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	Note to the Reader

	 

	YOU HOLD IN YOUR HANDS something very special. This book is an epic work of fantasy, filled with heroics and tragedy, a young outsider’s struggle for freedom and self-discovery. DonnaRae Menard’s debut fantasy novel will take you on an emotional journey as you follow Rhys, captured and enslaved as a child and forced to fight for the amusement of Juran, Warlord Most High. But, of course, things don’t turn out as Juran expects. The story of Rhys is at times terrible and tragic, and at others deeply inspiring. This story represents fantasy at its best.

	At Of Metal and Magic, or OMAM for short, we strive to publish only the best in traditional and epic fantasy. This all began with the collaboration of Richie Billing, JM Williams, and handful of other authors, as we developed our CORE world of Soria beyond a handful of notes scribbled in a colleague’s notebook, into a living, breathing history. This book represents one of our first novels exploring brand new fantasy worlds. More are soon to come.

	Thank you for picking up this title. We hope you enjoy your time reading about this new world as much as we enjoyed creating it. For sure, there are many more stories to tell.

	But for now, enjoy The Waif and the Warlord.

	

Prologue
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	A YOUNG ROVER boy sat gazing at the moon, the glowing orb nestled in the glitter of distant stars. The moon stood proud, large, and stark white among the pinpricks of silver, all hedged in closely by their brother soldiers surrounding their king. It shifted slowly from one horizon to the other, seeming to pulse with its own life. All around, the dazzling array of the heavens moved with it, ever changing, ever the same, and all of it was spread out above the child. When finally his visage traveled downward to the desert, the only thing he saw breaking the darkness was a tiny campfire nearby. Yet, a smile curled the boy's lip, for he felt the warmth and contentment of being surrounded by a cherished family.

	They were a relatively small group for a band of Rovers—father, mother, six children, and a pair of grandparents. On this night, they were far from any place of safety, separated from their larger group, and so they huddled close together. 

	Beyond the edges of the firelight, the night noises crowded in. In the cacophony of the wild, even the old man had trouble separating the voices of prey from those of a predator. The pack animals edged closer to the flickering flames, occasionally sounding a meek bray.

	“Feed the fire. It is growing dim,” the wizened grandfather said, “and I will tell you a story from my youth.” 

	His name was Daub, father and grandfather of this small group, and also the leader of the larger tribe which had been left behind for this journey.

	“Another tale of all the difficulties you have faced?” scoffed the eldest grandchild, the boy Rafel.

	“No.” Daub gazed stern-faced up to the heavens. “This is a tale I have never told, one which ended at the same place we now travel toward. It is the story of a waif and a warlord, whose rising stars clashed in a battle foreseen but not foretold.”

	Rafel's expression changed to one of interest. He threw more dung chips into the fire, following his grandfather’s prior instruction. As sparks floated upward, the old man gathered the children closer and began his tale.

	“We, the Rovers, have existed since long ago. We are the collectors, pickers, and sellers to all nations. Our people are nomads traveling across deserts, mountains, and even over the deep, dangerous seas. In these places, violent storms and unimaginable monsters reign, but we are not deterred. We call no single place our home, but rather we carry our entire existence on our backs. Those that travel with us are our family, different today from yesterday, different again on the morrow.

	“There are some who laugh as we pass, thinking we are poor, illiterate, not even capable of farming fowl or swine, but know this: there is no dishonor in being a Rover. We are wise as the great kings, strong as mighty generals, and numerous as bees in a hive. Our purpose is to unite the world in a manner the thin-skinned village dweller cannot. We are vital to trade, learning, and peace. 

	“When a royal messenger needs to travel across dangerous expanses, do they jump on their ponies and venture forth alone? Or call upon an army to guide them? No, they travel with the Rovers, for we know the way, and all let us cross their lands in peace. We are merchants who do not own land, stores, or live boring lives.”

	“Yes, yes, you always say that.” Rafel grew impatient again. He threw another chunk of dung onto the fire, causing sparks to burst out like bats from a cave.

	“Every Rover, every one of you”—Daub pointed from child to child, ending with a finger on Rafel—“is an honorable individual. From time untold, the gratitude of others has marked our place in this world.”

	He paused to drink from a flask offered by his daughter-in-law, Grete. After a breath, and another stern look at his young critic, the grandfather continued.

	“When still a boy, I traveled with my family over these same routes, we dared to go even farther than you may ever go. On the other side of this land is a desert so hot that, only when the sun sleeps, do any move about. A desert not like we have here, which we are able to cross in the rising of six or seven dawns, but endless sand, taking two months for the journey. Today the world has many monarchs who rule, but during those times, one man, one they called the Warlord Most High, governed above all the other kings. There were many countries that were small, pitiful places, barren and poor, with nothing but hot sand to offer. Each small king was as destitute as the people below him.

	“The day came when one of them, either through greed or perhaps boredom, decided he would be the single king over all. Gathering his army about him, he attacked one small, defenseless country after another. 

	“In one of these countries lived the Tsame, a nomadic people. They were an ancient race fading into oblivion. They no longer had cities or governmental holdings, for only one last tribe, no more than one hundred souls, remained. So, they wandered the land.”

	“How do you know all this? Did you travel there?” asked the brazen lad, interrupting the story again. His mother shushed him, but the boy, still smarting from his elder’s snub, would not be deterred from heckling. 

	“The Tsame lived across the great sea, a place I have never been,” Daub said in reply. “But I know of them because my father told me, and I had no reason to doubt him his word.”

	“Yes, well, then” —the boy's voice rose— “how is it the Warlord could control all these other kings from afar? Why didn't they just do as they wanted?”

	Across the fire, the old man looked at the boy who would one day be a man and have a say in their ways. With a bit of trepidation, he decided to speak to the youth in the manner of one man to another.

	“Juran had a warrior's heart. When he took the mantle of Warlord Most High, it was the first time the title had ever been uttered. Juran believed, as most bullies do, that once he said a thing, once he had overpowered a ruler, no one would dare to usurp his commands. It is one of many vanities which creates the illusion evil uses to keep others who are simple or gentle suppressed. A bully will seek the one thing that frightens you the most and make that thing the center of his threat. 

	“In Juran's arsenal, he held many animals from foreign lands and a few magical beings, the likes of which had not been seen in many years. But of the two most extraordinary, one was an enormous, evil-tempered dragon Juran could sit upon and ride across the skies, or so it was said. The other was the most powerful wizard to walk the land. The Warlord used these two, and an extensive network of spies, to keep all others below him on bended knee.”

	Rafel did not take the concession to be treated like an equal in the manner it was offered. Instead, the boy snorted in derision. With a sigh, Daub turned away from this grandson. The boy did likewise, turning back to the heavens and the vista, which had so enthralled him a short time before. Then, suddenly, a pair of yellow eyes shone in the darkness. Rafel moved closer to his mother.

	Watching the boy out of the corner of his eye, Daub continued, “Now the king who lived on the other side of the world, and who wanted to rule a larger country, was named Alterbon. Mind you, he was not as great or as strong as Juran. He did not have a great dragon in his arsenal, and his seer was paltry. But Alterbon, like Juran, was a bully. He was also ambitious, and if that was not enough, within his heart was a festering seed of jealousy. 

	“King Alterbon believed he could follow the Warlord's path. I suspect you have heard the title of Warlord Most High before. Far more exotic than a mere king and prince. King Alterbon believed, with Juran living far on the other side of the world, there should be two men of enormous power ruling. Now, know you this, the power of the fief kings is barely more than that of a caravan master, while the Warlord shines like the very sun. He alone is the ultimate governor. Alterbon did not wish to be a fief king. He lusted for glory. He asked Juran to allow him to gather the poorer countries under one ruler, himself. But Alterbon never told the Warlord that his plan included finding a dragon, even a weak one, and making it a strong weapon. With such a beast at his side, he planned to one day challenge his master.”

	Lifting his arms above his head as he spoke brought the children to their feet. Even his daughter-in-law watched with round eyes and bated breath. That she had heard such stories from the old man many times before did not weaken the magic of his telling.

	Daub’s arms flew toward the east as he declared in a knowing voice, “The Warlord makes his home in Maldicak, the castle of the original dragons, a place left from ancient times. It is said, when the first dragons crawled from their fiery home in the center of the world onto the crust we called land, they built it. The castle sits high atop a mountain far in the east. The whole of it was carved from solid rock, and it has stood the test of time and the strength of all enemies, be they living or the currents of nature. Not until man walked among the animals with his ability to reason and plan were the dragons driven from their home. Even then, the dragons would not have gone except for the rising of Cenmada, who was so evil he could not be tamed until the coming of Juran.”

	“I have never seen a dragon,” Rafel said, “nor heard my father speak of one.”

	“Though plentiful in their time, dragons long ago returned to their homeland,” his grandfather said. “They are no longer willing to be used for the evil of man.”

	“Why would the Warlord Most High support Alterbon's evil plan?” asked the second eldest child, Newry. She was a kindly girl with a generous heart.

	“Because he, too, had always been a greedy, vile man.” 

	Always a proudful grandfather, Daub reached out to stroke her head. Having provided that which he felt was a suitable context, he leaned close to the fire and began the tale, the story of the waif and the warlord.

	 

	
Chapter One
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	AS I SAID, the Tsame were but a tiny tribe living in one of the smallest kingdoms targeted by King Alterbon. Though he prepared heavily before the attack, no amount of time spent on strategy or weaponry could prepare the Anchitnol army—who were from the low hills along the edge of the desert wasteland—for the grueling hours spent sweating under the sun. The foot soldiers took turns riding in the wagons. The men on horseback switched to their replacement horses, but none of it mattered. The distance stretched long. The sun was unbearable. The only thing to save the sanity of many was the moment when the scouts rode back to say the Tsame camp lay beyond the next rise. A silent cheer rose among their number, and men who had no energy moments before straightened their backs and donned their armor.

	The conqueror crossed the dunes toward the Tsame camp at midday, the desert sun beating down upon the sweating men and their panting mounts. No shouts or war cries were heard, only the soft pounding of hooves on dry sand.

	In their camp, the Tsame people rested in their meager hovels, away from the cruel and relentless heat. They lived a solitary existence, shunned by the other races of men. They rarely approached other tribes and were therefore avoided in turn.

	You see, from the beginning of their time, the Tsame had developed physical attributes markedly different from others in the surrounding lands. As different from them as the Anchitnols, who served King Alterbon, were from the Garos warriors who served the warlord Juran. The Tsame were exceedingly tall, with the skin of their torsos a fish-belly pale from the shoulders to the knee. As their limbs extended, the color darkened until their hands and feet seemed similar to the desert sand. The Tsame had a straight, black-haired queue that grew from the back of their heads and no other body hair. 

	As people tend to fear those things unlike themselves, the Tsame became the target of rumor and legend. One such story told of them being ruthless killers. Even King Alterbon had heard tales so frightening, the bravest men would surround themselves with lanterns to dispel the cover of night. He called the sages from across the land to him and listened to their predictions. But Alterbon, a practical tactician, also sent out scouts in preparation while he plotted with his generals. Despite the overwhelming superiority of numbers his army had over the nomads, the king would take no chances. They decided to divide the army, attack on all sides, and overpower their enemy.

	The king left his home with two companies of thirty horsemen each. With each mounted company were a hundred soldiers on foot, all with spear and sword, fifty archers, and a large cohort of cooks, herdsmen, weapons keepers, physicians, and other manner of underlings. The endless parade of horses and wagons left behind a cloud of dust. Those seeing from afar thought it to be fog or some illusion of light.

	“If I am to win this bout,” Alterbon declared to his council, “we must be prepared. Every other soldier will carry an additional pack. Inside will be strong rope and hoods. We have been warned not to look into the eyes of these people when they are enraged, nor to allow them free movement.”

	“Are you planning to have us capture some of them?” asked General Izolda, who was one of King Alterbon's staunchest supporters and had for many years been a close friend.

	“Indeed,” said King Alterbon, with a sneer. “Other rulers would pay a cart's worth of gold for such a weapon as these Tsame are claimed to be.”

	The clink of armor and weaponry spoke of the fear his men harbored at the thought of trying to capture one of the wild people.

	“But,” Alterbon continued. “We will not be foolish.” His eyes narrowed as he looked at his followers. “Do not risk yourselves in capturing the adults. We will take only the children. They will be more malleable.”

	Around him men nodded, greedy smiles growing as they considered the wisdom of Alterbon's words and the anticipation of their golden rewards.

	The spies reported the Tsame tribe to be small. When the people moved about outside, they covered themselves in long, flowing robes to protect their bodies from the sun. This also hid their identities. Man or woman, warrior or chieftain, there appeared to be no way of telling one from the other. The spies could only report that all were tall, strode with purpose but in an ungainly manner, and spent the hot hours of midday within their huts.

	King Alterbon, like his soldiers, was a lithe, dark man of medium height. He kept his head shaven clean, but his long facial hair—a mustache and beard—hung to his upper chest. As he guided his horse back and forth, each sweep solid and powerful, he held the attention of his men. The muscles in his naked thighs and calves tightened and released as he directed his mount. His powerful arms rippled. The man exuded power.

	“The first group of soldiers,” King Alterbon directed, “will enter dismounted. The better to catch the tribesmen within their hovels and eliminate them there. There will probably be no reason for those mounted to enter the fray.”

	Long into the night, he and his generals drilled the soldiers until, like the blade of a knife, they were ready to cut free their prize.
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	On the day of the attack, a Tsame woman stepped out of her hut into the glare. Moving aside the leather door bearing the insignia of the Tsame chieftain, she raised her hand to shield her eyes. She did not see even a glint of the sword before it severed both her hand and head.

	As the army of marauders advanced, heavily burdened horses moving at a steady pace to the edge of the village, the foot soldiers hurried ahead. Following the advice of the scouts, the first strike came as the sun reached its highest point, when no nomad would be about to notice the marauders' approach.

	The assassin now moved across the low enclosure of the Tsame chieftain's hut, holding his armored forearm aloft to protect his eyes should he encounter another. Within the hut, the soldier found an old man sleeping on a straw mat. Rushing forward, he drove the sword, still dripping blood from its first victim, through the heart of the Tsame chief. A serving woman sleeping unnoticed on the floor near the door ran out screaming, raising the alarm. 

	The element of surprise, the conqueror's greatest ally, had passed. From where he sat on his horse, Alterbon watched the screaming woman run across the sand. The king's face showed his disappointment at her appearance and subsequent effort to raise the alarm. But he did not rush to intervene. Even as the single warrior had rushed into the hut, others penetrated deeper into the camp. But now they were found out, and an honest battle would ensue. The king's army moved forward at his command.

	From every hovel, the Tsame emerged, both men and women, weapons in hand, shrieking a cry to the heavens as they advanced, without fear, toward their attackers. The horsemen advanced. However, they quickly found themselves at a disadvantage. Their animals had great difficulty maneuvering in the confined spaces between the huts. The king had listened well to his advisors and had taken heed of the old stories. Besides their swords and the extra packs, his men carried lances, and each wore a metal breast plate tall enough to cradle the chin.

	“Do not let the Tsame get close,” the king's advisors warned. “When their eyes turn as dark as death, the evil hidden within their bodies springs forth. Before you are even aware, your internal organs, your very heart will have been ripped from your chest, and your life will be over.”

	Alterbon had listened, and though he felt perhaps the warning overly theatrical, he took heed. Each of the marauders had heard the same terrible story. Though the king tried to discern the kernel of truth from within the web of fabrication, his men were more inclined to believe every word as the cringing teller spoke it. The soldiers were brave and dedicated to serving their king, but that did not mean they were not afraid. 

	As this crazed serving woman ran into their midst, more than one soldier spun on his heel, the hair rising on the nape of each neck. Terrified because the woman advanced upon him so quickly, the closest man reacted by slashing wildly to the right and left. The woman fell, her body nearly cleaved in two. Standing above her, the panting man saw the black in her eyes before it faded. He paled. The marauders immediately spun around, coming together in a small group, back-to-back, fearful of more swift attacks. If other Tsame attacked, they needed to react faster than before.

	Across the space, they watched as a Tsame man leapt forward, covering a length longer than his own body. The tall fighter rose in the air, muscular legs propelling him upwards as well as ahead. Silent as the wind, and deadly as any viper, he flew toward his enemy. As he made contact, the Tsame wrapped his arms around an armor-clad Anchitnol. The men tumbled to the ground, and the Tsame's pointed face darted forward, only to whip back. A spray of blood spouted from his victim. The soldier slumped to the ground without a sound. 

	The watchers froze, all eyes on their fallen comrade as they tried to understand what they had witnessed. Their pause proved to be another man's undoing. As arms encircled him from the back, he felt the piercing of sharp teeth between his shoulder blades, and his world went dark.

	Working in pairs, other Anchitnol soldiers, their uniforms the same red as Tsame blood, fared better. In each hand, they carried weapons forged for just this battle. In the weeks prior, they had trained to work together for maximum protection. Now they employed this training as they countered Tsame speed and willingness to use their sharp, pointed front teeth with numbers and strategy. The unorganized nomads fell before the advancing horde. Men and women were cut down, one after another. Any Tsame who ran soon fell, their backs covered by feathered shafts, as mounted soldiers and archers surrounding the village joined in the attack.

	The king guided his broad, black warhorse ahead, surveying the carnage his men left in their wake. On the dunes above the camp, a second line of mounted soldiers waited, tense but ready to spur ahead at the first signal. 

	As the dust settled, the king shook his head in frustration. This battle, more a skirmish, had been difficult because his men had been so fearful. They had won in a short time, and though he should have been relieved, King Alterbon felt jaded and unfulfilled. He wanted to be in the thick of it, not watching from the side. He could see a group of his men pinning a few of the nomads to the ground, covering the Tsames’ heads with the hoods and tying their arms behind their backs. Others still raced after the few nomads who tried to flee. A chorus of shouts drew the king's attention to a hut at the far edge of the camp where four of his soldiers continued to fight. He spurred his horse toward the scene. From the distance, he could see the sparking glint of steel against steel.

	The woman inside this hut, set apart from the others by several meters, had risen at the cry of alarm. She lived alone, except for her small child. This woman was the seer of her people and was of such importance that warriors and maidens alike would offer her tribute for blessings and divine promises of safety and abundance. With the first outcry, the woman knew the time of peace for her people had passed. She stood in the doorway of her home, confused by the sight of the battle before her, for she had not expected this calamity to come so soon.

	An Anchitnol soldier appeared at the corner of her hut. The woman reached within the doorway, drawing a curved blade that normally sat unnoticed near the door. With a hiss, she raised her weapon and advanced. The man's life ended quickly. The woman turned. Again and again, she struck. After many had fallen to her blade, a group of approaching horsemen released a volley of arrows. A vibrating song sounded as they flew, striking the woman down. Her body lay on the sand, her weapon cast to the side.

	The panting Anchitnol soldiers leaned on their weapons, their eyes lingering over this powerful woman. Suddenly, from within the hut, another emerged. This new fighter, slashing with abandon, surprised the first man. The soldiers had thought the seer had been the only occupant. This one, small and compact, barely left the doorway, jumping out, slashing, and retreating to the safety of the hut. The mercenaries could see the fighter was clearly a child. 

	They had been told to capture the children, but this one would not be taken easily. The men had no way of knowing this fierce child was not like other Tsame children. Her name was Rhys, and she was the last born to her people. Her mother had known from before her birth that this girl had a destiny beyond the desert sands. Though the seer had never spoken of her vision to the child, she had done everything within her power to prepare the babe for this very moment.

	Though Rhys was fast and taken by rage, she was not trained for actual battle. Her struggle was guided by her fear. The soldiers held back their killing strokes, trying to set up a situation where she might be captured.

	The king grinned. What he could see appeared to be more intense than the other melees occurring around him. From afar, Alterbon was not yet aware the fighter was a child. His men, with their shining metal breastplates and red tunics, were easy to separate and count. But the whirling nomads—he knew there had to be several—dressed in the colors of sand proved more difficult.

	A true fight would be more to the liking of Alterbon's warrior heart. Despite his scheming and this surprise attack, he was primed for serious combat. Each scar he bore testified to his abilities. Rising up on his warhorse, the thirst for hand-to-hand combat became unbearable. He wanted a clearer sight and rushed forward.

	Pulling his mount to a stop a short distance away, Alterbon watched as his most favored warriors fanned out in front of the seer's hut. These men had fought beside him for many years and needed no direction.

	Rhys had fought to stave the enemy off in short bursts, but she became exhausted quickly by the effort. She was only a child, after all.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Daub paused, wiping his brow, trying to remember the story as Rhys had spoken it to him so long ago. His eyes touched Newry, who was a child, not much older than Rhy had been during this first battle. The grandfather considered tempering his words, but decided against it. Rovers needed to understand the true dangers of the world. These children would need to learn the dark truth of human savagery sooner or later. Now was as good a time as any. He continued his story as before.
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	The girl Rhys remained in the hut for a time, recovering her breath. She could see her mother's body lying on the sand. Her foremost thought was to go to it. During this lull, two of the soldiers laid aside their weapons and moved to either side of the doorway. Above their heads, they held a length of rope tied into a wide noose. Two others stood before the door, just out of range but making much noise as they swung their swords in an erratic manner intent on holding those they battled inside.

	To the battle-wise king, with a full view of the pieces on the board, the maneuver was an obvious ruse. When the two holding the noose were in place, their comrades feinted an attack through the door, then pulled back. The girl, sensing an opportunity, rushed out into the sun, slashing as she went and, having been underestimated by a soldier, cut deeply into the man's calf. Immediately, he fell to the ground, howling in anguish. His partner retreated, dragging the injured man away with him.

	Unable to stop herself, Rhys charged after the retreating men. The noose fell. Its handlers leapt backward, pulling the rope tight, fighting the savage twists and turns of their prisoner. Their ploy had captured the very last of the Tsame.

	The king beamed as he rode closer, until he saw the warrior was a child. Weak and underfed, this one should have been easy to control.

	“What is this?” Alterbon roared. “How did a mere child give you so much trouble?”

	His mount did not move, though its ears swiveled back, and a shiver ran through its flanks. Two of the panting warriors continued wrapping coils of rope around the child while holding her face in the sand. While the loops tightened, Rhys fought for escape until her motions resembled those of a grub, dug up and thrown into the sun. A third man applied pressure to his wounded comrade's injury.

	“Sire,” the third began, panting, as he finally got the bleeding under control, “it’s like a sand demon.”
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	Pausing the story for a moment, Daub took a sip from the flask his daughter-in-law offered. While he wiped the edge of his robe over his face, the small audience sat before him, wide-eyed and ready for more of his tale.

	“Was Rhys a monster?” the girl Newry asked, covering her mouth with her hands.

	“Yes,” Daub said. “And no. Those men were brave indeed and had faced many dangers in the desert. This time they had advanced against an unknown enemy.”

	“Were there sand monsters, Grandfather?” Rafel asked.

	His grandfather shook his head. “They faced a different threat in that place than they would have in the world that swirls about us here. Dangers are many and varied. There are more terrifying evils in this world than mere sand monsters, or even wild Tsame children.”
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	“It is a child.” The king repeated flatly.

	His men looked up with eyes that said they did not agree. Uneducated except for the way of war, each man carried superstitious beliefs close to their heart. At times like this, when a ready explanation did not appear, these old age fears rose.

	“Nay,” said one man. “This is no mere child. She fought like all the evil in the world coursed within her. Look, there is a mark on the door saying a seer lives here. There was the woman.” He pointed to Rhys's dead mother. “She did not threaten either curse or spell. Where is the seer? Is it the child?”

	“Perhaps,” said a second man, “the child has already killed the seer. Even consumed him so we would not be able to take him.”

	Several men wrapped their fingers around the talisman each wore around their necks.

	“There is something you must see, sire,” said another man who had followed his king to the hut. This man went by the name of Izolda and was a general in the king's army. He sweated in fear of a source other than the child. “Look about us. The people here are stricken by the wasting disease. Perhaps sickness is the reason there are so few, and why many did not fight as valiantly as expected. Yet this child is of strong limb. What magic protects her?”

	King Alterbon observed the scattering of dead nomads. There were some who seemed to be no more than emaciated skeletons, whose skin wrapped dry and loose around them. The people of the Tsame tribe were not tan, nor even of brown skin, but even more pale, and lacking of color. Those whose skin was damaged and dried showed markings that were black, like old blood. The valleys and crevices of rot were edged with sharp peaks of brittle flesh, similar to the raised dorsal frills of poisonous reptiles.

	“This is the only small child.” The general moved closer. His voice dropped to a whisper. The whites of his eyes glowed. “Where are the rest of their young? Have they also been consumed?”

	The king shuddered within his armor, yet held his face hard so that his men would not see his fear. “Sorcerer,” he called out. As the magic man approached, the king pointed to the withered corpses of the fallen Tsame. “This wasting disease. Is it contagious?”

	Now the sorcerer, Biro, was a small man with a large attitude. He was a conniver of smoke and mirrors, not a genuine man of magic. At the command of King Alterbon, Biro moved his skittish horse closer to a tangle of bodies, and leaned down as far as he could without dismounting. His skin crawled with the idea of standing among these dead, let alone laying his hand upon their bodies. He had no experience with the diseases of other tribes. He wanted to ride away. However, it would not do for the king to perceive his general to know more than his sorcerer. Better Biro acknowledge the other man could be right and move on, then say he knew nothing. 

	With his mouth gone dry, the sorcerer finally dismounted, but kept a firm grip on the horse's reins. After spending several minutes cocking his head this way and that, while squatting and appearing to examine the fallen, he held his hand over them and chanted. Then Biro pulled himself upright. He swiftly considered that many maladies were explained away as caused by vermin. If neither the king nor his talkative general could identify the source, this would be the sorcerer's response. With a nod of understanding, he remounted, relieved to be off the ground, and turned to face the king.

	“No, sire, it is not contagious between people,” Biro replied in an authoritative tone. “I have seen this affliction before. It is a disease of the blood brought on by the bites of insects.” His claim was further strengthened by the number of Anchitnol soldiers, who, though they had no idea, nodded in agreement. “We will burn this camp and these bodies. Your soldiers will wash themselves with a solution I will brew for them. Then the army should be able to avoid infection.”

	Biro fought to look unconcerned, yet his knees edged further up his mount's belly.

	“Are all here affected?” the king asked.

	“No,” the sorcerer said. “Do you see the green slime? That appears as paint on the people? It is my belief they are using some ancient medicine to draw out the infection. Your soldiers have captured a few strong, half-grown brats with skin clear of pox scars.” The sorcerer held tightly to his saddle, praying his master would not order him to dismount again.

	The king returned his gaze to the Tsame child, a girl, now wrapped tightly from head to foot. Her shrieking was quieted by a wide gag. The black in the girl's eyes had faded, leaving her looking more terrified than dangerous. Alterbon's innards were shaken by both the fear this girl held hidden powers, and that this disease that might infect them all. It was not a welcomed experience.

	“Is she a demon?” King Alterbon asked Biro, never taking his eyes off the girl. “How could one so young be so dangerous?” Perhaps, he thought, it would be best to dispose of this urchin and the others before we moved on.

	Biro had remained beyond the outskirts, missing most of the fighting. He had not seen the struggle to contain Rhys. “She appears to be merely a normal child,” he said, doubting his own words.

	While he spoke, he edged his horse further away from the dead and from Rhys as well. Just as he did not wish to return to the tainted ground, the sorcerer feared having to examine Rhys. Biro was no fool. He, too, had heard the tales of the Tsames' particular fighting abilities and was sure that a mere rope would not contain her. But more, he could see the fear on the faces of the men, each a veteran warrior, none of them a coward by nature.

	“No,” one soldier said, casting a disparaging look at the sorcerer. “She is not a normal child. When the seer woman fell, the child appeared. Her soul shone black through her eyes.”

	At that moment, Rhys's fear overwhelmed her, causing her eyes to darken and swell again. She fought against the ropes. Sweat beaded on the faces of the men holding her down. As the king watched, the girl's eyes grew fully into inky black orbs. Paling, he pulled his gaze away. The men closest to her jumped to the side, each pulling their weapon, ready to take her life without hesitation. They waited for their king’s order. With another wild outburst from the trussed child, they fell back behind his horse.

	“The hood!” King Alterbon bellowed.

	His momentary fear spread to his horse. The beast, tail swishing, sidestepped, pressing the surrounding soldiers back another step. One braver soul leapt forward, yanking a hood over Rhys's head, before falling backward on to the sand, panting.

	Pulling the reins tight, the king rode back toward the center of the village. He felt uneasy at the thought his men could be infected with some strange illness. Adding to his discomfort, his normally calm warhorse now took a firm hand to control. Again, the king considered ordering the child slain.

	The marauders had piled a meager amount of pillaged goods at the center of the village for Alterbon's inspection. The pitiful heap consisted of dented metal wear, weapons, and chipped pottery. A group of three Tsame youths were roped together. The youngest appeared at least ten years older than the wild child. They, too, were gagged and hooded. Looking over the pitiful score, King Alterbon erupted in fury.

	“This is all?” he shouted. A throbbing vein ran from his neck up his reddened cheek. “We rode across the desert for two days for this?” His men ducked their heads, taking a step back. “How am I to pay the Warlord Most High’s tithe if I find nothing of value?”

	Turning in his saddle, Alterbon glared at the sorcerer, whom he had trusted to lead them to riches. It had come to the king's mind this sorcerer had dubious skill, and not the power of Ferdinand, the much talked about wizard to the Warlord Juran.

	“Perhaps, sire,” murmured Biro, “you could send him the brat.”

	The king’s anger grew further. The Warlord expected gold and jewels, not a barbarian child. Anger pressed the king's mouth into a tight line. Spittle gathered in one corner. Then, before the king could utter another word, a fit seized the sorcerer. The man shook and twisted, popping up then slumping down. Soldiers ran forward to catch him before he fell out of his saddle, but the man did not so much as drop the reins.

