing on Aric who jerked awake and grabbed for his dagger.

      "We're under attack." Randir gritted his teeth and plucked the arrow from his flesh. He tossed it aside and strung his bow.

      Aric was on his feet and scanning through the hole. "Where?"

      "From the right."

      "How'd they get so close?" Trinn nocked an arrow.

      "No idea."

      A volley of arrows clattered against the rocks. Aric gathered several and stuck them in his quiver. "Look! They're sending us gifts."

      Randir glanced between the rocks. A man in dark armor ascended a boulder below. He stayed beyond arrow range. "That was a request," he called. "We can drive you out, but decided to ask nicely first."

      Trinn raised an eyebrow. "That was nice?"

      "You trespass on Ilok lands," the man continued.

      "Just passing through," Aric replied. "Be on our way by morning."

      "No one passes through without consent."

      "Can we have your permission then?" Aric shrugged when Randir glared at him. "Never hurts to ask."

      The man laughed. "Cheeky. Come on out so we don't have to force you."

      "How many are there?" Trinn whispered.

      "Can only see one," Randir said. "How are they hiding?"

      "Apparently you're not inclined to cooperate. Pity. Although it's no matter to me whichever way you want it." The man nodded and a volley of smoking projectiles filled the air.

      Randir rolled away from the hole. "Down!"

      The burning clay balls smacked against the surrounding rock and exploded in rains of fire and noxious smoke. Randir gagged on the fumes and his eyes watered until he was blinded. He crawled across the floor of their shelter. Mucous streamed from his nose and tears from his eyes. He would die right here under these rocks. No air existed in the tiny space. His stomach clenched and he gagged again. Someone grabbed his shoulders and dragged him into the air. His body heaved and he vomited.

      Someone fanned fresh air across him and he collapsed on his side, coughing and spitting. Bright lights formed on his eyelids and he squinted through the burning tears. Shadowy shapes hovered above him. They stripped his weapons without a fight. Can't fight and suffocate at the same time.

      "Aren't you a sight?"

      Randir recognized the voice as the man from the rock.

      "I did warn you."

      They flipped Randir onto his stomach and tied his wrists. They nearly pulled his arms from the sockets as they jerked him to his feet.

      "Wipe their faces off," the man commanded.

      A rough cloth scoured Randir's face with no consideration of his comfort. It was better when it was done, though. He got some air and blurry forms took shape.

      "Get them off the rocks and we'll chat."

      Two men half-dragged, half-carried him off the rugged slope. They anchored Randir to a stout pine and bound his feet so he couldn't kick.

      Trinn was across from him against her own tree, Aric on his knees in the midst of them. His body still heaved. Men surrounded him, waiting for the worst to pass.

      The leader stopped next to Randir, his features hidden behind a carved leather mask. "He got the worst of it. Lucky he's alive. He'll be sick for days." He drew a dagger and examined its blade. "I could put him out of his misery. My misery actually. Keep me from being annoyed by his gagging."

      "What do you want?" Randir asked.

      The man smiled. "For you not to be here."

      "We mean no harm." Randir didn't expect reason would have any effect, but it was his one tool right now.

      "You are thieves. Anyone who comes to Ilok lands without consent, are thieves. What is it you seek?"

      "We're passing through. Travelers."

      The man sheathed his weapon. "Travelers? From where?"

      "The south."

      "Obviously. No one lives farther north."

      Aric rolled onto his side and coughed.

      The leader stepped away from Randir and stared at Aric. "Get him up."

      They propped him on his unsteady legs.

      Randir tested the ropes and cursed their strength. He rubbed them on the tree bark. It would take time Aric might not have to make any progress.

      The man circled Aric while looking at Randir. "There are five of you. Where are the others?"

      "It's just us."

      The man clicked his tongue. "Lying. There is a price for lies." He struck Aric in the stomach, doubling him over in a new fit of gasping. "He pays for your lies."

      Aric spit and straightened. "It's... just... us."

      "I already saw the tracks," the man said. "This hero act is commendable but fruitless. We'll find them eventually."

      His attention shifted to Trinn and Randir's guts knotted. Not this. He'd dreaded this kind of moment since he'd met her seven years ago. Anything but this. Not her.

      "Perhaps your woman will be more talkative." The man scanned her from head to toe. "A warrior woman. Our women are softer. We keep them tenderized. Like meat." He winked at Randir and Aric. "How tough is she? Want to find out?"

      Randir strained against the ropes but they tightened more.

      The leader rubbed his chin. "I don't want to knock her out. She might be more willing to tell where your friends are, but I do want it to hurt. How might I accomplish that?" He glanced at Aric. "Any ideas? No? I'll make something up then."

      His lightning hard slap split Trinn's lip and slammed her head against the tree.

      Randir bucked against his restraints and Aric lunged, but a swift kick to the knee took him down.

      "Boys. Boys. You obviously care for this delicate flower. Perhaps now you'll be more talkative. If I can get your entire party in one place, we can talk to the king about granting you safe passage."

      Blood ran across Trinn's chin and dripped to the ground. He wound his fist in her hair and lifted her head. "Where are the others? My patience is dwindling." He took the blade from his belt. "I can take a lot of bite-sized pieces before she dies." The point rested against Trinn's cheek and a spot of blood, bright against her pale skin, blossomed.

      Randir fought his bonds and beat his head against the tree. "Don't do this!"

      Trinn closed her eyes. "I'll call them for you, though I doubt they can hear. If they do, they'll come right to you."

      Aric staggered to his feet. "Don't. Please."

      "I'm not strong like you," she said. "I'm scared."

      "Do it," Randir said. "Call them back."

      Tears rolled down her cheeks and she licked the blood from her lip.

      The man removed the blade and sheathed it. "I'd rather you tell me where they are."

      "I don't know."

      He seemed to consider her words, then gestured to his men. They bound Aric and left him lie, then melded into the forest. "Call them."

      Trinn's chest rose as she inhaled. Her whistle was long and clear, followed by a short chirp.

      Randir fought to keep his expression neutral. The signal to stay away. The message said the odds were too high and no rescue could succeed. If Tegedir heard, he would know they were outnumbered and to avoid the area.

      Her voice lifted in the Zinotti lullaby she'd used to guide them across the frozen waste.

      His vision blurred for the second time that morning. Seven years wasn't enough. Their life together had barely begun. She managed a sad smile for him and inhaled to whistle again.

      The leader's fist caught her temple and she slumped in her bonds. "Deceitful bitch."

      He approached Aric and drew his sword. "Don't make me ask again. Where are they?" He raised his blade above Aric.

      Aric rolled into the man's legs and knocked him off balance. Aric jumped to his feet, but three men took him to the ground with kicks and punches.

      They lifted him to his feet and held him. The man sheathed his sword and drew his dagger. He pressed it against Aric's throat and gripped his hair. He met Randir's gaze. "This one dies. When the woman wakes, I take her apart a piece at a time. As you listen to her scream, you can decide whether to tell me what I want to know."

      "Wait," Randir said. "Wait." There must be some escape. Some way to buy time and opportunity.

      Aric shook his head. "Don't."

      "I'll tell your king," Randir said. "Take us to him."

      The man lowered his blade and backed away. His grin made Randir's skin crawl. He bowed and gestured to the trees.

      Men formed a path between their spears. A massive man approached. His armor bore more intricate carvings than his minions and brown eyes peered from behind his exquisite dragon mask. He stopped before Randir and lifted the mask. "You may tell me now."
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      Raised voices drifted into the cavern. Thera went to the partitioning blanket, but still couldn't discern the words. Should she risk taking a look? The sound of determined footsteps drove her to the safety of the trunk.

      Murdoc swept the curtain aside and gestured for Thera to follow, then called the youngest of her men to her. "Do not let Neva come outside." He saluted her.

      Oh Alimarae. Thera's palms slicked with sweat and her heart raced. Was Murdoc planning to execute her? Or worse, punish Brannon in some horrible way. She stopped at the entrance where dark met light.

      Murdoc took Thera's elbow and propelled her into the sunlight. She passed her off to one of her men. Another held Brannon by the shoulders. The guard who had been the target of Brannon's distraction was bound on his knees between two trees, stripped to the waist, his back to them, arms extended.

      A wooden box lay in the grass nearby. Murdoc removed the whip and freed the braided leather strands. "Failure, I can forgive. Complacency, I won't. You all know this. We have agreed on the punishment, and, as we have agreed, so shall it be delivered."

      She stood in front of Brannon as she untangled the knotted cords. He focused on her fingers. She squatted before him and lifted his chin to meet her gaze. "Choices have consequences. Sometimes we pay the price, sometimes someone else does. Consider who might pay the next time you decide to flex your young muscles."

      She took a position to the side of the bound guard.

      "Please, Cap’.” He squirmed against his bonds. "It won't happen again. Don't do this."

      Thera gasped as the lash whistled through the air and slapped across the guard's bare skin. Blood blossomed in crimson streaks as Murdoc swung the lash again, and again, and again.

      Thera hid her face, but the man who held her pulled her hands away. Twelve times the lash whistled and smacked. The sound would haunt her for the rest of her days.

      Brannon watched the beating without a word. His chin raised and his eyes wide open. His face was a neutral mask Thera couldn't read.

      When the whipping was finished, Murdoc swirled the lash in a bucket until the water turned red. She gave the whip to another, who carried it away. The punished man hung limp against the ropes. Silent and still. Murdoc sloshed the salted water across his ragged flesh and he screamed for the first time. Blood cascaded off his back and onto the ground. "Get him down," she said. "Clean him up and nurse his wounds." She guided Brannon inside.

      Thera followed, numb. Never had she seen anything so brutal. And Murdoc showed no more emotion than if she'd been threshing wheat.

      "Take care of Brannon," Murdoc said as she disappeared behind her curtain.

      Thera led him to the space the boys once shared. He tumbled onto his sleeping mat and rolled away from her. She draped a blanket over him. They were quiet for a while, then she asked. "Why'd you do it?"

      "Because I knew it would work."

      "Did Deru understand what was going to happen?"

      "I tricked him. Told him it was a game of hide and seek."

      "Why?"

      "He wouldn't go otherwise. Now he's safe."

      Thera brushed the hair away from his forehead. A six year old child showed more courage and initiative than she had. An exceptional child. A foretold child. Keeper of Light in the world. How heavy that burden would be. "You did a good thing. You helped your friend."

      "But I didn't think about you." Silent tears rolled across his cheeks. "You'd get the blame. I should have known."

      She rolled him to face her and wiped the tears away. "It worked out. We're okay."

      "You should go home. She'll let you. You have to go."

      She kissed his forehead. "I'm not leaving you and Neva. I'm here until the end."

      He dragged the blanket to his chin. "Then stay close to us or you could get hurt."

      "Are you afraid someone will hurt me?"

      "Yeah." He twisted onto his side. "Me."

      She sat up as a shiver crossed her skin. "What do you mean, Bran?" He didn't answer and Thera knew he wouldn't. She went to the main chamber and scooped a drink of water from the bucket near the fire.  In the time they'd been captive, Brannon had transformed from a normal child to a frightening one. He held some deep power she sensed building to a dangerous pressure. What it might mean was beyond her, but she'd adhere to his warning and not stray.

      She hung the ladle in its place. What was that sound? So faint as to be almost beyond hearing. She crept to Murdoc's curtained door and peeked through the sliver of space between the blanket and the stone wall.

      Murdoc sat on the trunk, crushing a thick quilted gambeson to her face. Her shoulders jerked and her body rolled in on itself like a fern not yet unfurled. Had Zila died? No, the girl still breathed. Seeing Murdoc weep like a child exposed her vulnerability. The woman wasn't as untouchable as she appeared.

      Thera slipped through the curtain and waited for Murdoc to notice her. It took a long time.

      At last, the shaking stopped and Murdoc took a few stuttering breaths. She wiped her face and straightened. She saw Thera and lurched to her feet, her lips flattened into a white line in her flushed face. Her entire body stiffened, but Thera held her ground and didn't react. If she didn't run, the predator wouldn't attack.

      Murdoc sank onto the trunk. "You are a major pain in the ass."

      Thera crossed the room and sat in the corner, a safe distance away. She kept silent, though a hundred questions rolled through her mind.

      "Do you have any idea how hard it is to get men to follow a woman?" Murdoc asked.  "It's not in their nature. If I show one moment of weakness, they'll run over me. I'm fair to them. I pay them well. But I absolutely cannot tolerate, not for a single second, any of them stepping out of line or getting lazy. If I do, I'm done."

      Thera held her tongue and waited.

      "If I don't keep control of this situation, things will go bad. You think I want to do what I did? I don't. I hate it. It makes me want to puke, but I don't have a choice."

      "You always have a choice."

      "There are only two choices in this world. Be tough or die." Murdoc ruffled her short hair and sighed. "Do you know how many times I endured the lash until they broke me?"

      Thera shook her head.

      "Neither do I, but they succeeded. They destroyed who I was, who I wanted to be. By destroying me, they raised someone new from the ashes. They remade me into who I had to be to survive." She dripped oil onto a whetstone and started sharpening her dagger. The blade scraped across the fine stone. "I've seen other societies like yours," Murdoc continued.

      "What do you mean?" Thera asked.

      "Where women are treated as equals."

      "Why wouldn't we be?"

      "Why indeed? Where I came from, women are property, to be traded and sold and bred. They are used to secure favor and alliances. The best you could hope for is to not be ill treated." She added more oil to the stone. "It sharpens you, like this stone and this steel."

      "How did you get the scars?"

      "I refused to be a meek and compliant brood mare. Always know your power, little girl. You can rule men and burn their world to the ground if you take a mind to." She wiped the oil from her blade, tested the edge, and pointed it at Thera. "The gods created you to be strong. You dishonor them with weakness."
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      Tegedir stumbled away from the cave and into fresh air. He tilted against a rock and sucked in every bit he could. The whistle froze him.

      A long note, and then a short one.