	“I foretell.” Biro stood in his stirrups. Closing his eyes, he stretched out one hand, palm side down, while retaining a firm grip on his saddle with the other. Slowly, he rotated the extended arm upward in a manner suggesting he had no control over the movement. “In the next village, there will be riches untold. Wealth unimaginable.”

	“We have been on this quest for months.” The king spoke through gritted teeth. “This is not the first place where our takings have been sand, sun, poverty, and more sand. We have set aside little for the Warlord. He will not be pleased.”

	“Sire.” General Izolda approached the king, passing a look at the sorcerer that conveyed a sense of superiority. “You saw yourself. The child fought like a firebrand against all who came near. Perhaps the answer is to send her to the Warlord Most High. She may not be a cart of gold and jewels, but her prowess and spirit are impressive. If she amuses him, he may forgive the rest of our small offering.”

	Though the king did not like the idea, he knew it to be the truth. Every moment he and his men stayed within this village, their chances of being exposed to the wasting disease grew. Already he saw men scratching their legs. Have they already been bitten? His bowels quaked.

	“Izolda,” the king said, looked down at the man he trusted and pointing to the child. “Make sure she is secured. Return to the wagons destined for the Warlord, then take all and ride for the coast.”

	Laying on the ground, unable to speak or see, the Tsame girl trembled. She had never seen anger, never witnessed her people fighting. But this day, from the moment she had emerged from her hut, she had witnessed only destruction and death. Her own mother had fallen before her.

	Mother, she whispered to herself, please Mother. I am afraid. Do not leave me.

	 

	
Chapter Two
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	IT WAS TRUE Rhys was not a normal child. Though she had never seen an armored soldier before, in prior lives she had faced the many dangers the desert hides in the anonymity of sand. Gems of knowledge were buried in her mind, a genetic memory, but she was far too inexperienced to call them forth.

	Unable to see and fighting for breath in the dirty sack, Rhys quieted. In the late evening, the sack opened, and she was dumped out hard onto the wooden bottom of a crate with iron bars. For several moments she lay still, drawing in huge lungsful of clean air and gathering her wits. 

	Izolda slammed the door shut and secured the lock, before reaching through the bars with his sword to cut the ropes binding her. Rhys upended a bowl on the floor as she struggled to be free of the ropes and tear off the hood. Tentatively, Izolda reached in, righting the bowl and filling it with water. His focus was off her for only a moment. She struck, drawing blood with the long-clawed nail of her forefinger. Izolda howled in pain and anger. He hurried away without a word.

	Rhys watched the yellow moon rise in the east. The caravan of marauders left the valley, the crate tied securely at the rear of the wagon bed. Standing with her head against the top rails, she watched her home disappeared from sight. In the distance, on a far ridge and bathed in moonlight, a line of soldiers marched away in the opposite direction.

	 

	It was a long way across the desert to the sea, and then across its blue expanse to the castle of the Warlord. Izolda knew he would be gone for many months, so he sent for his wife, Engurene, to join him as he traveled to the coast. She was the sister of King Alterbon, a lady of the court used to a life soft and cosseted. Engurene was not happy when she arrived at the encampment and found tents, tasteless food, and the daily toil of man and beast across the land.

	Rhys, however, felt her heart soar when she awoke one morning and heard a female voice among the many. She had grown up in a tribe where all the women fawned over her. Pressing herself against the bars of the crate, she waited for the voice to get closer. When the male bodies parted, and the woman appeared in a satin gown, Rhys cried out in delight. She reached out her hand, knowing Engurene would see her plight and rescue her.

	To Engurene, Rhys's call was a shrill screech. She did not see the need in the child's eyes, but only the filthy, grasping hand. The childless woman did not recognize Rhys's fear and hope.

	“What is that animal?” Engurene asked, grabbing Izolda's arm and pulling him backward with her as she covered her mouth and nose with a lace edged handkerchief.

	General Izolda explained Rhys was a Tsame, and he had been tasked by Alterbon to transport the child to the Warlord. Engurene snorted, yanking free of her husband's hand.

	“That scrawny beast is not going to live long enough to meet the Warlord,” she said, turning away.

	After that moment, Engurene stayed far from the wagon carrying the crate. It did not matter. Rhys heard the hatred in the woman’s voice and realized none of the Anchitnols, man or woman, would save her. In the night, she huddled in a corner, offering a low moaning song of grief to the stars. Guards made nervous by her keening, kept their distance.

	While she sat alone in the darkness, cold and hungry, Rhys tilted her head upward to the stars, seeking the constellations whose stories she knew well. Even though they had not traveled far, it seemed the stars were not as they should be.

	Imagine her surprise when she looked back toward the camp of Izolda's party and saw three tiny stars playing near the fabric of the tents. As she watched, the flickering lights, swirling and dancing, moved closer. Growing up in the desert, she had never known even the glow of fireflies, but these were something even more extraordinary. 

	When the heavy tread of a guardsman thumped nearby, the tiny flickers of yellow and rose disappeared, only to glow again behind the guard's head. If he turned right, they went to the left. She watched as they chased each other around the man's helmet, finally disappearing one last time. Rhys searched everywhere, crawling from one side of the crate to the other, but sadly, the wondrous lights did not reappear.

	Over the next few weeks, Rhys mourned. She had no appetite for the foreign food she was offered. Her knowledge of the language of Izolda and the soldiers was limited, since her tribe was not often visited by travelers or merchants. The marauders spoke too quickly for her to decipher what was said. She remained caged, dirty and frightened, certain she would soon die.
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	When their small party arrived at the coast weeks later, Rhys woke from a doze, surprised by the scent of the sea and the noise of squawking seabirds. The crate was unloaded from the wagon and left on the edge of a long wooden dock, in preparation for being loaded. Izolda had thrown a tarp over the crate, so no curious onlookers could see the contents, but the noises and scents urged Rhys to lift the cover and peek out. Her mouth fell open. She had never seen so many people hustling and bustling about, for this was a busy port.

	In her village, men and women worked together in the same manner. Here she saw men of many hues toiling. Not only was their skin different, but there were short men as well as tall. Some were lean, while she saw several others who had bellies so big their shirts did not cover them. Very few of the men had black hair. Most were redheads, or slightly darker. And with the exception of a very few, all had facial hair. Rhys could not understand why so many villagers—as she considered them—were about, yet none wore the long robes to which she was accustomed. Indeed, most wore trim shirts and short pants or cutoff trousers.

	There was also another sort of men, or at least Rhys believed them to be men, who carried crates and bundles to and from the vessels. They were short, dark, and of an odd shape. Their clothing was even more ragged than the others, and they appeared to have larger hands and feet. Rhys heard the slap of bare soles on the wooden docks as they marched past. These short individuals were also the only ones whose ankles were shackled together. Rhys watched them until they were out of sight. She could see in her mind's eyes, as if her own memory, a distant past where this same race was not in chains. Instead, they danced around a fire, laughing, and gay. From this, she knew the world was ever-changing.

	Rhys turned her attention to those few who strutted through the crowd, and whose bodies were covered from neck to ground. Her viewing space was narrow, yet she could see this set of people was more sedate and withdrawn. They treated the others with disdain. And among these few, there were women. Several carried a stick above their heads, which was topped by a stretched hide that matched the enormous skirt of their outfit.

	A group of children ran by, squealing as they played, and Rhys moved quickly to the other side of the crate to watch them. She did not see the children there, but along the dockside were ships, practically side by side, separated by narrow piers. She had never seen such a thing. Each one was the same, yet all were different. Many had brightly colored trim, and a forest of spires rose among them. Men climbed up into the rope netting, and she wondered why, for there didn't appear to be anything important up there. Just as she shook her head, ready to drop the tarp and be alone, far beyond the ships and stretching to the horizon, she could see the glittering blue of a desert like she had never seen before. She stared in wonder as the sun arced across the sky.

	 

	It was hot beneath the tarp, and Rhys eventually fell asleep. When she woke, it was dark. However, it was not quiet, as was her desert home. Men still clomped around on the dock, their boots making a loud echo on the wood.  But it was the noise beyond that drew her. She could hear laughter, music. She smelled stewed meat and baking bread. From another place, the angry voices of brawling men rose, but it was quickly quashed, and the laughter that followed was the most raucous of all. There was not much to see from where she was, only the glow of distant fires, yet even after she dropped the edge of the tarp, she could hear the revelry.

	When the noise finally stopped, dawn was sending exploring fingers along the horizon. Soon after, Izolda arrived and shoved a skin of water and half a roasted fowl between the bars. There was nothing else until the tarp was ripped away and ropes were woven through the top of the crate to heft it aboard a seagoing vessel. As the crate rose upward, Rhys lay on the bottom, terrified, with her eyes tightly clenched shut.

	After a great struggle, the crate was placed in Izolda's cabin on the large sailing ship. The metal and wood enclosure took up most of the floor space. The sailors, as frightened of her as she of them, used poles to push her away from the bars while they toiled.

	Rhys's nose wrinkled in disgust at the smell of rot, mildew, unwashed bodies, and the stink of long ago and oft repeated sickness. Izolda lay on a bunk a few feet away. He had become sick even before the ship left the dock. Too ill to be bothered, the general ignored Rhys’s need for food and water.
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	The ship rode across the endless sea. The sails filled, pushing it forward, bouncing over tall swells. There was one small porthole in the cabin. Very little light made it as far as Rhys, huddled in the corner of the crate. But it was enough for her to count the passage of six days and nights.

	With her knees drawn up to her chin, she watched as swift-footed shadows prowled around the cabin and Izolda's sleeping head. The door opened with a loud creak. The shadows darted away. Rhys looked up and in the faint light, saw two small boys peeking in before the door closed again. Later, a woman pushed past the boys. Squat with skin burned dark by the sun, she had a fierce voice, which she raised to scream for her husband, the sea-faring Rover captain.

	He entered the cabin and shook Izolda. The sickly general turned away. Swearing loudly, the captain left, giving orders as he did so. Two sailors dragged Izolda up to the deck. The woman and the larger of the two boys returned with buckets of water. After scrubbing Izolda's sickness from the room, the woman released the lock to Rhys's cage. While the woman worked, she kept an eye on the silent girl. She saw the girl’s trembling, thin arms, and the filth that encrusted the child's body. Leaving a full bucket on the floor, and throwing a garment on the bunk, the woman slowly backed out of the cabin and closed the door.

	Long after they were gone, Rhys finally dared to leave the crate to wash herself, before donning the tunic the woman had left. She opened the cabin door to find a bowl filled with fish stew, which she ate, and when her belly was full, Rhys climbed up to meet the sun.

	 

	From then onward, Rhys slept on the deck. She explored every inch of the ship, climbing up into the sails, sneaking through the hold, but always staying away from the men.

	Rhys learned the woman who cooked the food and both punished and coddled the children would treat her with kindness. Everyone called her Mama. She learned the marauder man who now stayed beneath the deck, only periodically coming topside, answered to Izolda. All the while, the loss of her home ebbed and rose within her in the same way the ceaseless waves moved the sea.

	The sun was hot on the backs of the sailors. Rhys did not notice the heat, but the sea fascinated her. The woman was her new friend, smiling and making sure Rhys had enough to eat. The girl listened to the talk between the boys and their mother. She timidly practiced the Rover language and the pigeon Garos tongue shared between the Rovers and the red-headed Garos sailors, blushing when they laughed. The day she first called the woman “Mama”, mimicking the way the two boys addressed her, the captain's wife wept, grabbing the child up and hugging her. Rhys struggled, but eventually just laid in the woman's arms. The soft, sweaty embrace brought a sigh from Rhys’s tired body, and was finished far too quickly.

	Rhys spent her days chasing the boys across the deck. One was called Norip. He was tall like his father, with broad shoulders, which would one day be strong. The smaller boy was Rodg, round like Mama, and given to fits of laughter. They climbed into the rigging and played hide and go seek in the hold. But the glory of the voyage was what was happening beyond the ship's rails. 

	The vista was ever-changing, waves and clouds. When Rhys managed to sneak into the crow's nest—the sailors generally tried their best to keep the children off the rigging—she saw the flukes of whales and racing pods of dolphins. Fish leapt from the water, and some seemed to soar like the birds that rode the winds even here, so far from land. She was stunned by all the many creatures she had never even imagined could exist in the world.

	The men would net fish for their supper, leaving the creatures flopping around on the deck as the children laughed. One day a shark, with its enormous teeth and snapping jaws, caught the leg of a man foolish enough to get too close. The horrid screams and the blood—the man’s limb having been ripped clear off—taught Rhys to beware of the danger behind the beauty of nature.

	After dusk, Rhys followed the boys to their bunk in the captain’s cabin. That became her place to nest, except for the nights when an ocean storm roared. On those occasions, all three children would crowd into mama’s bunk, packed in between her big, soft body and the bulkhead. She laid lost in the snarl of arms and legs, stinking of sweat and mildew. To Rhys, it was perfect.
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	“I could be a Rover boy and go to sea,” said Rafel, hands on his hips. “I can climb well, and besides our tongue, speak both Garos and Induat.”

	Newry stood beside him, straight as a blade of wild sage grass. “And I could sing of the beauty that abounds.”

	Daub laughed. “Yes, yes, you could, both of you, from one side of the world to the other.” Then, his heart grew heavy. “But the sea, as any other place in the world, holds its own dangers. Rhys was blessed to not see the worst of them. She told me herself, years later, that the sailors had terrifying stories to tell.”

	The children moved back to sit and listen.
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	Several weeks into the voyage, Rhys and the smaller boy, Rodg, were exploring deep in the bilge. Water sloshed with each roll of the ship. Crawling along beneath the low beams, Rhys looked up. Inches away, a pair of small black eyes glared back at her. She reached out toward the dark, furry thing. The creature snapped its teeth, hissing and barely missing the tip of her finger. Rodg yanked her backward.

	In a hard voice he said, “Rats.” Pointing at the retreating rodent, he repeated, “Rats.”

	Rhys did her best to copy him. “Raz.”

	Rodg nodded. Then he screwed up his face, pointed his eyebrows downward and slapping his other hand, said, “Bad. Bad.”

	“Baaad.”

	“Yes, that's right,” he said, proud to have taught Rhys a new word. “Bad rats.”

	“Baadraz.” Rhys looked over her shoulder and trembled.

	 

	Rhys roamed freely aboard ship until the day dry land, and the port city of New Tide, came into sight.

	“She needs to be put back into the crate,” Izolda commanded. He had recovered some from his illness at this point.

	“Catch her,” the captain said, walking away.

	The ship remained outside the barrier reef for a few extra days because Izolda and the sailors could not capture Rhys. Mama refused to help.

	“If we land in New Tide, and the girl gets to shore,” Mama said, “you will never see her again.” It was clear the woman would only be pleased with such a result.

	Finally, one night, when Rhys slept from exhaustion, she was trapped. She screeched with fear and anger. Norip and Rodg wailed. Mama threatened her husband. But all was in vain. The captain knew he could not go against an agent of the Warlord. He disregarded his wife's pleading and helped Izolda unload his cargo. All of it.

	The general decided it would be a long time before he allowed the girl to run free again.
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	“Once beyond the wharves of New Tide, Izolda traded one group of Rovers for another,” the old man said. “That is where I met Rhys, and my part in her story began.”

	“Wait!” Rafel inched closer. “Are you saying you knew this wild girl? This, what is she? Tsame child? Did my father know her as well?” 

	The boy leaned forward, his chin jutting out, and eyes pinched, daring his grandfather to say it was so, and already disbelieving.

	“Grandfather?” Newry asked. She was also seeking an answer.

	Daub sat back, feeling suddenly saddened, unsure if it was because of the story yet to be told, or the doubt in the children's eyes.

	“Yes,” he finally said. “I knew Rhys, the Tsame child.” Raising his eyes to the stars, he sought the right words. “I was a boy of nine and she was about the same age. My father was patriarch of our clan, the tribal chief, and it was his caravan that would carry Rhys from New Tide to the castle of Juran, Warlord Most High.

	“I was standing with him when Izolda spoke of the journey yet to come, and the cargo he wanted to transport. Let me tell you, I was excited about this exotic creature, for at that time I did not realize that, though different from me, she was still only a human girl. Her race was so very different from ours. I expected to see some sort of pet. But she was just a child. Nonetheless, I was intrigued. I was also concerned my father would decide against carrying this man and his strange cargo.

	“When my father said yes, the crate was loaded on a wagon and tightly wrapped. Izolda would not ride in a wagon, so my father rented him a horse. The general haggled more about the price of that than the gold he would have to pay to transport the crate.”

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Izolda's health returned once off the ship and traveling by horseback. Our journey overland would traverse into the heart of the continent, and we would yet face new dangers. Izolda did not allow any of the Rovers to tend to Rhys. My father did not care. He was getting full payment and not doing any of the work. He warned us all to stay away. He was adamant about it. My mother repeated his warning to all of us children. I heard them, but sometimes I do not remember so well. My curiosity surmounted the need for caution before we had left the dockside.

	Long after this journey, Rhys would tell me of how she came to this place, of the battle in the desert that extinguished her entire tribe, and the voyage across the sea. Rhys had believed the ship would land in another place similar to where she came from, where the desert would travel down and kiss the sea. She was not prepared for the lush green growth hemming in this new seaside town. As soon as the wagons left the outskirts of New Tide, we were enveloped in greenery.

	Only a small tarp covered the top of Rhys's crate. She did not need to move from one place to another to see through the narrow cracks, but only sit and turn her head. I can still remember how, in that place, the green came in a million different shades. Some leaves were shiny, and the glint shone back at you. Flowers in every color grew in mixed groups, or in some places, alone. But the smell! I could see her sniff until she might faint.

	In her desert home, Rhys had seen only vultures, which were good to eat, and the neromaphed, sand monsters, which were their main food. Then she discovered the screaming cries of seagulls and terns as they wheeled around the docks and the ships. One time at sea, she had even seen an albatross and thought it the biggest thing in the world, until a whale surfaced near the ship. But here, small birds zipped between the branches, over the meadows, and even perched on her crate. She saw a tiny hummingbird. It whirred in front of her, giving her a tilted look as if to ask, who are you?

	Rabbits, foxes, deer ran from the wagons. The Rover hunters brought back meat from these animals. It was not stringy or tough, like the beasts of the desert. Even though she still did not get out of the crate, on every side and soaring overhead, she saw one miracle after another. Rhys did not believe there was more glory in the world to behold.
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	“Even now I struggle to convey a real sense of all the new wonders this girl from afar was finding.” His fade eyes lit up as he remembered the sights of which he spoke. It had been a long time since Daub had visited those lands.

	“And did she love it, Grandfather?” Newry asked.

	“She was completely enthralled,” the elder said. “Perhaps one day you, too, will share those same wonders with someone who has never seen them.” He smiled at the girl before continuing the tale.
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	I would sit in the wagon, hidden among the bales of goods, watching Rhys. She ignored me. Maybe I looked different from the other children she had seen, or she thought I would soon be taken away like the boys on the ship. 

	Physically, I was very different from her. I am square from shoulder to hip, where she was slight. My muscles show, but hers were like the strings on a good hunting bow—thin, but strong. She had very little hair, and yet mine, which then was a deep brown, covered my entire head and was long and shaggy. My skin was bronze. Hers, around her center, was devoid of color. And I noticed she had narrow, pointy teeth that jutted forward from her mouth. I think I knew from the start that I was just another creature she didn't know or trust.

	Because the weather was fair, the tarp was removed. I would inch as close as I dared, and Rhys continued to ignore me. One day, while the wagon rocked back and forth through an area surrounded by sweet-smelling grasslands, I threw an apple into the crate. I didn't know she was not used to fruits or vegetables. 

	Rhys heard the small thump behind her. Her shoulders went rigid. She had been sitting tight in a corner near the rear, where she could see out the back of the wagon. Rhys turned, snarling, but I had moved back and peeked from over the edge of a small trunk. The apple lay on the floor of the cage. It was not the type we normally happened on. This apple was a deep red and rather heart-shaped. I watched closely as she stared at it for several minutes before reaching out her hand. She held it between stiff fingers, sniffing, licking the skin, and examining it all over before she took a tentative nibble. All the while, she kept an eye on me. 

	I can still remember how delicious these apples were, crisp and sweet. Eventually, Rhys took a larger bite and learned this truth for herself. I believe I sighed in relief. But my mother called, and I had to sneak away.

	The sun was hot. But it was different from the heat in the desert. When I went back in the mid-afternoon, Rhys was dozing. I left more food: a plum, a few grapes, and a square of sweet bread with sticky honey and seeds on top. She was still sleeping when I left. I could only hope she would realize I had been the one who left the treats. The food Izolda provided was meant to keep her alive, not to make her happy.

	 

	The day a new set of mountains came into sight, I spoke to Rhys for the first time. During the night, the tarp had been replaced. I was never told why. But I remember peeling back the covering from the edge of the cage, so she could see the far-off purple mountains with their caps of white. 

	I was jabbering away without realizing she didn't understand. I wanted to ask her if she had enjoyed all the things she had seen. Inside, I felt the need to tell her of all that was to come. My family had made this journey several times, and my stockpile of information grew with each passing. 

	Pointing to myself, I said “Daub”, then I pointed to her and waited. Rhys was silent. I repeated the action again and again until Rhys finally answered.

	“Rhys of Moira,” she said.

	“Reesamora.” I called her, believing that was what she had just said to me.

	I couldn't help smiling, and I moved closer to the cage. Suddenly, my mother came up behind me. Grabbing me by the collar, she dragged me right off the edge of the wagon. I hit the ground with a hard thump. But then I pulled away as I pointed helplessly at the crate.

	“She is a small girl, a slave. Her name is Reesamora.” I told my mother. “She is not dangerous at all, only very sad.” I think that was the first time my mother actually looked at Rhys.

	Ignoring what I had said, Mother dragged me away. Not long after, she returned with my father and Izolda. Mother was a woman of strong convictions. She did not like the way Rhys was being treated, the filth, so she ranted, giving Izolda a solid shove, almost knocking him off his feet. He turned on her quickly, pulling his sword free. My father stepped between them. Holding one hand up to stop Izolda, Father pushed Mother back with the other. A loud argument ensued.

	I hate to say it, but Mother reminded Rhys of Engurene, the general's cold-spirited wife. Fearfully, Rhys huddled in a corner of her crate while the adults argued. The three moved off, still locked in verbal disagreement. Rhys jolted when my warm fingertips touched hers. I could only offer silent comfort.

	 

	That day, the caravan encamped beside a river. In the evening, I dragged a bucket of water up to the cart. It was funny, really. I kept pouring water into the filthy crate, struggling not to splash Rhys until I realized she was purposely jumping into the downpour. Then, several people gathered around, which distressed her. Her screaming and fist waving, as well as throwing herself at the bars, only caused them to crowd in closer. I yelled at the people, ordering them away. When they were gone, I turned back to the crate. Rhys sat in a miserable heap, once again in the corner. The fun had gone out of our water play.

	I did not know how to comfort her, so I sat there, leaning back on the other side of the bars. After a few minutes, I felt the warmth of her back touching mine, cold bars between us. When I turned a little to look, Rhys did not flinch away or growl at me. Instead, we sat quietly shoulder to shoulder.
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	“We came to the tallest of the mountains, with paths so steep, the men were forced to push the carts while the mules pulled. The caravan continued to crawl upward until we came to a place where the ground was covered in white. Snow!”

	Daub paused in the story, feeling the heat of enthralled glow warm his face, just as it would a child.

	“True snow, light and fluffy.” The grandfather leaned back and laughed. “Not ice, as you have seen on a puddle, but snow that drifts into piles deeper than a man is tall.”

	Rafel frowned. “Is it bad or good?”

	“It is both. Snow falls from the heavens when the world rests. It drifts down like fairy dust, but is, oh, so cold. It is beautiful to behold, but like the ocean shark, it brings its own sort of danger. Cold enough to turn your fingers and toes black until they fall off. It can be fun and beautiful, but it is a hazard as well.”

	Turning back to the children, he spread his hands as though catching snowflakes falling from the sky. His words revealed his own wonder as he continued.
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	Rhys knew of cold nights. The desert, so hot it will blister your hide during the day, will chill you to the bone at night. And too, as we climbed the mountain, the air had taken on a sharp bite. She had a pile of animal skins to sleep in, and her crate was covered with a tarp again. 

	Day and night, few birds or animals were to be seen, with the exception of a few hairy goats balancing on pinnacles of rock. Whenever they were in sight, Rhys was unable to pull her eyes away as she waited for them to tumble down, which they never did.

	But the snow was different. She could hold it in her hand and watch it melt away. It covered everything, but even while she waited, it did not melt from the rocks. She watched a tree topple onto the path from the sheer weight. It slowed our progress. There was a lot of grumbling because the snow had fallen early, and we needed to get over the mountain passes before they choked closed. Rhys did not understand why the men were so unhappy while the children laughed and played. 

	I taught her to make snowballs. We would toss them at the guards as they rode past. I brought her hot soup, and one time, boots for her feet. They were old ones of my mother's because Rhys's feet were so much larger than any of us children. While we sat huddled beneath the tarp covering the crate, one on each side of the bars, I told her stories. She listened with rapt attention, even though she could not understand everything I was saying I think she adopted my heroes as hers, because she would ask me to repeat specific tales, and always knew if I deviated from the last telling.

	Once over the mountains, we faced rock slides, rushing rivers, and swamps that threatened to swallow the carts whole. Animals howled in the darkness, so the men would build fires against the night. During the heat of the day, insects hovered, biting until blood flowed. Tempers flared. 

	I was sitting with Rhys one day when two men broke into a brawl near her cage. She cowered, afraid they would turn their anger on her.

	Near the bottom of the mountain was a place of sharply falling cliffs. Rain began falling as we approached, torrents which made the pass slippery and dangerous. My father ordered us to set up camp. We would go no further that night. 

	I woke in darkness to lightning, thunder, and the horrifying roar of sliding rock all around. I was frightened, huddling with my brothers and sisters against my mother. In the morning, I found the tarp covering Rhys's crate had blown away. Later, she told me of lying alone on the cold, hard bottom of the crate, crying in fear, desperately wishing I would come. Then, a tiny glow had appeared, a floating spark that rested next to her. No amount of wind could blow it away. It was not much, but it kept her from madness. 

	Even now, the thought of her facing that terror all alone saddens me. 

	That morning, we had to turn back and find another route, but it was a relief to leave the mountains behind us. Days of tranquility flowed as wind over the grasslands. Rhys would get excited, watching, fascinated, as enormous herds of animals, all foreign to her eyes, bolted at the sight of the caravan. I hung off the side of the crate, naming them as they thundered away. Hunters sped after the wild beasts on horseback. 

	She told me the people on the ship consumed half boiled fish. We never did. There were many types of vegetables growing wild. We served them with nuts, berries, and red meat. Though Izolda did not allow anyone to approach Rhys's crate, saying she would be a special gift for the Warlord and he did not want her sullied, he made sure she had enough. 
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	The muscles in Daub’s face sagged at the memory of the suffering of his friend.

	“But he allowed you to be with her, Grandfather,” Newry said.

	Daub gave a rueful smile. “No, sweet child, actually he did not.”

	“You went against the general's wishes?” Rafel asked. “And your father's?”

	“That is correct,” the old man said. “My mother knew, and she was not happy with me. She could have told my father at any time, and I would have been severely punished. But for some reason I never learned, she let me be.”

	 

	
Chapter Three
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	THE DESERT NIGHT had grown colder around the small family as the grandfather told his story. Ladmos, his son, and Grete, his daughter-in-law, wrapped the children in blankets woven from the wool of their own pack animals. Beside him, Daub’s own wife, Saria, dozed with a small child in her lap. But the older children were all caught up in the tale, the dancing firelight showing the concern on their faces.

	“Why didn’t she drown in the big rain?” Rafel asked. his eyes narrow and skeptical.

	“I'm sure she thought she would,” Daub replied. Once more his gaze swept the desert and up toward the sky. “So many times, those entrusted with her care looked to their own needs, never considering hers. She could have perished at any time.” He paused. “It is a sad thing when you become complacent and do not consider those who are dependent upon you, or what may be happening right under your nose.”

	Rafel frowned, causing his mother to shake her head. She knew her quick-tempered son did not understand Grandfather’s chiding. One day they would butt heads, and one of them, perhaps her son, would lose terribly.

	“Think,” Daub continued, speaking softly. “You are sitting here around this nice campfire. You will sleep in the bed of the wagon. Both will protect you from wild beasts. What of the mules? The camels? They will be here, huddled together for safety. But will they be so? Will there be one less in the morning?”

	Ladmos's head snapped up. Frowning, he motioned over the children's heads for his father to be silent. If not, there would be some who cried out in the night as bad dreams haunted them. They both knew the words to be true, but this might not be the best moment to speak them. Already Newry of the generous heart looked apprehensive.

	“Do not worry, my young ones,” Daub said with a sigh. “Your father and I will watch over them through the night. All will be safe. Now, where was I? Oh, yes, we had arrived at the dragon castle, Maldicak.”
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	For almost three weeks, Izolda and Rhys traveled in our caravan. When the spires of the Warlord's castle Maldicak came into view, Izolda rode to the front of the line, laughing heartily, giddy with relief. He shouted thanks to his gods. Soon he would be free of the Tsame wretch he detested and could return to the arms of his loving wife. I remember my mother giving him a very sour look.

	We took a slight detour through farming country instead of the road that ran along the forests and between the nobles’ estates. In that manner, we arrived at the bustling city of Dowersberg without attracting so much attention.

	The general gave Rhys a tunic to wear, which was tinted a soft blue. In the morning, they left us behind and moved up the mountain to the inner courtyard of Maldicak, ready to be summoned before Juran, Warlord Most High, Supreme Ruler of the Garos. Dressed in the flash and glory of his military uniform, General Izolda waited to be presented to his monarch.