      "What is —"

      Tegedir silenced Caeth with his raised hand. They crossed the stone slide as the remnants of Trinn's whistle echoed. Movement in the trees below slowed his progress and he stalked forward, seeking a better vantage point. Trinn's whistle hadn't exaggerated their peril. They were staggeringly outnumbered. Thirty men surrounded them.

      One approached Randir. Clearly their leader, he moved with a regal grace despite his thickness.

      "Ilok!" Caeth launched from his hiding place.

      Tegedir's fingers brushed the boy's cloak but couldn't get a hold.

      Caeth sprinted across the rock fall like a baby mountain goat, leaping from one huge stone to another. Headed directly into the middle of the mess below.

      Tegedir's strategies went with him. He followed more cautiously to avoid breaking his neck and to nurse his injured foot and knee. There was no point in stealth now. The kid made certain the entire troop knew of their presence. Whatever was about to happen, they were in it together.

      Caeth careened into the clearing to the surprise of everyone. He took a knee and dropped his head. "My King Lyov. Father of my father."

      The king reeled a half step away. "Caeth?"

      Tegedir stopped at the tree line. This man knew Caeth? Father of my father? Sweet Alimarae. The soldiers noticed Tegedir and a ring of spear points hedged him in. Fighting would be fruitless and foolish. Black leather masks disguised the captor's faces and scaled armor protected their bodies. The spear points were sharpened to fine edges and subtle forge marks remained in the one aimed at his nose.

      "Lay aside your weapons," someone commanded.

      He unbuckled his sword belt and laid it on the ground, tossing his dagger atop it.

      "On your knees."

      That was the last place Tegedir wanted to be, but options were limited. Moisture seeped through his leggings as his knees contacted the earth. Through the forest of legs, he watched Caeth and the king.

      "Son of my son?" Lyov bent toward the boy.

      Caeth raised his head and brushed the hair off his face.

      Lyov dragged him to his feet and embraced him. "We thought you lost to us. Searches turned up nothing."

      Tegedir sank onto his heels. Would this be good or bad?

      "Why do you travel with dogs?" King Lyov asked Caeth.

      "My mother sent them to collect a dragon egg. I diverted them through our lands in hopes of this occurrence."

      Tegedir looked skyward. Murdoc was his mother? How could he not have considered it? Caeth had kept his face covered and averted most of the time, any resemblance hidden by a fall of greasy hair.

      "Where is the traitorous bitch?" King Lyov asked.

      "Holed up in a cave to the south," Caeth said.

      "You betray your own mother?" Tegedir asked.

      Caeth approached and those holding Tegedir stepped aside. "She took me from my homeland against my will. These are my people. I am their Prince and will be their King. You believe I owe her allegiance when she would deny my crown? She murdered my father. I owe her nothing except a traitor's death." The boy who regarded him now was neither timid nor averting his gaze. "I've waited for this moment for two years. Pretended to be the good son, understanding, loyal, obedient. Guided her to the dragon egg theory. Encouraged her to sneak back and take it. Poisoned my own sister to get here. The one thing I didn't plan on was you."

      "You poisoned Zila?"

      "It is a loss. I needed her to secure valuable alliances, but sacrifices had to be made."

      "Why not return on your own?"

      "And leave the traitor to live free? I want justice and retribution." Caeth lifted Tegedir's cloak from his head. "Look at him, my King. He is Zinotti, though you'd never know since they trimmed his ears. A Drakuri Lord in fact. The traitor holds his twins."

      "Bring them," the King said. "We will talk at length, son of my son, when we are home."

      Rough men bound Tegedir's arms and gathered his weapons.

      A soldier passed Caeth the reins to a horse and he swung on with ease. He indicated Tegedir's injured foot. "Get him a horse."

      "If my people walk, I walk," Tegedir said.

      Caeth smiled, but the sentiment didn't reach his eyes. "You are honorable. I admire that. But it's not your choice. You'll slow us down."

      Someone held a horse for him.

      "Get on," Caeth said. "It's not a request."

      Their escorts led them deeper into the dark hills. Trees hulked over the narrow lane and fog lay under their thick canopies. The road opened onto a snow-blanketed meadow split by the river. Broken ice climbed its banks, bent on escape from the angry water.

      A great bridge rose from the mist. Tegedir's skin tingled from his scalp, across his chest, and over his thighs as each hair rose to attention.

      A dragon's skull the size of a village square glared at them, its jaws gaping wide. Teeth like broken trees filled the boney jaws and fog flowed through the eye sockets. The skeleton crouched on clawed feet. Ribs arched over the bridge and formed the framework suspending it.

      The column of riders passed under the enormous creature and a hush fell. His gaze followed the underside of its spine. Moisture dripped from the great black beast and patted onto his shoulders. They emerged beneath the hindquarters. The remains of the tail curved around the river bank and tapered to a slim point. He twisted to see the back of it.

      "Impressive, no?" Lyov asked.

      "Unbelievable." The skeleton in the cave had been a runt by comparison.

      The road dropped down the side of the cliff, a precarious slash in the granite barely wide enough for two horses abreast. Tegedir nudged his knee into his mount's side and encouraged it closer to the wall, away from the deadly drop. The road ended at the cliff's base against a palisade of sharpened tree trunks with a gate suspended on heavy ropes. The gate clanked into place, closing them off from the outside world.

      Someone rushed to hold Caeth's horse as he dismounted. He hopped off and waited beside Tegedir's mount. "Welcome to my home, Dragonlord."

      Tegedir slid off, avoided landing on his scorched foot, and took in the immense structure carved into the stone face. His gaze followed it up until it connected with the sky at the top of the cliff. Slit windows opened on the courtyard and the occasional balcony protruded from a narrow door.

      "It should feel familiar," Caeth said. "The Drakuri built it."

      This structure possessed none of the intricate beauty of Aernan, the ancestral home of Lalaith's people, House Caletha. This was a fortress constructed for defense, not beauty. What were the Drakuri protecting themselves from? And where were they now?

      King Lyov ascended the steep stairs. His men herded Tegedir and the others behind. He stopped at the entrance to address his soldiers. "Separate them. See to their needs. If one fights you, kill them all. Except the Dragonlord." He touched Caeth's shoulder. "Bathe, eat, then come to me."

      Caeth inclined his head and the two parted.

      The soldiers led Tegedir along a hall with low stone ceilings and widely spaced torches. The space resembled the cave more than Tegedir would have liked. Hopefully minus the hordes of spiders and massive scorpions.

      They stood aside at a low door and Tegedir entered without argument. They untied him. This wasn't the time to make a stand. He wouldn't save his children by dying.

      A man lit the single torch and dim light flooded the tiny room. A cot with a feather mattress and a woolen blanket folded across it lined one wall. A chamber pot sat in the corner. A wooden bucket of water was placed near the cot.

      "Give me your boot," a guard said.

      A strange request, but Tegedir sat on the cot, unlaced his boot, and tossed it to the man.

      The bar dropped into place with a solid clunk.
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      Tegedir removed his charred brush boot and tossed it aside. His foot was red and blistered in spots, but not permanently damaged. He cleaned the sand and dirt from it and then lay back on the cot.

      The lifting of the bar woke him. He sat up as a woman entered the room carrying a bundle and a bucket of steaming water with a rag and soap. She laid the clothing beside him and darted out the door.

      "Wash and get dressed. King Lyov wishes to see you." The guard retreated outside to wait.

      A new pair of artisan crafted boots sat on top of the bundle. The thick, deep maroon tunic was trimmed with black leather. He bathed and dressed in the expensive clothes, then slipped on the boots. They fit like they were made for him.

      The guards guided Tegedir into King Lyov's hall. Roaring fires lessened the chill. Woven rugs covered the floors and tapestries adorned the walls. They pushed Tegedir onto his knees and held his shoulders.

      "Let him up." King Lyov reclined in a wooden chair, his ankles crossed on the table.

      Tegedir stood.

      Lyov lifted his chin and the guards left the room. "I've no desire to subjugate you, Dragonlord. Most of my people still worship your kind, so you'll forgive me if I don't tell them what you are until we come to some understanding. Only my personal guard knows the truth." He dropped his feet to the floor and poured two metal cups of wine. He nudged one toward Tegedir. "Drink with me."

      Tegedir had watched him pour the wine, but couldn’t know what might have been in the bottom of the cups.

      Lyov snorted. "I'm not poisoning you. Drink." He downed his own wine and shuddered. "I hope the wine is better where you come from."

      Tegedir sniffed the cup and controlled the grimace. He took a sip and couldn't stop the cringe.

      Lyov laughed. "Nasty, eh? We can't grow a decent grape here."

      The tapestries drew Tegedir's gaze.

      "Have a look," Lyov said.

      Tegedir crossed the room and studied the wall hangings. Dark haired men and women with pointed ears sat astride great scaled dragons. The figures were stitched with precise attention to detail, each bow and sword unique, each face different. Was one of those his twin? His father or mother?

      "They took their beasts and left this land long ago. They're legend more than reality." Lyov refilled their cups.

      The images enraptured Tegedir. A fine blue thread of jagged lightning passed between two of the characters. Twins, like his own. Was this tapestry how Murdoc knew about his children's power? Did he share this ability with his own twin? "They could be alive somewhere else."

      "Could. But who's to say?"

      Tegedir forced himself to turn away from the tapestry.

      The king gestured to the chair across from him and Tegedir sat. "I dispatched men to gather your people from the river. I understand your mate is there."

      Tegedir clenched his teeth and held his tongue.

      "They will not be harmed." Lyov drained his mug. "We can help one another. I want my son's murderer. You want your children."

      "What do you have in mind?" Any suggestion that regained his family was worth consideration, even if it meant collaborating with this man.

      "How large is your force?"

      That was not something he intended to divulge.

      "Come now. Caeth said he saw approximately fifty. Honesty is the hallmark of a good relationship."

      Strangling Caeth still seemed like a viable option, but a lie would have to suffice. "That was the entire contingent."

      Lyov studied his face. "Fewer than I expected, but I believe you. We will return with you. You claim your brats. I claim my vengeance."

      "If I decline?"

      "You rot here and the bitch raises your children."

      "I'm listening."

      Two women entered the room bearing trays heaped with grilled fish and bread. They kept their heads bent, gaze on the floor and table. They bowed and scurried away. "Eat." Lyov stabbed a chunk of brazed salmon.

      Tegedir's mouth watered as the scent lifted with the steam. "What about my people?"

      "They received the same meal. I give you my word."

      Tegedir loaded his plate. Most of their food perished in the disaster with the Advantage. Dried meat and hard bread only carried a body so far.

      Lyov nodded his approval. "The traitor was a beautiful girl. Tall, fine featured, nice curves. The daughter of a troublesome clan leader. I thought to tame them by claiming one of theirs as my son's bride. She would have been in a position of some influence and power when he became king. I chose poorly."

      He ripped the crusty bread into chunks and dabbed it on his fish. "She was wild and rebellious. A fighter. Wouldn't spread her thighs for my son. We offered her the world and she threw it in our faces. Ungrateful cunt."

      The chunk of flesh on his fork dripped as he gestured with it. "We broke her, though. She finally bent over for him, but not until her blood ran thick did she surrender. Had no more trouble from her. Birthed him two offspring and kept her mouth shut. Until he took her on a scouting mission. Bitch stabbed him and threw his body overboard. Put his crew off and sailed away with my bloodline. Caeth and Zila. I've hunted her ever since."

      "What will you do when you get her?"

      Lyov licked his lips and rested his elbows on the table. "Tie her over a barrel and leave her for any man who wants a poke. Take her skin an inch at a time. Scrub her wounds with salt so they don't get infected. When she's done, her head will decorate a pike at the gates so everyone knows what happens to anyone who crosses my family."

      Tegedir focused on his fish. How many men had he himself condemned to die at the hands of villagers they'd wronged? Where was the line between justice and vengeance? And who drew that line? Would he not want justice if Murdoc hurt his children? What lengths would he go to to get it? One thing was certain, torture would not be part of any vengeance he ever undertook. Maybe that was the line between the two. Torture. And pleasure. Lyov would enjoy Murdoc's suffering.

      Caeth strode into the room. His hair was washed and braided away from his eyes. His posture exuded confidence and the air of his nobility. He sat across from Tegedir and a wide smile adorned his face. "I haven't thanked you for assisting in my homecoming."

      He still hadn't as near as Tegedir could tell.

      "I have questions," Caeth said as he piled fish on his plate. "Regarding your abilities as a Drakuri. What good does it do you? Your eyes change to amber when you're emotional, which seems of little use. What else happens?"

      Tegedir had no desire to discuss his unpredictable and scarcely understood nature right now, but disrespecting the King's grandson didn't seem like a wise choice. Lying probably wouldn't benefit him either. The truth held the least traps, as was usually the case. "I don't know yet."

      Caeth's eyebrows rose into his hair. "Don't know? How can you not know?"

      "The traits are recent. I'm learning as I go."

      Caeth gawked at Tegedir with open disbelief. "You're barely matured."

      They knew more about him than he did. Great.

      "Let me guess," Caeth said. "You're what...one hundred fiftyish years old."

      Tegedir's appetite waned. He set his fork aside. "One forty eight, by my guess."

      "And your mate?"

      "We don't know."

      "Lost track did she?" Caeth grabbed a roll and broke it. "Much older than you by what I gather. Before the first war maybe?"

      "Yes."

      "You're making our guest uncomfortable, Caeth," King Lyov said. "We were discussing how to get his children back and bring the traitor to justice."

      "Apologies, my King," Caeth said. "Forgive my enthusiasm. After reading so many texts, my curiosity overrode my restraint."

      Lyov gestured to Tegedir's half empty plate. "Eat. No good plans ever formed on an empty stomach."
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      "I want to see my people," Tegedir said.

      "They are well treated." Lyov refilled Tegedir's goblet.

      "I want to see for myself."