	Rhys sat cross-legged in the center of the crate, which had borne her across the sea, over the mountains, and through the swamps. A fresh tarp was now draped over the top, this one of expensive cloth. Many voices spoke around her, but the few words I had taught her were of no help. As she peeked out, she saw what she needed to know. Sun shone through tall windows, adding a glint to weapons and a sheen to the rich, heavily embroidered clothing of those waiting to be presented to the Warlord. Rivulets of sweat crept down the side of Izolda's face.

	Be still, an inner voice cautioned. Do not show your fear. But these brave words did not stop the rise of bile in her throat, or the sweat gathering in her palms.

	Beyond the tarp and the bars of metal, the surrounding area hummed with voices that rose as the speakers became more anxious. She could smell the salty stink of fear as it flowed off those waiting to be let inside. The massive doors opened, and guards dragged out a man dressed in an opulent tunic in shades of blue and indigo. His hands were wrapped in chains. A weeping woman followed, a guard gripping each of her arms. Lessor ministers rushed out, hands covering their mouths, eyes averted from the man in chains. Other nobles entered, but their steps were slow. Rhys had to force herself to breathe.

	In the distance, she heard a drum strike, horns blow, and small metal cymbals clang together gaily, yanking her attention back to the tall doors. It took a great effort to clear her mind and let the voices of her past speak to her. They told her the path of her life would soon change. She accepted this and fought to ready herself. Four strong men lifted the crate, carrying it through a sea of bodies. She could feel their heat, sense their curiosity, and, above all else, taste General Izolda's fear.

	Rhys's anxiety continued to rise as the crate was lowered to the flagstones. Beyond the tarp, Izolda spoke the words he had practiced for days. To her ear, the speech had become a boring patina. A more dangerous presence concerned her. Evil tasted bitter on her tongue, created pressure within her ears, and sent a shiver running down her spine. A fearsome voice boomed, cutting off Izolda's words. The tarp whipped off the crate, and Rhys stood as tall as she could within its confines. 

	Above her, seated on the dais in a gilded chair, she saw the tallest red-bearded Garos she had yet beheld. His height rivaled that of her own people. Mist swirled around him, wafting, pointing, telling her he presented the danger. Unable to look aside, Rhys felt herself shrivel, becoming insignificant. After a moment, the red-beard's lips parted, and he laughed. Then the laughter grew ominous. His hardened brow clenching and turning dark.

	“This is the tithe I receive for allowing your meager king to invade his neighbors?” Juran, Warlord Most High, demanded, turning his cold eyes onto Izolda. “You come to me with this?” The Warlord's arm swept out, pointing to the goods dumped from the trunks Izolda had brought from half a world away. His voice rose. “And a Tsame? You dare to bring a Tsame into my lands?” His hard eyes beat down on Rhys.

	“BAADRAZ!” she declared, pointing toward Izolda when she could not stand the Warlord's gaze any longer. It was the worst curse she could summon.

	All eyes, including the Warlord’s turned toward Izolda. In an effort to explain, Izolda threw out his arms accidentally hitting the crate. It was the final straw, sending Rhys over the edge. Her nerves sent a message sizzling to her brain. She leapt into the air in the direction of Izolda, arms extended, trying to reach him through the bars of the crate, screeching the word baadraz over and over again.

	The Warlord looked down, surprised. Without thinking, Rhys turned in the direction of the evil and spat.

	“My lord.” Izolda gasped, horrified at Rhys's actions.

	The Warlord flicked his fingers. Hands pulled the general back until he disappeared into the crowd. Izolda screamed for mercy, but his calls fell on deaf ears. The assembled mass of bejeweled spectators leaned away from the crate and the foreign child, hands to their hearts. Many were prepared to run. The Minister of Defense broke into a sweat for fear the Warlord would hold him accountable. Juran, Warlord Most High, known for his vicious temper, which often flowed unchecked over others, would not be sated with the death of one man. His frown turned toward the men who had carried the crate into the throne room. They knew they were next for the executioner's ax.

	“Grown men have not showed the nerve this child just did,” Juran said. His eyes flicked over the assembly before turning to Rhys. The edges of his mouth rose in a malicious grin, a drop of moisture on his full bottom lip. “I will enjoy watching this new toy tortured and cleaved.”

	There came a smattering of noise from some of the folk in the great hall. A laugh of morbid joy, the sharp intake of breath, and a nervous cough. Others stuffed monogrammed handkerchiefs in their mouths to disguise their gagging fear. Only those on the furthest back fringe dared take a step toward the doors. Then a new voice spoke from the crowd.

	“What will be your pleasure, your majesty? Will you gut and filet her? Or will you give her to me to polish as one of your child fighters? After all, she is a Tsame, and if the rumors ring true, the last of her race. A true wild animal.”
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	Every storyteller has to stop occasionally when his voice has gone dry. Daub had the additional need of quieting the emotions the telling had raised in himself. Accepting a flask from his granddaughter and taking a long drink gave him a moment to calm himself. 

	“Midway down the mountain, level with the city, was a plateau stretching between the dragon mountain and its nearest, and shorter, neighbor. At that place, Juran had ordered two enormous buildings constructed. One, an armament where men toiled over melted metal, forging his war tools. The other, an open-air coliseum created for entertainment. The great Warlord Juran had a deep fondness for blood sport. He often received tribute in the form of slaves or exotic beasts, and to pass the time, he pitted his gladiators against the best of his vassal kings. There were times the Warlord would pit a man against a beast because the idea amused him.”

	“But,” Newry said meekly, “Rhys is only a child.”

	Feeling very old, the wizened elder shook his head sadly. “In those times, in that place, men, women, and even children received terrible punishments for even simple crimes. Those caught stealing might be sentenced to a life spent working in the mines. When Warlord Juran learned there were fearsome fighters among the children there, who battled for their meager sustenance, an evil plot developed in his ancient mind. To aid him, the Warlord had a man almost as evil as himself in his employ ̶ Bairlot, who served as both Master of the Games and Guardian of the Gladiators. 

	“Juran bid Bairlot to create a stable of young fighters, first from those at the mines, later, those captured from all across the land. The children would battle hand to hand or with wooden weapons until bones broke or blood flowed. Periodically, a child did not survive, but such deaths went completely unnoticed by Juran.”

	“But none of these fighters were as small as me, right, Grandfather?” whispered Trair, the youngest of all the children, and who had been sitting in his grandmother's lap.

	Gently, Daub reached for the boy, pulling him closer. He did not have the heart to tell Trair that even very young children were made to fight. He’d seen them with his own eyes.

	“Why would the children endure this?” Newry asked.

	“They did not have a choice. And for the children saved from the mines, there was a fleeting hope one day they might earn their freedom.”

	After a quiet moment where all the children gathered closer, Daub returned to the tale.
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	As a tense silence settled on the court, Bairlot, Guardian of the Gladiators, advanced to stand between the Warlord and the crate in which Rhys cowered. Where the other members of Juran's court would rather have a limb severed than challenged the Warlord, Bairlot was not afraid. He and Juran had fought together for many years. Each had a black heart, and each recognized the other as a kindred spirit. 

	When Juran, hungry for blood sport, had raised the concept of trained gladiators, he had chosen Bairlot to guide the task. Bairlot had risen from being a mere guard captain to a position that allowed him to drag men off the streets or from the mines at a whim and without repercussion. There were few court members or ministers that were allowed the freedom of Bairlot. His command carried the authority of the Warlord himself. Bairlot gloried in the fear he saw on the faces of the common people when he strode by.

	While Juran only saw vermin he wished to crush, Bairlot saw a different fate in Rhys's future. What the Master of the Games saw was a new twist on a perverse pastime.

	Bairlot broke Juran's stare, calling the Warlord's attention away from the girl. “Give her to me. I will hone her for the ring. The first female, a Tsame against a Garos? Ha, I wager men will come for miles to watch, and bet their last piece of silver.”

	The man gave a sinister smile and lifted his arms, looking around the room. As if on command, Bairlot's own followers raised a rousing cheer for his suggestion. Juran sat back, eyeing the crate. He had known another Tsame when still a younger man. She had been a great beauty as well as a challenge, but in the end, they had loved each other immensely, for even the darkest souls are capable of love. But that is another story.

	“I trust your word,” Juran said. The chorus from among the crowd stirred his blood. “I have no need for her here other than to place her head on a stake, since it is clear that she will not be compliant. You may come to regret your decision, my friend. If the warrior lout, Izolda, spoke honestly about the destruction of her village, she may very well be the last of her kind.” His fingers drummed against the arm of his oaken throne. Spectators, already placing wagers, waited with bated breath for his decision. “Take her.” Juran waved the man away.

	“But Bairlot,” Juran called the leering man's attention back with a warning. “If you cannot control her, I will see her skull above the marketplace.”

	Juran turned away, his time with Rhys and Bairlot finished. Others waited with their offerings. The warlord, always greedy, demanded all that could be given to him.

	 

	Across the room, a man, ancient and weathered, with a long-braided beard interwoven with metal disks and bits of carved wood, watched the proceedings. The man's saffron yellow robe hung loose, pockets filled with mysterious items, all hidden from sight. For several days, this old man had anticipated the appearance of a New Blood—a warrior prophesied to appear and free the land from the warlord. Ferdinand, wizard and soothsayer to Warlord Juran, had come to be a resident here long before accepting that his fate and that of the New Blood would run together. He knew he must train and guide the warrior until they worked as one against a greater evil.

	As the crate passed through the city gates, Ferdinand realized the one he waited for had arrived. Taking his place in the throne room, he watched as the crate was carried in, eager to lay eyes on the warrior of prophecy. But when the tarp was pulled away, his knees went weak with trepidation. He had expected a man, strong and ready to lead. A man like Juran, who could call forth a dragon.

	 Instead, he found a mere child, a girl no less. Though he was impressed by the girl's bravery and grit, his heart sank, for this terrible revelation shattered his hopes for the future. The result caused the wizard to doubt his abilities to read the true future. What chance was there now that Juran would be defeated?

	Beside him, holding tight to his master's sleeve, his apprentice Sable asked, “Did you see that, Master Ferdinand? I swear her feet were off the ground. She hovered in the air.”

	Ferdinand watched as the cage traveled toward the exit. Quietly, he moved to the closest doorway, Sable hurrying along in his wake. Ferdinand knew even if he were unsure what to do about the New Blood, he had to be quick to set barriers in place to protect the child. Juran had made it clear he would willingly destroy the Tsame girl without a second thought.

	Ferdinand followed the cage down the mountain path, through the city, and to the plateau, where the arena was situated. Once the cage had been lowered to the ground, he found a hiding spot. No one spied him in the shadows as he settled into place, intent on staying close enough to intervene if the need to protect the child should arise. 

	The wizard spent the next hours pondering his dilemma. How could he follow his destiny and still keep an untamed child safe?

	 

	Late in the afternoon, Bairlot rode through the streets to the area behind the training coliseum where the fighters were housed in cells which backed the ledge. Only half a head shorter than Juran and just as broad, Bairlot presented a formidable opponent. The Warlord and Bairlot were similar in many ways, both evil through to the marrow of their bones and motivated purely by self-interest. But where the Warlord would destroy and trample the bodies of his enemies, Bairlot had honed darker ways of making men slaves to his will.

	Dismounting, Bairlot moved toward the crate. His swagger hinted at the many cups of wine shared with the heavy betters who continually lost to his fighters. A pouch filled with coins hung from his belt. As he came abreast of the cage, which had been left for hours in the sun, the Guardian of Gladiators pulled the tarp away. Rhys, still wrapped in chains, lay on the floor. She looked up, welcoming the cooling breeze of early evening. The combination of the girl's thirst and the man's bleary, drunken stare left her confused.

	Ferdinand stepped unnoticed out of the shadows. “My lord Bairlot.”

	Bairlot started, barely preventing a startled squeak from escaping his throat. The thick, red hair covering his body stood on end. In one move, he swung to face the wizard, sword unsheathed, suddenly sober.
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	Daub laughed, and the children's faces glowed with excitement.

	“Did they battle?” Rafel asked, hopefully.

	“No, not then,” his grandfather said. “It would not do to be disrespectful to someone who held so much sway with the Warlord.” Pulling himself up straight, he rocked in a way that mimicked pomp. “But the wizard would not grovel either. He knew many things, and some of them were merely commonsense tricks he used to confuse. Ferdinand wore saffron-colored robes with threads of gold, not because he favored the color but because it allowed him to use a simple ploy.”

	“What?” Trair grinned, tense with anticipation. “What did he do?”

	“Only this.” Daub grinned in return. “He approached Bairlot with his back to the setting sun. The glare sweeping around him blinded Bairlot, forcing the man to shield his eyes. To Bairlot, there appeared to be a white star encircling Ferdinand. The illusion was thus that it appeared Ferdinand floated into view before settling to the ground, though he merely walked closer.”

	The children laughed, amused by the wizard's trick.
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	Bairlot, a superstitious man, tried not to gasp. He felt his heart beat faster in his chest.

	Gulping as the wine induced lethargy returned, he said, “Wizard! What brings you down among ordinary men so late in the day?”

	“I have come with a message from Juran,” Ferdinand said.

	He pointed toward the castle with his gnarled walking stick. At the top of the stick nested a shining black diamond, the size of a man's fist, festooned with feathers, withered blades of dried grass, and a few odd bones. The last rays of the sun caught the gem, sending out a flash of brilliance. It drew Bairlot's attention while Ferdinand's words seemed to float down upon his ears.

	Bairlot felt a deep dread filling his core.

	“Juran, Warlord Most High, has directed me to remind you about the girl,” Ferdinand began. “She has been entrusted to you to train, not maim. Her life or death will be his decision alone. It is upon you to protect her spirit and body should he desire her returned to his keep. Her value to him is not measured in the way of other men.” 

	Ferdinand brought the staff down to the ground with a hard thud, causing Bairlot to jump slightly, breaking the trance. The Guardian of Gladiators nodded his understanding, for his throat was too dry for him to speak. The wizard unnerved him.

	Without another word, Ferdinand walked away. Rounding the end of the coliseum, he joined Sable. Though Ferdinand strode along without fear, Sable cast many glances over his shoulder, yearning to be back within the safety of his private tower in the castle.

	 

	In the morning, Bairlot moved Rhys into one of the cells lining the alleyway between his abode and the coliseum. Lack of food and water kept her complacent, but even so, Bairlot kept his distance. Once his men had her securely locked in a cell, they released the band around her waist but left her to untangle herself from the chains. At first, she simply cast them aside. Then later, she shoved them between the bars and into the alley as far as she could reach. Each clink of metal against metal made her cringe, lest someone hear and come to investigate.

	Within the holding area, each cell was walled on three sides and over the top with iron bars. Only the wall of bars separated one cell from the other. They were attached down the line, and all were narrow. Each held a fighting youth. The back wall was the side of the cliff, the same stone that abutted Bairlot’s quarters. A long thatch roof ran several feet above the cells, offering meager protection and a fine nesting place for insects.

	With a head aching from too much wine, and surrounded by the noise of fighters being taken to the exercise fields for practice, Bairlot eyed the girl. Try as he might, he could not ignore the sounds echoing down the corridor. Each slap dealt or harsh shout on the training field caused him to cringe. He put his hand to his forehead, shading his eyes from the sun.

	Rhys had drunk all the water provided, but ignored the food. She still wore the tunic Izolda had given her and sat cross-legged near the back of the cell, gazing back at her new master. She kept her clenched fists hidden in her lap and unseen by the man.

	“How is it I am going to train you, girl?” he asked. “You do not understand a word, but I am not allowed to beat knowledge into you. I do not even know your name.” What had seemed a good idea the night before had developed thorny complications.

	“Her name is Reesamora,” I said from behind him.

	“Huh?” If Bairlot held any concern toward my sudden presence, his hung-over face did not reveal it.

	When the Guardian turned, we stood before him, my father and I. Bairlot's eyes flickered past us, and I am sure many questions passed through his pained head at this moment. Surely, he wondered how, in this area, double gated to prevent escape, with guards at frequent intervals, our trek to this spot had not been blocked. My father watched Bairlot, aware the man sought his soldiers and spoke before Bairlot could order us out.

	“We have been here since last evening waiting for an audience,” my father said.

	He did not mention that Bairlot had stumbled past us drunk, still shaken from his meeting with Ferdinand. Or in the darkness, we had lain on the ground near the cage, so I could whisper confidence to the girl. When daylight began to lighten the shadows, we had crawled away, seeking a place to hide.

	“What is it you want?” Bairlot snarled.

	Patiently, my father continued, his hand on my shoulder. “This is my son, Daub. He struck up a friendship with the girl over the weeks we transported her and the warrior from across the ocean. On the morrow, the warrior Izolda will return with us to the port city of New Tide, and then to his home.”

	Obviously, Bairlot knew the warrior wouldn't be traveling ever again. Yet he said nothing.

	Even though Bairlot was silent, my father could read the answer in his expression. For just a moment, my father considered the wisdom of his next words.

	“Reesamora will be hard to control. My son can help you. She has already been learning the Garos language from him. If it pleases you, Chieftain, I will leave my son in your care for the six months it will take me to travel to the sea and back. My only request is that he be returned to me alive and well.”

	“And you expect some sort of payment for this service?” Bairlot scoffed, a sly smile twisting his lips.

	His chest swelled, puffing up like a peacock. In his mind, Bairlot must have been struck with arrogant pride at how this uneducated rube considered him a chieftain, a haughtier title than Bairlot could ever hope to earn. He knew help with the girl would ease his burden. But this was business, and the Master of the Games never offered more than the minimum necessary to achieve his ends.

	“I only ask that Daub be fed and housed, that he stays with the girl and not be enslaved.”

	“Hah!” Bairlot stood straight for the first time that morning. A wide grin crossed his face. “So be it.” Shouting to Arlie, the Head Keeper who was in charge of all the servants and who directed the men tending to the gladiators, feeding them and cleaning out their cells, Bairlot passed along the Rover's requirements. “The boy will have three days to get her to understand before we put her in the practice pit,” Bairlot said. Turning, he strode off, pleased to have made his problem someone else’s.

	Father grasped my shoulder. You might wonder why he would so easily abandon me in such a den of vipers, but this was the way of our people in those days. It had been the way of generations before us, to let the young learn through exposure to men and danger. I would gain knowledge about the castle and learn about its occupants. This knowledge of the ways of other people could be used as a tool to increase our, that is, the Rovers' wealth. And after all, I had been well prepared and knew how to keep safe. Father had even devised an escape plan, should the need arise. 

	I remember holding myself straight and proud in front of Bairlot who’s belly was growing fat, but within, my bones shook in the sheath of my muscles.

	“Remember,” my father said to me, kneeling and looking me in the eye, “if it goes bad for you or the girl, you are to leave immediately. Walk away, do not worry about her skin. Find your uncle in the city.”

	He leaned close. Then, with a little shake that told me he cared, I watched Father walk down the alley and away.

	Moments later, Sable stepped out of the shadows. He and Ferdinand had arrived in the early hours while father and all others slept. Only I had been awake to see the two sneaking about. The wizard's assistant was of moderate size. Thin and dressed in a scholar's robe, he looked out of place in this area of muscle and brute strength. Standing beside me, he studied the Tsame girl.

	Finally, he turned to me and said, “This is where your challenge begins, just as we discussed in the night. Your ways are your tools, but the wizard said you would know how best to follow his directions.”

	After we exchanged a few more hushed words, Sable departed. I was left to sit on the ground in front of the cell, close enough to the bars to reach inside. I did not fear the girl, but with both father and Sable gone, I felt suddenly exposed to other dangers. The girl's eyes followed the wizard's apprentice as he walked away. She knew him to be benevolent and had appeared at ease when he stood just beyond the bars. It saddened her to see him leave.

	“Reesamora,” I said patiently.

	Unknown to everyone except my mother, I had spent a great deal of time speaking to Rhys while we crossed the wide land from the sea. During that whole time, she had been all but silent, only using a few words here and there. But now she needed to learn to talk. I knew that if I could not teach her to speak, if we did not find a way to communicate with each other, we would both be lost. She looked back at me expectantly.

	I took a piece of fruit from my pouch and held it up where she could see it. “Apple,” I said, knowing it was her favorite.

	Rhys looked at the fruit.

	I repeated, “Apple.”

	After a few more tries, the child whispered, “Apple.”

	I smiled broadly, rewarding her with a show of pride for her abilities. I picked up a stone from the ground beside me. “Stone,” I said.

	This time Rhys responded with a chuckle. During all the months of travel, she had listened closely while others around her spoke. The trick of language came surprisingly easily to her.

	“Daub, I am not dumb,” she said. Her words were hesitantly spoken, but clear.

	Advancing to the bars, she held out her hand for the apple. Hearing her talk had surprised me. Other than an odd accent, she was quite understandable. My jaw fell to my chest. Regaining my senses, I drew my chin up as a wide smile cracked my face.

	Sitting once again, Rhys said before she bit into the apple. “I am,” she laid her hand upon her chest, “Rhys.”

	 

	For two days, Rhys and I sat close enough for me to tell her all I could about this strange place we found ourselves in. Deftly using the few words she knew, Rhys spoke of her wish to return home. She seemed to be able to understand most I said to her, though her own words were more limited. Nonetheless, she conveyed her meaning with ease. 

	I would later learn this skill related to her connection to spirits of the past. There were times before she spoke, where she would sit silently. I thought she was thinking about which words to use. Later, she told me that others spoke to her, offering her guidance through the maze of language.
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	“Grandfather,” Newry said, rising to lay her hand upon the old man’s knee. “You speak of voices guiding Rhys. Were they from the sky? Did you hear them as well?”

	“No, sweet child.” Daub gathered the girl closer. “Rhys’s people were born in a time long in the past, when the world was in its infancy. Like animals that know the way, but do not consider which direction to take, there was a spirit that lived within her very self. When she was listening, I strained my ears, but heard nothing. 

	“Eventually, I asked her about this strangeness. Her answer was simple. There were others of her race, long dead, who had left their collective wisdom for her to use as part of her abilities. She could not control it. There were times the voice of one or another would rise and speak to her directly. Other times when action was needed, there was no warning, no utterances, only instinct and reflexes.”

	“Did that frighten you?”

	“Perhaps at first, but Rhys explained that her ancestors had known another would come to her aid, and they would not hurt me. She was my friend. I believed her. Let me go on, and you will see the way.”
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	Regarding her heart's desire, to return to her home in the desert, I could not find it within me to tell Rhys it would never be. Though neither of us spoke of it, I could tell we shared a fear that Rhys would not survive long. 

	From time to time in the distance, we heard the howling of Juran's beasts. Other boys called out threats, and even the keepers scrutinized us as they passed. Then, when no one watched, I would sneak off, returning to describe what I found. In this manner, we learned escape would be difficult, for the plateau was surrounded on all sides by massive obstacles. To the east, the sea, on one side the mountains, on the other, looming above us was Maldicak, and finally beyond the only gate the city of Dowersberg. 

	I told her of my father's plan for me to find my uncle. He would hide me until I could be smuggled from the city. The plan did not include Rhys, but I told her only that escaping over the walls and into the city did not seem possible. Though the cells were small and dirty, there were more dangerous things beyond the stone walls. For I had heard the keepers mutter that the Tsame child was death and should have been killed upon first sight.

	“There are guards walking the alleyways.” I told her one evening. “Many have dogs, all have weapons of steel. Even the food is prepared here. You have seen it when it comes. I saw it stewing, an enormous pot filled with beans, rice, pumpkins, and only the smallest amount of meat.”

	“What is there?” Rhys asked, looking down the dim alley in the direction that I had come from.

	“Beyond this alley are three arenas encircled in cross bars of steel. The first is small and domed. They are places for training.”

	Rhys gave me a questioning look.

	“To fight,” I whispered. “Rhys, the boys there fight hard, badly, to hurt and maim. Even to kill. It is not good.”

	“Get back, boy,” said Arlie, the Head Keeper, interrupting us and pushing me away from the bars. “It's time to tame this foreign brat.”

	“Wait!” I scrambled to my feet, trying to intervene.

	Arlie ignored me, shaking his stick at Rhys until she crept backward to the pile of straw. Her eyes remained locked on the man. I could see Rhys’s tension, and I knew this short time of peace had come to an end. Arlie left again after a short while, but for the rest of the evening Rhys laid with her back to the world beyond the bars, refusing the bowl of mash left outside her cell.

	 

	
Chapter Four
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	IN THE COOL morning hours, when a hint of mist hung over the croplands beyond the village, Arlie and Bairlot stood before Rhys’s cage. Their voices woke me. Crawling from my hammock, which was hidden among the racks of leather armament and wooden weapons, I advanced until I sat against the wall behind the two men. If they knew I was watching, they gave no sign. Rhys eyed the men from the pile of straw and gave no hint she understood their words.

	“She’s too skinny to be of much good,” the Head Keeper said.

	“Perhaps the journey did her in,” Bairlot said. “We’ll give her a week or so to fatten up and show some spunk. If not, then off to the mines she’ll go. Get her cleaned up, then take her to the exercise arena. Turn her loose. We’ll see what she’s got.”

	After Bairlot left. Arlie called two men. As Head Keeper, Arlie had others who worked beneath him to watch over the fighters. These men were not like the gladiators. Though strong, their bellies were soft. Each carried a stout wooden stick used to keep unruly slaves in line.

	Arlie remained in the corridor while the other men entered the cell. He locked the door behind them. Each man held a baton, pushing Rhys back. As they advanced, she backed into the furthest corner, watching. Once they were within feet of her, she sprang up, hanging onto the ceiling bars and kicking her long legs out. One keeper fell backward. Rhys leapt over his head. Now she stood in the center with the men trapped in the corner. After a brief struggle, Rhys controlled both batons, one in each hand, while the men lay groaning on the floor with welts rising on their skin. I have to admit, I was proud of her.

	Suddenly, a metal cane snaked through the bars. The hook at its end encircled Rhys's neck, yanking her back against the bars and holding her tightly. The more she struggled, the tighter the hook was drawn. She couldn't breathe. Her eyes rolled back in her head.

	“STOP!” I screamed. “You'll kill her.”

	Rhys was shaking, barely able to whimper. Her body went limp. From beyond the bars, one man retrieved a long pair of metal shears. With roughness born of embarrassment, he cut away her long braid, leaving an uneven tuft where it had grown from her head. They ripped her clothing off before dousing her with a toxic smelling concoction meant to kill lice and fleas. The prisoners on either side moved as far away as possible, knowing well the painful burns this treatment caused. One of the keepers placed a bucket of fresh water before they withdrew. The black braid lay next to it on the floor.

	Finally freed, her breath recovered, Rhys knelt beside the shorn braid. After a time, she moved to the bucket and rinsed the vile orange wash from herself. Rhys dressed herself in the sleeveless shirt and short pants Arlie had left. It was then that I saw her back and legs for the first time. They were covered with red welts, some of which oozed a pinkish liquid.

	“Rhys,” I said, motioning her toward me. “What's on your back?” I turned her around and lifted her shirt. When I touched a welt, she jerked away. I still held her arm through the bars, keeping her close to me. “Where did you get that sore?”

	“Bugs,” she said, pointing to the pile of straw she slept on. “They bite at night.”

	When I came to this place with my father, I had carried only a few possessions, but they included my hammock. It is a common practice for us, the Rovers, to sleep off the ground. We are taught that insects, vermin, and rats would not bother us if we do not lie among them. Rhys slept in straw, left from before she arrived.

	Releasing her arm, I considered her plight. Rhys moved away, curled into a ball with her back to me. I squatted near the bars, hoping she would return. I felt her despair, and it threatened to subdue me as well.

	While I waited, one of the keepers approached, pushing the cart with a bucket of slop. He put a bowl in front of each cell, leaving an extra one for me. The bowl would not fit between the bars, so prisoners reached through to feed themselves. Rhys ignored the congealing, tasteless mash. Here was another problem. Rocking back and forth, sighing in despair, I came to realize Rhys's only hope to survive lay in my hands. I would need to convince her to live.

	 

	 

	 

	Early the next morning, Arlie returned, whistling to his men. Together, they entered Rhys's cell. They knew now that she was not a small child, unable to protect herself. However, this time she stood quietly, her arms wrapped around herself and head bowed. They attached a tether around her neck. Men walked before and after her, each holding a leash. 

	Docilely, she followed down the alleyway toward the steel-domed arena. After the men left with Rhys, Arlie handed a hay-fork to one of his men and directed him to clean out the cell. Though I wanted to follow Rhys, first, I had another chore.

	“Sir,” I said, reaching for the tool. “I’ll muck out the cell.”

	“Hah, I forgot about you,” Arlie said. “Good enough.” He dismissed his man, and whistling again, walked away.

	Using the fork, I emptied the hay and thrushes lining the bottom of Rhys’ enclosure into a cart. They were old, wet, and rotten smelling. After the mess was cleared away down to the stone floor, I hauled in water and a broom, and scrubbed until any creeping pests that remained were driven away. Finally, from behind the piles of equipment where I had been sleeping, I retrieved the canvas and rope contraption I had been working on until light had faded the evening before.

	With the improvised hammock hung to my satisfaction, I went looking for Rhys.
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	“Rhys's story is one of love,” Daub said, pausing for a moment to pass a glance to Saria, to Ladmos, to his wife, and then at each grandchild. “You must believe me, family is the greatest gift of man, and should be cherished. 

	“In the Tsame village, those many years before, Rhys's birth came weeks earlier than expected. Her people were dying and greatly anticipated her arrival. They, too, were waiting for a savior. When the midwife said the baby was too tiny to survive, the mother refused to hand the baby back. You may remember that Rhys's mother was the seer of the village. She knew her child had an important fate. But it was not what the others were hoping for.”