      The same women who served dinner cleared the table. He thanked one as she took his empty plate. She bobbed in a tense curtsy and scurried from the room.

      "And you will." Lyov settled in his chair and draped an arm across the back. "Are all your women fighters?"

      "Those who chose to be."

      "An ineffective way to form an army. Women are much weaker, mentally and physically."

      "We don't find them weak." Tegedir left his wine untouched. Letting some Order women loose on this man might change his views.

      "Are they not less strong than a man?"

      "There are ways to overcome that obstacle. Cunning, intelligence, superior speed." Trickery, diversion, manipulation. He kept those to himself.

      "We keep our women on a shorter leash."

      "We treat them as equals. It works out." Debating social status wouldn't reclaim his children. Time was wasting. Remaining civil required careful restraint of his tongue. This arrogant king held the high ground in this skirmish.

      "The traitor would have loved your ideals."

      Tegedir leaned on the table. "Right now she has my children. That's what I care about."

      Lyov raised his goblet in salute. "Then we will retrieve them. I will have my vengeance. You will have your offspring. When your people arrive from the river, we board our ships and sail south. You guide us to her hiding place and we will take control."

      Lyov was not Tegedir's King and he refused to act as if he was. Relinquishing command to him would not happen. Not ever. "To regain my children alive, we must follow through with the deception. She must not see you until I have my twins. When they are safe, you can do what you will with Murdoc."

      "The dragon egg does not exist. How do you plan to convince her you have it?"

      "That is my concern. Put your men in position at either end of the pass. There are no other exits. When the exchange is made, she will attempt to leave and you can collect her at your leisure."

      "He speaks the truth," Caeth said. "Her choice of location was a tactical error in judgment. She cannot escape except through either the east or west end of the pass. Both are narrow and easily held."

      The king steepled his fingers and pressed them to his lips. "Very well. We will do as you suggest."

      Leading a military force this close to Aernan caused the salmon he'd eaten to attempt to swim upstream, but he saw no other option. The rugged country gave them a three day buffer between the pass and home, but it was still three days too close.

      "Caeth, see to it the Dragonlord talks to his men."

      "And my woman," Tegedir said.

      Lyov laughed. "And the woman, of course. I have plans to make." He flicked his fingers and dismissed them.

      Tegedir walked beside Caeth along the corridors. Acrid torch smoke hovered against the stained black ceilings. Several guards flanked them, their boots clicking on the smooth floors. "How did your people come to occupy this fortress?" Tegedir asked.

      "Discovered it abandoned fifty generations past in exactly the condition it is now. We kept most of their artifacts in place. The library is extensive. I read everything that was translated into our language, although most of it was not. I suppose you can read it though. Maybe someday I'll let you."

      Tegedir noted the subtle exertion of Caeth's power. The princeling was in a position to enjoy that privilege. For now.

      The one thing Tegedir wanted, aside from his children, was to understand where he came from. The library Caeth spoke of could be the key to opening a long locked door. The desire had always been there, sleeping, waiting. He'd pushed it aside and accepted the simpler explanation - that his adoptive parents were his real ones - because it was the easy course. It didn't require him to leave his home and the life he'd built. The moment he read Dragonlord on Murdoc's note, the desire sprang awake. He must pursue his heritage. Not only for himself, but for the twin's who now shared it.

      He spoke with Randir, Trinn, and Aric. They were in good health, fed, and clean. He explained the plan and encouraged patience. Patience he struggled to instill in himself.

      When his own door opened for him, he went inside without argument. Three books lay on the bed.

      "A gesture of good will," Caeth said. The guards closed the door and barred him in.

      Tegedir lifted the top book and opened it to the middle. A translation in the common tongue. Caeth would have read it and known it contained nothing that might give Tegedir an advantage.

      The book contained a basic history of the Drakur from the time before the First War until their self-imposed exile after the first banishment of Lord Cardew. Things he already learned from the texts at Aernan. Nothing about what it really meant to be Drakuri. He laid the book aside and opened another.

      This one contained smithing techniques for iron tools. Great. If he had access to a forge, he could fashion a weapon besides his wit.

      The third caused him to sit heavily on the bed. Genealogies. Blood lines extending thousands of years into the past. Far more complete than the ones in the book Murdoc had given them. His gaze swept the fragile pages, searching for anything familiar. Seeking his own name.

      Why would it be there? It wouldn't. They'd given him away to adoptive parents as an infant. Probably no one knew he existed, and if they did, they wouldn't have recorded it. But he couldn't stop scanning the trees of names.

      Three pages remained when he saw it.

      Inscribed in a crisp script: Tegedir. Then drawn through with a line and the word stillborn.

      The room closed in and the air thinned. Blood thrummed through his veins and pounded in his ears. Stillborn. Since he sat here and breathed, or tried to, he was obviously not dead. He was hidden. But why?

      His finger traced the lines leading to his parents. He reread the names five times. Retraced the line to be sure. That could not be right. His father was Firellon? Lord of House Drakur? The Firellon? The one who banished Lord Cardew and freed the world from the viral evil he'd created?

      Like father, like son. Tegedir raised the remains of his arm. What did Firellon lose when he banished Cardew the first time? What had he sacrificed?

      Tegedir let the book sink onto his legs. Maybe there was another Firellon. A merchant or warrior, a smith maybe. He reopened the book and read his mother's name: Ilmadia.

      Sweet Alimarae. It was true. Firellon's mate. The Koravelli warrior, Ilmadia. His mother.

      His gaze flew down the page to his name, followed it across. Next to it was written another. Kaeda.

      His twin sister.
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      Lalaith pulled her cloak closer and huddled next to the fire. The flames did nothing to ward off the chill. It wasn't the cold air sending shivers through her body. Her mate crossed an unknown land to delve under a live volcano. She knew nothing of the inhabitants but trusted Cirrus when he called them dangerous.  And what if there was a dragon?

      The Vine will surely die.

      She hugged herself and rubbed at the pimpled flesh of her upper arms.

      "They'll come back," Erien said. She hobbled to the fire and offered a mug. "Here. This will help."

      Lalaith cradled the cup of hot tea. Warmth seeped into her fingers and she inhaled the steaming tendrils rising from its surface. "It's been over a week."

      "It's a long way. And the conditions are not easy." Erien lowered herself onto a log. "There's fish on the spit at the other fire."

      "I'm not hungry."

      "When were you last outside Aernan?"

      Lalaith stared into the flames and tried to remember, really remember, when she'd last left her home. The memory was too remote and too insignificant to be recalled. "Sometime after the First War. Soon after. I hid from the pain of losing everyone I loved."

      "Is it difficult, being in the world after so much has changed?"

      Lalaith turned her gaze to the river. Sunlight and mist played across its surface. "It is still beautiful. That hasn't changed. Tegedir routed me around Rysha Cove intentionally. He meant to protect me from the shock, and I let him."

      Erien stretched her leg with a grimace. "Wise decision. Rysha Cove is a nasty place. Many settlements are. Overcrowded. Filthy. Filled with desperate souls and those with no love for life. There must be cities that are vibrant and healthy, I just haven't seen one yet."

      "I fear for the future of my children."

      "They will build their own future. They were sent to change it, remember?" Erien smiled.

      "What will it cost them? Everything around them will die. Everything they love will end. They have only each other."

      "That's enough. I know the Prophecy. We all do. You taught us yourself it is filled with hope, and I chose to believe that."

      The first stanza of the prophecy crashed through Lalaith's mind.

      

      
        
        
        Darkness shall swallow the Light,

        From the depths shall come creeping Night.

        In the trail of its greed and lust,

        Shall be left smoke, ash, and dust.

        Darkness shall seize the Light

        And bend it to its will.

        But break, it will not,

        For strength lies in it still.

      

        

      

      

      Lalaith grappled with her own interpretation of the words. What if the hope she saw was an illusion? The desperate faith of a frightened mother. "What if I'm wrong?"

      Erien drew a stick from the fire and studied the ember glowing at its tip. "Then the world is in trouble." She blew on the brand until it flared into flame.

      Lalaith followed the riverbank until it became more sea than river. Waves rolled one after another into the river's mouth, building and swelling, relentless in their power. Like the events in her life. One after another in an unstoppable cycle. Enormous and cataclysmic. Now the tsunami of her stolen children burst over her. Hot tears cascaded down her cheeks and she let them flow unchecked.

      The Vine will surely die.

      The insistent line added to the flow of tears. At some point, on one of those waves of life, she would lose her mate. If only she'd never read that line. Not knowing of his inevitable death would have made living easier. Worry was always part of the life they led, but this was different. This was a reassurance that her fear was valid. Tegedir would die. Someday.

      But he's not dead today. She wiped the tears away and believed it was true. He was out there. Searching for a ransom to regain their children. Their two perfect, beautiful babies.

      Brannon was much like his father. The same black hair and intense mind. The same sense of humor and wit. Neva took after her mother. Quiet. Studious. Brown eyes that reflected the rich earth.

      Why was their son foretold while their daughter was not? She'd mulled that many times. Would their clever girl perish because of this woman? She thrust away the thought before it ruined her.

      An unexpected and adored extra gift. That's what Tegedir called her.

      Perhaps her daughter's life would be safer, more normal than the brother who carried the fate of the world on his shoulders. She couldn't envision either twin beyond their current age. In her mind, they'd be six for eternity. Forever her precious ones.

      She whispered the second half of the prophecy to the ocean like a prayer. The ancient Zinotti language, with its quirks and twists, rolled off her tongue like music.

      

      
        
        
        From the Laughter of a Leader

        Will come an endless son.

        A Warrior forged of

        Healer's magic and iron will,

        Dragon's fire and tempered steel,

        Immortal blood, the Creator's skill.

      

        

      
        The Fruit will ripen early

        And the Vine will surely die.

        Laughter will fade

        Beneath a darkened sky.

      

        

      
        The Gift will guide them

        Through sun and gale.

        The strength lies in his hands.

        Light will prevail.

      

        

      

      

      She repeated the last stanza twice. It tugged at her mind and demanded she pay it more attention. It referred to Brannon as the Gift, said the strength lies in his hands.

      The strength lies in his hands.

      

      Camin garo i bellas.

      The line nagged her. Camin. His hands. His? Her chest tightened and she sank to her knees in the wet sand of the river bank. Why didn't she notice it before? It was clear now. She'd focused so thoroughly on the lines regarding their endless son that she'd failed to open her mind enough to recognize the appended pronoun. A simple change of context altered everything. The pronoun could be either his or her. Alimarae forgive my short sightedness.

      Camin. Her hands.

      

      
        
        
        The Gift will guide them

        Through sun and gale.

        The strength lies in her hands.

        Light will prevail.

      

        

      

      

      Both her children. Together. A united force against the Dark to come.
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      Thera stopped short in the main cavern. The full bucket bumped against her leg and water sloshed cold over her calf.

      Murdoc knelt behind her man and treated the whip wounds on his back. She applied cream to the lash marks with a tenderness that held Thera spellbound. The same gentleness appeared when treating Zila. A healer lived at Murdoc's core. A healer stifled and beaten until she hid behind a mask of callousness.

      Thera put the bucket down and walked by as if she hadn't noticed. She sank to the floor next to Neva and crossed her legs under her. "Draw with me," she said to the girl.

      Neva picked up a sharpened stick and smoothed a spot in the dirt. "What do you want me to draw?"

      "Anything you want. Surprise me."

      The guard left and Murdoc wiped her hands on a rag. She didn't say anything as Thera and Neva scratched images into the dirt.

      Neva drew a flower with wide petals and a thin stalk. "It's a sunflower."

      "And how do you write sunflower?"

      Neva bit her lower lip and scratched the first few letters. "S-U-N..."

      Thera sounded the next bit. "Flooow..."

      "F-L. O?"

      "Yes."

      "W-E-R." Neva wrote the last half and swiped her palm across her forehead. "Whew! That was a long one."

      "It was." Thera finished her sketch of a horse by adding a flowing mane and tail. "What's this?"

      Neva grinned. "A moose!"

      Thera laughed. "He does have a big nose, doesn't he?"

      The girl spelled horse in stick letters.

      "Good!" Thera wiped away both pictures, the dirt rough under her fingers.

      "Who taught you that?" Murdoc asked.

      "Taught me what?" Thera rubbed the dust off on her knee.

      "To make the letters."

      "Oh. My mother when I was very small. Everyone has something to teach the children and so everyone does."

      "Where I come from, women are forbidden to read."

      Thera couldn't imagine being forbidden access to the knowledge and excitement held in the pages of a book. "That's ridiculous."

      "There was a library larger than any I've ever seen. All that information, and I couldn't have any of it." She moved closer to the new drawings Thera and Neva were making.

      "Why didn't they let you read?" Thera asked.

      "Fear, I suppose. I understand now. Books contain magic, incredible power that could be used against them. They have to control it to control us."

      "How did you know what was in the book you shared with Lalaith? And how did you write the note you left in the barn?"

      "Caeth read me the book, and wrote the note."

      "I can teach you. If you want." Thera offered the stick.

      Murdoc shrank away as if it might singe her fingers. "At what price? I won't teach you to fight."

      "No price. I'll do it because I want to."

      Murdoc appraised her as if the concept was so foreign it was beyond her ability to understand.

      "It's not a ploy," Thera said. "You can learn with the children. No one has to know."

      Murdoc took the stick and held it like a sacred relic. When she lifted her eyes, Thera detected the hint of shine on her lashes.

      Thera smiled. "We start today."

      In no time, she wrote and read simple words, played word games with Neva, and spelled various objects as she went through the day. They shared a platter of sliced cheese and dried meat. She spelled them all and grinned, her eyes glimmering with excitement. "I want to read a real book."

      "On what topic?" Thera asked.

      "Any topic. I want to know everything."

      "Do you have any more books hidden away in your trunk?" Thera took a bite of cheese.

      Suspicion dropped across Murdoc's features.

      "Oh for goodness sake." Thera rolled her eyes. "Not everyone has a hidden agenda. It would get you reading faster than if I ask our scouts to bring one in the next supply drop. That could take weeks."

      "I have one." She ripped a strip of meat in half.

      "Good. Go get it and let's read it."

      Murdoc returned a moment later and passed the book to Thera. Worn red leather bound the parchment pages and the ink of the title had faded away.

      Thera opened to the first page. Dragon Awakened. The flowing Zinotti script was an ancient form that was difficult to understand.

      "What's wrong?" Murdoc asked.

      "This is in ancient Zinotti. You should finish learning Common before you start a second language."

      Murdoc's face fell. "Oh. Maybe you could read it to me?"

      Thera scanned the pages. The words maturity, changes, power leapt at her. An entire section appeared to discuss training twins in some archaic magic. To be certain, this was no fairy tale about a dragon. Sharing this information would be both dangerous and treasonous. She couldn't give Murdoc additional leverage over Tegedir.

      Hiding what the book contained involved lying, and feeding the monster who lurked in the deepest part of Murdoc's mind. No doubt Murdoc would spot her deceit instantly, and hate her for it. She'd wall Thera out in a heartbeat and never let her in again.

      Guilt closed Thera's throat and she struggled to swallow. Telling the truth might unleash a fit of rage with unknown consequences. Yet she couldn't bring herself to lie. Truth, no matter how difficult, was better than a lie.

      She closed the book.

      Murdoc studied her.

      "I can't read you this," Thera said.

      "Why not? You understand the letters."

      "I do." Thera took a deep breath. "But until this situation with the children is resolved, I can't share the contents of this book with you."

      Murdoc's eyebrows drew together. "You baited me? Got me excited to learn. Said you'd do it because you wanted to." She jumped to her feet. "You lied. There's always a price. I should have known."

      She grabbed for the book and Thera snatched it beyond her reach. "Listen to me. Hear me out."

      Murdoc's jaw clenched and a tear escaped before she could stop it. She swept it away as if it had no right to be there.

      "It's a matter of honor," Thera said. "Revealing what is in this book would be treason. The worst kind of betrayal of Tegedir and his family. It's information not even I should know. I tell you this because I want to be honest with you. Because I trust you to not use it against me."

      The fight left Murdoc and her shoulders sagged.

      "You can trust me." Thera offered the book to her. "Can I trust you?"

      "You shouldn't." She walked away, but left the book.
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      Lalaith rushed toward camp, still reeling from her revelation. She stopped short at the fifty men surrounding her party. They made no move toward their weapons, but her people had swords drawn and were backed into a knot against the beached ship.

      The wind carried their voices. "Your Commander sends us to take you to him. Sheath your weapons, we mean you no harm."

      Tegedir sent them? Why did he not come himself? Apparently Erien wanted the same answer. "Why isn't he with you?" she asked.

      "He is the guest of our king. We were dispatched to save time and allow your Commander and his group a chance to recover from the trials of their journey. You will sail south after you arrive. Keep your weapons as a token of our faith."

      Lalaith trotted down the slope. Though it might be a trap, what choice did she have? They were outnumbered and they would die before they revealed her. Her cloak hood blew off and she didn't bother to replace it. Concealing what she was made no difference. "I am Commander here. You address me."

      At her voice, the entire group faced her. To her shock, they took a knee. "Forgive us, Lady," their leader said. "Commander Tegedir calls for you to join him. We are to escort you. We brought extra horses."

      "Give us a moment to confer. Alone."

      He led his men to the trees.

      Badger Company cocooned her in the safety of their bodies. "I don't like it," Erien said.

      "We are outnumbered five to one. They are better armed and clearly trained. I will not have you all die on this beach."

      "This beach is as good a place as any."

      "What if they're telling the truth? What if Tegedir did send them?"

      "He didn't. They have no password."

      Lalaith blinked at the realization that she understood little about the tactical aspects of their world. "He must be their prisoner. These men knew where we camped and obviously know Tegedir as our Commander." She refused to speak the other possibility - that their information came from torture. The faces surrounding her sought an answer she was unqualified to give. "Erien, please advise me."

      "We go with them, but we follow at a short distance. When we approach their settlement, we demand to see the others before proceeding. Chances are it will still end poorly, but at least it gives us an opportunity. They can take us by force at their whim, but not without losses on their side, too. They'll want to avoid a fight if possible."

      "If they meant to force us, why not disarm us here and now?"

      "They could be telling the truth. Or they could lead us to a place that gives them an even greater advantage. Would you not be a superb bargaining chip if I wanted something Tegedir wasn't inclined to deliver?"

      They could use her against her mate. She shouldn't have come. She put him at risk with her presence. She should have stayed with Narthan and let Tegedir pursue the egg alone. "I've endangered you all by coming."

      Erien gripped her arm. "I would have died had you not come. We'll face this next problem head on." Erien straightened. "What are your orders... Commander?"

      Lalaith squared her shoulders. It was time she acted like the Commander they needed, with help and advice of course. "We do as Erien suggests. We accept their extra horses. Do not allow them to surround us. If it appears we are to be ambushed, we escape in the best way possible and regroup to rescue our people."

      They saluted her as one.

      "Gather what supplies we have left." She took Cirrus' hand. "This is not your affair. You and your men have no reason to accompany us. Thank you for your help."

      He kissed her fingers. "I wish you well. Perhaps our paths will cross again."

      She approached the outsiders and presented her terms. They agreed and brought the horses forward. Lalaith and her Company mounted and followed at a reasonable distance. She glanced back and Cirrus waved farewell as the mist obscured her view. When it cleared, he was gone.

      At sunset, they camped separate from their escort and posted a watch. Erien sat on her blanket near the fire, a dark stain soaked her thigh.

      "You're bleeding again. It was too soon for you to ride," Lalaith said.

      "Imagine what it would be like if I'd walked."

      "You always find the positive side, don't you?"

      Erien gave a short laugh. "Someone has to offset my brother's less than sunny disposition."

      "Your brother is a good man and a steadfast warrior. I have the utmost faith in him."

      "You see something in him most don't."

      "Aric hides behind his bravado, but Tegedir and I know what he is."

      "Thank you for that."

      "Let me tend your leg." Lalaith sat next to her.

      "Not tonight," she said. "When we get where we're going. If something happens, I don't want to be caught with my pants down."

      "Thank you for your help earlier. I'm out of my element."

      "My advice may prove to be our demise, but you're welcome."

      Lalaith passed a sleepless night, aware of every rustle and shift. By dawn they were on the move again. The ocean boomed into the coastline and faded to a distant rumble as they delved deeper into the ancient forest. Snow muffled the horses' footfalls. Their escort talked and laughed among themselves while Lalaith's people stayed silent and alert.

      A palisade of spiked tree trunks came into view. Erien raised her hand and they halted. The escort stopped and Lalaith rode forward, positioning herself at the front of her troop. "Send out our people before we come any closer," she said. "Let us see them."

      "You can see them when you get inside. There's hot food and comfortable beds for you," their leader said. "King Lyov awaits you."

      "We will wait. And so can he."

      A murmur passed among the escort and more than a few frowns formed. The leader bowed his head. "As you wish, Lady." He gestured and three riders galloped away toward the fortress. "It will take a few moments if you care to dismount."

      "We're fine as we are." Lalaith stared across the open space between them and calculated the distance.

      "We're beyond arrow range," Erien whispered.

      "I'm glad you're here."

      "It is my honor."

      Several minutes later, the escort stirred and split in two. Lalaith stiffened. What were they doing? She exhaled and relaxed when Tegedir strode toward her with the confidence that inspired others to follow him without question. Randir walked on his right. Trinn and Aric behind. Armed and armored.

      She hopped from her horse and ran into Tegedir's strong embrace. It reassured her everything was right with the world, even if it wasn't. He smiled. "I'm glad to see you," he said.

      "And I, you."

      He looked over her head. "Erien, lead them inside." She saluted him and brushed her brother's hand as she rode past.

      Tegedir returned his attention to Lalaith. "There is a lot to explain, and much to tell you."

      "I have had a revelation myself."

      "I can't wait to hear." He offered his elbow and she took it.

      On the fortress stairs waited a man, white headed with a close cropped beard. A silver circlet sat on his brow and matching buttons trimmed his tunic.

      Caeth stood next to him. Cocksure and proud. Nothing like the reclusive urchin they'd brought with them. He smiled at her, but it was not a smile she found endearing.

      The older man descended the steps. "I am King Lyov. Welcome to our home. I never thought the day would come when we would entertain Zinotti, let alone a Dragonlord and his exquisite mate. Unfortunately, our time here is short, as we have a mutual errand."

      "Mutual errand?"

      Tegedir gave her fingers a light squeeze. "King Lyov and his grandson, Prince Caeth, have agreed to assist us in regaining our children."

      She glanced at him and noted the caution concealed behind his smile. She gave Lyov a slight bow. "In that case, we are in their debt."

      "Come," Lyov said. "You must be tired. You may have dinner together in my hall. A reunion calls for feasting."

      "You are too kind."

      As she walked next to Tegedir through the halls, her unease grew. Though he appeared calm, she could sense his tension. He opened the door to his room and followed her inside. Someone dropped the bar into place. She didn't expect to be a prisoner after the welcome they'd received. "What is —"

      He touched a finger to her lips and pulled her against him. His lips warmed her ear as he whispered, "I have made an alliance I do not like, with a man we cannot trust, to gain something we must have. Our children."
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      Thera expected Murdoc to take the book back, but she never did. Thera tucked it into her bedding. She'd give it to Tegedir unread, despite her raging curiosity.

      Murdoc read with Neva, sounding out words and being corrected by the six year old. She explored each book in her trunk, learning history and medicine, laughing at fairy tales and living the excitement of great adventures. And that was four books. What could she form herself into with an entire library at her disposal?

      "Where will you go when this is finished?" Thera asked.

      "I don't know." Murdoc set the book aside.

      "How do you believe it will end?"

      "I don't know that either." She touched Zila's pale cheek.

      "Surely you won't do what you threatened? It's not who you really are. I understand that now."

      "I will not discuss tactics with you."

      "But it's not tactics. It's children. Innocents."

      Murdoc stalked from the room. Thera leapt to her feet and followed her outside. They stopped at the spring where Murdoc splashed water across her face. "You never quit, do you?"

      "No."

      "Don't press the issue. You won't like the answer. I do what I must to survive."

      "What if there was another way to survive? And not only survive, but thrive, too? Become the something more you dreamed about?"

      Murdoc glared down her nose at Thera.

      "You've already learned to read. What if you could learn other things? What if you learned to trust someone?"

      She rolled her eyes and looked away. "Then I'd be a fool."

      "What if you came to live with us?"

      Her bark of laughter rang from the stone walls and echoed through the trees. "No doubt your people will welcome me with open arms after I infiltrated their safe haven, abducted their children, threatened them with death. They'd throw a party and make me the guest of honor... at my own execution. Don't be ridiculous, Thera."

      "I can talk to them. Make them understand."

      "It will never happen. If I were your Commander, I'd use the opportunity to imprison me and have my vengeance."

      "But you're not him. He's not like that."

      "Every parent is like that when their child is threatened."

      "Let me try."

      "No."

      "You're scared." Thera smiled.

      "I am not."

      "Yes you are. Afraid of letting down your guard."

      "I've suffered enough betrayal. Not volunteering for more." Murdoc snatched the water bucket and dunked it into the spring. Water swirled into the wooden container and some splashed free as she hoisted it out.

      "We've all experienced betrayal, but you can't let it stop you from trusting every single person."

      "What do you know about betrayal?"

      "Too much."

      Murdoc snorted. "I bet." She started around her with the bucket.

      "My brother and my father betrayed the entire Order. Cost hundreds of lives." Thera's lower lip quivered and tears flooded her eyes. "I live with the shame and shock and guilt every day. I loved them so much. I didn't believe it at first although it was true."

      Murdoc shifted the bucket. "At least they didn't sell you for favor."

      "Because they were stopped. My brother would have made me and my mother into mindless brood mares. His sick idea of peace and freedom." Thera stepped closer and reached for the bucket. "Give me a chance. Let me talk to them. You could belong somewhere. Be part of something."

      Murdoc didn't give her the pail. "They'd slit my throat while I slept."

      Neva raced toward them. "Come quick," she huffed. "Zila's not breathing."

      The bucket slipped from Murdoc's fingers. They sprinted to the cave. One of the men held the blanket aside. Another squatted beside Zila. "Tried to rouse her, Cap'."

      "Get out." Murdoc dropped to her knees on the pallet.

      The men hurried from the room as Thera knelt next to Murdoc. Zila's skin was grey as the morning ash and her chest ceased to rise. Murdoc pressed her ear to her daughter's chest. Her eyes slid closed and she stayed there for a long moment.

      Thera dared not speak.

      Murdoc sat up and stroked her daughter's hair. "I wanted her to grow up safe. Away from the diseased minds of Ilok men. Free from their violence and their hatred. She was sweet and kind. I would die to protect her from a fate like mine." A tear slipped down her cheek.

      Thera touched Murdoc's shoulder and opened a floodgate. Murdoc turned her face into Thera's shoulder and wept. Her body quivered as she cried, and Thera shed tears of her own.

      As the sobbing subsided to a few sporadic hiccups, Murdoc withdrew and wiped her eyes. "I wanted to save them both."

      "Both?"

      "My son."

      Thera straightened the blanket covering the dead girl. What son? Where was he now?

      "I failed them."

      "Where is your son?"

      "I let him return to that horrible place. He insisted on helping to save his sister. If they took the route I told them to, they should be safe. They won't cross Ilok land, just skirt its border."

      "Caeth? He's your son?"

      "He's seventeen. A man, how could I stop him? How could I deny his desire to save her?"