	Across the fire his daughter-in-law Grete hugged her sleeping son, Trair, closer. Daub smiled at those around the fire, and continued.

	“For months, the mother never once put the child down, going so far as to weave a special harness to carry the frail infant in. She will hear my heart, the mother said. She will know I love her and I will never let her go. And Rhys grew strong. She spoke her first words early and, as her mother had seen, carried the inherent knowledge of generations before.

	“But the girl's body was as powerful as her mind. Rhys's mother was a seer, a woman of peace. But in the village of the Tsame, all knew the ways of war, and she would not trust her daughter's education, just as she had not trusted her own life, to others. Rhys's physical agility, honed by her mother, amazed all. Run, ordered her mother, leap, roll, twist, lift, throw, dance, dance, dance. Rhys learned to move in ways few mortals ever imagined. She learned the dance of life and death.

	“Now suddenly within this terrible arena, created solely for the pleasure of the Warlord Juran and the enrichment of Master Bairlot, she again felt free. She could dance again.”

	The old man laughed. Newry jumped to her feet, twirling around the fire until she collapsed in his arms and they laughed together. A lone coyote howled as though it, too, wanted to join in the dance.
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	For months, Rhys's abilities had lain dormant, locked with her inside that cage. Now she was free. Gleefully, she jumped forward, running slowly at first, stretching, arching, smiling at the feel of wind racing over her body. As the kinks left her muscles, she picked up speed until she surpassed every other runner. From there, it became a ballet of swirling jumps, high kicks, and somersaults. 

	Keeran, the Head Trainer, had shared his breakfast with Arlie, who told him of the arrival of the Tsame. Sauntering up to the fence separating the field from the bleachers to check on the boys under his care, Keeran timed his arrival to be present before his superior, Bairlot, arrived at mid-morning. Rhys went racing by at full speed, leaping six feet and clearing two boys wrestling on the ground. Keeran stood open-mouthed. 

	A voice behind him said. “Well, there’s a difference.” 

	Bairlot had arrived. They watched the girl until she stood gasping at the water barrel, gulping dipper after dipper.

	“From tonight,” Bairlot instructed, “double her ration. If she can sprint across the ground now, let’s see what she can do with some meat on her bones.” 

	Clapping his subordinate on the shoulder, the fat man walked away. Keeran watched intrigued as Rhys began a course of calisthenics using the assorted wood barrels and racks dotting the enclosure. No one directed her, and she seemed unaware others watched. None, other than I, recognized her movements as a dance.

	Curious about how Rhys would react if armed, Keeran motioned to the armorer to approach, instructing the man to give the girl a training sword. When the man approached her, Rhys bolted. Whether because of exhaustion or the volume of water she had drunk, she only fled a short distance. I could see her chest heaving as she bent over, both hands clutching her left side.

	Suddenly, a bell rang, and the arena emptied.

	“Daub!” Arlie bellowed. “Run her in.”

	I jumped in surprise. All afternoon I had been watching as she avoided everyone else in the arena. I assumed my presence had gone undetected. A glaring look from Arlie proved my attempt at stealth had failed. Opening the gate, I stepped onto the track and waited. Rhys spotted me and moved in my direction.

	“It's time to leave,” I said.

	The armorer approached us. Rhys backed away, hissing. The man had frightened her when he thrust the wooden sword at her. Her anxiety clearly hadn't faded yet.

	“Rhys,” I said, holding up my hand to stop the man. “Please do not fight with him. If we leave now, perhaps we can return tomorrow.”

	I took the hated collar from the trainer. It felt heavy and alien in my hands as I fastened it around her neck, leaving space for her muscles to move. Though I tried to keep hold of the chain, Arlie snatched it from me. Rhys moved as far away as the tether allowed, following the men to the cage area. Just before the door to her enclosure clanged shut, I removed the collar. But Rhys was already moving away, interested in something new which had been added to her small space. She did not even notice when the door was locked.

	 

	Within the cell, empty where the hay had been now hung a hammock. Rhys advanced. Resting her hand on the woven fabric, she waited.

	“Go ahead,” I said with a wide grin. “Try it out.”

	Just as she raised her knee to climb into the hammock, the fabric twitched away. On the other side of the bars, another prisoner worked at untying the knot holding the hammock up.

	“Stop!” I shouted.

	The other boy laughed in derision.

	“I put the hammock there for Rhys,” I said. “I’m telling you to leave it alone.”

	The boy stared at me, offering a challenge. I jumped forward, raising clawed fingers, contorting my face, and growling loudly. It was a foolish move, such as a child would make. Again, the boy laughed. Turning to Rhys, the boy gave her a fierce look meant to mimic her features, and emitted a sharp bark, then went back to untying the hammock, a smile splitting twisted lips.

	Rhys stomped her foot twice. The boy—who was taller than most of the others—smirked. This time, Rhys became the aggressor. Copying my actions, but at an advanced level, her fingers raked out, extending talons wicked and sharp that hadn’t shown seconds before. They sliced without hesitation, opening the boy’s cheek from ear to chin. As if to further emphasize her threat, the hazel irises of her eyes changed to bulging black orbs. She opened her mouth wide, making her pointed teeth more prominent.

	The boy fell, scurrying backward. Hitting the bars, he slid to the floor, screaming and hiding his face behind his hands. Fat droplets of blood seeped between his fingers where her sharp talons had cut him.

	Arlie ran down the aisle. “What's going on?” he demanded.

	The boy on the floor continued to whine. I leaned against the bars, sweating hands holding tightly, eyes locked on the girl-child who sat cross-legged on the floor. Fearful my quaking knees would fail, I did not loosen my grip on the rough metal. Even though Rhys had followed my lead, she had been much fiercer. Was she to be feared? After her attack on his men, I didn't want to tell Arlie and have him wonder the same.

	“I don’t know,” I lied. My mouth had gone as dry as the desert Rhys had come from. “He just took a fit.”

	“Dump him in the vat.” Arlie ordered his men, nodding toward the boy and pushing his key into the lock. “Maybe ten minutes in the cold water will wash it out of him.”

	Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the men drag the boy away. Arlie cast a suspicious eye toward Rhys, who remained seated, wrapped in her own arms, apparently frightened by the commotion happening around her. 

	Cuffing my head to get my attention, the keeper said, “If I find out you lied, you'll be out in the streets like the rest of them riff-raft beggars.”

	I half turned, unable to look the keeper in the face, knowing fear still showed in my eyes. 

	“Nothing.” I could barely swallow. “Nothing here.”

	Arlie moved further down the alleyway where we could hear the questioning voices of others. With the man gone, Rhys rose gracefully, throwing one leg into the hammock, then shimmying until she was cocooned in the soft sway. The girl hadn't looked at me one time, nor said a word.

	Many hours later, I was still lying awake, safe in my hidden spot behind the equipment piles, wondering if I should be fearful of the monster in Rhys’s cage. Every time the image of the anger in her face rose in my mind, I would shake uncontrollably.

	Perhaps, I thought, I should just flee to the home of my uncle. He is nearby.

	All night I tossed and turned, trying to rid myself of the vision in my head, unaware others also lay awake. The boy had returned and was curled in the corner of his cage as far from the girl's enclosure as he could get.

	 

	In room in the castle’s east tower, Ferdinand had been watching through his orb. Before he could decipher what was happening, a flash of lightning cleared the vision. Startled he sat back, wondering what had caused the image to disappear.

	 

	Rhys also lay listening to the movements of the others. I would later learn the ferocity which sprung forth unchecked, frightened her, too. She could not stop it, nor could she have kept herself away from the boy. There was more, too, an instant when the voices within her had urged her to destroy. Had the boy not flown backward out of her reach, she would surely have injured him worse. She knew from the look on my face that what had happened had been a bad thing. And now, alone in her own cell, Rhys trembled, keeping at bay all the intrusive thoughts that surrounded her.

	For myself, at that moment, I could only consider my own safety. What if one day she attacked me? The boys called her a monster. Could it be true? Perhaps the Warlord knew something about her that the others did not. Maybe he knew she should not have been suffered to live at all.
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	In the early dawn, when only a few were awake and all my thoughts of fear had been put aside, Rhys rocked gently in the hammock. The folds of fabric kept her hidden from the boys in the nearby cells, but from the way they hugged up to the further bars, it was evident they knew where she was. Seated a safe distance from the bars to her cage, I sorted through the fruit I had stolen from the cooking area during the night.

	“There is not much that is good here.” I struggled to speak to Rhys in the same friendly tone as the day before. But simple, friendly speech was the easiest way to avoid the topic that was permanently fixed at the center of my mind. “I took the best and even then, it's mostly rotten.” After laying aside a few pieces, I passed the rest to another boy whose hand extended through the bars.

	“Daub,” Rhys said, starting to rock again. “Where do other boys sleep?”

	I looked about in confusion. “There are no other boys,” I said. “Only these.”

	“No,” said Rhys. She stopped the rocking of the hammock to peer over the side. “Yesterday, I saw many boys. Some big. Some not.”

	I climbed onto a stack of baled straw to better see down the aisle-way. If what she said was true, there had been many more boys than in these cells.

	“Another place?” Rhys asked simply.

	I shook my head as I climbed down. “I walked all the aisles. There are a few with men. Most of the pens hold beasts, fantastic monsters the like I have never seen.”

	“Sand monsters? Neromaphed?” Her voice dropped to a whisper. I could hear a quiver of fear.

	“No, I did not see neromaphed. There were giant cats that roared and slashed, long reptiles with enormous heads and jaws, and snakes as long as three men are tall.”

	“Who would bring monsters to their home?” Rhys asked.

	“Other men bring them as gifts to the Warlord so that he can pit them against slaves. It is a vile pastime for an evil mind.”

	The hammock had gone still.

	At the end of the aisle, I could hear the rumbling approach of the feeding cart. “Eat. I'll be back.”

	 

	While I was gone, Rhys ate the fruit I had left. Mixing mouthfuls of the detested mash with a bite of sweet flesh did not stop her from gagging, but she didn’t push the bowl away this time. When she finished eating, she rubbed her fingers in the sand, cleaning away the sticky residue of her meal.

	For a long while, she watched the boy in the next cell, who remained at the far edge of his enclosure. With a sigh, she approached the bars.  The boy stood also, pressing backward.

	“I am sorry to hurt you,” said Rhys. She spoke softly so others could not overhear, her accent adding a soft warble to her voice. “This is mine,” she said, indicating the fruit in her hand. When the boy did not respond, she continued. “I share with you.” 

	She reached through the bars and left the fruit laying on the floor. The boy nodded, but remained wary, relaxing only when Rhys moved back to her hammock. 

	When Rhys had first been brought in, Arlie had warned the boys that the Tsame could be dangerous. Now this boy knew for himself, and though he would not tell the keepers, he would warn the others. He knew her soft words were a trap meant to lull him before her next attack. He did not touch the fruit.

	“What happened to you last evening?” Arlie asked when he came to release the boy for training.

	The youth did not answer, merely pushing past the man before going down the corridor at a trot. They were only yards away when I dropped to the ground in front of Rhys's enclosure.

	“You are right, there are other boys,” I said. With Rhys in her hammock, I thought it safe to get close enough to the front of the enclosure and pushed away the dirty bowls, which were attracting flies. But after a moment, I backed into the aisle-way, squatting there while I spoke. “There is another compound on the far side of the arenas where both grown men and boy fighters live.” I nodded off toward the area beyond the sunlit aisle entrance. “I learned those who prove themselves worthy move into the ranks of gladiators. They live more comfortably, with better food and share the companionship of each other. Even then, none may freely leave and wander through the city, but they aren't kept in small cells such as these.” I heard my voice grow bitter. “I went there, walked around. Rhys, none are children as small as you. All are muscular, hardened warriors.” 

	I watched as she considered my words. She was so young. Her Tsame form was taller but still small compared to the boys surrounding us. And yet, she was so much more dangerous. There was every chance that if she turned on an adult, she would be slaughtered while trapped in her cell.

	“Can we escape?” she asked.

	“The boys I spoke with all said the same,” I said. “To attempt to escape and fail is to die or be sent to the mines. Working in the mines is also a death sentence.” The thought made my bones shake.

	Rhys nodded silently. The hammock swayed, the creaking of the ropes the only sound in the alley. She looked within herself. Every day that passed after that, every time I returned with the same dire message, her dream of leaving the land of the Garos faded a little more. 

	But I was no longer certain this would be a bad thing. The guards hated and feared her, and now I knew why. They heard tales of the same, and a warning had been spread from within the very heart of the castle. What harm could a creature like her do on the loose if anger took her by the hand? But of course, some of that might have been my own childish fear and prejudice speaking. 

	I later learned that Rhys was only thinking of one thing. She missed her mother and their life together. She had not seen all her people slain and had been taken away before her village was razed to the ground. Rhys still held onto the hope she would one day return home. And perhaps, just maybe, her mother would be there waiting for her. She heard the boys whispering and saw the way grown men stared with the whites of their eyes showing. I spent every waking moment trying to keep her safe, not knowing she did the same.
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	“Rhys was a monster?” asked Newry. Her fingers covered her mouth, her earlier joy forgotten. “Grandfather, why did you stay? She could have turned upon you as well.”

	Daub looked back with sorrow-filled eyes. “It was not as simple as all that, my child.” His eyes scanned the vista, as if searching for something in the distance. “Even as my head told me to beware of this new, dangerous creature, my heart remembered our journey across the land. Where had she gone, that child full of wonder? I argued with myself, saying I should leave.” 

	Daub was silent, until a bit of dung snapped in the fire, drawing him back. “When you look into the flames, you see a beauty that warms your heart as well as your hands, but you would not reach into that light to caress it. That was where I was with my thoughts of Rhys. I had a place to go. She had none, only me. And there, we had only each other.”

	Even as he grew despondent, Sadia nudged him with a waterskin, and he looked at the children whose eyes shone bright as tears rose. Shaking off despair, he allowed a tiny curl to lift the edge of his mouth. 

	Before another question could be raised, he said, “Now, you think I've forgotten about the wizard, don't you? Ha. He was a wily one.

	“Maldicak castle stood tall on the top of Dragon Mountain. Two turrets rose to its highest point, one to the west, and the taller one to the east, which was the wizard's home. He claimed the entire stone structure for himself and his few followers. The turret had been carved of the same rock as the castle, with high ceilings and thin vertical windows. Tall wooden shelves filled with oddities lined the walls of several rooms, but there were few human comforts.

	“Unlike other red-beards, or as they called themselves, the Garos, Ferdinand would be considered slight. He had height but lacked the bulking muscle of most. It is the same way with you and your brother,” Daub said. “You have the same mother and father, but he is rugged and strong, and you, precious girl, are lithe and smart. You are the same, yet different.”

	Rafel scowled, but Newry squeezed her body together and smiled with pride at the compliment.

	“Ferdinand, just as Juran, had lived a very long time. Unlike Juran, Ferdinand hadn't kept the deep red hair and beard of the Garos. His hair had gone from fleeting silver to bone white. His cheeks were round, making him appear jolly when he smiled.

	“The wizard had spent every moment since Rhys arrived consulting his orb or following Juran. From sun up to last light, he listened for a whisper of what the Warlord planned. Ferdinand knew even though Juran had not spoken of her, thoughts of Rhys filled the Warlord's mind, causing Ferdinand to worry.”
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	High in his castle turret, Ferdinand gazed into a milky orb that shared its thoughts only with him, and yet, lately deserted him when least expected. Sable stood silently, waiting for his master's interpretation.

	“It seems,” Ferdinand said, “the child just realized there is more within herself than she knew. If she had stayed among her people, she would have learned in time why they were nomads, forced to move from one place to another, and shunned by other races.” 

	He sighed, looking beyond Sable and out the window to the west. “Long ago there were many Tsame, fierce and independent. They hunted meat, animals from the desert, and then the cattle that the farming races kept. There were smaller groups of people who offered tribute and were left alone, but still more who refused to look the other way and took up the battle against the Tsame. These people would not willingly sacrifice their precious herds, for the Tsame people were also arrogant and short-tempered. They would take what they wanted with no notice. Battling the Tsame face-to-face proved to be a mistake. Many soldiers and villagers were lost. A new tactic was raised, one that called for stealth. It was also the one trick that prideful Tsame, who believed in the honor of facing your enemies directly, did not consider.

	“Instead of a mass attack, the villagers aimed at individuals. Tribe members were known to go off by themselves for days to hunt and meditate. Isolation made them easy targets. Beyond that, water sources in the desert were poisoned. In time, the Tsame became infertile. They did not produce offspring. As their numbers dwindled, they took to roaming the deep deserts where the villagers could not find them. It was too late. They were in decline. When they were starving, one tribe of Tsame would attack another. They are not the first race to have been driven by outsiders and by their own pride, into extinction.”

	“What about the girl?” Sable asked. “Would it be safer to move her from the training arena?”

	“No.” Ferdinand tugged at his beard, then covered the orb with a heavy piece of fabric. “Though I do not trust Bairlot, I trust Juran even less. Hopefully, the Warlord will believe she is being trained as Bairlot promised and forget her for a while. The coliseum will keep the girl busy as well. I am not sure what demands will be made upon her, but if she is among other youths, she may learn to work with others. 

	“As far as her abilities, she needs to develop strength to control these. The Tsame people were lost because they could not learn to live harmoniously with other races. If the girl is to survive long enough to fulfill her destiny, she will need to find her place among men as she hones her warrior abilities. It will not be easy. There is also the boy. If he is terrorized and flees, we will lose our greatest asset. I see him to be of strong character, and can only hope that will suffice.”

	Sable nodded. Unable to see into the orb, and with no knowledge of what had occurred in the fighter's stable, he did not understand all that Ferdinand spoke of and could merely follow the wizard’s commands. For his part, Ferdinand paced back and forth across the long room, one fist knotted behind him, the other buried in his beard. His pale eyes were focused on the floor as he went. Sable waited.

	“I do think we should develop a plan to keep a closer eye on her, though,” Ferdinand said finally. Walking to the far wall, he pulled a box from a shelf. “What would the child enjoy?”

	“Rhys,” Sable said.

	“Eh?” Ferdinand turned toward his apprentice.

	“Her name is Rhys, master. She told me so.”

	“She did, did she? Fancy that.”

	Ferdinand selected six wooden birds from the box, items he'd acquired from a local craftsman. Each one was dyed to match the plumage of gentle songbirds. Ferdinand covered the six with the orb cloth and waved his hands above them, whistling as live birds do. When he removed the cloth, the most wondrous thing happened. The birds rose to life and fluttered above him before soaring out the closest window.

	 

	Minutes later, a pair of songbirds flew into the rafters above Rhys's cage and immediately began to build a nest. She watched them intently. They were quick, energetic, and made a happy clatter. Rhys smiled. Unknown to her, out in the arena area, two more pairs had selected spots and were constructing new homes.

	I did not notice the birds. My thoughts were filled with the unsettling memory of Rhys's attack on the other boy, and what might happen to me if she became angered. There was also a thought of how the other fighters would react. Someone seeking a prize would take the knowledge to Arlie. Prior to her outburst, it had been my hope the girl would develop some sort of fighting spirit. She would need it in the trials to come. However, her reaction had been more than expected, and only increased my concern.

	While wandering, I listened to others talk about the little foreign girl Juran had given to the Master of the Games. There had been pity in their voices. I knew pity could be a better tool than even hate. 

	When you live as we, the Rovers, do, for the safety of yourself and your people, you are observant. My grandfather had told me one time that a good leader knows when to take a step backward, that he might advance. This seemed to me to be just such a time. 

	I remembered that while in the arena the previous day, there were spectators, as well as the boys, who stopped to watch as Rhys performed her acrobatics. People would talk of that, too, guessing how soon she would be ready to battle. But I worried what her fate would be if too many people grew curious and spoke of her. My own future was currently tied to Rhys, and might also be in jeopardy. I decided to go that day and locate my uncle.

	Another cell door creaked opened further down the corridor. Soon, Arlie's men would come for Rhys. Swallowing my fear, I inched as close to the iron bars as I dared.

	“Rhys!” I whispered. She rushed to the side of the cage so fast she startled me. I jumped back instinctively and quickly felt shame for it. “There are things here, man things you do not understand. Even I haven't figured them all out, but I do know this: from this time on you must appear as a child.”

	Rhys cocked her head. She was a child. My words made no sense to her. The Rover boys on the great ship and I were the only children she had ever seen before coming to this place. She did not understand what I was speaking of, or how she differed, for as you recall, she was the only child left in the Tsame village when her home was attacked.

	“A Garos child of your age,” I explained, as if reading her thoughts, “is weak, unlearned, not wise as you are. Nor are they able to move as you do. There will be talk of your speed and grace. You must hide that. If you do not, it will be harder to escape when the time comes. Already too many have witnessed your abilities.”

	Rhys listened silently, face hardening at the thought of deception. She already suffered because many of the boys were thought to be better fighters. If she had to act like a baby, how could she protect herself?

	In desperation, I stepped forward, pleading. It was only later I realized I had closed the space and was within striking range. “The only way you will ever get a chance to escape,” I said, “is if Bairlot and his men believe you are too weak to advance quickly. Being a better fighter means being in more danger. They will pit you against greater challenges, greater perils, in their pursuit of thrills. Being useless and not able to stay here is not good either. There are places worse than this. Somehow, you must find the balance. You must do as I say.”

	Even as I reached out to Rhys, and she turned to me, a hand grabbed my shirt, yanking me from the bars, throwing me into the dust.

	“Are you daft, boy?” Arlie demanded. “Didn't I tell you to stay away from her, or you'd get yourself killed?”

	Rhys thrust up against the bars. Her eyes darkened.

	I looked at Arlie, feeling the color drain from my face. The Head Keeper thought I reacted to the threat the Tsame brat created, and he chuckled in derision, not knowing the true nature of this thing he kept caged. But my fear was centered on what she might do to Arlie, for he stood closer to the cage than I. On the other side of the bars, Rhys's mouth edged open, exposing her sharp teeth. A twittering bird flew past, distracting her for a moment. A fluff of dust floated in the wake of the bird. Rhys stared at the dust mote. Suddenly collapsing to the floor, she cowered as though expecting to be beaten.

	Arlie's men entered her cage and attached the metal collar around her neck. With each man holding a chain, they led her down the corridor. Rhys followed with bent shoulders, aware that I followed behind them.

	 

	
Chapter Five
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	IN THE ARENA, Rhys was released as soon as the gate clanged shut. The sun beat down on her, and for a moment, she felt its strength and beauty burning through her veins. Smiling, she stretched out her arms and prepared to run. Then, with a sideways look, she caught sight of me standing behind the keepers and trainers. I bowed my back, hung my head and arms as if they were too heavy to lift, and slowly picked up one foot to shuffle forward, while dragging my sleeve across my nose.

	Rhys raised her eyes to the men watching her. Bairlot had joined them. He stood with his arms crossed on his chest, prepared to see her bound away like a graceful pale deer, just as she had the day before. She could see his greed, his pleasure, knowing it would not be long before she advanced to fighting against the bigger boys. In Bairlot's mind, she would surely net him a heavy pouch of gold as a reward from the Warlord.

	But Rhys now understood my warning that the Master of the Games did not see her as a person, but as a tool toward riches and power. Looking from one man to another, she saw the same in the eyes of all. That’s how the Warlord saw her as well, as a simple commodity like a horse or a wagon. A thing. Her heart ached. This was the most painful type of rejection.

	Rhys allowed one shoulder to droop low, gave a great gagging cough, and began an uneven lope around the track. Today her steps were clumsy, and periodically she stumbled, at one point falling to the ground. She heard the men gasp, and watched as they jerked upright, unbelieving of what they saw and then bursting into laughter at the thought of Bairlot and Arlie’s words of praise. For their part, The Master of The Games and the Head Keeper were dumb founded. They had seen her grace and speed just the day before. What had happened to cause her to falter? 

	Arlie rushed to the fence, pushing his face against the metal webbing. His neck glowed red, glistening with sweat at the guffaws pounding him from the bleachers.

	“She is taken with what ails the boy that suffered the fit!” he declared. “Get her out before she sickens the rest. Take her back.”

	After the keepers returned Rhys to her cell, Bairlot frantically called Hyrom, the physician. Though Hyrom would not get close enough to Rhys to be in danger, he stated he found neither illness nor injury. 

	Rhys was returned to the arena, but the sight of the girl leaping and dancing witnessed that first day would not repeat. She did not recover her vigor but continued to plod around the running track. When given the wooden weapons, she seemed unable to understand their use.

	For a long while, Rhys kept up the pretense. Though I would see the Head Trainer eyeing her with speculation, I never heard anyone say a word. Then, while I was wandering about one night, I saw Arlie enter Bairlot's chamber. It was late for the Head Keeper to still be at the coliseum. I crept up to the open doorway, and squatting in the shadows, I listened. There was the glug-glug of wine being poured into mugs, which led me to believe this meeting was different from most.

	“I've done as you told me,” Arlie said, “and sicced Edgj onto the Rover boy.”

	My ears perked up, and I started to rise to my feet. It was time to run away. Before I could move, I changed my mind, and sunk back to sitting on my heels, waiting for Bairlot to answer. When he spoke, I could hear the slur in his words of too much wine. It was a curse the Master of the Games suffered from.

	“Th'as good. My ears in the castle tell me Juran is fixing his gaze on the girl again. She'll never be a fighter, an' he don't care. All he wants is to be rid of her, an' iss going to be bad fur all of us. The only way to save our skins is to kill ‘em first.”

	“You don't think the Rovers are going to raise a noise that the boy is dead?” Arlie asked.

	The skin on my back crept up toward my neck.

	“If we kill the girl and leave the boy,” Bairlot replied, “he'll know to make a stink. But if the boy is gone, and the girl is suddenly out of control and killed in self-defense, no one will care. It will be news gone in a minute.”

	Arlie laughed. Mugs clinked together. And I ran away.
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	During the day, when the gates were open, I was allowed to wander down into the city. I never told anyone where I went, nor did I ever take the same route, but I had found my uncle. As I shoved my things into my rucksack, all the cages surrounding me held sleeping boys. I thought I was quiet, but behind me a voice spoke.

	“What do you do?” asked Rhys.

	Only the moon lit the alley. Looking across the space, I could see her eyes and the question in them. If I left, I would save my own hide, but hers would be found lifeless and abandoned.

	I put aside my rucksack and whispered across the space, telling her what I had heard. “We need to devise a plan between us, or we are both going to die.”

	“How will it work for us,” Rhys asked, “if you are no longer my friend?”

	Before that moment, I had not considered that Rhys might realize I was distancing myself from her. It had seemed the wiser thing before, to not speak of it, but the time had come that we must. I moved closer, finally sitting in the middle of the alley, and told her of my concerns. She was sitting just beyond the bars. When I finished, we were silent. A bat flew through, swirling to catch moths, noiseless as it went.

	“In my home,” Rhys began, “my village was filled with people. But still my mother and I were alone. I had no father, no brother. The evil came, and they were gone. I was alone. On the ship, the boys and mama cared for me, but always I knew it would not last. Now bars separate me from all. You do not see the bars. You have given up your family to be mine. You are my brother. I would never hurt you. I do not know how the bad came from me. Maybe it will return. But you. You are safe, my brother. I would give my life for yours. I have nothing to offer. Take this, my promise.”

	She looked so small as she reached out her hand. My head told me to be wary, but my heart shoved me closer to the bars. We clung to each other, with the metal between us, as we whispered though the night.

	 

	For a few days, we were good. If she went, so did I. We took turns sleeping during the night. Out in the arena, we identified Edgj. He was a bully, with a small following of like-minded boys. Every morning, Rhys would be the last released, and I would follow her out to the arena. 

	Then one day Arlie stopped me.

	“Daub. It is on you to keep the Tsame brat's cell clean.” He pushed me back the way I had come. “See to it.”

	Because Rhys slept in the hammock, I no longer put straw in her cell. I had already emptied the chamber pot that morning. There was nothing to do, and I knew it. But Arlie stood before me, a keeper at his side, and I could only turn back. 

	On the floor was a spilled bowl of mash. I went for a shovel and a bucket of water. All the while, I kept my eyes open. It wasn't until I was bent over that Edgj showed himself. 

	He pounced on me, knocking me to the floor, raining punches onto my face and chest. I tried to push him off and cover my face. His hands were on my throat. He was choking me. No matter how hard I pushed against his chest, he did not move. Little glowing sparks appeared before me. I was floating, lying between total darkness and a black void. The pressure on my neck disappeared. From deep within the void, I heard a voice. It was familiar, but I could not say who it belonged to.

	“He is mine!” it snarled.

	There were others. A wind blew into my mouth. As the darkness grew lighter, I could hear a low moaning cry. Wracking coughs overtook me, and a gentle hand offered a sip of water.

	 

	Daub sat back, eyes closed, and exhaled a long, slow breath.

	Rafel had risen to stand beside him. Newry knelt at his knee, hands gripping his leg tightly. “Grandfather,” she said.

	“I am sorry,” he said. His voice was shaky. “It has been a long while since I thought of that time. It still causes me fear.”

	As Daub relaxed, the boy and the girl returned to their seats.

	“What saved you?” Rafel asked. “Did your father come? Or a spirit rise?”

	“No, but it was just as miraculous.” The elderly man straightened his robe smiling at the children he loved. Then, he continued his story.

	 

	Out in the arena, just as the collar was released from her neck, Rhys heard a whisper, similar to moaning wind. She said three small lights shone on the other side of the gate, beckoning. The Head Trainer was pulling the heavy metal gate into place and she sprang forward, sliding through the space between his legs, and sprinting back toward the cell. 

	She said she came upon us, Edgj and me. He was putting all his might into crushing the life out of me. I was like a reed soaked over the night, limp and without presence. All she did was ram into him, bowling him away. He slammed into the bars and suffered a grievous injury from which his mind never recovered.