      Sweet Alimarae preserve her. Tegedir had Murdoc's son, and she had his. It was a checkmate and Tegedir didn't know. Unless he'd figured it out, in which case an exchange could be made. Murdoc could not hurt the twins without risking the death of her own son. A grievous tactical error on her part. Thera surprised herself with the thought. Murdoc must be rubbing off on her.

      "So you see, little girl. Love is our downfall. I loved my children enough to give away my advantage. His insistence tied my hands, and I will pay the price."

      "Let me help you," Thera said. "We can make it right."

      "How?"

      "Let me send a message to Narthan. Tell him you wish to release the children and surrender. Your men can leave uncontested. My people will recognize your intentions are honorable. Your son will be safe, as will you. No harm will come to either of you. I give you my word."

      "I abducted his children."

      "Out of desperation. And you'll return them safe." Hope sparked in Thera as the words flowed. "You could have a life. A good one. It might take some time, but it could be yours."

      Murdoc lifted the blanket over Zila's peaceful face.

      "If you won't do it for yourself, do it for your son. Give him the kind of life you wanted."

      Murdoc's nod was so slight Thera almost missed it.

      Neva's shrill scream brought them to their feet and through the curtain.

      "Don't touch him!" Neva struggled in the arms of one of Murdoc's men while Brannon clawed and scratched like a cat in the clutches of another.

      "What's going on?" Murdoc's voice brought the shouting to silence.

      "They tried to get together," someone explained. "You said not to let them."

      "I told you to keep them apart, not let them get together in the first place."

      "They slipped past us. Because of... you know." He gestured at the curtain.

      "The death of my daughter does not grant you leave to abandon your duty."

      "She died?" Brannon stopped wiggling.

      Murdoc addressed her men. "Prepare a pyre, then pack camp."

      "Sorry, Cap'." They muttered and dropped their heads.

      "What happens to us?" Brannon asked.

      "Put him in his room," Murdoc said.

      Neva cried as Brannon was led past her. At the last moment, he dove toward her and she reached for him.

      "No!" Murdoc ran forward.

      The twin's fingertips touched and a brilliant blue bolt of energy crackled into the air. A silver sphere engulfed them in a blinding flash searing the image from Thera's view. A shockwave snuffed the torches and knocked the wind from her. She staggered backward, thrown against the stone walls. She rolled into a ball and protected her head as rubble rained and crashed around her.
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      Tegedir needed sleep, but it never came. He filled Lalaith in on what he'd learned regarding his elusive family and she told him about the prophecy. That gave him a measure of comfort. His children would survive. But in whose hands?

      Other factors also weighed heavy on him. He was leading an army to Aernan's doorstep without a warning to Narthan. The thought kept him staring at the ceiling until banging on the door told him it was daybreak.

      Lyov waited in the courtyard surrounded by his men. One hundred strong. Twice the number Tegedir anticipated. Lyov greeted him. "I trust your dinner was satisfactory last night and you are rested."

      Tegedir took the reins of the horses offered to him. "Dinner was excellent. We thank you." He helped Lalaith into the saddle and mounted his own horse. His people gathered around. They looked better for their meals and comfortable beds. He needed an opportunity to speak with them alone, but doubted he'd be given a chance.

      "Ride with me, Dragonlord," Lyov said. "We have much to discuss."

      Tegedir trotted his horse to the front as the column passed through the gate and rode west toward the sea. As he overtook Lyov's soldiers, he inventoried their weapons. Swords, spears, crossbows, daggers. A few shields. He suspected their bags held the noxious clay pots they'd used to drive Randir and the others from their shelter. It could be employed to force Murdoc from her lair, but he didn't want it used on his twins.

      His stirrup bumped Lyov's and he drew his horse to a walk. "This many men to catch one woman?"

      "You do not know her like I do."

      "Guess she's not that weak." Tegedir kept his eyes forward as he said it.

      Lyov laughed. "Point taken, my new friend. I like a man who speaks plainly, even when he should not." No crown graced his brow this morning. His white hair was off his forehead in a warrior's braid. Tegedir was certain he'd earned the right to wear it. This was no figure-head king.

      "When this situation is resolved," Lyov continued, "I hope you'll visit to explore our library and appreciate the artifacts of your race. There is a treasure trove of history here. History you appear to be lacking."

      "I would enjoy that." Would the knowledge he gained be worth dancing among snakes? It very well might.

      "I eagerly anticipate our continued alliance, and the mutual benefits."

      Tegedir suspected the benefits would weigh in Lyov's favor. They topped a low rise and the water stretched to meet the horizon. Numerous boats, copies of the Advantage, rode at anchor beside sturdy docks.

      "They are flat bottomed and ride high on the water even when fully loaded. Perfectly suited to this shallow bay and travel along the coast," Lyov said. "Murdoc managed to hide my son's vessel by venturing far beyond the range of known trade lines. Caeth memorized her routes and the ports for further exploitation."

      "He's a clever young man." A random compliment couldn't hurt, especially if it were true.

      "That he is. He'll make a fine king."

      Not likely. Tegedir kept that one to himself.

      When they rode down the slope, more men met them dockside. They loaded the supplies onto four ships for the trip south. "The weather favors us this time of year," Lyov said as their horses were led away. "Your people will join me on my vessel."

      The ship's colors were richer and more elaborate than its plainer counterparts. Once unfurled, the sail gleamed a vibrant orange with a black dragon in the center. Seeing the symbol of his kin strewn across Ilok belongings grated on Tegedir. They'd usurped the image and contaminated it. The desire to retake it washed through him. Conquest never interested him, but retaking this land from the Ilok excited him. He'd never do it, though. Conquest was not his purpose, and it most certainly was not the purpose of the Order. To misuse it in such a selfish way would destroy the ideals they held most dear. Still, he could dream.

      Two weeks later, they sailed into Rysha Cove and unloaded one ship at a time at the smaller dock. A crowd gathered, possibly wondering what plunder they could steal. They gawked as a hundred horses thundered off the gangplank onto the dock and into the streets.

      Lyov's ship docked last. Tegedir settled Lalaith's cloak hood over her head. His fingers lingered on her pointed ears. "A measure of caution is in order. You are a sweet prize, my love." He kissed her and tucked her hand into his elbow. He loosened his sword in its sheath and led her off the ship. The others flowed into place around them.

      Tegedir's gaze roved across the gathered crowd, up the far banks near the bay, over the rooftops of buildings lining the street, and into the narrow lanes between them. They didn't speak to the street hawkers who shoved wares into their faces. They mounted their horses and Randir led them from Rysha Cove.

      No one spoke until they were beyond the borders of town. "What a lovely place," Lyov said.

      Caeth laughed. "It should be burned to the ground."

      Tegedir agreed.

      Lalaith rode next to him, her head bowed. Tears flowed over her cheeks. She'd been sheltered from the decay of the world for so long.

      "Think of Aernan," he said. "We'll be home soon. Away from this diseased place."

      "Is it all like this?"

      "No."

      "You are a good man, but a terrible liar." She gave him a smile and his heart sang with it. Each time she smiled, it had the same effect on him. Joy so pure it defied words. He left her with Erien and rode forward.

      Lyov removed his cloak and lay it across his lap. He wiped the sweat from his brow. "The weather is much more agreeable. Perhaps I should consider settling my people here. The farmland appears fertile, as do the women. The mountains would hold game for meat and fur. Maybe we shall become neighbors."

      The last thing Tegedir wanted was the Ilok as neighbors. He would not attack them in their northern lands, but he would not hesitate to drive them from his own. Aggressively and without quarter.

      "How many days to this pass?" Lyov asked.

      "Three. When we arrive, I will precede us to reassure our scouts. If I do not, they may act on incorrect assumptions about your presence. Neither of us wants that."

      "Your loyalty concerns me."

      "My loyalty is to my children and my people. It ensures the bonds of our agreement."

      "Your lovely mate will wait with us."

      "Naturally."

      On midmorning of day three, Tegedir rode alone from camp. Canyon walls rose into the sky. Twisted trees clung in crevices and ravens circled in a ribbon of blue sky. He sensed the keen presence of his scouts and whistled a short songbird call. Several more answered it. His horse snorted and spooked when Celevon, Erien's mate, stepped onto the trail. He saluted, but didn't speak.

      "One hundred men follow me," Tegedir said in low and rapid Zinotti. "We are not prisoners, but it is delicate. Tell Narthan to disperse our Companies into the woods to reduce appearance of numbers, but keep them close enough to respond if necessary. Pull your scouts on this border back to a position near camp, and send a runner to tell the other border scouts to do the same. Double our forces at the cavern."

      Celevon saluted and turned to go.

      "And, Celevon, it's good to see you," Tegedir added.

      "And you, Commander. Welcome home."

      Was this the right move? He trusted Narthan to read between the lines and fill in any gaps. Tegedir returned to Lyov. "Ahead a mile or two is a good place to camp. The remainder of the route is too narrow and rocky. Only this trail in and out. You can leave whatever men you wish to secure it. When we reach our camp, someone will escort your other soldiers to the opposite side and you can secure it also. We'll remove our people from those funnels. Murdoc will be yours."

      "You are certain there is no other escape from the pass?"

      "There is none." Sometimes he was a good liar. The other exit led through Aernan and he'd die a horrible death before he revealed it.

      "His city is a one entrance fortification," Caeth said. "Not unlike our own. Although I haven't seen it, the traitor explained it to me after she snatched his offspring. He's telling the truth."

      And Murdoc lied to Caeth. Why? Did she distrust him? Despite the situation, he silently thanked her for her discretion.

      A deep rumble reverberated through the canyon, rattled stones from the walls, and sent birds screeching into the sky.

      "What was that?" Lyov asked as his men fidgeted around him.

      "Rockslide. Happens all the time here." Tegedir resisted the urge to glance at Lalaith. He aimed his mount up the road to hide his face. "We should get moving."

      These mountains hadn't shifted in hundreds of years.

      His twins had come together.
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      Tegedir led Lyov and his men toward base camp. Thirty had been left behind to close the western entrance of the pass. Another thirty would be positioned at the eastern gap. That left Lyov with forty men to hover in Narthan's base. Around thirty-nine more than Tegedir hoped for.

      "Murdoc must not see you or anyone from your company," Tegedir said to Lyov. "If she does, things will go bad."

      "Arrange an escort to take my men to the other side of the pass. I will remain with the rest out of sight but nearby. Close enough to hear your negotiations."

      "She will not come that close. The exchange will happen in an open meadow a short distance away. You'll be able to see but not hear."

      "Exchange?"

      "A crafted dragon egg for my children. It should give us a moment to act before she realizes the egg isn't real."

      Lyov laughed and clapped Tegedir on the back. "I like you more each day. In that case, Caeth will act as my ears. She will not object to his presence."

      The prince had disappeared behind his fall of hair and his old tunic and worn boots replaced his fine clothes. He was the shy and harmless waif once more.

      "Of course. She would expect him there."

      Narthan greeted them as they rode into camp. His sharp gaze appraised the king at Tegedir's side and the column of men behind. He saluted, his body stiff with formality. "Welcome home, Commander."

      "Thank you." Tegedir passed his horse off to another. "This is King Lyov. He and his men are our guests. They will take Murdoc into their custody after the exchange. They need concealed accommodations, somewhere behind our main camp. King Lyov and his grandson, Prince Caeth, will have my tent."

      Tegedir admired Narthan's control. Nary a twitch crossed his face. He gave a half-bow and called Bronwyn forward. He told her what needed done, she saluted him and saw to it.

      As Lyov's men were escorted away, the king inhaled deeply, his barrel chest expanding. He gazed around the valley touched with the first blush of fall. Peaks rose on every side. "I like it here. Maybe I'll stay a while."

      "In a month, it will resemble your home more than you'd like. Easily twelve feet of snow through the winter," Tegedir said.

      "Perhaps we'll join you at your hearth through the winter."

      Over his dead body. "Perhaps. For now, please enjoy our hospitality. Bronwyn will escort you and Caeth to your quarters. You'll not be barred in, but you'll understand if I don't allow your men to wander freely in my camp."

      "We will not abuse your hospitality. They will stay where you put them."

      "If you'll collect those you wish to send to the eastern gap, I'll have them guided there."

      "A single guide. Not a group."

      "No sense in wasting limited manpower."

      "Caeth, see it done."

      Caeth bobbed his head and trotted away.

      Bronwyn bowed to the king. "This way, my lord."

      Tegedir suppressed the grin. She'd bow to no man unless she could stick a dagger in his ribs later. As soon as Lyov was gone, Tegedir caught Narthan by the elbow and directed him to Narthan's shelter. Lalaith tied the door.

      Narthan faced him. "What in the bloody —"

      "Are our people in position?" Tegedir asked.

      "Absolutely, but what's going on?"

      "This leech wants Murdoc. She killed his son. Justifiably by my judgment."

      "How did you run across him?"

      "I was skillfully maneuvered by that vermin Caeth."

      "He's a prince?" Narthan's brow creased. "Never saw that coming."

      "Nor I. We might have to kill these people. I will not allow them access to Aernan."

      "The Companies have been prepared for unexpected events. The Captains are on alert."

      "Do you have the egg?"

      Narthan flipped his pallet against the wall and scraped away the dirt concealing a box. He slipped the pin from the hasp and opened the lid. A flawless dragon egg lay in the thick padding.

      Lalaith gasped when she saw it. "It's perfect."

      Tegedir lifted it from its nest and held it to the lamp. Gold and blue reflected from thick, black scales, each upturned at the end. Fine red veins and hints of ocher underlaid them. "If I didn't know better..."

      "Looks exactly like the drawings," Narthan said. "We can't be sure about the weight and the precise size, but Murdoc can't either."

      "The smith did a fine job." He laid the crafted egg in the box.

      "There's another. Hidden in a different place, just in case." Narthan put one hand on Tegedir's shoulder, the other on Lalaith's. "There's been a cave in at the cavern."

      Lalaith covered her mouth. "My babies?"