	Rhys started shaking me, trying to wake me up. Ferdinand and Sable came running from one side, Arlie from the other. When I finally woke, Sable was seated against the wall, with Rhys wrapped in his cloak. She clung to him, afraid. Ferdinand was offering me water.

	“It is a good thing we came along when we did,” he said to Arlie. “The boy was almost done for. I will tell Juran of this incident. Perhaps more security is required here.”

	Arlie paled. He was afraid of Bairlot, but terrified of Juran. As he tended to me, the wizard whispered there would be no more attacks. Rhys and I were safe from that.

	 

	Daub’s eyes shifted from the fire to catch the eyes of his granddaughter. Newry beamed. 

	“Rhys saved your life!” 

	“Yes, just as you would save Rafel.”

	The boy scowled. It should be upon him to do the saving, he thought.
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	Six months passed. Together, we deepened our friendship, and we maintained our ruse that Rhys could only make slow progress. Periodically Juran would ask Bairlot how went her training.

	“She is doing well,” Bairlot would say with a laugh before changing the subject.

	Bairlot did not fool the Warlord. Juran had eyes everywhere, and he believed the Tsame could not be made into a fighter, as promised. Juran bellowed, declaring it time to rid the world of her. 

	But each time Juran's anger appeared, Ferdinand would convince him to stay his hand, to wait a little longer. Eventually, Ferdinand and Sable agreed they needed to change tactics. The Warlord's displeasure could not be deflected forever. Before they had a chance to make a decision on how, fate took the problem out of their hands.

	Rhys was in the arena on the day my father returned. Arlie and one of his keepers escorted us out of the coliseum. I was given only a few moments to grab my rucksack. I even had to leave my hammock behind. It did not matter that I argued. The guards did not give me a chance to say goodbye to Rhys or explain why she would be left behind and alone. I was terrified at what might become of her, with no one to explain the ways of the Garos and guide her. It also worried me of how she might react. Those unprepared could die.

	High in the rafters, the nesting birds watched me leave. Through their eyes and his orb, Ferdinand witnessed me argue with my father, as Arlie led us both away. Shaking his head sadly, the wizard sat on his high stool. It had been inevitable I would leave, but Rhys wasn't ready and would undoubtedly take my sudden disappearance badly. Nothing could be done to ease her pain. Ferdinand had not yet found a better place for her.

	It wasn't until dusk verged on darkness that Rhys realized I had gone missing. My hammock still hung across the way. She called out to me. Perhaps, she thought, I was sleeping hidden among the equipment or bales of straw. No answer came. 

	She continued to call. The food man left only one bowl, but Rhys didn't notice. Each time one of the keepers wandered along the aisle-way, she grew silent, withdrawing to her hammock. Late into the night, she continued to call my name. Finally, the boy in the next cell, Blythe, tired of her noise, beat a stone against the bars until Arlie returned.

	“Where is Daub?” he asked. “The girl is looking for him.”

	“Gone,” Arlie said. “His father returned. They left at noontide.”

	Rhys believed the Head Keeper lied. I had promised not to leave her. Our plan had been to escape together. Silent now, she clung to the bars as the last of the torches in the corridor burned out and the light faded. Squinting into the gloom caused tears to stream down her cheeks. She stared at the place where I, her only friend, should have been. She saw no sign of the rucksack which held my world. The hammock hung as though it were also waiting.

	“His bag is probably behind the straw,” she whispered to herself. “He will return, laughing at me for worrying.” 

	When she finally laid down to sleep, her fingers ached from gripping the bars and her palms bled where her fingernails had bitten into the flesh. 

	“He will return,” she whispered to the wind.

	The boy in the next cell hoped it so.

	In the morning, the keepers opened the cell doors, herding the boys to the arena. Rhys went willingly, hoping to search there for me. Hitherto, she rarely conversed with the other trainees. Today she would.

	“Do you know of Daub?” She asked one boy after another. “Have you seen him?” All the while, small birds twittered above her head.

	The other young fighters were confused. The foreign girl had never spoken to them before. They were wary. Moving away, they eyed her, looking for a trick that would lead to aggression. Rumor had it she could be violent, dangerous. Some merely shook their heads, others sneered and asked what she would give to get him back.

	Their posturing said the taunting boys knew nothing and hoped she would pick a fight so they could prove their prowess. She turned away, still searching.

	 

	One day led to another. A month passed. Nightly, she stood against the bars, waiting. She had eaten very little and her bones protruded. 

	In the arena, a subtle change had occurred. The trainers, though wary, had become more demanding. The bully boys grew more aggressive. Rhys ignored them, intent on seeking me—in the bleachers, or along the fence just before the seats, even in a crowd of other boys. She would be jostled or shoved aside, and it was as though nothing had happened. 

	Soon word spread that her spirit was broken, and like an old mule, she was pushed out. The taunting and physical abuse grew steadily worse. She did not have the heart to stand up for herself. Inside, she became more unaware of the desperation of her surroundings. She no longer dreamed of escape. Knowing she had been abandoned again, that her chances did not exist, she believed I had run to save myself and that she was not worthy of my effort. Melancholy settled upon her.

	Across the aisle, my hammock had been taken down. Rhys pressed her face against the hard metal, searching first one way, then the other for the last remnant of her friend.

	Blythe, who was from a race on the underside of the world, tired of Rhys's constant prowling back and forth and of her low moaning calls, asked, “What are you looking for?”

	Never releasing her grip on the bars, Rhys said, “Daub's hammock.”

	“Arlie took it. He said it was in the way, and Daub is not coming back, anyway.” Blythe paused. “He gave it to a different boy.” He did not add the keeper had offered him the hammock. Blythe hadn’t dared to take it.

	Knowing in her heart Blythe's words were the truth, Rhys felt her chest close, becoming a small, brittle place. A thick and heavy feeling filled her throat, choking her. Daub had gone. She had believed him to be her friend, and yet he deserted her. He had left her unprotected from the aggression of people she did not understand. Seated in the dark, she thought about the rough treatment she received, the small amount of food dumped into her bowl, and the dark hours of the night where she laid awake with all hope lost. 

	 

	High in the castle, Ferdinand felt Rhys's anguish and the calling out of her soul. He sighed, suddenly too saddened to work. His frustration with the orb grew as it withheld information from him.

	 

	Ignoring her hammock, Rhys sat on the ground. The small patch of hair on the back of her head had begun to grow out. It was barely enough to make three twists of a braid, but it was lush. As a child, she had watched village members sacrifice their braids at the loss of family members, sometimes a few strands, other times much more. She uncoiled her own braid and began pulling hair out, separating a single strand to yank at a time. She did not stop until it was all gone and only bloody, oozy sores covered the spot. 

	It was not enough. She still mourned. The pain within demanded sacrifice. After sitting and rocking silently for a while, she reached between the bars and pulled back a shale stone, beating it against the iron bars until it split. Using the two sharp edges, she tweezed her eyebrows and eyelashes out. Using the same stone, Rhys carved runes into her flesh, rubbing sand into the open slashes while the blood still flowed. The markings would heal as raised tattoos forever marking her, telling her story to any who saw them.

	The sound of the stone striking the bars roused the boy sleeping in the cell beyond Blythe. He watched silently with his hands and feet protruding into Blythe's cage. Only when Rhys stumbled from exhaustion, did the boy wake Blythe.

	“Watch this.” He laughed as he continued poking Blythe. “That useless girl is going to fall on her face.”

	Now fully awake, Blythe stared at Rhys. Rivulets of blood flowed to the floor from the deeper gashes she had made. Her shoulders were hunched and her knees pressed against each other to hold her up.

	“Arlie! Bairlot! Arlie!” Blythe screamed.

	The panic in his voice brought an immediate response, even waking the birds. In this miserable place, where losing a battle meant returning to the mines, fighters were routinely found hanging dead from ropes constructed of their ragged clothing attached to the iron rafters.

	Too weak to fight the men off, Rhys barely had the strength to crawl into her hammock. Not trusting his men to be fast enough, the Head Keeper ran to the home of the physician. Even as he pounded on the door, demanding access and Hyrom's attention, others flew toward the fighters’ cells. Racing through the gates of the castle, and along the deserted city streets, Ferdinand and Sable rushed to the arena, arriving shortly after the physician.

	“Out of the way!” Ferdinand ordered the others, pushing his way into the cell. Those still standing on the outside of the bars fell back.

	Recognizing the wizard, the physician moved aside, bowing as he went, perplexed by the appearance of Ferdinand. Once inside the cell, Ferdinand bent over the girl lying deep in the folds of the hammock tarp. Moving with the speed of a much younger man, he stepped away, yanked off his cape and spread it on the floor.

	“Put her here,” he said to Sable.

	Though a thin and pale youth, the apprentice was strong. With ease, he bent into the hammock, emerging with the lanky child in his arms. Once she had been laid on the rich cloth of the cape, Ferdinand knelt beside her, while Sable moved to the cell door, barring any others from entering.

	“Water.” Ferdinand ordered.

	“Warm?” questioned the physician in a timid voice.

	“Clean,” Ferdinand answered. “And everyone, keep your distance.”

	Sable dashed down the corridor with one of the younger keepers, the pair returning with a bucket of icy water drawn from the well. Then he removed a low basin from his rucksack. 

	Ferdinand waved his hands over the water, murmuring an incantation. Steam rose from the surface. Sable unrolled the hide bundle that contained Ferdinand's medicines. Hyrom, the physician, edged closer, curious as to what the wizard would use to cure the girl. A glare from the old man sent the other man stumbling back. Blythe clung to the bars. He did not consider Rhys his friend, but respected her abilities. 

	Arlie departed, desperate to protect his own life. Bairlot needed to be found. If the girl died, the Head Keeper did not want to be held responsible. Better it be under Bairlot's watchful eyes.

	 

	At a tavern on the other side of the city, under an awning decorated with fluttering banners, Bairlot was entertaining a merchant who had come from afar and would stay for the next gladiator match. Bairlot knew the obese man and his squealing, chattering wife were sure to bet heavily. He intended to convince them to place their bets directly with him, so he could keep their gold without having to pay a hefty percentage to the money keepers.

	“Bairlot,” Arlie wheezed, winded after running from the cell area. He fell to his knees. “You are needed. The girl is hurt, bleeding. The wizard is there. You need to come quickly.”

	Bairlot jumped from his seat before the man finished speaking and shoved past, leaving his guests to wonder what had happened. Arriving at the door to Rhys's cell, out of and breath with his robes in disarray, Bairlot felt his stomach fall into his bowels. Ferdinand and Sable knelt on the floor around the child. Hyrom kept his distance, but watched with attentive eyes. Dark smears of blood stained the cell floor. Ferdinand mixed herbs while Sable used a cloth and steaming water to wash Rhys's wounds.

	“Do not stand there like a dolt.” Ferdinand snapped at Hyrom. He thrust a fistful of herbs at the physician and said, “Grind these to a powder.” Hyrom grabbed the pestle and mortar, feverishly, following the wizard's commands. “That's enough, Sable.” Ferdinand waved his assistant back. Bairlot crept closer. “Now girl, let's see what we can do.”

	Ferdinand dribbled water onto the wounds, spat into the powder mixture, and then spread the paste on the areas Rhys had carved into her flesh. As Ferdinand worked on the long gashes, Sable sat with Rhys's head lying on his legs, gently dabbing at the small bloody area on her scalp.

	“Shall I use spider web and clove, master?” he asked.

	“Yes,” said Ferdinand. “Go lightly with the clove. Rub spittle first. Use hers.”

	“Spit?” Bairlot reared up. “Spit?”

	Ferdinand did not bother to look up. “Yes,” he replied, “Spit. Like when animals lick their wounds. Spittle, especially your own, will help seal the injury, stop the bleeding, and prevent inflammation.”

	The wizard ignored the man, who paced nervously from one side to the other just outside the bars. Above them, six tiny birds clustered on the bars, their beady eyes focused on the girl's face.
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	Once again, Daub was forced to pause. At his knee was Newry with a question forming in her eyes.

	“Is all of this true?” she asked.

	Now only Newry and Rafel were still awake, listening as the old man spoke. He nodded.

	“Oh, yes, as I said, Ferdinand was known to be a wise man, fond of trying something new, but willing to listen to those others as well. He remembered every wise thing ever said to him.”

	“How do you know all this if you were not there?” Rafel asked, his eyes squinted with suspicion.

	“I learned of all that passed after my departure many years later. Without spoiling the end of my story, just know I met some of these people again, later in my life. Of course, I asked them for every detail of what had happened to my friend.”

	Rafel sat back. His eyes suggested he was not fully satisfied with the answer. Nonetheless, he could not deny the story had become a lot more exciting. Daub smiled at his grandson and continued the tale.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	At that moment, there were many distractions surrounding the wizard. Evening was settling in, but even in the growing darkness, the rustle and whispering of those in the aisle-way could be heard. Bairlot, in a panic, ordered more torches to be lit to better illuminate the cell area. From within his robes, Ferdinand withdrew a small silver orb, which he placed on the dirt floor. It began to glow, and soon, a bright white-blue light encircled his working space. The boys in nearby cells stood on tip-toes, eyes fixated on the glow.

	Finally, Rhys released a long, hissing breath. This caused the hair on the back of Bairlot's neck to stand on end.

	“Good,” said Ferdinand. Sitting back on his heels, he patted the child's arm. “Yes, good. Let it go. Give the evil back to the world.” Looking up, the wizard spied Bairlot leaning weakly on the door's edge.

	“Broth,” Ferdinand demanded. “Not that disgusting mush you push, but good beef broth. Make sure it's hot and be quick.”

	Bairlot and Arlie sped off in different directions. Bairlot knew a crock of warm broth simmered on his hearth. Wrapping his cloak around the hot pot, he carried the whole thing back to Ferdinand. Hot liquid sloshed on his clothing as he ran, looking like a bumbling buffoon in a stage play. Having forgotten a spoon, Bairlot groaned, prepared to rush back for one as well. He felt foolish running like a fish-wife for the benefit of a slave, but knew the terrible things Juran might do to him if the girl died.

	Ferdinand took a small piece of clean cloth, similar to a handkerchief from his pocket, dipped a corner in the broth, and then carefully placed the sodden fabric in Rhys's mouth. After a moment, he removed the cloth and repeated the procedure. When he was sure the child wouldn't choke, he rose from the ground with difficulty. 

	Hyrom, who had been poking at Ferdinand's medicine pouch where it lay on the floor, jumped in surprise, like a child caught mid-mischief. Brushing the man away, Ferdinand snatched up his pouch and turned to Bairlot.

	“Sable will stay here with the girl until morning. I will return then.” Ferdinand then spoke to his apprentice. “Bairlot will bring blankets to cover you both. Continue to give her the broth, a few sips when she is awake. It needs to be warm. Bairlot will make sure it is so. No one else besides you is to enter her cell.”

	Bairlot grabbed Arlie by the scruff. “Blankets the wizard said. Enough to keep them warm and a brazier to heat the broth.” Shaking the man, the Guardian of Gladiators hissed, “If I get skinned alive, so will you.”

	Releasing the man, Bairlot returned to his room, leaving a light burning to signal he waited, ready to be called if needed. Sable, Arlie, and Blythe kept watch through the night.

	 

	In his parlor, Juran stood deep in thought, considering what the man kneeling on the floor had reported.

	“You're sure,” said Juran, his voice low and menacing, “the Tsame is at death's door?”

	“Yes,” the man said, gulping air. “When I left, my master had run to find Bairlot. The wizard is there issuing orders.”

	“The wizard, you say?” The Warlord scratched at his short red beard. “Who summoned him?” Juran looked down at his spy, who felt his bowels turning cold under the Warlord's glare.

	“No one, my lord.” The man stammered. “I watched throughout. The Head Keeper sent for the physician, but I heard no one send for the wizard.”

	Juran took a step away, contemplating the spiderwebs high in a corner of the room. “Who,” he asked himself, “would have known to call the wizard? Or, more than so, why would Ferdinand care?”

	The man cowering at his feet whispered, “I do not know, sire.”

	Juran's gaze eventually shifted back to his pitiful agent. Tossing the man a coin, Juran sent him on his way with a command to return if the girl perished. The Warlord smiled to himself. It would be better this way, with the last Tsame passing by means other than his own hand.

	 

	During the dark-night hours, while Sable spoke softly to Rhys, offering sips of warm broth and comfort, and Blythe leaned against the bars, watching, Arlie sent word to his wife.

	“Pack what you can,” he said to her. “Take the children and go to your sister's house. Hide there. She is outside the city, stay there. If it goes badly here, you will be safe.” He was not a man of great emotion, but he loved his family. In his heart, he believed he would never see them again.

	Lying on a pallet of woven reeds, which kept her body off the cold stone, and covered with the blankets Bairlot had provided, Rhys lay without moving. Yet, even though her limbs were still, and her breath came in shallow sighs, within her mind a fierce storm raged.

	Her body hung suspended in the air as though reclined in the hammock. There was no sky, no ground, no direction. The very air about her was a deep, bright crimson, unmoving and warm. Periodically distorted shadows raced past, black against the darkening red, and always from the left to the right. She could make out the heads of horses or camels, and the heads and flailing arms of men. The shadows were of the same red as old blood, but thick and not clear. 

	Rhys watched as three short lines raced across, sometimes from the top down, always to the side, never in the center. Eventually, she realized they were arrows. Always staggered, but in the same pattern. Her heart beat sped up, and her breathing came as a pant.

	Beside her, Sable saw the difference. He did not know the cause, but was sure it was inner turmoil. Opening his own medicine bag, he removed sprigs of lavender and the crushed pits of cherries. Using the pestle and bowl, he crushed them fine to mix with the broth.

	“Sip this,” he whispered, laying the edge of the cloth on Rhys's tongue. “That's good. A little more. Sleep quietly and heal. I am here. You are not alone.”

	Though Rhys's respiration eased and her heart no longer thumped wildly, the visions continued. It was not of her mother she dreamed, but of others, Tsame and not, who fought for their lives against armies, madmen, and wild beasts. She saw each clash, every stroke of the sword, or thrust of a spear. In each fighter, she saw herself. The fighter, Rhys, continued until she was sweat-soaked and weary. There were times she fell to the strength of another. And times when all others fell, yet she still stood, worn and injured, but victorious.

	Each scene played again and again until she acknowledged it. Then it would fade and a new battle would rise.

	When at last, she sunk into quiet darkness, her last thought was of a new strength, a glowing line of light, that ran within her bones and exploded into the meat of her muscle.
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	Recovery took a long time for Rhys, made worse because she did not want to get better. She heard the whispers of the boy fighters, the words that called her evil, a monster. One boy told another that even the Warlord knew the Tsame were less than human. There had also been, Rhys remembered, Daub's sudden holding back. Just as anyone would, she thought.

	Even after the wounds on her back of her head healed, they left behind a circle of tiny white scars like crawling maggots. The ridged scabs on her arms and legs remained as testament to her body's resilience, yet still her spirit flagged. 

	Her visions lurked at the edge of all she saw. The amount of violence she had seen frightened her. For a time, once she had woken, she was afraid to sleep again. When exhaustion overcame her strength, though, the visions did not succumb. Rhys still cowered from the onslaught of fighting and killing. The memory was burned into her thoughts, but she could not share it with anyone and did not know how to interpret what she had experienced.

	 

	Ferdinand came almost every day. When he could not, the birds watched, and Sable traveled through the city to the child fighter cells.

	“There is a weakness in her mind.” Ferdinand explained to Sable after several days of watching. “She has lost heart. Only time will cure it, and perhaps not completely. Listen to what she says. Watch for what she does not put into words.” Placing his hand on the young man's shoulders, Ferdinand stood close to Sable. “I chose you to apprentice because you differ from others. Your strength lies within your heart. Help Rhys escape the darkness and return to the light. One small spark is all she needs. Go, my boy. You will know what to do.”

	Trembling, Sable had left Ferdinand unsure of his next steps or what actions the wizard alluded to. Day after day, Sable sat in the Rhys's cell while the girl lay in the hammock. Some days, not a single word passed between them. 

	Spring blossomed into summer. Then one day, the sound of Rhys's voice brought the dozing apprentice upright. 

	“Why are you here?” she asked.

	“Master Ferdinand sent me to help, if I can.”

	“I do not need help.” Rhys turned away. Several minutes later, still facing the wall, she spoke again. “The time has come to find a lesser way.”

	“What do you mean?” Sable asked. “Life is a journey you follow. If you are on the ocean and the wind takes you east, you go east. But if you truly wish to go west, you do not give up and sink, you row harder against the waves. If you are copying an ancient text, and the words go to the next line, you do not close the book in failure, but follow the words to the next line.”

	Rhys interrupted. “If you battle a stronger soldier, you accept his killing blow.”

	“No!” Sable shouted, jumping to his feet, startling the songbirds. “That is not the way. If you fight for your life and your opponent is stronger, you change tactics and seek his weakness, but you continue. You do not lay down and die.” A man of gentle ways, Sable blustered, infuriated. “In this place, you must fight. Fight to live, and live another day to fight again. We did not save you to have you turn a yellow liver and quit!”

	Rhys stopped the swaying hammock. Sitting up, she looked at Sable. Though she was taller than a Garos boy of twelve years, Sable stood taller still.

	“I have lost much,” she said. “My mother, my village, my freedom—all gone. I had one who gave me reason to go on. He walked away. Now I suffer the hatred of others. To them, I am nothing.”

	Sable considered her words. Leaning nearer to her and in a softer voice, he asked, “Rhys, are you speaking of about Daub?” At her angry snub, he continued. “Do you know why he left?”

	Rhys pulled away, angry with herself for uttering the words and angrier still with Sable for seeming to care.

	“Go away, leave me. Tell your wizard I do not want his help.” Rhys jerked around. The hammock swayed violently.

	Sable wanted to reach out to comfort the girl, but knew better. Instead, he gave her what small amount of truth he had, hoping the words would soothe her pain.

	“Daub did not leave you willingly. When his father brought him here, Bairlot agreed the boy would stay for six months. Daub argued to wait for your return from the arena, so he could explain why he had to leave. He wanted to say goodbye, but Bairlot's men would not allow it. They did not give him but a moment to grab his rucksack. Then, surrounded by guards, Daub and his father were marched not only from the compound, but out of the gates of the city itself. The guards warned them to keep going, or every woman and child in their company would perish. Bairlot did this because he knew you and the boy were fond of each other. He hoped to make you angry, to turn you back into the aggressive fighter you were the first time his eyes landed upon you.

	“You can pity yourself, dissolve into depression, give up, but no one will lose except you. Look at what you have become. Your strength is gone. You have no respect for yourself and others are losing their fear of you. I am leaving now, but I will return tomorrow, and each tomorrow after. If you wish to see Daub again, then you must find a way to conquer your enemy.”

	Walking away took all the willpower Sable had. He feared Ferdinand would be angry with him for being so hard on the girl. What if this chastisement only increased her melancholy? 

	Once within the castle walls, Sable found a corner in the courtyard where he could sit unnoticed. There he spent the night, deep in thought.

	 

	Rhys lifted her head just far enough to watch Sable depart. She saw the slope of his shoulders and knew he was saddened. It laid heavily on her heart that she had caused one of the few people who cared for her such angst. 

	She laid back down. In the gray area between wakefulness and sleep, a battle scene rose again. Unable to blink it away, or redirect her thoughts, Rhys was forced to watch again as she slashed and hacked at her enemy. Beside her, another warrior fought. Never during the previous series of visions had she noticed another.

	The fighter started as a vague shadow, but with each swing of the blade, his image became sharper. Rhys forced herself to focus on the fighter, innately knowing it was imperative she did so. The man stood tall, with a thin face and a determined look. Shoulder to shoulder, they fought. The red fog thinned. 

	Suddenly, Rhys could see the man clearly. It was me! Her heart soared at the sight of her friend. But then a blade from without cut through, and I fell. I recall being particularly disturbed when I later learned of Rhys’s dark vision of me.

	Rhys jerked upright. “Mother!” She called out. 

	No other words came because she was choking on tears and bile as her stomach emptied. Unable to draw a breath, she heaved for air, panicking and clutching at the edges of the hammock. A light fluttered into her sight as the outer edges crumbled into black dust. Another. Another. They pressed her backward, circling, humming. Rhys's lungs opened and a gust of sweet tasting air expanded the muscle. She sank back into the folds of fabric and slept.

	 

	Ferdinand watched all this from his private chamber, feeling the anguish of both of the youths. He knew Rhys felt alone in the world, an emotion he was all too familiar with himself. And he knew how empathetic Sable could be. It was easy to tell the current turmoil was taking a toll on the boy. With a snap of his fingers, he could have sent a bird to find and bring me back, to take Sable’s place at Rhys’s side, to extinguish all of this pain, but he held off.

	“We will give it another day,” he whispered to the orb as he covered the light, casting darkness throughout his home.
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	“Grandfather!” Rafel shouted, waking his father and startling the pack mules.

	The old man held up a hand to silence the boy. Never had Daub felt so old, so worn. “Wait,” he said, his words a gasp as his hand sought the water skin. 

	The boy rushed forward, grabbing it from Newry’s hand and thrusting it into the old man’s. Newry knelt on the ground, open-mouthed and unable to move. Daub drew another ragged breath.

	“Slowly,” said Saria, summoned by Rafel's outcry. She laid her hand on her tired husband’s back as he drank, rubbing in small circles. To the children, she said, “It has been a long time since this memory surfaced. It is a hard one. But you are all right now, aren't you, Husband?”

	 

	

Chapter Six
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	WHEN THE MORNING came, Arlie released his charges to the arena, bypassing Rhys's cell without a glance. She spoke out as he strode past.

	“I go out too, please?”

	Though he felt sorry for the girl, the Head Keeper still distrusted her. “Oh, what will you do out there?” he asked with a snarl.

	“Time now to work,” Rhys said, rising to her feet. Still disturbed by the vision of me falling in battle she needed movement, diversion to help her shake the fear it caused.

	Stepping back from the door, she waited for the collar. It settled heavier on her thin shoulders than it had before. Arlie led Rhys to the arena, noticing the mush bowl, untouched in the days prior, lay empty against the bars.

	Outside, the sun blinded her, the gravel hurt her feet, and the wind caused her to shake. It had been months since she had joined in the training. Blythe, proven to be a poor fighter, had been sent back to the mines. 

	While Rhys oriented herself, boys rushed past, jostling her and uttering spiteful taunts.

	“Yep, it's spring, and another reptile rises from the ground.”

	“Not enough meat there for a vulture.”

	“Move out of the way, girl. This is not a place for playing with dolls.”

	The boys laughed and heckled her. The arena guards and the Head Trainer let them go on with their cruelty. They were all sure Rhys's spark had burned out, and she would not last long.

	No one stepped forward to direct her, so she began walking around the outer circuit, resting when she needed. She could not even make it from one water barrel to another without having to stop between them. The trainers ignored her. To drown out the cruel words, Rhys whispered under her breath. I will live, I will survive, I will leave this place.

	When the bell rang at the end of the day, she followed the boys inside. They taunted her as she limped past their cells. Every word pierced her heart like an arrow. Daub would never have let this happen. Though he was not a fighter, he had known ways to even the score and had not been above using them. Rhys had watched, learning by his example to bide her time and make each retaliation count.

	Sable sat on the floor beside her cell. Rhys shook her head, raising her hand to quiet him. After a while, he left. A bowl of mush lay outside the bars. She devoured it. Finished and exhausted, she reached for the hammock. 

	Inside, her fingers touched a package wrapped in oilskin paper. Ignoring her first instinct to toss it aside, she let curiosity get the upper hand. Opening the paper, Rhys found two items. The first was a glass jar with a drawing on the hide lid. The image of a slender foot with fat, hairy toes brought a smile long absent to her face. Salve for her sore feet. The second was a smaller piece of fabric, which contained a folded slice of dark bread filled with a paste of honey and ground nuts. The sweet tasted so good she couldn’t help but lick her fingers clean.

	Rhys had made it through the first day of healing. Now she needed to sleep.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	“How is it,” Rafel asked suspiciously, “she did not tell anyone of the dreams? And that the Warlord who wanted her dead would leave her to heal?”

	“Ah, both astute questions,” Daub said, tapping the boy's head with a gnarled finger. “She did not share her visions, because she was unsure of what they were. Superstitious people will not speak of an evil, lest their words summon it. Rhys was of the same mind. 

	“Now, Juran ruled a vast land, but he hadn't always. He started as a nobody. Then one day, he usurped a king for control of the man's throne. He killed the king and destroyed the man's dragon. That was how his power grew. Every time he slew another ruler, sent another dragon back into the ground, his power increased. 

	“But there was no peace in Dowersberg for Juran. After a few years of unrest among the people of that country, he yanked the old king's daughter out of prison and made her his wife. It did not make for a peaceful household, nor a quiet reign.

	“There are many things a ruler must contend with besides the peasants and his queen. One of them is war. For Juran, the threat of war cast a constant shadow over his life. But it was in war that Juran was able to become something far greater than a petty king.”

	The old man leaned forward to pat the dog lying at his feet. After the old man had sat in silent contemplation for several moments, Newry reached out to touch his arm.

	“Did the Warlord forget about Rhys, Grandfather?” she asked hopefully.

	“No, he did not forget.” Daub sighed. “But other things kept him busy. For Rhys, the distraction of war proved to be a good thing.”
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	Every day following, Rhys trailed the boys to the arena. Arlie's men and the trainers paid no attention to her. They were only interested in the boys, many who progressed quickly to being viable for the combat games. Left to herself, Rhys began walking, then jogging, running sprints, lifting small stones in a sack, and adding more stones as time went along.

	All the while, Arlie watched from afar.

	“She's getting stronger,” he told Bairlot. “One day she may fight again.”