      "I don't know how bad it is. Murdoc's men are mulling around the entrance so we can't get close. The damage isn't visible from our scouts’ vantage points. We doubled the men there as you asked."

      Tegedir put an arm around Lalaith. "Bran and Neva caused it. If they caused it, they protected themselves."

      "But Thera?"

      He couldn't answer that fear since he owned it himself.

      "Deru escaped two weeks ago," Narthan said. "Ran right into the Celevon."

      "Bring him to me," Tegedir said.

      Narthan stuck his head outside and whispered a few orders. Within minutes, Bronwyn ducked inside with Deru.

      "Tegedir!" Deru sprang into his embrace and squeezed his neck. "I missed you."

      "I missed you, too." Tegedir sat on the trunk with Deru on his knee. "Tell me, you sneaky bugger, how did you escape?"

      A frown squinched his face. "Bran tricked me."

      "How did he do that?"

      "We planned a game. Spent days working on the details. He'd distract the guard and I'd hide. It'd be fun. He told me which way to run and where to hide, said it would be the best spot, but it wasn't. I ran right into Celevon and he brought me here. Ruined the game."

      "Are Bran, Neva, and Thera okay?"

      "Yes, but Bran is grumpy. Murdoc plays lots of games with us, but Bran won't play with her. He's mad."

      "Did Murdoc hurt you?"

      Deru squinted at him like he'd grown a second head. "She wouldn't hurt us. She's our friend."

      Tegedir met Lalaith's gaze. "Friend?"

      "Yeah," Deru said. "I like her."

      Tegedir ruffled Deru's red hair. "How would you like to go home?"

      "To Aernan?"

      "Yep."

      "Without Bran and Neva?"

      "For a few days. Then we'll all be there."

      "Okay."

      Tegedir set the boy on the floor. "Bronwyn, take him and go home."

      "I'll find someone to take him. I'm not leaving without my daughter."

      He inclined his head to her. "As you wish."

      She left with Deru in tow.

      Tegedir laced Lalaith's cool fingers with his. "I wish you'd go with him."

      "Without my own children?"

      "You can trust me to bring them home if it's in my power."

      She kissed his forehead. "I trust you with our lives, but I have to be here when they leave the cave."

      "Even if Lyov gets Murdoc, he will force my hand before the end. I don't expect this to resolve without blood."

      "When we have the children, Aric and Erien can escort us to Aernan. Her leg needs attention and rest. Will that satisfy you?"

      He kissed her palm. "It will."

      "I will see our guests are settled," she said and left.

      Tegedir met Narthan's gaze and sighed. "My personal problems have come home to roost on the Order's doorstep."

      "The problems of one are the problems of all. It's who we are. The Order is a family. You, of all people, should grasp that. Or are you getting thick in your old age?"

      "Turning Murdoc over to Lyov doesn't sit well with me."

      "She took your children."

      "She did and justice must be met, but what Lyov wants isn't justice. It's torture and revenge for a killing made in self-defense."

      "I don't know what you're talking about but a more just man never walked, so I defer to your judgment."

      "If we don't turn her over, Lyov will take her by force. Or try."

      "I can't feel sympathy for her at this point."

      Tegedir told him what he'd learned about Murdoc from her forced marriage to the beatings and killing of Lyov's son. He included Lyov's plan for her punishment. "They've hunted her for two years. Caeth orchestrated this whole thing by poisoning his sister and convincing Murdoc a dragon egg could save her. She wouldn't have done what she did without his manipulation."

      "You sound like you're getting soft on her," Narthan said.

      "Not soft, but I have a different point of view now. Maybe a better understanding of how she became what she is."

      "But she is what she is. You can't change that."

      "Maybe not."

      "When the time comes, you'll know what to do and we'll stand behind you. Get some sleep. You look like a mortal." Narthan's chuckles receded as he left the shelter.

      Tegedir stretched out on Narthan's pallet. If only he had as much faith in his decisions as Narthan. The lives of everyone he loved rested on this line he and Lyov had drawn in the sand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

        

      

    

    
      When the patter of falling stones stuttered to a halt, Thera raised her head and opened her eyes. Complete darkness surrounded her. "Hello?" Panic crawled up her spine and raised the pitch of her voice. "Anyone there?"

      She stretched forward and felt around her. Sharp rocks and debris were piled high. "Bran? Neva?" There was only silence and settling. "Murdoc?"

      Someone moaned and stirred. Thera crawled toward the sound. Rocks stabbed into her palms and knees. She coughed in the choking, dust-filled air.

      "Thera?" Brannon's voice echoed in the closed space.

      "Bran! Where are you?"

      "We're here."

      She scrambled toward his voice and bumped into them in the blackness. She searched their bodies for broken limbs and blood. "Are you hurt?"

      "No."

      "Neva? Are you okay?"

      The girl whimpered. "I don't like the dark."

      Which way was the entrance? Every direction was equally black, no indication of where escape might lie. With each blink, the flash repeated itself in her vision.

      "Sorry I couldn't reach you with the shield." Brannon's voice trembled.

      "What happened? What was that? How did you do it?"

      "Hard to explain. We think it and it happens."

      "I don't understand." She felt him shrug in the darkness.

      "We're still learning. We got scared and it got out of control. I'm sorry."

      "Oh, honey." Thera hugged him. "It's okay. It'll be fine."

      "Not if we don't dig out," Murdoc said behind her. "This cave will be our tomb. Help me find a torch."

      As Thera's eyes adapted, a faint glow bloomed at one end of the chamber. "Is it my imagination, or is there a light?"

      "The candle on my trunk. It stayed lit. The wall must have protected it." Rolling rocks and an occasional muttered oath marked Murdoc's precarious path to the other room. Light flared and she returned with a lit torch. An ashy layer of dust coated her face and hair. A rivulet of blood trickled from her scalp along the side of her nose. She wiped at it and left a bloody smear across her cheek.

      She lifted the torch and surveyed the damage. A mangled leg protruded from beneath the rock pile. The second man was nowhere to be seen. Broken stone filled the majority of the once open space. Their small section of the main cavern remained relatively unscathed.

      A massive granite slide filled what had once been the entrance.

      "Well, baby Dragons." Murdoc's face was unreadable in the torch's shadow. "You sealed us in. Can you get us out?"

      Neva bit her lip.

      Brannon's eyes reflected the torch light. "We can't. Not for a while."

      "How long?"

      "Don't know."

      Murdoc scaled the slide until she gained the top. She moved the torch across the area, but no breeze disturbed its flame. "There's no air flow here, so no opening. My men are probably digging in from outside. Unless they believe we're dead, then they might not bother. Collect any torches you find, but don't light them. We'll work with one." Murdoc stuck the torch in a space between rocks and rolled stones off the slide.

      Thera clambered up next to her and put her back against the larger ones, but some were too enormous and firmly seated to budge. Sweat beaded on her forehead and stung the scrapes and cuts on her hands. After several hours, they rested and shared a water skin from Murdoc's room.

      "We're not making progress," Thera said.

      Murdoc took a sip from the skin. "If we can open a hole big enough for Brannon to squirm through, he can get help."

      "I won't leave Neva!" Brannon stiffened into a rigid pillar, fists clenched at his sides.

      "Bran," Murdoc said, "if the two of you can blast the rocks, can your shield protect us?"

      "I don't like you."

      "You have every right to hate me, but sometimes we have to work with people we don't like to achieve a common goal. Can you agree we must escape?"

      He chewed his lower lip and nodded.

      "If we get out, you get to go home."

      "You're lying."

      "She's not," Thera said. "We're going home."

      "I want to go home," Neva said.

      "Can you zap the rocks?" Thera asked.

      "We're not very good at making it go where we want."

      Thera and Murdoc scrambled off the slide. "Aim for the top," Thera said. "Near the ceiling, but not at the ceiling."

      "I'm scared," Neva said. "I don't like the power."

      Thera put her palm on the girl's cheek. "Just do the best you can."

      Brannon took his sister's hand. "We can do it."

      Murdoc and Thera knelt close behind, almost touching the children.

      Brannon's breathing altered, slowed and deepened. A silver sheen formed around his body like a wavering heat wave. It expanded until it encompassed them all. Iridescent colors flowed on its internal surface like oily rivers on a serene lake. Purple, blue, green, orange. The mesmerizing hues swirled in hypnotic, ever altering, combinations.

      A tingling chill spread over Thera's body and pimpled her skin. Neva lowered her chin and a blue glow grew around the twin's joined hands. It spread up Neva's left arm, crossed her shoulders, and descended her right, coiling into a ball in her open palm. The blue ball grew, lighting the cavern and casting deep shadows into the corners.

      Neva blew across her palm as if blowing a kiss. The ball shot from it and slammed into the stone slide. Rock debris blasted in all directions, whined off the cavern walls, and bounced against the shield.

      The inside of the shield dimpled and sprang back. Colors rippled and expanded like rings on a pond. Brannon never flinched, though Thera and Murdoc covered their heads and hunched lower.

      "Did we do it?" Neva whispered.

      The shield dissipated like mist, and Brannon stirred as if waking.

      Dust settled and a single thread of light shot through it like a beacon. "You did it." Thera hugged Neva and the girl fainted.

      "Neva!" Brannon touched his sister's face. "Is she dead?"

      "She fainted." Thera hugged him. "You did well."

      "It makes her tired," Brannon said. "She doesn't like to use it."

      "How about you? Are you okay?" Murdoc asked.

      Brannon glared at her. "Fine."

      Thera passed Neva to Murdoc and climbed to the hole.

      "Can we fit?" Murdoc asked.

      Thera peered into the hole. It seemed a long way to the other side. If it didn't collapse on her, she would fit. "Yes, let me go first in case our people are outside."

      "Thera..." Murdoc's voice trailed off.

      "Trust me."

      "If you're wrong, I'm dead."

      "I'm not wrong."

      "Tell my men to lay down their weapons. Give them the password Advantage. I don't want them dying when your people show up."

      Thera crawled into the hole and toward the light. Broken rock ripped her clothes and left bloody scrapes on her flesh. If anything settled now, she'd be crushed. She crawled faster and the light inched closer.

      Sudden shadow darkened the shaft and a face appeared in the hole. "Hello?" Murdoc's man peered into the entrance.

      "We're coming out," Thera said.

      He rolled rocks away.

      "Stop! Don't touch anything! It could collapse."

      "Ah, right." He vanished from the opening.

      When she emerged, the men helped her climb down. She delivered Murdoc's message and, though they didn't appear pleased, they removed their swords and piled them against the cliffside. No sooner had the last blade touched the grass than Order scouts flooded from the bushes.

      "Hold!" Thera stepped toward them. "Hold!"

      They stopped, bows and swords drawn. "Murdoc and the children are coming out, but she will only surrender to Tegedir. Has he returned?"

      "An hour ago," a scout said.

      "You must clear the way for us. No one touches us. No one approaches us. Her men will leave uncontested. They are not to be harmed."

      "We can't take that order from you."

      "Then you best send someone to confirm or we stand here until our bones crumble to dust."

      The scout gestured over his shoulder and a runner disappeared into the trees.

      "Until he returns," Thera said, "lower your weapons. We're not going anywhere." She gestured to Murdoc's men. "You go sit there away from your blades and behave." To her shock, they complied without question.

      An hour later, the runner came back. Thera's request was granted. She climbed to the opening. "Murdoc, come out. It's safe."

      Brannon emerged first, followed by an exhausted Neva. Murdoc crept from the hole like a wary wild beast. When she stopped by Thera's side, she held out the book Thera had refused to read. "A gift for Tegedir."

      Thera tucked it into her cloak pocket.

      Murdoc lifted Neva onto her hip.

      "Are you ready to start a new life?" Thera asked.

      "I've never been more terrified, and that's saying a lot."

      They walked together into the trees as the sun sank behind the western peaks.
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      Tegedir wiped his sweaty palm on his hip. No moon rose to illuminate the night sky and complete darkness reigned beyond the ring of torches. A plank bridge had been laid across the stream and the box containing the egg was open at his feet. Only a few silent people waited within the circle of dim light.

      When they entered the torchlight, his knees went weak and he forced himself to remain standing. Dust powdered their hair and faces. Torn and disheveled clothing hung on them like scarecrows. Brannon bolted from Thera's side and pounded across the bridge.

      Tegedir dropped to one knee and crushed his son against his chest. Their two hearts beat together in rapid time. Lalaith knelt and embraced them both.

      He stood Brannon away. "Are you okay?"

      "I'm fine."

      He kissed his forehead. "Go with Trinn. We'll be right behind you."

      "I want to stay."

      "Not right now. Go on, son. I love you."

      Brannon pursed his lips into a tight line. He hugged his mother and allowed Trinn to guide him away without further protest.

      Tegedir knew her horse waited in the darkness to carry his son to safety, beyond what might come. He faced Murdoc across the narrow stream, trimmed in yellow grass.

      Neva lay limp against her chest, mouth hanging open. Fear clenched his throat.

      "She's fine, Dragonlord," Murdoc said. "Exhausted. The day was tiring for her. For all of us."

      Thera stepped in front of Murdoc. "I won't let anyone hurt her."

      "What are you doing, sister?" Randir asked.

      "She's not what you think. She saved my life. She's a good person and my friend."

      "I want my daughter," Tegedir said.

      Murdoc laid her hand on Thera's shoulder and came from behind her. "I hide behind no one. Least of all you, little thorn in my side. Let me speak." She inclined her head toward the dragon egg. "It's lovely, but I have no need for it now."

      Lalaith gasped. "Your daughter died?"

      Murdoc gave a short nod. "This morning."

      "I'm so sorry. I can't imagine your pain."

      Murdoc swallowed and lifted her head to address Tegedir. "Where is Caeth?"

      "You mean your son?"

      "Yes. My son. Where is he?"

      Tegedir gestured and Caeth moved into the light. "He is unhurt and free to leave as he wills."

      Tears streaked the blood and dust on Murdoc's face. "Your sister is gone. We couldn't save her."