	“True,” Bairlot said. “But she will never be the dangerous animal I witnessed the day she spat at the Warlord.” He poured mead into his goblet, contemplating the thick mixture. “She has cost me much all ready.”

	And me, Arlie thought, nodding in agreement. This greedy truth would see more than one man's downfall. The Warlord's coffers provided the funds for feeding the fighters. For years Bairlot skimmed off great quantities of gold, with which he lined his pockets and those of Arlie, who kept the secret. With the small amount of funds left, Bairlot purchased bags of grain, which were mostly dried seed husks and fruits and vegetables barely good enough to feed to hogs. Twice daily, the young fighters received a bowl of mash from the kettle where all these things boiled together. Only the best gladiators ate decently.

	Somehow, a whisper got back to Juran's ear, telling of this trickery. One day, the Warlord arrived unexpectedly at Bairlot's doorstep. He commanded The Guardian of Gladiators to follow him to the arena. While Bairlot scrambled to catch up to the Warlord who was already striding away, Juran spewed his anger.

	“I feed this rabble well, expecting good fighters, hardy lads.” Juran said, his tone heavy with accusation. “What is this robbery? I appointed you to protect my interest. Now tell me who is responsible? I will have their head on a stake, their bowels strewn on the streets as an example of what I do to traitors.”

	Drawn by the Juran's angry shouts as he walked into the arena area, spectators seated in the bleachers edged closer. Bairlot was sure it was Ferdinand who stirred up the Warlord, telling of the deception. But out in the open with all to hear would not be the place to denounce the wizard who was loved by the people and carried great power.

	Juran stood at the edge of the practice field. Bairlot moved to stand before him. The Guardian pretended to be astonished at the news. Bairlot spoke loudly, declaring he knew nothing of such a thief. When the Warlord demanded the guilty man be brought forward, Bairlot put on a face of innocence and self-righteousness. There were many more ways than just this one he had cheated the Warlord, and should Juran look more closely, Bairlot knew the Warlord would have him drawn and quartered. For his own protection, he needed to appease his sovereign.

	“I do not know, my lord,” Bairlot said. Pulling himself up and laying his hand on his sword, he swore. “On my honor, heart and soul, I will find them and avenge you. Each man, woman, and child responsible will receive hard justice. It will be my mission. Both you and I have been hoodwinked. Leave this to me, sire. I will not fail you.”

	Behind Juran, Bairlot saw the golden glow of Ferdinand's robes as the wizard approached. Though hatred toward the wizard caused a rise in the man's color, Juran interpreted it as Bairlot's vigor, his desire to honor his master and right this wrong.

	Now, as I have told you, Juran and Bairlot came together from a place far away. Bairlot was the only person Juran had known longer than Ferdinand. They had fought together, though Bairlot had never had the drive to rise above the level of a field general. Bairlot never thought of himself as a courtier or aristocrat. But because he and Juran were the same in their perversions, when the Warlord needed a man to train his gladiators to be viscous killers, he selected Bairlot. 

	There is also the small matter of Ferdinand's magic. Juran used it and coveted its power. Bairlot feared it, and in doing so, feared the wizard.

	“Go, faithful servant,” Juran said to Bairlot. “Avenge me.”

	Standing behind the Warlord, Ferdinand wore a contented smile. Bairlot shook with anger. After a moment, Juran spoke again. “Let’s see what some of these boys have to offer.”

	With his entourage following, the Warlord moved toward the bleachers. Ferdinand followed. As had always been his way, Juran had passed off his problems to another. Now he looked for a different amusement. Bairlot stalked out into the arena. Collaring the Head Keeper, he ordered three sets of boys brought forward for the Warlord's amusement.

	“Be quick about it.” Bairlot ordered. “And while you're at it, make sure the girl is out of sight.”

	Then the Guardian stepped into the archway leading to the cells. From where he stood, he could keep an eye on both Juran and Ferdinand. He summoned the steward, who was responsible for the meal preparation.

	“The Warlord wants better slop for these urchins. He's here now, he could come looking for himself, so best you see to it.”

	Though Bairlot did not believe the Juran would actually go beyond the arena, certainly not into the pigsty of a mess where the cooking pots stewed, he knew Juran had spies everywhere. He threw a bag of coins to the steward after delivering his threat. The steward, who had also been taking a portion of the gold in the past, decided at that moment to forgo his share until the Warlord had found a different issue at which to direct his ire.

	 

	In the shadows, Arlie, knees quivering, waited while Bairlot contemplated the memory of Juran's visit earlier in the day, and the imminent loss of gold. Arlie was glad he’d sent his family away, for it was not uncommon to hear of some pitiful commoner who suffered the gallows when a person of wealth pointed an accusing finger. Those of lower birth had no voice before the Warlord and therefore, were assumed guilty. Who would know if Bairlot accused a subordinate? Who else but himself? Who would be given a chance to refute a rumor cast, or a suspicion spoken? Arlie knew Bairlot could easily find another man to replace him.

	“When the girl is strong enough, pit her against the others,” Bairlot instructed. “I do not care who. I would rather just end her miserable existence, but I believe she has the favor of the damned wizard. We will see how this plays out. Perhaps a different mindless youth will be the answer to this problem.”

	Arlie left Bairlot and returned to the arena with six boys following him. Ferdinand seated in the bleachers motioned the Head Keeper closer. Arlie bowed deeply. Beneath his bushy eyebrows, Ferdinand’s eyes glittered. Arlie averted his gaze, lest the wizard see into his mind and read his thoughts. 

	“My lord,” he said to Ferdinand.

	“What of the girl?” The wizard asked. “I do not see her on the field this afternoon.”

	“She is, uh, much stronger.” Arlie stammered. “Bairlot and I were just discussing how it is time to, uh, assign her a trainer.”

	“To help her regain her strength?” Ferdinand asked. He knew Arlie was lying.

	“Yes.” Arlie pointed across the arena to a knot of boys working with Head Trainer Keeran. “She will join that group.”

	“I would like to speak with her first.” Ferdinand descended the steps away from where Juran and the spectators sat.

	Arlie stopped, shoulders hunching upward toward his ears. “As you wish,” he muttered.

	As a runner sprinted across the field to fetch Rhys, Arlie pulled Keeran aside, telling him Rhys would join his group. When the Head Trainer opened his mouth to object, Arlie pointed to the wizard. Keeran’s eyes followed the finger. He nodded fearfully.

	“Jumping?” he whispered. “Climbing the long ropes?”

	“Whatever you think will work best.”

	Arlie looked back toward the wizard. Ferdinand had climbed to the second row of the common area. Rhys stood on the ground, listening. Though unable to hear the words the wizard and girl exchanged, had he been able to, the Head Keeper's nerves would have sighed in relief.

	“I came to tell you of what is to happen,” Ferdinand said. “The Warlord is preparing for war. I will travel with him and be gone for a while. There is also something of my own I need to investigate. To fool his enemies, Juran has demanded my absence to be a secret. Sable will remain, and though you will not see him daily, he will be watching.”

	Rhys nodded, understanding it was important for Bairlot and Arlie to believe Ferdinand remained behind and watched.

	“Are you warm enough? Fed sufficiently?” Ferdinand asked.

	“Just enough to get into trouble,” she said. “Some boys want to fight me. I think the fat man wants it, too.”

	He smiled behind his hand. Most men did not see how perceptive she was. A few hundred paces away, he could see Arlie conversing with Keeran.

	“I know being here irritates you,” Ferdinand said. “But this is the safest place. No one can find you, except those who are already here, and they are no real threat. Work hard, grow strong, most of all, be smart. I will return.”

	Rising, he descended the step and left. Rhys returned to the practice arena, where Keeran informed her of the new plan for her advancement. She joined the line of waiting recruits.
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	Summer heat became autumn wind, followed by winter chill, and then the beckoning breeze of spring. Almost two full years passed before Rhys saw Ferdinand again. During that time Sable came periodically to visit, bringing small gifts of food and once a pair of boots to replace the rags tied around her feet. His visits reminded Bairlot and Arlie that Ferdinand was still watching.

	It pleased her to see Sable's friendly face, and she willingly accepted his gifts, but refused to be more than curt with him. In her heart, she knew allowing someone to become a friend brought the risk of them being taken away. She could not face that risk again. Not yet.

	Rhys grew taller. To Bairlot's disappointment, however, no matter how badly she was goaded, Rhys never advanced past the lower echelon fighters. These boys were little better than slaves sold within the market, and only good for the more advanced boys to beat upon. It irked her to concede to someone she could have bested in a few moments, but day after day, she toiled alongside these boys, never complaining. They were not given real weapons, or even training equipment. Their tools came from the countryside. Rocks to lift and throw, or dump into sacks they carried on their backs as they ran, enormous sections of logs to roll, and buckets of water suspended from yokes. There were ropes to climb or woven into nets to scale. But she never laid her hand on a genuine blade.

	In the frosty air one early morning, Rhys was shoving her shoulder against a medium size log. It felt petrified and wouldn't budge. Again, she threw herself at the wooden obstacle. Her shoulder felt the impact, but the log did not move.

	“Here,” called one boy. “Take the mallet and wallop it a good one.” The boy took up a long-handled mallet with a stone head and struck it against his log. “See, it’s frozen in the ground.” 

	The first strike did not move the wooden piece, but the second hit caused the log to shudder and roll slightly. Laying the mallet aside, the boy leaned against the log and pushed, and the log inched forward.

	Rhys hefted the mallet, grinning when after a half dozen hits, her log moved. She laughed. “Got the better of you, haven't I?”

	Later, she found a smaller boy leaning against the water bucket, massaging his frozen toes to warm them. Rhys cracked the thin layer of ice on the bucket with the tin ladle. She bit her lip, took one more sideways glance, and took a chance by speaking.

	“Line the inside of your boots with hay,” she said to the boy. “Your feet will stay warmer. Look for the finer bits.”

	Rhys had been ready to run if the boy took offense, but he merely nodded. Even though he hadn't looked up, Rhys felt pleased at the effort. She had just discovered the boys could be comrades in the right situations.

	Many young fighters honed cruelty as their stock in trade. None wanted to return to the mines and its promise of an early and certain death. Here boys died also, but many lived, even advancing to becoming adult gladiators. Rhys avoided those boys who used fear to survive. With her renewed strength, her sole purpose returned to staying alive and one day escaping. Then she would seek out Daub, wherever his father had taken him.

	She rolled the log, dreaming of running free, until Keeran sent her to the end of a long line of boys engaged in a tug of war. The prize, a half loaf of stale bread, would be shared among the victors. Rhys took a place behind a boy who smirked when she picked up the rope.

	“Fat lot of help you’ll be,” he said.

	The crisp air thawed, hinting the heightening sun would warm noses and toes. Rhys prepared herself to pull and be fed a bit, or lose and get a dunking in a cold mud puddle. Suddenly, an enormous shadow covered the tugging contest. The shadow moved too quickly to be a cloud and was accompanied by the sudden sound of heavy wind. Eyes flew skyward.

	Over the high stone sides of the arena and above their heads flew the belly of a great beast. Carried through the air by webbed wings the width of the practice field, the creature had a scaled body of dull green and a long neck, which ended in a flared frill surrounding a monstrous face. Four legs dangled under its bulk, and each leg ended in a broad claw-tipped foot. At its rear, a thick tail slashed back and forth. 

	The sight of the creature caused Rhys to gasp.
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	“A dragon?” Rafel, who had been leaning forward, intent on every word, now sat back. Flickers of firelight showed the boy's scowl. “Is this a fairy tale? Why are you bringing up creatures that don't exist?”

	Daub took advantage of this interruption to refresh himself from the waterskin. Seated at his knee, Newry looked from one male to the other in confusion. He addressed his answer to the girl.

	“In the far distant past,” he said, “there were creatures that populated the world alongside man. Creatures we are no longer blessed to see. One of them was the dragon, a beast as big as a rich man's house. Though dragons all shared similar traits, there were also significant differences among them. Some flew, and some breathed fire. Some were benevolent, but many were not friendly to man at all.”

	“Were they monsters?” Newry asked, a shake in her voice.

	“No,” Daub said. “At that time, they were not. Dragons come from a burning place in the center of the world, where even rocks are aflame. They were abundant until man took up arms to destroy them.” 

	Feeling older than his years, Daub looked up into the star-studded heavens and heaved a great sigh. 

	Turning back to the children, said he continued. “Dragons were not mystical beings. There were many, but their lives were thwarted by the wild growth of what we call civilization. Now they are all but gone.”

	“All of them?” Newry asked.

	“I have heard so,” the old man said. “But I believe that now, just as during the time Rhys lived, there are some hidden in deep forests or dark caves who do not show themselves. Now and then, a wise person is able to call one forth, that is, if they are true of heart.”

	Rafel let out a snort, and the elder turned to the boy.

	“You may question what I say,” he said patiently. “But if you listen to the rest of this tale, you will learn the fact you have never seen a thing yourself is not proof it doesn't exist.”

	After giving the boy a look to reinforce the lesson, Daub continued his story.
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	The boys fell to the ground. “Get down,” one of them shouted. “He's feeding.”

	Everyone dropped into the weeds, laying as flat as possible. Almost immediately, the speed of the dragon increased. Its wings folded closer to its body, and it dove toward a hillside pasture beyond the walls. That day, a herd of spotted goats was out there grazing. The dragon snatched up a ram as if it weighed nothing, rolled over, and in the same movement tore it in half, taking one half into its mouth. A projectile fell to the ground, landing near where the boys and Rhys cowered.

	“What, what beast is that?” Rhys whispered.

	“Cenmada,” the boy replied. “The Warlord's dragon.”

	Cenmada circled a few more times and dove again, snatching up another goat before flying off. Rhys listened to the boys whispering among themselves.

	“The Warlord must be returned from battle,” one boy said.

	“And if the dragon lives,” another added, “then the Warlord returns a victor.”

	“Hopefully, the monster has had enough to fill his belly, so he'll go back to his hole,” the first boy said, “and we will be safe.”

	“On your feet!” Keeran shouted.

	Reluctantly, the boys rose from the ground, picking up the thick rope. But even the toughest one of them kept an open eye on the skies for the rest of the afternoon. The Head Trainer's nerves were also frayed, and he worked the boys harder than usual.

	Has Ferdinand also returned? wondered Rhys, casting another glance skyward.

	At that moment, Bairlot approached her on the field. “It is time,” he said, “for you to learn of weaponry.”

	“No,” she said in defiance. In all the time she had been in this place, when given a command, she would feign inability, but she’d never actually refused.

	“What?!” Bairlot's temper exploded. “You have lived by the grace of the Warlord these past years. The time has come for you to prove your worth, and you will need a weapon in hand to do so. You can use your claws if you like. But I doubt you will stand much of a chance against a blade.”

	He left her contemplating his words. A trainer beckoned and thrust a short wooden sword into her hand. Rhys dropped the weapon to the ground. The man picked it up, shoving it back at her. Once again Rhys dropped it, moving away.

	“Pick it up,” Keeran ordered.

	Rhys looked down at the sword and spat. The Head Trainer reached for the small leather whip coiled at his waist as several other men moved closer. Rhys considered her options. Reluctantly, she picked up the sword. 

	Though it was not heavy, she made a show of holding the sword with both hands, straining to raise it, but never lifting the tip off the ground. This same ploy had worked when training for hand-to-hand combat. This time, the trick failed her. Keeran had been watching her closely for many days. He knew she faked her inabilities, and it angered him.

	“Perhaps,” he smiled, showing yellow and chipped teeth, “you are not strong enough, huh? Let me think. How best to help you become accustomed to its weight?”

	From behind Rhys, a loop of rope dropped over her head and settled around her arms, pulling tight. She bucked against the restraint, but the men were ready for her. Though her eyes darkened, no one stepped directly in front of her. She felt the beast rise into her chest, but it came no further. She did not know how to release it and her fear of what had happened the last time made her stop trying. 

	Once she lay on the ground, a man sat on her while the others lashed her hands tight together with the sword between her palms. When they finished, a great knot of rope ran up as far as her elbows. If they expected her to respond like a cat tied to a leash, they were wrong. Once on her feet, she moved to the outer track, walking the perimeter while dragging the sword with her.

	“I will not let you see me humbled,” she vowed under her breath, teeth clenched.

	The small headway she had made with the boys evaporated. They taunted her while the trainers laughed. When the long hours in the arena ended, Rhys was the last to return to the cells. Better the other boys be locked in their cells where only their words reached her, than be able to shove, pinch, and hit her along the way. She did not believe herself able to ignore any physical abuse at that time, and yet, she wondered why the beast within had not come. Though she felt a yearning in her breast to lash out with all her might, she feared having no control.
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	Across the desert, the coyote continued to howl. From another direction, a series of yipping barks could be heard.

	“Listen,” Daub said, pointing in the direction of the sounds. “The young ones. They, too, want to hunt and fill their bellies.”

	Rafel glanced nervously toward the fidgeting pack animals while Newry watched her grandfather with tears in her eyes. Ladmos, roused by the skittering noises of the camels, rose to check their safety. In two nights, they would join a larger band, but tonight only two men were there to watch over all.

	Saria and Grete tucked the younger children into the makeshift bed on the two-wheeled wagon, but the eldest two stayed at their grandfather’s feet, listening. The old man’s eyes drifted over the members of his family, checking on each before gazing across the desert sands. Daub felt Rafel’s eyes followed his own.

	“Do not worry,” Daub said to the boy. “We have good metal weapons and a dog who will tell us if danger gets close. You may not think it is enough, but as you grow, you will learn to use what you have, just as Rhys did.”

	He threw another chunk of dried camel dung on the fire. The eyes of the children followed every move. As Ladmos laid back on his mat, Daub returned to his seat before continuing the story.
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	Back in her cell, Rhys gnawed on the ropes until the sword fell away. Even in the darkness, she could see the outline of that hated bit of wood from her hammock. 

	As the story goes, she dropped to the floor, intent on breaking the sword into slivers. But once she held it in her hand, a different thought came to mind. Pausing, she looked up and down the line, from cell to cell. No one moved. Perhaps she heard snoring or a cough here, a whimper there, but nothing else. Holding the wooden sword, she swung it toward the ceiling. 

	As a small child, Rhys believed by running away she would be safe, but now she knew she would need a weapon. Not a plain wooden sword, but a real weapon, and one she could use. She considered how best to learn sword craft without the keepers becoming aware.

	So, while everyone else slept, Rhys practiced with the sword, deciding she liked the weight of it in her hand. At first light, she threw the bits of rope out of her cell, and across the aisle-way. Then she reached into a neighboring cell and pulled straw through the bars. After lining the bottom of the hammock, she hid the weapon.

	On the practice field, she selected a longer wooden sword. Keeran, who was also a weapons master, instructed the boys how to hold it, swing it, and move their bodies to counterbalance the weight. Though Rhys listened carefully as she practiced with the others, she continued to act clumsy. Only the stars were awake to witness when she took on her new knowledge, making each move her own and using those hours deep in the night to learn the sword's secrets.
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	Pausing in the telling, Daub watched Rafel acting at swordplay. The boy was spinning around as he swung an invisible blade through the night air.

	“You may think that a sword is an easy weapon to wield,” the old man said. “But you are wrong. Sword fighting requires finesse and hours of practice. Each different type of sword requires a different knowledge.”

	Rafel scoffed. “If you swing it hard enough at your opponent, you will cut him.”

	“That is sometimes true,” Daub said. “But if your opponent is more skilled than you, you will never have a chance to draw his blood.” He watched the boy from beneath hooded brows. There was still anger and defiance in the set of Rafel's shoulders. “Most fighters have a rudimentary knowledge of all swords but are true experts of only one, maybe two. I believe we should have a few lessons of our own soon.”

	Rafel's head snapped up. But his grandfather had already turned to gaze into the fire.

	“The swords given to the boys to practice with were all of wood and of comparable size. They were weighted to compare to the real thing, but were also designed for the full strength of a man. No one took this into account with Rhys. She was just pushed out into the melee.”

	Rafel returned to his seat as the tale continued.
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	Eventually, the trainees began to spar against one another. Rhys allowed herself to take small hits, after which she would throw herself to the ground. In this parody, she always played the loser, the weaker fighter. Then the day came when she sparred against an older boy, and her true strength showed itself without her bidding.

	The boy was named Moat, and every day he goaded Rhys with slanders and taunts, hoping to draw her into a fight he was sure to win. This boy was particularly vile. When it came time to assign a fighting pair, Keeran took great pleasure in assigning Moat to face Rhys.

	Moat out-weighed the girl by fifteen pounds, even though they were of the same height. He had great skill with the use of the longsword, which made it difficult for Rhys to feign a loss. 

	They faced off, sizing each other up, stepping in and out, but holding their blows. He swung wide, and before she could react, Moat made a surprise move, smacking her outer thigh hard enough to have broken a smaller bone. Pain rushed to her core, raising bile in her throat. Rhys gnashed her teeth. Pain raised her anger. She stepped closer and swung to the left, but Moat blocked the attack, shoving her back. She tried again. She did not recognize his moves. Unable to defend herself against his attack, she took another good hit. 

	Rhys's iris's darkened as she advanced again. She could hear her thoughts calling her back, but a different voice rose from the mist in her mind. She closed in on Moat and saw a satisfied smile as he raised his arm. But this time, she leaned forward and her lips parted, showing her sharp, curved teeth. Thrusting her head forward, her lips touched the underside of his chin, and the very edge of her teeth scraped his throat. 

	That light caress was enough. Frightened, Moat jumped backward. His sword caught between his legs, tripping him.

	As quickly as she had moved forward, Rhys pulled back. The boy screamed, blathering hysterically as he laid on the ground. The other boys crowded closer, so Rhys, too, fell to the ground. Wrapping her arms around herself, she rolled from side to side, screaming in terror.

	Keeran came running, glancing from child to child. Something terrible had happened here, he could tell. But what? Arlie, who had been watching from the sidelines, ran up with two buckets of cold water, which he dumped on both fighters. 

	When Moat told Arlie that Rhys tried to bite him, the man pried her lips apart, exposing the sharp teeth within. He shouted that Moat should have been more aware of his opponent. Rhys was almost gagging as Arlie continued to hold her mouth open.

	“What is going on?” Bairlot demanded. He had been watching the adult gladiators in a different arena and been drawn by the commotion.

	“There’s mischief afoot here,” Arlie declared. “They were sparring and something came over them.”

	Bairlot looked at the boy laying on the ground and the Tsame girl curled around herself, moaning. The ring of boys moved back, afraid they too would be attacked by unseen evils.

	“Ring the bell,” Bairlot ordered the keeper. “Send them back to their cells and summon the wizard.”

	Rhys's heart stopped. What had she done?

	Once in her cell, she paced, fearful she had betrayed the one person who showed her kindness.

	 

	Much later, a young keeper named Caleb unlocked the door to Rhys's cell. Caleb was new to the work he was performing. He was also the keeper who took news and gossip to Juran.

	Caleb allowed Sable to enter, where others were refused admission. Standing close to the girl, the apprentice spoke in whispers, an amused glitter in his eye.

	“Are you worried something bad will come of this?” At her nod, he laughed, quietly. “Do not be. We were prepared. Bairlot believes Ferdinand worked his exorcism from afar, with me standing on the field spilling oils and tossing powders into the air. I gave the boy a tincture to sleep. He will not remember much of what happened when he wakes. Now tell me what really occurred.”

	Sable nodded as Rhys explained. “I feel as though I am losing control. That something sleeps within me,” she said. “I am frightened of it.”

	“Hmm.” It was Sable's turn to pace. Turning to Rhys, he asked, “This has happened a few times when you were enraged?” Rhys nodded. “I think this might be some manifestation of a Tsame defense mechanism. Ferdinand said your people had abilities others lack. Because they were strange, the Tsame were hunted down by others who did not understand, and in their ignorance chose to destroy what was unfamiliar.” Leaning toward the girl, Sable opened his hand, offering three tiny nut meats. “Practice will help you control that which you say is within. You'll have to be discrete, as with your sword work.”

	“How do you know about that?” Rhys said, her mouth hanging open in shock.

	“My master and I know many things.”

	Overhead, the pair of songbirds twittered. With another laugh Sable left, stopping briefly to meet with Bairlot before the long hike through the city and up to the castle.

	“My master instructed me to inform you the evil is vanquished.” Sable humbly bowed his head to the Guardian of Gladiators.

	“Did he reveal the cause of this distress?” asked Bairlot. “One of the Warlord's competitors, perhaps? Another wizard?” 

	“Exactly so.”

	Before Bairlot had time to ask further questions, Sable took his leave, pleased to have put an end to the incident.

	 

	
Chapter Seven
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	STABLING SO MANY people required a lot of upkeep. Bairlot employed four keepers, along with several guards, trainers, a physician, and the cook and assistant who prepared the food. Manual laborers with strong backs and hardy knees were needed for hauling water, hay, and feed for the fighting beasts, and periodically mucking out the cells. There was also the matter of maintaining the latrines, the lowest of duties where the men worked naked with a rag tied over their face and nose. Even after being sluiced off, and with their one set of clothing on their backs, the stench was such that others avoided close contact for days.

	After siphoning off his share of gold provided for the upkeep of the fighters, Bairlot had little left to pay laborers. He had been assigned only a few slaves, as well, but he used them for his personal needs. To keep up with the maintenance of the barracks and the arena, Bairlot made use of the boy fighters. If a boy did not do well one day, he spent the next working in the latrines. Failing to meet Keeran’s expectations, Rhys had spent time hauling refuse in the stink before she realized there were other options. After a day of gagging, she decided to perform just a little better during the training to avoid that particularly nasty task.

	The other chores were not much better. Hay arrived daily for animal feed or bedding, delivered loosely in wagons which would not fit into the holding area. Carrying the hay from wagon to cell called for a strong back and left Rhys itchy from the dust and chaff. Plenty of other tasks served to get the young fighters sweaty and soiled, too. Their only chance to bathe came with the rain storms blew in.

	Practicing at night left her with very little extra energy. Sword play had become second nature, but try as she might, she had not learned to summon at will the monster within.

	One day, Rhys returned to her cell tired and cranky. Someone had upset her bowl, spilling half her mush. Perhaps it is time, she thought, walking into her cell, to abandon Daub and Ferdinand's advice. I should beat them all. I bet I could do it if I tried. She felt an immediate thirst for glory.

	Then the cell door slammed shut behind her, and the lock fell into place. The harsh reality was that even a moment’s glory would not remove her from this place of bars and whips. She stood still, imagining the feel of freedom and did not notice when a mouse ran across her foot. 

	A songbird called out, and Rhys exhaled, drawn back to where she stood. Three feet ahead on the floor lay a shiny red apple. Not a piece of withered, winter-kept fruit, but a glorious, juicy treat. She snatched it up, hoping no one else noticed, and went into her hammock. Within the comforting fabric folds, she found an oilskin-wrapped parcel. Barely able to breathe. Rhys curled up in her nest and opened it. Immediately, she was hit with the scent of dark bread and honey paste.

	Ferdinand had returned. For a moment, euphoria warmed her limbs. Try as she might to not care, the warm glow in the bottom of her stomach would not fade. That night she slept until dawn, not waking to practice while others rested. An unexpected relief filled her chest.

	 

	Although she didn’t see him, knowing Ferdinand worked within the castle comforted her. Rhys dreamed of the days she had been free to run. On a night not long after she'd found the apple, she dreamed she rose from the hammock and stood before the locked door of the cell. In her dream, she walked as though she were underwater, with all things around her drifting without being encumbered by the pull of gravity. Plucking a twig from the air, she reached to the front of the lock, inserting the twig and twisting. The door swung open a few inches. The dream illusion disappeared. 

	Rhys suddenly realized she was awake. And like waking from a dream, the memory of unlocking the door slipped away until she was looking warily at the alley, confused. Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the dark corridor.

	Knowing only one way to go, Rhys moved ahead. The full moon of spring lit the arena. Everything in the center seemed clear as day, with the edges in the shadows. A light haze hung over the ground. A breeze carried the scent of faraway trees. Unsure what to do, Rhys stood on tip-toe, leaning into the wind. The darting shadow of a songbird flew past. One followed another, four in all.

	Rhys took up the trail behind them, picking up speed, becoming the child she had been while in the desert with her mother. After a few faltering leaps, Rhys found her rhythm, and she danced. The Tsame girl danced and danced until she fell to the ground, exhausted. 

	She woke later, to find a late frost coated the ground, and in the same dazed state as before, found her way back to her hammock. Stiff and slightly sore, yet with her spirit rejuvenated, Rhys waited for the dawn. Hours passed before she realized she might have ignored her chance to escape.
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	Throughout the next day, Rhys moved in time to the memory of the dance she had experienced the night before. Her vision was glazed to what happened around her. Many noted her dour expression and closed attitude had lifted. A lesser trainer brought his concern that she had gone daft to Keeran. He, in turn, sent for Arlie. While the two men watched the girl, holding a low conversation as to what might have happened, Bairlot walked up. After his subordinates explained the situation, he peered across the arena field, also wary of this change.

	“Send her to work in the latrines,” he said. “That will either straighten out her thinking or prove she has lost all her senses.”

	Though Bairlot had been right that a day spent in the filth and stench would bring Rhys's feet back to the ground, he could do nothing about the memory of that night of freedom. It became an enchanting daydream, which Rhys retreated to regularly as the visions of fighting and death faded. the girl still had moments when she was obviously not on the same plain as the others. Bairlot's temper rose. He did not want to see Rhys happy. He wanted her to fight or to cringe and die.

	“It's like ’he's taken by magic,” Arlie said. “Fairies and the like.”

	“The wizard”—Bairlot spat on the ground—“is behind this. I'm done with this pampering.” He pulled on his leather vest and reached for his scabbard. “Send word to him I am on my way and wish for an audience.” Bairlot paused. “Wait. Not in his room, where I will be surrounded and confounded by his trickery. Tell him I will meet in a counsel room. He can pick the one.”