      Caeth's face disappeared into the shadows of his cloak hood.

      "As you can see, I have no weapons," Murdoc said to Tegedir. "I will give you your daughter and surrender to you. Thera tells me you are a fair and just man, though I've met few of those. She says there's a chance at a future. A future with honor, and knowledge, and ... friendship. I would have that for my son, if not for myself. Do as you will with me, but bring no harm to him. He played no part in the abduction of your children."

      "Pass my daughter to Thera and let her come to me," Tegedir said.

      "I will not leave Murdoc," Thera said. "Not until I know she's safe."

      "I will meet you on the bridge," Lalaith said. "We'll come across together. All of us."

      Tegedir caught her sleeve. "I will not let you do that."

      She smiled at him. "You've protected me as long as you can, my love. I cannot continue to hide in Aernan, sheltered and blind to the world. Let me go to her, as one mother to another."

      Tegedir released her elbow and glanced at Narthan. Narthan ran into the darkness. In minutes, the Companies would descend like ghosts onto Lyov's ranks. Tegedir needed those few minutes to get his family behind the lines, away from the battle sure to come.

      "No!" Caeth's voice broke the darkness. "I avenge my father!" A flash of silver shot through Tegedir's peripheral vision and he lunged for it. It sailed past his outstretched fingertips as Lalaith turned toward Caeth's shout. The dagger buried itself in her chest. Blood blossomed around the cherry wood handle like a rose on the pale fabric of her tunic. Lalaith's eyes rounded in surprise as she staggered backward and slipped off the bridge.

      The second silver flash whispered over Tegedir's head. Murdoc's horrified expression changed in an instant as she folded her body around Neva to shield her from the flying steel. The dagger skipped across her breastplate and opened a deep furrow in her neck. Blood, black in the firelight, coursed from the wound, as Lalaith's body hit the water.

      The roaring in Tegedir's ears muffled Thera's scream. He scrambled toward Lalaith as the hiss of steel leaving scabbards surrounded him. Water closed around her, lifting her silken hair like a cascade of kelp. He plunged into the water and raised her free of the stream. Water flowed from her body in icy pink rivulets.

      He laid her in the grass as the world exploded around him. The shouts and clashes of swords were a hundred miles away as he focused on her face. She'd live, she must. She was his strength, his life blood. She wheezed and crimson bubbles rose around the dagger hilt. Starlight reflected in her brown eyes as they stared at the darkened sky. Her body shuddered, seeking air and clinging to the final vestiges of life.

      Laughter will fade beneath a darkened sky.

      The prophecy rang in his mind. No! He gave her a gentle shake. No! He was supposed to be first. Not her. She was too pure and precious to die like this. Her children needed her. He needed her. "Please don't go." He brushed her cheek, as her body arced and expelled one last desperate breath. He wiped away the trickle of blood at her mouth while it seemed someone ripped his ribcage open and tore his heart from his chest. In that moment he prayed a sword would find him, but there was no such mercy in the world. He hugged her against him. Warmth was already leaving her body, limp and heavy with death. The bellow passing his lips was not recognizable as his own. It issued from his body but belonged to a wounded animal, some beast not of this world.

      He returned her to the grass, straightened a strand of her damp hair, then got to his feet. Aric and Randir fought on either side, swords flashing as they kept Lyov's men at bay.

      Tegedir didn't bother to draw his sword. What welled in him now was not in his control. The images around him shifted from color into a pallet of black and white. "Caeth!" Darkness opened to him as if it were day. Men ran though the trees, some Lyov's, some his own. Every detail of their faces was clear. "Caeth!"

      He sprinted toward the woods. Power burned in his veins and propelled his muscles. The footfalls of Randir and Aric as they followed cracked in his ears as if they ran next to him, though they had no hope of keeping up. He hesitated and sniffed the air. The scent of fear wove through the heady aroma of pine and damp earth, so distinct it was practically visible. He twisted toward the strongest odor. "You can't hide. I'm coming for you."

      Caeth broke from the underbrush and careened like a hunted rabbit through the trees.

      Tegedir jogged after him. His prey could not outpace or outdistance him.

      Caeth glanced behind as he fled. Terror contorted his youthful face into a horrible mask.

      Tegedir altered course and slowed his stride. His footsteps fell silent on the forest floor. Every stick and twig was discernable and easy to avoid. His new path intersected Caeth's near the spring. He ducked behind a tree and waited. There was no emotion. No anticipation. No nervous energy. Just a calmness he'd never experienced before. A surety of his success in the hunt. No other outcome was possible.

      A twig snapped as Caeth crept into view. He stopped often to listen and watch his back trail. As if that could save him. His inferior vision would fail him in the utter darkness. The ones he heard following would never find him. He would be a bloody carcass before Aric and Randir ever got close.

      Tegedir brushed a finger through Caeth's hair as he slipped past.

      Caeth swatted and batted at the sensation, then ignored it. Probably assumed it was a random twig or spider web. It was a web for certain. One he'd never escape.

      Tegedir growled low in his throat and Caeth bolted. In three strides, Tegedir jumped in front of him again. He extended his foot and Caeth tripped over it, flailing as he fell. He crabbed backward until a tree trunk stopped him. He managed to keep hold of his sword and waved it ineffectually in front of him. His huffing filled the silent forest, the sounds of the other battle now far away and unimportant. All that mattered was the prey.

      He crouched next to Caeth. The kid's wide, wild eyes searched the complete blackness of the forest, seeing nothing. Tegedir blew against his cheek. Caeth screamed, skittered away, and crashed through brush like a frightened stag.

      Tegedir rose, drew his dagger, and followed. There was no rush. It was a long time until dawn.
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      "Oooh Caeth," Tegedir said. "Where arrrre you?"

      He cowered less than ten feet away under a thorn bush. Clear as daylight to Tegedir's new eyes.

      Tegedir rustled a branch and Caeth cringed farther into the stickers. "Come out, come out, killer of my mate." He eased closer until he stood next to the bush. Gnarly thorns tangled in Caeth's clothes and pricked the flesh on his face. "I hear you."

      Caeth shot from the bush, leaving bits of clothes and skin behind. As he passed, Tegedir flicked his wrist and let the dagger take a more significant bite than the thorns.

      Caeth screamed and swung the sword. The blade contacted open air.

      "Keep running, rodent," Tegedir said as he fell in behind.

      The vermin crashed into the spring and floundered at the sudden loss of solid ground and surge of icy water. He gasped and paddled and dragged himself up the opposite shore where he rolled under an overhanging rock.

      "Did your sister trust you? Love you? Your mother did. How did it feel to betray them completely? Are you sorry?" Tegedir hopped the narrow end of the spring. "I bet you're not. I bet you'd do it again to get your crown. Is it the shiny metal, or the power? My guess is the power." Tegedir nudged the bottom of Caeth's foot.

      Caeth smacked his head on the rock as he scrambled away on all fours.

      Again Tegedir's dagger took a taste. "How do you like being powerless? Terrifying, isn't it? I'm sure it's what your mother and sister felt. Maybe having experienced it yourself, you could be reformed, but guess what? I don't want you reformed. I want you dead."

      Caeth got to his feet and faced Tegedir's voice. He panted in ragged spurts and swung the sword wildly. The blade whistled in the stillness.

      Tegedir ducked it and punched him under the ribcage, knocking him into a tree. The air whooshed from him and he dropped the sword. "Oh, now you're unarmed. Where's the fun in that?" He wiped the dagger on his thigh and sheathed it.

      His prey ran but was no match for his lengthy strides. He caught Caeth's collar and snatched him off his feet. He straddled him and gripped his throat. The prey clawed at his wrist, fingernails ripping loose in his chainmail, eyes bugging from their sockets. Tendon and cartilage gave way under his grip, the tiny jolts and lurchings that marked the crushing of flesh. Caeth gurgled and stopped struggling.

      Tegedir continued to push until his knuckles contacted the earth. Silence shrouded him and still he shoved his weight toward the ground, through the throat of the one who killed his mate. He would push until the man's body joined with the dirt. Until the pillars of the earth gave way under his assault. Until time came around again and everything was made new.

      Finally his muscles failed and he collapsed onto the limp body. The rhythm of his own breathing mingled with his slowing pulse. Weakness kept him lying there as the heat left the corpse. Using every ounce of remaining strength, he rolled onto the cool, moist grass and stared up at the stars. Leaves and branches broke the sky into chunks of absolute black punctuated with glimmering colored dots. The grey-black world of his rage receded, leaving space for the agony of his reality. A light wind cooled the tears he hadn't known were on his cheeks. He tried to breathe. He might never breathe again without her.

      He wept until nothing remained. Only a wrung out shell of a man existed. He'd be empty and void for the rest of his life. His long and futile life.  What good was his immortality without her to share it? Everything he loved would die around him like a garden in the fall.

      He braced his elbow on a half-rotted stump, staggered upright, and yanked at the leather ties of his breastplate. He slid it over his head. The mail went with it, dropping into a jangling pile at his feet. He drew his sword and flipped it in his hand. The tree stump provided the perfect footing for the hilt and he wedged it in until it no longer wiggled. He guided the blade to the space under his sternum. All he had to do now was lean and let go.

      "Is this what she'd expect of you?" Narthan asked. "Falling on your sword?"

      Tegedir flinched at the sudden sound of spoken words. "I've become the monster I despised in Lyov."

      "That monster lives in us all, get hit hard enough and out he comes. Losing Lalaith is a hard hit."

      "I failed her."

      "She would disagree. Consider the twins. If you abandon your children when they need you the most, that will be a failure. You have control over that."

      "They need a better example to look up to."

      "You mean like a leader who has faced countless impossible decisions and does what's right, even when it's difficult? How about a man who took the best care of his family he knew how? Maybe a man who, despite his Zinotti blood, is as human as the rest of us, pain and flaws and all?" Narthan took a few steps forward. "What they do not need is a father who falls on his sword and orphans them. Grieve, but don't quit."

      "How do I lead our people after ... that?" He thrust his chin toward Caeth's body.

      "With your head up and dignity, the same as you always have, knowing you do the best you can."

      Alimarae have mercy. What kind of father forgets his children? What kind of leader forsakes his people and wallows in his own self-pity?

      Narthan kicked the hilt free and the sword spun from Tegedir's grip. The blade opened a short wound across his ribs as it went.

      Tegedir stared at the blood on his tunic. His legs gave way and he crumpled, catching the stump to keep from going completely to the ground.

      Narthan knelt next to him. "Stay with us, Tegedir, Commander of the Order, father to Brannon and Neva. Friend to me. Stay with us and guide us."

      "I can't do this alone."

      Narthan pulled him into his embrace. "You are not alone."
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      Tegedir got to his feet with Narthan steadying him. Dawn broke through the trees and cast shadows toward the west. "Where's my daughter?"

      "We lost Murdoc in the chaos. I have everyone who isn't holding Lyov's people searching."

      Narthan helped him into his mail and tied his breastplate. He collected the sword from where it lay in the grass and sighted down its blade. "Not bent, but the hilt is loose. Let's hope you don't need it."

      Tegedir took it, tested it, and replaced it in its sheath. He drank from the spring, then splashed his face. For several minutes, he knelt beside the calm pool and gathered strength to face his people and deal with Lyov.

      Narthan's touch on his back reminded him time passed, time in which his daughter got farther beyond his grasp. He did not fear Murdoc would hurt Neva, but she might flee with her.

      Birds harvested seeds among the grass of the meadow. The stream bubbled and rolled. Both unaffected by the tremendous losses and inconsequential victories of mankind. Every human voice ceased when he and Narthan left the tree line.

      Randir met them on the bridge. His expression masked the pain Tegedir recognized in his eyes. Tegedir and Randir clasped forearms. Emotion and support conveyed in a manner invisible to the outsiders. "None of Lyov's personal guard remains," Randir said. "These are enlisted men, ordinary soldiers."

      Lyov and fifty of his men knelt, bound and arrayed in lines in the open. Tegedir towered over the king, whose silver hair had come loose from the braids and hung limp around his creased face. His gaze did not waver, though he had to strain his neck to look up.

      "You broke our alliance," Lyov said. The audacity of the man didn't come as a surprise.

      "Your grandson broke our alliance. My question now is what to do with you."

      "Where is Caeth?"

      "Dead."

      "You dare touch a —"

      "You forget yourself." The full force of who, and what, he was rushed through Tegedir's veins like lava. "I am Tegedir, son of Firellon, High Lord of House Drakur, and Ilmadia, Priestess of Alimarae and daughter to the Lord of House Koravel."

      Lyov's remaining soldiers, already on their knees, dropped their foreheads to the ground. Lyov glanced around in disdain. "They may worship you, but I do not. I cast that ridiculous practice aside ages ago."

      "I don't care how you feel about me. You inhabit the house of my kin and I will evict you with extreme malice if you don't toe the line. I can take your head or you can agree to my terms. The choice is yours."

      A muscle along the king's jaw twitched and for a moment Tegedir believed he'd choose death. He almost wished he would. He'd swing the blade himself. The root of this twisted chain of events began with him and his forced marriage of a woman who refused to be meek. He could take this man's head and not lose a moment of sleep.

      "What are your terms?" Lyov asked.

      "An envoy will arrive at the home of the Drakuri which you currently occupy. That envoy will take possession of every book in the library or anywhere else on the property. Every Zinotti artifact will be carefully packed and returned with that envoy. If anything is damaged or missing, our agreement is void and I will wipe your people from the earth. Your continued presence in the keep will be allowed as long as you make no move against us. Do you understand?"

      Lyov gave a tiny nod.

      "Say it loud for your men to hear."

      "I agree to your terms."

      "Ilok, look at me." The men raised their heads and Tegedir let his gaze sweep over each one. "Who is your leader?"

      "Dragonlord!"

      "Listen to me. Go home. Live your lives in peace. Love your families."

      One of the older ones spoke. "We would serve you." The others murmured agreement.