	 

	Bairlot rode to the castle for his meeting with Ferdinand, each plodding hoof-step adding to his anger. He arrived to find his runner waiting in the courtyard. A page led Bairlot down a lesser used corridor to a room that was comfortable and opened to a garden scented by roses. The tall glass doors were open wide, lacy curtains fluttering in the breeze. Once inside, Bairlot realized he stood within the confines of a lady’s parlor, an area with in the Queen's court where the wives of nobles would gather. 

	His brow darkened. How unseemly, he fumed, for men to conduct business in a place designed for women.

	Seated in a tall wing chair, Ferdinand eyed his guest. He had expected an eventual confrontation with Bairlot, but not a meeting within the castle. Bairlot's discomfort with this place pleased the wizard.

	“If that's what he wishes,” Ferdinand had said at the summons, “then let's make sure he doesn't have time to get his feet set before we know what he wants.” Sable had hurried away to make the arrangements Ferdinand requested.

	“Greetings, Bairlot,” said Ferdinand. “Welcome.”

	Bairlot swung toward the sound, his eyes growing wide at the sight of the old man. He hadn't noticed Ferdinand seated there, and for a moment wondered if the man had just magically appeared.

	“Wizard,” he said in a startled voice, then immediately recovered and glowered at Ferdinand.

	“Sit here in the warm sun, old friend,” Ferdinand said, well aware of Bairlot's disdain for him. “I have tea, or if you would rather, I can send for a tankard of ale?”

	“I do not have time for small talk and refreshments,” said Bairlot. He drew himself up, hand on the hilt of his sword. “We need to have a talk, you and I, about the girl.”

	“The girl?” asked Ferdinand.

	“You know which girl.” Bairlot's face flushed with anger. “The Tsame. The only girl living with the Warlord’s gladiators.”

	“Hmm, I thought you kept her housed where the younger boys are,” said Ferdinand. He poured himself a cup of tea, then busied himself with milk and lumps of sugar.

	“Do not play games with me, Wizard,” Bairlot said, his voice rising. “Since she dropped into my lap, strange things have been happening. There is a constant uproar.”

	“Really? Dropped in your lap? I vaguely remember you telling the Warlord you could make her a fighter.” Ferdinand stirred, unperturbed by Bairlot's anger.

	Bairlot had lost track of his prepared speech. Now he felt himself losing more ground. He sputtered, trying to remember the rest of his argument. Ferdinand again motioned him to a seat. Leaning back in his own chair, teacup in hand, Ferdinand crossed his legs and spoke.

	“As you know, Juran, Warlord Most High, returned from battle a few weeks ago. Since then, he has been busy with all the daily business which has accumulated in his absence. But soon he will be finished, and his mind will go on to other things.”

	Ferdinand did not mention he knew Juran had been visited by Caleb, and in exchange for a bit of money, the man had spoken of Rhys. Juran had been enraged, but this time Ferdinand had seen a small trembling around the Warlord's eyes the wizard recognized as uncertainty. After meditating on Juran's history, Ferdinand remembered another Tsame. She had controlled Juran in a way the Warlord did not want to remember. Those thoughts of the past put Rhys in danger. Shaking free of the thought, Ferdinand addressed Bairlot.

	“While we traveled from here to there and back again, the Warlord had a great deal of free time.” Ferdinand sipped the tea, then set the cup aside. “Several times, he spoke of a great gladiator event to be held upon his return. I am sorry. I believed that was what you wished to see me about, so we could discuss a date which would be auspicious for his majesty. But that doesn't seem to be the case.”

	Bairlot sat without speaking, on the edge of his seat. He had not known Ferdinand had traveled with Juran. He’d been told the wizard was holed up in his tower. It disturbed him that the wizard knew of Juran's plans, an event supposedly a secret between Bairlot and the Warlord.

	“During the time we rode together,” Ferdinand continued. “The Warlord devised long lists regarding the games. You know, the usual things: which beasts to use, which food vendors to allow, selection of weapons, the prize, and this time, the introduction of the girl.”

	Bairlot swallowed hard.

	“Not in the main event,” Ferdinand said evenly. “But not with the younger boys, either. Yes, Juran spoke of it fondly. He cannot wait. She is ready, is not she, to battle?”

	Bairlot shook his head. Ferdinand frowned slightly, feigning concern.

	“The Warlord is not going to be pleased,” the wizard said. “Are you sure she hasn't made progress?” Ferdinand hoped this would be the place to extradite Rhys from Juran's shadow.

	Bairlot sat silent, booted toe tapping on the flagstone.

	“Perhaps I could come down to the coliseum to see if she's fit,” Ferdinand suggested. “Maybe look over her armor and weapons. A little enchantment to keep her safe. What do you say?” Ferdinand laughed. “Juran doesn't want her hurt, just out where others can see what he has.” Ferdinand waited for Bairlot's response to his lie.

	Bairlot reached for a teacup. His throat suddenly dry. “She has no armor. The only weapon she uses is a wooden sword.”

	Ferdinand brushed his hands down the braided length of his beard. “This is not good,” he said. “Do you have a counter-proposal? How do you plan to have her ready before the Warlord calls her forward?”

	Bairlot shook his head as he considered which of his trainers he could assign to the girl and get the fastest results.

	“Robar,” he said thoughtfully. “Robar could work with her and perhaps have her ready.”

	“Who is Robar?” Ferdinand asked.

	“Robar is a rock troll. He was captured, brought here by Cenmada. He is a slave kept hidden in the weapons forge in the arena pit. Juran swore us to secrecy. It's how the Warlord's gladiators win so often. The troll is decent with weaponry, but he's an expert at creating protective armor.”

	“A rock troll?” The wizard tapped his fingers against his lips. “And he works with weapons? Very interesting.”

	The presence of a rock troll in the city had somehow been kept a secret from the wizard. The news made Ferdinand uneasy. He remembered being told once the Warlord possessed a common forest troll, but they were just cousins to fairies, and no danger to anyone. Rock trolls were taken from a place which circled the center of the world, where the sun beat down. But far from a desert, it was a place where the forests were lush, the mountains tall and inhospitable. This particular race was known to be dangerous and unstable, even to their own kind. For one to be trusted with the supplies needed to create weapons, let alone master their use, seemed foolhardy.

	Bairlot interpreted Ferdinand’s silence as believing the idea too foolish to have merit. “Just because he's a troll doesn't mean he's stupid.”

	“No, no, that is not what I meant.” Ferdinand shook his head. “Stupid is not the word I would use. Most trolls are expert fighters. They make their own weapons and guard them closely.”

	“Yes,” Bairlot said with a sly grin. “I know.”

	“Was he the last troll in the hovel?” Ferdinand asked, suspicious of how the rock troll could have been captured.

	“The last one alive,” Bairlot replied.

	Ferdinand rose to his feet. He didn’t like this news at all. “Let us interview this troll.”

	 

	Robar—a moniker assigned by Juran who was unable to pronounce the troll's name—worked in a small, dark cavern buried beneath the corner of the arena's large armory complex. A hot smelting fire burned, several weapons in the works lay about, and the smell of musky troll sweat permeated the air. Bairlot pointed out weapons for Ferdinand to examine. By stooping slightly, the wizard could move through the troll's work area, inspecting as he went.

	“Very good work,” the wizard said. “Exceptional attention to detail.”

	Robar was used to humans like Bairlot spitting orders at him and little else. He'd learned to ignore them. Ferdinand, on the contrary, spoke directly to Robar in a respectful manner, aware that though they were culturally different, the troll's abilities demanded respect. 

	Robar stopped hammering and faced the wizard. Bowing from the waist, the short troll—who looked more like stacked shale pieces than a creature made of muscle and bone—acknowledged the compliment. For only a moment, the troll and wizard locked eyes. Ferdinand felt a jolt that ran through his extremities.

	Stepping back into the sunlight, he moved away from Bairlot, giving himself time to consider what he had just experienced. He felt magic within the troll, and this presented an issue perhaps as great as rescuing Rhys.

	“How long has the troll been here?” Ferdinand asked.

	“Perhaps two years,” Bairlot said.

	That meant, Ferdinand knew, the troll had arrived at about the time the wizard had accompanied Juran on his war-making.

	“I never saw him in the castle.” Ferdinand frowned at the thought that none of his spies had told him of the troll’s arrival. But then, I might have been gone before he was actually brought here, the wizard thought.

	“No, he came directly to the armory and stayed here,” Bairlot said. “Even I was surprised at how quicky he arrived. Cenmada swooped in, dropped the troll, and was off.”

	A selfish bit of pride warmed the cockles of Bairlot’s heart at the fleeting look of surprise on Ferdinand’s face. It seemed the Guardian of Gladiators knew something the wizard had not. That tiny advantage put a spring in his step and a smile on his face.

	“How do you contain him?” Ferdinand asked. “I saw no enchantment.” The wizard realized he was pacing nervously in the small space, and halted, hands grasped behind his back.

	“We have his weapons.” Bairlot grinned, almost wiggling in excitement.

	“And he hasn't tried to take them back?” Ferdinand asked.

	“Ha, the dragon guards them now, and Robar is yellow liver scared of Cenmada.” 

	Bairlot did not make an effort to speak softly. Ferdinand knew trolls had extraordinary hearing. Surely, Robar could hear every word the guardian said. The wizard could feel anger emanating from the cavern as the troll dropped his hammer harder than before. Still, he wondered why the troll would not simply flee this place. There was surely something important about the weapons Bairlot had stolen.

	Ferdinand stroked his beard. So, they used the dragon to capture this rock troll. He looked upward, studying the clouds. Yes, that would be the only way. And they keep the troll's treasures hostage to maintain his compliance.

	Ferdinand moved once again to the doorway. From just outside, he watched Robar plying an awl and a bone needle to a leather vest, within which he had placed metal plates.

	“Wizard,” Bairlot said.

	Ferdinand turned, cocking an eyebrow, a question in his eyes.

	“The girl has been here better than five years. We were told, even as a child she bested grown men, and that her skills were remarkable. I saw her face the Warlord without fear. Yet, she has progressed very little as a fighter. How do you think we should train her so she can win for the Warlord?”

	Bairlot folded his arms across his chest. Both anger and distrust contorted his face. He was not happy to have to ask for the wizard's opinion or help.

	Ferdinand could not discern if Bairlot’s rage was directed toward him or merely frustration because the he had promised Juran a fighter, and the Warlord would not be forgetting. It did not matter. The wizard's chief worry had been the need to keep the child safe. But now there was a new complication—the presence of the rock troll. 

	Ferdinand could tell Bairlot had another scheme brewing. The wizard needed to know what else danced in the guardian's mind and hoped it didn’t pertain to eliminating Rhys. Though Ferdinand wanted to walk away to find a place to think, Bairlot was hot to talk about the troll. The man was a braggart. Ferdinand offered him a chance to do just that, putting on an awed expression.

	He left the doorway, returning to where Bairlot stood. “So, the weapons the troll makes are special?”

	“Aye, and he is best to teach Rhys how to use them. She will need metal weapons.” Bairlot sucked his teeth for a moment. “It might work.”

	“Why have you selected the troll to help the Tsame girl? What else do I need to know about Robar?” Ferdinand asked, avoiding the need to answer Bairlot immediately, while encouraging the guardian to tell him more.

	“When taken, the girl fought fiercely,” Bairlot said. “Hand to hand, she should be able to hold her own. I watched her run and jump, physical attributes which would give her an edge in avoiding injury. However, since her illness, she has recovered slowly and learned nothing of becoming a true gladiator. Acrobatic skills will not protect her against trained adversaries with real weaponry.”

	When Ferdinand did not speak, Bairlot continued.

	“Though it goes against my grain to give one fighter more than another”—a lie if Ferdinand had ever heard one—“I promised the Warlord she would one day be superior. Though she is tall, the girl will never be as heavy as the boys she's pitted against. The wooden weapons are designed for one of larger, heavier stature. Robar is the best. He can design weapons that are a shade smaller, and lighter as well, balanced to her weight.”

	“Why haven't you thought of this before?” Ferdinand asked.

	“In all honesty, I did not see the need. The Warlord left to go warring, and since he has returned, he hasn't mentioned the girl,” Bairlot said. “Before, when he would ask, I changed the subject because I knew he wanted to set her to fight against grown men. And he expected her to win.” He led Ferdinand out into the sun to a place they could watch Rhys, who was running laps around the outside of the abutting arena. “Watch her. When she walks, she bumbles along. When she runs, she stretches out and her stride is true. Is that how she will win? By running until her opponent drops from exhaustion?

	“I gave her weapons, but she discarded them. Now she works with Keeran, but I am told she gets beaten by boys who have been here for mere weeks. She has a long way to go before she is ready for a real fight. Now, she would be killed at the first swing of her opponent’s weapon. Herein lies the difficulty. Robar could make something special for her, a unique weapon to give her an edge. Something imbued with special power. But he is the only rock troll I have, and Juran assigned him to me only to create weapons and armor, not to train the fighters in their use.”

	“Hmm.” Ferdinand stroked his beard, deep in thought. Without another word, he rushed away.

	Bairlot watched the wizard walk away with nothing yet solved. It infuriated him. He had met with the wizard to warn him, then ended up asking for assistance with the Tsame. It had crossed his mind more than once that Ferdinand's behavior toward the girl was odd. The wizard had always been quick to respond if the girl became ill or injured, yet faced with a full match where she could easily be killed, he’d barely responded.

	Bairlot paced back and forth outside the tunnel to the cage area. In the past, Bairlot had seen Ferdinand sway the Warlord's opinion, though most of the time the issues were small and of little consequence. To many people, the problem of Rhys would be insignificant, but Bairlot had given his word in front of witnesses. He knew Juran carried a secret hatred for the child. If the girl failed miserably, and people called the Master of the Games a fool, the Warlord would also be tainted. 

	After all this time, Bairlot was no closer to making Rhys a top fighter. His twisted mind made yet another turn. He had just provided the wizard with an enormous amount of information.

	That blasted wizard is going to hang me out to dry, Bairlot thought. Now that he knows the real way of it here, he's going to go back to Juran to stick his twitchy nose into it. There's going to be hell to pay.

	Bairlot continued to pace at the edge of the tunnel. He peered into the gloom toward the sound of Arlie's working men. A boy ran past with an armful of bedding straw, and Bairlot took a swipe at him, barely missing. Bairlot stepped back into the light, searching for the wizard.

	I'll have him followed, Bairlot thought. Yes, that's it. I will have the old bastard watched. Then, when he gets into his tricks, I'll be ready to strike him down. And the next time, I'll shove a sword deep through his gullet before he knows which end is up.

	Ferdinand had disappeared from sight. Feeling sick to his stomach, Bairlot left the arena, craving a tankard or two of ale. He also had to find some peace and quiet while he devised a plan to keep Juran from beheading him for incompetence.

	 

	Rhys practiced in the enclosed arena, grunting under the weight of a sack of stones meant to make her stronger. She watched Bairlot walk by on the avenue. Even from a distance, she could tell he was not pleased.

	 

	Ferdinand did not leave the coliseum after his conversation with Bairlot. Instead, the wizard made his way to the bleachers, climbing up until he found a place where he could sit unobserved and watch Rhys.

	In the rows directly below, a group of court gentleman and their ladies sat in an area of three rows circling a picnic lunch. Visitors often came from afar. Their languages, and sometimes their mannerisms, were peculiar to the residents of Dowersberg. These groups claned together as much for comradeship as for protection. This group ate, laughing among themselves at the expense of the local people, and placing impromptu wagers on what was happening down in the practice arena. 

	Ferdinand ran his fingers down his beard, considering his next move. With no interest in the activities of the courtiers, the wizard fixed his gaze on Rhys until his mind was filled with only visions of her. Closing his eyes and settling back, he concentrated on events from her life which popped into his head. All the meals of mush she pushed away. The day Daub left, leaving her hollow and forsaken. The time she had rejected the training sword, only to have it bound to her hand. He thought of her dragging the sword around and later chewing through the bindings.

	The sun bore down on Ferdinand. The noblewomen, foreigners to Dowersberg who stayed in rented villas ringing the valley beyond the city, opened their parasols to protect themselves from the harsh sun. For only a fleeting moment, they considered the wizard. They had seen him before during their visits to the castle and believed him to be of advanced age and in his dotage. Thinking he napped behind them, they giggled and turned away. But Ferdinand knew their thoughts and chose to ignore their pretentious behavior. These were the same people who fluttered around the Warlord, using their coy ways and verbal trickery to ensure they received special treats and trinkets.

	During most of the time Rhys had been in the Dowersberg arena, the old man had avoided worrying over her. If he wanted news, he sent Sable on an errand near the arena. He had sent the birds, whose eyes he could see through. Ferdinand believed if his thoughts were focused on the Tsame, she would know, and sense him somehow. 

	His theory proved correct. For even now, every time she rounded the track in front of where he sat, she slowed. She felt caught by a pull she could not identify, yet her eyes saw nothing except the frivolous people in the bleachers. They were the ones with nothing to do but flit away time, rich and bored, never intent on any single thought for longer than a moment.

	Sitting near the gaggle of women, his attention was focused on them. He watched them interact, each with her own agenda, playing one against the other in a game of words. Then one whispered a secret to another, soliciting a gasping response, and a tiny shift in power was revealed. Ferdinand’s eyes narrowed. So foolish, these young women, yet so smart.

	With a final nod, he made a decision on what would be best to do. Rising, he started toward the ground. Instead of circling the group, he cut through their midst.

	“Excuse me,” he murmured.

	The ladies giggled.

	Pausing in front of one, he whispered, “I would not drink so much wine, if I were you. It could cause the baby harm.” Then he moved along.

	The woman stared after him, mouth gaping and eyes wide.

	“What did he say?” her friend asked, tugging at the pregnant woman's sleeve.

	“Nothing, really,” the woman said. Turning to her husband, she touched his arm. “The sun is hot and I am feeling unwell. Might we leave, husband, so I could share a word with you?”

	Outside the gates, Ferdinand smiled as he walked up the mountain road to the castle. Yes, he knew another little secret too, and with the right presentation, it would go far.

	 

	Far into the night, Ferdinand rehashed his meeting with Bairlot and devised several strategies for dealing with the problem of Robar.

	Which one? he asked himself, as he considered his options. Which one will be the quickest, surest, most likely to win?

	One of his songbirds flew through the window, landing on a stack of hand-written books.

	“Yes, you have been vigilant,” the wizard said to it. “I will be forever grateful.”

	The bird bobbed twice. Ferdinand sat for a time, his only movement the tapping of his fingertips on the table edge. Eventually, he let out a heavy sigh.

	“I waited,” he said, “knowing a new power would come. But I did not expect a child. Before I could intervene, Juran and Bairlot hatched a plot to use the girl to their advantage. It seemed best to let their plan fade and die naturally before taking her away. It's not her fault the uproar continues. She doesn't know. Now they are so embroiled in her future, I cannot merely snatch her away.”

	The bird lifted, soaring around the room silently. Ferdinand extended his hand, offering it a perch.

	“Perhaps,” he said, “you and I could play another little trick, huh?”

	The bird bobbed. Ferdinand closed his hands around the fragile body. Placing his mouth against his fingers, the magician whispered an incantation. Once freed, the bird circled one last time before flying back through the window into the darkness. 

	Out among the castle turrets, the songbird fluttered from window to window, swooping in and out until it found the one it wanted. As quiet as an owl on the hunt, it flew into the Warlord's bedchamber, and directly to the big canopied bed. The bird landed on the pillow, then moved along in small hopping steps. When it found a place hidden from view, it snuggled in. 

	Throughout the night, the soft voice repeated the message Ferdinand had dictated. At first light, the bird returned to its nest.

	 

	
Chapter Eight
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	“MASTER, THE WARLORD has summoned you.” Sable leaned against the door, gasping for breath from his run up the tower staircase.

	“Yes, I expected it,” Ferdinand said, already clasping his cape around his shoulders.

	In the room with them was a woman named Yallana. Of medium height, with a sparse frame, and skin the color of old honey, she lived in the east tower and cooked and cleaned for the wizard. When Ferdinant suggested he already knew of the summons, she and Sable looked at each other. Yallana cocked an eyebrow.

	“I saw you,” Ferdinand said as he walked away.

	Yallana sighed. “I'm sure you did.”

	In the great hall, a page directed Ferdinand to a small dining room. Within, he found Juran selecting tidbits from a heavily laden table. The wizard and the guards were the only people standing. The Warlord's courtiers were all seated around him, but none touched the food.

	“Your Majesty,” Ferdinand said with a bow.

	“Ah, Wizard! Have you selected a date for my gladiator match?” Juran asked. A spray of food accompanied each word from the Warlord's overfull mouth.

	“I have, though I found it quite a trial to coordinate the weather so far in advance.” 

	Ferdinand gave a great, exhausted sigh. While the wizard spoke, he began circling the table, keeping one eye on the nobles whose eyes darted from the Warlord to the food and back. Often, when Juran dealt with his subjects, Ferdinand watched. He found the nobles behavior amusing. The higher the rank, the less the backbone.

	“Will there be enough time for those guests I have invited from afar to arrive? Time to ready accommodations?” The Warlord shoved another hunk of cake between his lips.

	“Absolutely,” Ferdinand said. “You can send forth the invitations immediately.”

	“Good, good. Most of my gladiators are ready. That leaves only the boys for the introduction matches. Oh, and the girl.”

	Ferdinand continued his slow walk.

	“It came to me last night.” Juran paused, relieving his stomach pressure with a long, wet belch, causing those closest to him to lift perfumed handkerchiefs to their noses. “It might be best for you to oversee the last of her training, and perhaps the collection of her weapons. A little wizardry might be in order.”

	Ferdinand gave a short laugh, and Juran laughed in return. Pausing directly across the table, Ferdinand faced the Warlord. From this position, Juran would have to speak past everyone present.

	“Overseeing the girl is one thing, Your Majesty. Her weapons are another. I have little knowledge of such things, neither their making nor their use.”

	Juran leaned forward. A sly gleam shone in the dark center of his eyes. “What if we had access to, say, a rock troll?”

	Ferdinand smiled widely. “That is a clever jibe, sire. A rock troll, indeed!”

	Juran reclined in his seat, waving a single finger at the wizard. “This time, I know what you do not. We have one hidden here in Dowersberg.”

	Feigning surprise, Ferdinand placed his hand on his chest. “Surely you jest?”

	“No,” Juran said. “I will make arrangements for you to see him. If I tell him to help you, he will.” The Warlord wiped his greasy fingers across his expanding tunic.

	“It's a more complicated problem, sire.” Ferdinand shook his head sadly. “There are boundaries within magic. The powers of wizards and trolls are fundamentally different. One is the power of elements, the other of a primordial nature. I could ask the troll for a weapon politely, and he might cooperate. However, even with a weapon crafted by troll magic in hand, I would be unable to enhance it with my own power.”

	“What?!” the Warlord shouted incredulously, heaving himself up onto his feet.

	Ferdinand had banked on Juran's response to be exactly this. The Warlord understood the worth of a creature of magic, but he had no knowledge of how magic really worked. It was that lack of understanding Ferdinand planned to use to get around Bairlot without creating chaos, which would put neither Robar nor Rhys in more danger. 

	“Yes, it's true. But perhaps…the only way I can do more with a troll being held as a slave is by having ownership or allegiance to myself. That would allow our magic to blend. But that’s not possible, of course.” Ferdinand shook his head again. “I am so sorry. I would do more if I could.” He bowed, indicating he was going to leave. Juran quickly raised a hand, stopping Ferdinand's exit.

	“Well,” Juran said, his voice deepening, the laughter gone. “If the issue is getting the troll to comply with your orders and direction, I could simply give him to you.”

	“Are you saying,” Ferdinand asked, timid but clear, “you are giving the rock troll to me?”

	“I am,” Juran said, bringing his hand down on the table, causing the crystal and his guests to jump.

	“So, you want me to command the rock troll in the construction of tools for the Tsame, Rhys, and to instruct her in their proper use?”

	“Yes, that is what I want,” Juran, Warlord Most High, said.

	“Are you sure of what you wish?” Ferdinand held the meek note in his voice. Only his bushy beard concealed his grin.

	“Yes, as these men are my witnesses,” said Juran, striding around the table. “The rock troll, whose existence I hold, is hereby yours. … Now let's see about those invitations.”

	Juran marched out of the dining room with his courtiers, the food on all but one plate left untouched. More than one man had a rumble in his stomach loud enough for others to hear. Selecting a ripe apple from the bowl of untouched fruit, Ferdinand tagged behind the group.

	Is not that just marvelous? The wizard thought, taking a huge bite, relishing the crisp snap as a piece tore away from the whole.
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	“The wizard played a trick,” Newry squealed. “Not magic, just a trick!”

	“Yes, a trick.” Daub laughed. “Even though Juran would later declare he had been hexed, he had merely fallen for a little trick of words. And with those simple words spoke aloud, Robar was then bonded to Ferdinand.”

	Once again, Rafel was scowling. This time, his arms were crossed in front of his body. “How could a warlord fall for such a trick? He is a smart enough to lead entire armies, yet you want us to believe that neither he nor anyone else there saw what the wizard was doing?”

	“It is like when you are angry because want a larger piece of sweet,” his grandfather explained. “Your mother can scrub out your ears, and you do not pay her any mind. All you can see is that piece of honeyed bread. Juran wanted one thing. He was not listening to what it was going to cost him, only that there was a way he could have it.”

	“I think it was a funny trick,” Newry said with a smile. “I am going to try it on father the next time he makes me ride with the babies in the cart.”

	Daub watched the little girl's eyes twinkle as she planned her version of the wizard’s trick. Beyond her, Rafel had moved slightly away.

	“Now,” Daub said, lowering his voice slightly, making it difficult for Rafel to hear unless he moved closer. “Let's see what other tricks that old wizard knew.”
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	In the same manner that animals know when the weather will change, or when you might have a treat in your hand for them, Robar, deep in the bowels of the armory, knew a change in the order of command directing his life had occurred. He did not know the exact nature, but instinct bade him prepare. Laying aside the weapon he had been fashioning for one of Bairlot’s gladiators, he took up a fresh piece of steel. Though shorter than what he normally would use, he knew the length to be right. 

	Ferdinand sat in the throne room eating the apple as he waited. From his seat to the right of the Warlord, and just beyond the Prime Minister, the wizard surveyed the courtiers filing into the room. Each of these men had been present at breakfast when Juran had revealed the existence of the rock troll. Yet, no heads were pressed together in whispered conversation, no eyes snuck questioning glances. This lack of concern by the rest of the court would bode well for Ferdinand's master plan.

	Bairlot had been summoned. Juran, unconcerned when the Master of the Games was not immediately available, shifted the discussion from the guest list to the gladiator event, directing the court secretary to assign emissaries to deliver his invitations.

	“Yes,” Juran said. “Everything seems to be in order. The emissaries are to leave today. Do you understand?” 

	With a full belly and good news, Juran of the Red-Bearded Garos and Warlord Most High, beamed at the preening noblemen and coquettish women who filled the room. Each was dressed in their most elegant clothing, aglitter with jewels that sparkled as they moved.

	“Now”—Juran rubbed his hands together—“Where is Bairlot?”

	The Master of the Games arrived and hurried forward, bowing from the foot of the stairs below the throne. Juran motioned Bairlot up the steps, then proceeded to tell him of the deal he'd made with Ferdinand regarding Robar the troll.

	“What if I have need of him?” Bairlot asked.

	“You told me you were ready.” Juran's smile disappeared.

	“I am.” Bairlot licked his lips. “But one never knows, sire, what may happen.”

	“What will happen now,” Juran explained, “is the girl can impress the multitudes, best the opposition, and make me a lot of money.” As the Warlord pondered this, his smile returned, greed displacing his previous trepidation.

	Bairlot turned to Ferdinand. “How long will you need the troll?”

	Ferdinand rose from his seat. “As long as the girl is being trained. That's what you wanted, wasn't it, Bairlot? For the girl to be made ready?” Ferdinand was unable to resist that last little jibe.

	Bairlot turned back to Juran, another argument forming on his lips. Ferdinand took his leave of the court and descended the stairs.

	 

	Back in his room, Ferdinand reached for the box of wooden animals. He selected two mice, a cat, and a badger, awakening them with magic. Then he sent for his apprentice.

	“Things will get messy here for a while,” he explained to Sable. “Events will unfold quickly. You'll need to be ready to go to the city at any time.” Standing upright, he paused, one finger tapping his chin. “On second thought, there is an inn near the house Bairlot keeps at the edge of the city. I want you to go there and take a room from which you can come and go without attracting attention. Along with your other tasks, keep watch over Bairlot's estate.”

	“How do you know where Bairlot’s house is, or even if he has one?”

	Ferdinand pointed to his ears.

	 

	When Daub pointed to his ears as well, Newry giggled. From where she sat on the ground, she mimicked the movement, and then covered her grin with both hands. Firelight sparkled in her eyes. It was easy to see that she understood fully there was power in silence.

	 

	“Keep your eyes open.” Ferdinand followed as the apprentice moved to his room to pack his belongings. “Stay low while there, but go to the arena daily and allow yourself to be seen among the young fighters.”

	Sable adjusted his rucksack. “What do you want me to do?”

	“Follow your instincts,” Ferdinand said. After the young man departed, the wizard gave more specific instructions to his other spies.

	“I want to know who visits Bairlot and who speaks of Rhys,” he told the cat.

	“See who follows the girl and Robar to the meadow. Soon they will be there regularly and someone will want to know what they do,” he said to the badger.

	“Robar is now our responsibility,” Ferdinand explained to the mice. “We need to keep him safe.”