      "Then serve me by aiding my envoy. Ensure my people, our people, are safe as they return the heirlooms of my kin to their rightful place. Do so, and you have a place at my hearth."

      "We will see it done."

      Tegedir gestured to Randir. "Untie them. Give them their weapons."

      Randir saluted and the Ilok got to their feet. They stood at attention until Tegedir dismissed them with a salute. "Keep Lyov under guard and kill him if he tries anything."

      Tegedir and Narthan walked away from the soldiers and ducked into Narthan's shelter. Tegedir sank onto the  trunk.

      "Impressive," Narthan said. "Intimidated me and I don't scare easy."

      "I've made a powerful enemy."

      "Mmmm, true, but you also gained a small army of allies. You showed them you trusted them right from the beginning. Put them on a more even footing with their leader rather than treating them as tools." Narthan sat across from him. "You can relax now." He gestured toward Tegedir's head. "Your eyes are still ... reptilian. Unsettles me a little when you do that."

      "Sorry."

      "Son of Firellon and Ilmadia, huh?"

      "Yes." He urged the muscles in his neck to relax. He wanted to sleep for several weeks and awake from this nightmare. Have his family whole and his world right side up.

      "Pretty imposing family tree," Narthan said. "Don't expect me to start bowing to you or anything."

      "I'd be disappointed if you did. Get me a horse, please. I need to see my son before I search for Neva."

      Narthan clasped his shoulder as he walked by.

      How does one tell a six year old boy his mother is never coming home? He'd delivered news of lost loved ones to many families and it was the hardest thing he had to do. No words softened it or made it easier. Nothing eased the pain. Nothing filled the gap.

      A tap on the door jolted him from his thoughts. "Come."

      Aric ducked inside and waited. He seemed to struggle with lack of words and the awkwardness of not knowing what to do. His eyes were red and his face flushed.

      Tegedir extended his hand and Aric rushed to take it. They stayed that way for a moment, silent and hurting. "I built..." Aric swallowed and started again. "I built her pyre."

      "Thank you. How many other dead?"

      "None. We held the advantage of numbers and surprise."

      "Good."

      "I'm sorry, I fai—"

      "Don't, Aric. Don't. No one is to blame except Caeth, and he's paid the price."

      Aric blinked against the tears threatening to fall.

      "Light a torch. I'll be there in a minute."

      Aric saluted and ducked out.

      After a minute, Tegedir forced his legs to lift his body and carry it outside. His people gathered around the pyre of pine boughs and fall flowers. Halfway across the meadow he stopped. He couldn't do this. Couldn't say goodbye to her. Narthan and Randir met him there and took positions on his right and left. He took a breath and continued toward the final resting place of his mate of over a century.

      He climbed the wooden ladder propped against the pyre. Lalaith rested on a nest of white feathers and golden grass, orange flowers twined in her braided hair. Her simple dress was yellow as the roses that grew under their window in summer. Her face was peaceful, although pale as a winter sky. Her hands lay across her body, graceful fingers laced together. Fingers that had stitched his wounds and caressed his flesh. Hands that held their children and healed the sick. He touched her lips, the lips that had kissed his and given rise to sweet Zinotti song. He kissed her forehead that held the mind that thrilled him with its wit and depth of knowledge. She was gone. The last precious treasure of her kind. She took with her most of his heart, save the piece he retained for their children and their friends.

      He touched her cheek one last time and climbed down the ladder. Aric passed him the torch and he touched it to the base of the pyre. The dry, fuel soaked wood leapt into flame and he cringed away from the searing heat. Smoke billowed into the clear morning sky and carried his love with it.
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      Tegedir took the reins from Narthan.

      "I should ride with you," Narthan said.

      "I need some time." At Narthan's lowered brow, he added, "Don't worry. No more falling on my sword. That time has passed. Keep searching for signs of Murdoc and ready a Company to return with Lyov."

      He trotted away from camp. The aroma of smoke clung to his clothes and lingered in his nostrils. As he rode, he held a hundred silent conversations with his son, imagined countless different ways it could go, crafted each sentence and formed each word, knowing, in the end, it would fall apart. That he would fall apart.

      He prayed Narthan would find Murdoc's trail. Would she follow through on her threat to take Neva since her own daughter died? Or was she lying low until the Ilok were gone and the fighting over? She had proven her ability to avoid detection. How would she use that skill?

      The sun set and the night wrapped a silent blanket around him. The horse walked steadily, rocking his body and lulling him to an exhausted sleep. He jolted awake with each loss of balance and managed to stay in the saddle. Near nightfall of the third day, he rode under the arch of Aernan. Never had he dreaded passing under those carved and fitted stones, but this time they were an agonizing reminder of what would never exist again.

      He slid from the tired horse and patted her neck. He'd care for her before finding his son. She'd earned his attention and a few more minutes to consider his words couldn't hurt. He led her down the cobblestone path. Aernan was unnaturally silent. It grieved with him. Laughter no longer lived here.

      The double barn doors were open to the early fall air. Deep shadows filled the corners and the horses nickered a greeting. His mare spooked and snorted toward the corner. He dropped the reins and drew his sword.

      "Sheath your sword, Dragonlord. I mean you no harm." Murdoc sat in the corner, legs stretched in front of her, boot soles barely visible in the low light.

      "Where's my daughter?"

      "By now she's eaten a good meal and is tormenting her brother. I let her go at the gate. No one saw me. They searched, but I didn't want to be found."

      His eyes adjusted to the gloom and she became dimly visible.

      "Fine pair we are," she said. "Bloodied, grieving, betrayed. I'm sorry for your mate. She seemed to genuinely care."

      He sheathed his sword and listed against the wall, his knees gave way and he slid down until he sat on the dirt floor across from Murdoc. "She did."

      "I should have trusted my gut with Caeth. Too much of his paternal blood flowed through his veins. He was fourteen when I killed his father and ran.  I thought I could change things. Thought I had changed them. I was wrong."

      Did she know how deep his betrayal went? Did she suspect Caeth poisoned her daughter? Should he tell her? No. Her pain was already deep enough. "Caeth is dead."

      She looked at the floor. "I suspected."

      "I killed him."

      "My son died the moment he came under the influence of what he was. I lost him at birth. Only my hope kept him alive, at least as the son I wished for. Now he'll hurt no one else. The instant your mate fell, I understood." Murdoc tucked her knees to her chest. "I didn't expect the Ilok. Ran into them in the woods."

      "Caeth's doing. He maneuvered me by dangling the one bait I couldn't resist, a faster way to the north."

      "Advantage."

      "Yes."

      "Cirrus? And my men?"

      "Advantage ran aground at the river bar. Aldo is dead from the accident, along with two of ours. Cirrus and the others left to make their own way."

      "The Ilok ship was a useful tool, but I won't miss it. Too many unpleasant memories. Cirrus is a good man. I will miss him."

      "What now?"

      "I surrender to you. Desperation made me do something incredibly stupid. It cost us both a price that can't be repaid. I won't beg for mercy, as I deserve none. Do what you will. No one will grieve my death."

      Tegedir rested his head against the wooden wall. "Deru... Thera... Neva... Lalaith. They would grieve you. I saw you shield my daughter from the blade that would have hit her. You have a place here if you want it."

      "I want that very much, but Brannon needs time. My presence will fuel his anger. He hates me, and justifiably. He'll hate me more after you tell him about his mother. I caused that."

      "No, Caeth caused that. No one else."

      "Still..."

      "I have a proposition," Tegedir leaned forward and curled his elbow over his knee. "Go with my envoy to collect the Drakuri artifacts from Lyov's possession. By the time you return, things might be better with Bran. We can reevaluate then."

      Her smile lit the dim corner. "I'd like that."

      "It is dangerous for you. Lyov wants nothing more than your head on a pike. And he won't take it gently if he gets the opportunity. Be certain he doesn't get it."

      "I can take care of myself."

      "Obviously, but can you work within a command structure? Can you work with a team?" He watched her eyes. "Can you take an order?"

      She held his gaze. "If it isn't cruel or irrational."

      "Good enough for me." He pushed himself to his feet.

      Murdoc got up and cared for his horse. "Go talk to your children, Commander. I'll wait here until you send someone or come back yourself. I've no desire to get a sword in my gullet by wandering."

      "I'll send someone." He walked the winding paths of Aernan toward the hall. The laughter of children froze his feet and he closed his eyes against the wave of grief. Their laughter would be replaced by tears.

      "Da!" Neva raced toward him with the boys on her heels.

      He forced a smile and scooped her up. Trinn and her sister, Cris, jogged after them. Trinn recognized his expression. "Who?" she asked.

      He blinked against the tears and got on his knees.

      "Oh. Oh, sweet Alimarae." Trinn gripped Cris' arm.

      His children hugged him and he squeezed them until Brannon protested. "You're squashing us."

      He raised his gaze to Cris. "Take your medical kit and go to the barn. Someone there needs your aid. Trinn, that person is to be treated as one of us. When your sister is done, ensure her patient gets fresh clothes, a bath and meal, then ride with her back to the camp and tell Narthan she is to accompany the envoy. He'll understand."

      She nodded and they left.

      He sat on his heels and took in the innocent faces of the children.

      "Da, what's wrong?" Brannon asked.

      The time had come to destroy their world.
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      Tegedir woke to warmth against his right side. His sleepy brain insisted it was Lalaith although he knew it wasn't. He opened his eyes. His twins pressed against his side, limbs tangled, mouths open in sleep. He tucked them into their own beds every night, and every morning they woke up in his. In the week since they'd lost their mother, they cried often, but also laughed and played. He relied on their resilience as much as they relied on his strength.

      He slipped from the bed and dressed. When he looked back, Brannon's grey gaze locked on him, so intense a shiver rattled up Tegedir's spine. "Bran?" he whispered. "You okay?"

      His son closed his eyes and rolled over. Perhaps he hadn't been awake at all. Tegedir worried about Brannon the most. His play had become more aggressive, punctuated by shocking outbursts of uncharacteristic anger. Brought on by grief, he was sure, but it concerned him.

      

      
        
        
        Darkness shall seize the Light

        and bend it to its will.

      

        

      

      

      That will not happen. It must not. He buckled his sword belt around his hips. There was another line he must hold fast to and never forget.

      

      
        
        
        But break, it will not,

        For strength lies in it still.

      

        

      

      

      If the first lines referred to his son, the next must also. Brannon would not break under this pressure, nor any other. Bend, but not break.

      A faint tap on his door interrupted his thoughts. He opened it a crack and sunlight poured in.

      "Are they asleep?" Thera asked.

      He nodded.

      "I brought you this." She gave him a worn, red book, the title faded from the cover. "Murdoc wanted you to have it."

      He rested it on his leather clad stump and opened it. The ancient Zinotti leapt out at him. Exhilaration thundered through him. This book held some of the keys he sought, for both himself and his twins.

      Thera smiled. "It is what I thought."

      "Where did Murdoc get this?"

      "She said she stole it, but not from where."

      Tegedir knew where. Lyov's library. "Will you stay a while? So they don't wake up alone."

      "Sure." Thera slipped past him into the room.

      He left the door open to the crisp autumn morning and walked to the waterfall. As the fall rumbled into the creek below, he sat in the sun and read the book through. Many questions answered, many more raised.

      Where was his own twin sister, Kaeda? More than ever, he wanted answers to the questions of his origins. Why was he hidden? Perhaps because of his own foretold children? If so, who would not want them to exist, and would hunt them if they did? Life was more complex than it had ever been. New enemies grew from the corners of his imagination.

      Movement behind him caused him to jump. Brannon came from the trees and crawled on the rock next to him. Tegedir hugged him, then let him be.

      Brannon's gaze followed the stream as it rushed toward the end of the valley, where it would fall once more before joining the river. His eyes were misty, but his back was straight. He clasped his hands together in his lap. "This is Murdoc's fault. If she hadn't stolen us, Ma would be alive."

      "It appears that way, but it goes deeper. All the way back to when she was younger than Thera. Never forget it was Caeth who killed your mother, and Murdoc who saved your sister."

      "And Thera."

      "And Thera. Things aren't always what they seem. Nor as simple as we'd like."

      "You killed Caeth?" Brannon turned his gaze to his father.

      He wanted to protect his son from this aspect of their lives, but it was a reality of how they lived. Violence and danger surrounded his child, whether Tegedir liked it or not. "I did."

      "Did you enjoy it?"

      Tricky slope, this one. Tegedir didn't want to slide too far. "There's a part of me that wanted revenge. It's a dark and dangerous part that lives in all of us and we have to keep it under control or it will control us instead. When Caeth killed your mother, I lost my grip on it, and it overpowered me. It never should have happened, but it did."

      "I wish I killed him."

      "There will be too much death in your life as it is without wishing for more." Another piece of Tegedir's heart shattered as a single tear rolled down Brannon's cheek. How many pieces remained? Was his heart big enough to lose another chunk? He cupped the boy's fragile face in his palm and wiped away the tear with his thumb.

      "Will we ever see her again?"

      "Your mother?"

      "Yeah."

      What comfort could Tegedir offer? He could assure him they'd be together again, that his mother waited, but he didn't know if it was true and false comfort was the same as a lie. Brannon didn't want lies. He wanted his mother. "I don't know what exists beyond the confines of our world. I believe something does, but I can't promise you what I don't know myself." He tucked Brannon into the crook of his arm and the boy leaned against him. "What I can promise you is we'll get through this. You, me, and Neva."

      "Together?"

      Tegedir kissed the crown of black hair on his son's head. "Together."

      

      
        
        <<<<>>>>

        Thank You

      

      

      Hello, dear reader! I hope you enjoyed the story. Thank you for spending some of your precious time letting me entertain you. I am grateful and honored that you chose my book from among the many available.

      If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review. Positive reviews directly affect the sales of a book. By adding yours, you are helping me continue to write. Thanks in advance. Your support means the world to me.
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