	Ferdinand did not summon the birds, for they knew already knew their purpose. Day after day, and year after year, the pair nesting above Rhys's hammock kept watch when she slept. The other four fluttered around the arena, listening for any who might want to sabotage the grand plan.

	When at last satisfied that he had placed spies everywhere they were needed and would serve him best, Ferdinand went to visit the troll.

	 

	Outside, the day was hot with little wind. Inside the forge, breathing was utterly painful. The naked troll appeared unperturbed regarding the temperature of his surroundings. 

	Once again, Ferdinand stooped to enter the forge, but Robar, who was barely four-feet tall, had room to stand and swing the heavy hammers. Just like stone, his skin was rough with the same gray color as slate, ribboned in places by white scars, and small pitted burn marks. He had eyes of ruby-brown, and when he lifted his brows so they showed, Ferdinand could see wisdom as well as the heartbreak there. 

	Sparks flew off the white-hot piece of metal the troll was beating into shape. Even when a spark landed on his skin, he did not flinch.

	“Robar.” Ferdinand said.

	CLANG! CLANG!

	“I came to talk with you regarding your work.”

	CLANG! CLANG!

	Ferdinand raised his voice. “Robar!”

	CLANG! CLANG!

	Ferdinand ran his fingers down his sleeve. The next time Robar raised his arm, it became instantly stuck in the air above his head. His shoulder twitched, trying to pull the offending appendage downward. This caused his torso to jerk upward. His arm remained high.

	Ferdinand waited.

	Glowering from beneath his thick brow, Robar dropped the unfinished weapon to the floor. Immediately, the troll's arm fell. And that was that. Ferdinand did not want to aggravate the rock troll further. Robar turned finally to look upon his guest.

	“Bairlot will no longer command your time,” Ferdinand said.

	“I am aware.” Robar paused. “Master.”

	Ferdinand quirked an eyebrow, surprised the troll would know what was happening.

	“Troll magic,” Robar said. His voice had a peculiar inflection. Rolling his wrist and elbow to dissipate any residual restriction, he continued. “Wizards are not the only beings granted power.” A mouse ran across the troll's wide, hair-covered foot unnoticed.

	Ferdinand bowed his head in acknowledgment. “Your primary concern from this point will be to prepare the Tsame girl, Rhys, for the gladiator ring.”

	Robar pointed to the rapidly cooling steel on the floor. “Short sword.”

	“What else?” Ferdinand asked.

	“She'll need a lance, battleaxes, and a shield,” Robar said. “I would also suggest a brigandine jacket and matching skirt. I can forge plates that will deflect any weapon.”

	“Arm and shin guards?” Ferdinand asked.

	Robar shrugged. “Depends on how much weight she can bear.”

	“Any supplies needed will be made available.” Ferdinand looked about the forge. “If there is a delay, I will know, and the problem will be rectified.”

	“Aye.” Robar said with a smirk, eyes darting to the corner where two small mice were now washing each other. “I see I have new roommates.”

	Ferdinand leaned back against the workbench.

	“Tell me your plan for training Rhys in the use of her new weapons.”

	Robar started. “I am not a trainer. I cannot even leave here.”

	“As of now, you can go where ever you want,” Ferdinand said. “You are my servant, and I declare it is so. There is no one more qualified than you to teach Rhys how to use what you create.”

	The troll looked dubious.

	“How,” Ferdinand asked, “were you planning on measuring her for armor?”

	“She can come here.”

	“Absolutely not! I forbid it. She is not be further traumatized.” 

	Ferdinand stood quickly, hitting his head on the low ceiling. The old man groaned angrily. He rubbed the spot, already feeling a bump swelling.

	“Robar, that child, who fought the very soldiers attacking her home, that brave young girl who stood, sword in hand, has become lost. There is a warrior hidden away inside this frightened child. Her only hope to find that person is to live.” His voice held a hard edge, not directed at Robar, but at Rhys's situation. “We need to rescue the fighter buried deep within. Rhys has a destiny to write. Your help is imperative.”

	Robar listened to the voice within himself. He knew Ferdinand spoke the truth. Without another word, he picked up the half-sharpened steel blade and shoved it back into the fire, pumping the bellows.

	“Tools first,” he said. “Then we train.”
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	Days went by. Rhys was unaware anything had changed in her life. Then one day, while Bairlot was walking through the arena, inspecting his fighters, one of them approached her.

	“What did you do to raise Bairlot's anger?” the small boy asked.

	Rhys scanned the field in surprise, looking for the guardian, finally catching sight of him in the distance.

	“I did nothing,” she said. “Why are you accusing me?” Aware that her height allowed Bairlot to pick her out from a group, she crouched down among the boys.

	The boy put a hand to his mouth conspiratorially. “When he passed by, he gave you a look I thought would burn a hole through your head.”

	“Yeah,” said another youth. “I am afraid he would order us all whipped.”

	Rhys picked up a spear, aiming at the upright target. She ran over the events of the previous days, but no indiscretion on her part came to mind. She no longer contradicted orders given to her, or even cast disparaging looks. What could she have done to offend the fat man?

	Hours later, Ferdinand arrived and, on his orders, she followed him out of the arena. Few noticed them leave the field. Most were busy watching a set of practice matches between more experienced gladiators. The pair walked along an alley leading to the area that housed the beasts.

	“I am only allowed as far as the horses,” Rhys said.

	Ferdinand nodded. “Very well.” 

	Around the next bend, Robar stood waiting. Her knowledge of trolls was extremely limited, and she’d never seen this one before. She kept her distance, going as far as to use Ferdinand as a shield.

	“He is a friend, Rhys,” the wizard said.

	Rhys stared, eyes wide, following the troll's every move. “I saw creatures like this on the docks. They were always bound in chains.”

	“He is not a creature,” Ferdinand said. “Nor a man either. Robar is a troll. If his kind were chained, then they were captured, and some criminal enslaved them. I'm sure you can appreciate the feeling.”

	Robar walked around the girl, measuring her with his eyes as he went. She turned to follow him.

	“Stand still,” Robar ordered. “Extend your arms to the side.” Rhys did as instructed. Robar looked her over. “Now to the front.” Rhys once again complied, allowing Robar to walk behind her.

	“I trust,” she said to Ferdinand, “that you will watch my back.”

	Ferdinand smiled, but did not answer. Dropping her arms, Rhys turned and found the squat creature gone.

	“Did he disappear?” she asked. First her eyes, then her head, then her entire body spun from one side to the other. She felt her breath seize as she sought the troll.

	“No,” Ferdinand said. “Trolls just tend to blend in against the sand and rocks.”

	The wizard pointed down the alley toward the opening to the arenas. Rhys saw a wave in the dust on the sandy flooring, and then briefly, Robar's profile as he paused at the entrance. A shiver ran up her spine. Had his skin changed color to match the sand?

	“What does he want with me?” she asked finally. Her throat was dry and her words husky.

	“It is not Robar who wants.” Ferdinand walked slowly back the way they had come. “Rhys, for the time being, you must go on as before. Robar is making weapons for you that are different from the heavy style used by the Garos. When the weapons are finished, he will be your trainer, and you will answer to him. I do not know his plan for training you, but we can trust him.” 

	Ferdinand laid a hand on her shoulder.

	“Your mother knew before your birth that your future lay far from the land of your people.” Ferdinand walked along slowly, hands clasped behind his back and eyes focused on the ground before his feet. “She may have not known much more that, in the same manner that I knew a warrior would come, yet, not who.

	“I came here, to Dowersberg, in advance of that warrior’s arrival. Clandestinely, I stirred the small groups of disgruntled residents into larger bands of rebels. Had it not been for Cenmada, Juran might have already been overthrown. We waited. Years passed. About the time of your birth, I became aware that change was coming.”

	He stopped and raised his eyes to the fencing surrounding the arena and the mountains beyond. An enormous sigh deflated his chest. Ferdinand turned to Rhys, blue eyes boring into hazel ones.

	“I was at a loss when I first laid eyes on you. For the first time in my life, I was confused. It shames me to tell you that was the reason I left you here. But I am not sure now, Rhys, if it was the wrong thing to do. I don’t know that I could have prepared you better for what is to come.”

	After several moments of silence, Rhys asked, “What is to come?”

	“Honestly, I am unsure. But I know this is the path.” He started to walk away. “Have you seen Sable?”

	“He is here often,” she said. “A few times when a boy got injured, Sable helped with the healing.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I have heard he has a magical touch.”

	Smiling, Ferdinand motioned for Rhys to return to her training in the arena. Then he found a place hidden in the bleachers where he could watch for Bairlot. He was still unsure of how the Guardian of Gladiators was taking the loss of the troll.

	Sable entered the arena below where the wizard sat. The apprentice could sense his master was near. Searching the bleachers, he spotted Ferdinand and nonchalantly climbed the rows of seats until they sat together.

	“Tell me what you have seen from your window at the inn,” Ferdinand directed.

	“Bairlot never arrives at his house during the daylight hours and always leaves before light. He rides directly into the stables. When he leaves, his horse rushes from there and away.”

	“He doesn't want anyone knowing what he's up to,” Ferdinand said.

	Sable nodded. “Bairlot does not keep a woman there, only two old servants. A man and his wife.”

	“Do they leave the house?”

	“The man only goes as far as the end of the walk for sweeping. But the woman goes to the marketplace. I followed and tried to speak with her. She shoved me aside and said nothing.”

	“Hm, well trained, I see.” Ferdinand stroked his beard. “What else?”

	“One of the food sellers told me this woman recently bought a great amount of food. It's likely that Bairlot has wealthy guests coming to stay for the games.  Besides the horse that Bairlot rides into the stables when he comes, there is another full team recently arrived.”

	“A team of horses?”

	“Yes, master, big brutes with rippling muscles and bad attitudes.”

	Ferdinand waved Sable back to the arena while considering the reasons Bairlot would need a team, the type to pull a heavy load for a long distance. As he considered this, a songbird landed on the seat nearby.

	“Have you heard,” Ferdinand asked the bird, “Bairlot bragging he recently bought horses?”

	The creature shook from side to side. 

	Lost in thought, Ferdinand mounted his horse and rode up the mountain toward the castle. He could send Sable into the city to investigate whether a local team had recently changed hands, but word could get back to Bairlot. Perhaps he should hold this information in secret for the time being.

	With Sable staying in the city, only Yallana moved through Ferdinand's rooms. He found her sweeping away the ever-present dust. Standing on the small balcony hundreds of feet above the city, he could look down the deep cliff, the edge on which the castle rested. To the north, a dark forest led up into the mountains whose spine ran for a thousand miles along the shoreline. Beautiful, but untamed, the forest growth made travel difficult among the conifers. The miles of wooded land were like the sea, each carrying hidden dangers.

	Turning, Ferdinand could see the beginnings of the foothills which encircled the castle. Close enough to the city to have access, but lost among the farmlands were the homes of the nobles. Some were very elaborate, with stone barricades and metal gates.

	Yallana's rising cloud of dust tickled the wizard's nose. He sneezed.

	“Stop that infernal sweeping.” He spat out a mouthful of dirt. “Come here. I need your help.”

	Making a show of putting away her broom before plodding over to where her master stood, tapping his foot impatiently, the woman bowed her head slightly.

	Yallana had been brought to the continent aboard a ship as a slave. She had barely survived in the ship's hold, a hothouse of disease and pestilence. Forbidden to land at New Tide, the captain had turned back to the sea, but not before ordering the bodies of the sick and dying to be thrown overboard, knowing many would float to shore. It was his revenge for being turned away.

	The townsfolk made piles of the bodies as they drifted in, burning them on the beaches. To further protect the city, the harbormaster refused to allow the body collectors to return until they scrubbed themselves raw in the sea. Ferdinand happened to be at the port collecting rare ingredients when he found Yallana, barely breathing, in a pile of corpses, soon to be torched. He hid her in a sea cave until the disease had passed, then snuck her into his private corner, the east tower of the castle. With the return of her health, whole and well, she swore her life to Ferdinand.

	Yallana had been pretty once, widely pursued by amorous men from her home village. In the end, the plague had stolen that gift from her. Yallana's face still bore the marks of the deadly pox. After the marks of the sickness faded, he had allowed her to go into the city. None knew whence she came, though it was clear she was not Garos. She was only one of many exotic travelers in Dowersberg. Few took any real notice of her.

	“What can I do, master,” Yallana asked, “to make your day more pleasant?” Her tone inferred her day had been better before Ferdinand’s return.

	He sighed, forcing away his unpleasant thoughts, before turning to the woman who devoted herself to his comfort but often raised his ire.

	“Yallana, you know of the upcoming gladiator fights?”

	She nodded. Yallana never seemed to care what happened beyond the tower walls, yet she seemed to always know the goings on in the city.

	“I'm sure your big ears and snooping ways have detected the girl. Rhys.” 

	Yallana sniffed in disdain at Ferdinand's accusation. The wizard tried not to smile.

	“Now besides Sable and my little creatures of wood, I have use of those ears of yours and that niggling ability to ferret out gossip.” Running his hand along the balustrade, Ferdinand considered his servant woman.

	“When the foreigners Juran has invited start arriving, the inns will fill quickly. There will be many here in the castle. I am sure the nobles will be entertaining still others.”

	Yallana gazed toward the homes of the nobles. Her disgust for their snobbery, flamboyant behavior, and childish attitudes showed on the woman's face.

	“I'm not sure who is to stay in Bairlot's house.” Ferdinand watched her. She raised her head, a question in her eyes. “We must try to discover which guests are his. He has trickery afoot. Those staying within his walls may take part in his plan. For us to succeed, we need to know.”

	“How do you wish me to uncover this information, master?” Yallana asked.

	“It will be easy to discern who is staying in the castle, maybe also in the inns. The homes of the nobles might be more difficult. But even if the Warlord's favorites do not brag, the servants will. The more we identify, the fewer mysteries will remain. When all is said and done, there will be only a handful of visitors who are being housed somewhere we cannot discover. Then, perhaps, we can more easily determine who Bairlot's guests are.”

	“It will take time to gather such a great amount of information,” Yallana said.

	“We have time, if we start soon. Already the more pompous are strutting about with their self-awareness. They will be easy to follow.”

	While he spoke, Ferdinand unrolled a long parchment, a copy of the Warlord's guest list.

	“The pompous are weak,” Yallana said.

	 

	Reentering the common room, Yallana removed her work apron and picked up her market basket. Then she traveled through the castle, down to the kitchens, into the courtyards, and to the butchery. Her face might have lost some of its quality, but her steps were still filled with grace. 

	Yallana's tall form floated among the servants and slaves. She chatted casually with those she knew and greeted others whom she did not. Ferdinand had been right. There were many who were willing to gossip about the guests of their masters. Fortunately, Yallana had a good memory. By the time she returned, she had much to relate.

	 

	
Chapter Nine
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	HAVING BOTH BAIRLOT and Ferdinand seeing to the training of the girl fighter pleased Juran. He knew some of the older fighters were twice her size, and most were rugged individuals used to the hardships of the mines. After his initial encounter with Rhys, he had considered what he knew about the Tsame girl. Juran felt certain she would emerge the victor in the upcoming games. Her abilities would line his pockets with more gold than any other gladiator had. Though Bairlot repeatedly brushed the girl's abilities off, Juran knew she was ready for a challenge. He knew how strong a Tsame fighter could be. Telling no other, he plotted to send her into the ring against grown men using real weapons.

	He summoned his gladiators to the central area within their small inner village, prideful enough to believe these men, all glorified slaves, would listen with rapt attention and honor his presence. Juran sat on a black steed that nervously pawed the ground.

	“This tournament will be far greater than all others before.” Juran boasted. “During the exhibition, the Tsame girl will fight. Perhaps against one of you. Or maybe a visiting fighter. You will soon meet many of them. There is only one stipulation”—he paused for effect—“and then only because she is a child. A gladiator may draw blood, even beat her into unconsciousness, but he may not kill her. She is my prize, and I will not lose her so soon. Make sure that every fighter understands this rule.”

	The gladiators nodded in agreement, breathing a sigh of relief. Despite having been trained for most of their lives to fight, to draw blood, to kill, these men were not without honor. Most did not want to be responsible for the death of a child, and a girl at that. On the battlefield or during a raid, her age might not matter. The chaos of war claimed many unintended victims. This tournament, however, would be merely a game, a chance for the greedy to lose their money on bets‒and entertainment for the crowds. 

	Trusting these men would heed his wishes, Juran headed to the arena, in order to inspect the pavilion where he and his most trusted courtiers would be seated. Servants had been sent ahead and should be busy hanging his banners where all could see.

	News that the Warlord would inspect the arena had spread like wildfire among the nobles and their guests. A sizable group gathered when he rode up, hoping to gain his attention. They crowded closer, stepping on each other’s toes while delivering vicious pinches to their rivals.

	A few courageous women batted their long eyelashes at him and bared their jeweled necks, thinking the Warlord unaware of their sly actions. Juran knew their game. He accepted their coquettish behavior and compliments with a self-deprecating smile. Later, he would laugh at the antics of these Garos women. When Rhys was grown, she would be an even more spectacular draw than any of the powdered faces gathered here. Juran proceeded straight into the arena, giddy with the thought of how the Tsame girl would astound them all.

	 

	Bairlot, who liked to believe he understood the inner workings of Juran's mind, had a fair idea why the Warlord ordered the male gladiators to restrain from killing Rhys. He also spoke with the fighting men after the Warlord had ridden on and before they had disbursed.

	“Listen to me carefully,” he said to them. “You have heard the Warlord say not to kill her. If she is disfigured or maimed, your head will roll. If you value your life, accept the loss.”

	“The Warlord did not say we could not win,” one gladiator said.

	“He did not,” Bairlot said before walking away, “but I know him. She is a toy. If you deny him the enjoyment of his toy, he will scatter your remains across the countryside. If you fight to win, your instincts might drive you too far.”

	The gladiators stood silently. Each man prayed to his god that when Rhys joined the games, she would be set to battle against someone else.

	 

	Robar worked day and night, perfecting his weapons for Rhys. Among all else, he hammered a wide variety of knives appropriate for her size. The troll believed Rhys's greatest defense might be using mobile tactics at close range, as opposed to fighting straight on with a larger opponent. The leather armor he’d finished contained hidden pockets for the throwing blades. 

	On the day he finished the last weapon, he allowed the bellows to fall silent and turned to the mice that were hiding in the corner and snacking on his rations.

	“Tell the wizard I am ready,” Robar said.

	 

	By noon, Ferdinand strolled across the practice field. A runner took the wizard's message to Bairlot, stating the time had come for the troll and the girl to work together. The Guardian of Gladiators stood at the tunnel edge, watching the pair much the same way his men did. But his gaze held no awe, only anger and hatred. When the group surrounding Rhys realized Ferdinand was approaching, the boys melted away. Only Rhys turned to greet him.

	“It is time,” Ferdinand said.

	Rhys dropped the wooden sword and followed along. At the gates, they met the troll pulling a cart with a large tarp covering a cumbersome load. Every pair of eyes turned in their direction. Many stopped in their tracks, gaping as the trio wound their way through the city toward the forest. When they were well out of sight, Ferdinand stopped.

	“This will do,” he said. 

	Touching the side of the wagon, he waited as it floated upward. When the wheels were above the height of the surrounding bushes, Ferdinand left the path with the wagon floating behind. Robar motioned Rhys to precede him. Every few feet, the troll turned and, using troll magic, removed all evidence of their passing.

	Having spent most of her short life in the desert or within the caged areas of the arena, Rhys gaped at the lush woodlands. Everywhere she looked were assorted hues of green. Flowers as large as soup bowls or as tiny as a needle's eye, butterflies, calling birds, and the occasional quick movement of a small animal enthralled her. She took no notice of Robar and bumped into Ferdinand when he and the wagon stopped in front of her.

	“Is this space large enough, Robar?” Ferdinand asked.

	“Aye,” the troll said.

	They stood on the edge of a clearing. The grass had been cropped to mid-calf height by mountain deer. Wildflowers abounded.

	“It's beautiful,” Rhys said.

	Her smile tickled Ferdinand. It was difficult not to smile back at her. “You and Robar will practice here,” he said. “You will travel together so that Robar can cover your trail. It would not do for others to see your true abilities. You can hide the weapons here.” He pointed to a patch of bushes. “I will cast an illusion to keep them from being discovered.”

	Rhys and Robar advanced to the center of the field. The troll pushed Rhys into the center of the clearing. She turned, scowling at him, but Robar was not intimidated. He gave her another little push, then jutted his chin in her direction.

	“Show me your stance,” he ordered.

	When she did nothing more than spread her feet, he rushed at her. Rhys stumbled backward.

	“Bend your knees,” Robar instructed. “Put your weight on the balls of your feet, keep them apart, one slightly forward.”

	Rhys did as he directed, changing slightly with each cutting movement of his hand.

	“Stomach in, back straight, head slightly forward, arms bent at elbow, always ready.”

	Robar walked around her, prodding her with a stick. He had her run, stop short, and assume a fighting stance. Over and over, until she was exhausted. At one-point Rhys looked around for the wizard, but once he’d cast his magic, he returned the way they had come. A fat badger sat where the wizard had once stood, watching the girl and the troll.

	On the second day, Robar introduced the collection of weapons he had created. Rhys did not have time to learn them one by one, and regardless, very few gladiators fought with only a single weapon. Most used two at a time, carrying more on their person, in case the flow of battle shifted. That was how Robar wanted Rhys to learn, not thinking of one at a time, but using her arsenal to its best advantage. Besides a typical large shield, he had created a buckler with a strap to hang on her back for defense and close quarter fighting.

	“This,” Robar said after knocking her to the ground, “is the kill zone.” He tapped once beneath her chin with his sword, and again in the middle of her chest to emphasize his point. “You must protect this space even while you look to invade your enemy’s. It is the quickest path to a kill. Speed is your greatest protection.” 

	He watched her run, pleased to see the little effort it took her to jump and spin. 

	“A grown man will envy such mobility,” he said. “Especially if you jump over his sword and slit his throat.”

	Taking a slingshot and a bag of stones, Robar shot at her as she zigzagged toward him, seeming unconcerned with the bruising she took. They repeated the drill over and over again. She set down the rest of her weapons, keeping only the buckler and a dagger. It took several days for Rhys to avoid being hit. Finally, she was able to get close and knock the troll down.

	Kneeling over him with the blade pressed against his throat, she asked. “Do you think I'm ready?”

	“Soon,” he said. Bucking fiercely, he shook her off. Now he held the knife against her pale flesh. “Though I am glad you did not butcher me, you must not hesitate in the arena.”
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	As the pair trained each day from dawn to near dark, caravans arrived from New Tide. Juran's guests were gathering. From other directions, extravagant travelers arrived on elephants, camels, and horses. Every possible lodging within the city was occupied with these strange visitors. 

	Though Ferdinand crossed names off his list daily, he had yet to identify Bairlot's guests. Sable reported that the old woman still bought more food than the household could consume.

	Stages were built in the streets for the visitors to display their champions. Each muscular specimen was clean, flesh glistening in the sun. Their skin was oiled to better show off their physique. The champions hefted weights, grinning at curious spectators as they passed by. Sometimes they took part in wrestling matches. Stalls were set up so bets could be placed on the bouts.

	New banners were unfurled around the large arena. The food sellers set up booths from which they peddled their wares. Juran would be seated up on a podium, a wide space covered with a fluttering roof of azure silk to protect his guests. Scarlet carpeting ran across the entire area. Along the edges of the arena, gold-colored fringe rippled in the breeze like tiny fingers waving a greeting.

	Even the cell areas of the arena were cleaned, and each fighter was given a bucket of water to wash with daily. Periodic tours wandered the alleys, with visitors tossing fruit or bread into the cells. Rhys assumed the overdressed and highly perfumed dignitaries would be more impressed with the wild beasts or Juran's stable of true gladiators than the group of boys that populated her side of the coliseum. Regardless, she stayed hidden in the folds of her hammock whenever someone approached.

	Now the bowl of mush included hunks of meat, slices of melon, and small hard rolls.

	“Look how well Juran cares for his fighters.” A mincing man dressed in an odd costume of pea green and lavender said, pointing out to the bowls to a trio of women accompanying him.

	After the group left, the boys laughed, each taking a turn imitating the man's sashaying walk. Still lying in her hammock, Rhys giggled at their antics.

	She ate the food given to her and listened to the boys’ chattering. They knew they would be fighting each other, that some might be maimed or even killed. Still, throughout the day until evening, they talked trash and strutted about their cages. 

	Occasionally, in the night, she would hear a lone sob. Part of her wanted to tell them to be brave, but she remained physically separated, even from the few she now considered comrades. No one talked of fighting against her, and though sad at being excluded, she was grateful to be spared the hurt harsh words often left.

	Then the day came when they were awakened by the blaring of horns. The time had come time.

	 

	As I have said before, Rhys had been a captive of the Garos for many years. Thus far, she had seen other events put on for the residents of Dowersberg, or to entertain special visitors, but this time, she could feel a nervous difference in the people. The loud, echoing fanfare demanded notice. There seemed to be a different tension in the air that she could not identify, but it brought to mind Ferdinand and the hovering menace of a bad storm.

	Horns blared throughout the city, alerting even those who stayed in bed that their Warlord had arrived at the arena and was already taking his seat beneath the azure canopy. The sound called to all. Few remained curled like cutworms in their nests. 

	Up in the bleachers, spectators argued among themselves regarding the seats. Those already seated placed wagers on which bickering contestant would win. Babies cried. Food hawkers yelled. All the while, small groups of musicians added to the din. There was the smell of roasted meat, sweat, and excitement.

	The morning grew further confused after the parade showing off Juran’s stable of fighters. Nobles clogged the avenues and the arena grounds, presenting their champions to the crowds. Each was allotted a quarter tick of the sundial to build up their fighter’s prestige. The first afternoon was for the locals to participate in foot races, wrestling matches, and weight throwing competitions, vying for small prizes. At any time, multiple events were proceeding within the largest of the arenas: archery competitions, spear throwing, minor magic shows, and even pig chases. Rhys was excluded from it all.

	Three days into the festival, Sable appeared at her cell door. He brought a sack containing the tart-red apples Rhys liked. Though he tried to appear friendly and unconcerned, the girl saw something worried the young man.

	“Why,” she asked, “are you so nervous? You are like the only fish in a barrel everyone is trying to catch.”

	Sable laughed nervously.

	“I'm sorry,” he said. “I'm sure there is no reason for any concern. Ferdinand said to tell you he will be along soon. He is trying to cope with unexpected complications.”

	“Which are?” Rhys asked.

	Sable's smile disappeared. His hands clenched the bars while he hung on, as though his knees were too weak for him to stand alone. “The city is teeming with magic men. Some are very strong.”

	“Why is that unexpected?”

	“Normally, a lord would not see the need to take his court wizard to a mere sporting event. Many of those present came a long way and planned on being gone from their homes for months. Typically, the court wizard is left behind to advise whoever rules in the lord's absence.”

	“Surely Ferdinand is stronger than these others?” Rhys said. 

	She could not understand the issue, but Sable's reaction left her unnerved. Now Sable looked completely shaken.

	“There are some who are almost as strong as Ferdinand,” said Sable. “And if these wizards work together, they are stronger still. I only spoke with Ferdinand for a few moments, but his voice carried more concern than I have heard in a long time.”

	Rhys moved up to the bars. Sable looked at her and considered if she had been born to any other race, even the Garos, Rhys would still be a young girl.

	“Are the wizards here to kill the Warlord?”

	“I do not know,” Sable replied. “This is not an attack planned by some jealous king, but more likely led by a wizard or perhaps others that covet his place here. I asked if he thought it was a coup against the Warlord, but he said Juran is safe with Cenmada behind him, and the dragon is surely hiding close by.”

	“Where?” Rhys asked. Cold sweat trickled down the middle of her back.

	“I don't know.” Sable continued to fidget, with his eyes darting from side to side.

	Rhys could not think how to comfort the young man. “What is going on out there now?” she asked, laughing a little. “Am I to battle with the boys?”

	“No.” Sable smiled back. “The boys have already finished their matches. Now the real gladiators are engaged in the elimination rounds.” At her blank stare, he continued. “Only the winner from each pair of fighters gets to fight again. When there are only five left, they will draw the name of a beast they will fight to the death. Then it will be over.”

	“When is the last day?” Rhys asked.

	“Tomorrow.”

	After a quiet moment, Sable left. Other than two moaning boys, Rhys was alone in her little corner of the arena. Now, just as Sable had been, she was worried about Ferdinand.

	 

	The horns blared again, starting another day with a parade. This time, Juran's fiercest beasts were led across the arena. The animals had been deprived of food, beaten, and antagonized. More than one fought against its restraints, roaring, thrashing, and sending unlucky handlers flying through the air. 

	The bouts had not even started and already the field was covered with blood. After the beasts were removed, the crowd calmed itself again. The fighters who had won in the first rounds were carried across the arena in litters looking well-rested, virile, and worthy of the last clay coin anyone had to bet. 

	The pomp went on until the sun crawled to its highest point. Then, the first man drew his lot from a brass bowl—a cube carved from bone, with a tiny scrimshawed beast on the surface. For the first time since the start of the tournament, the entire arena went silent. The crowd held its breath as the gladiator passed the icon to Bairlot, who announced the beast. Heralds stationed up the rows repeated his words. The crowd erupted.

	Rhys did not hear which beast had been chosen, though she heard the roaring as the animal was brought forward and goaded into attack. She also heard the gladiator's fatal scream.

	 

	In the arena, one bout followed another. Men fought valiantly, but most could not overcome the sheer strength of their feral opponents. People cheered for the creatures, the noise driving the animals mad, forcing an attack on the handlers trying to pull them away from dead and dying human victims. Removal of the beasts provided another bloody skirmish. After one such display that included body parts flying into the bleachers, and a bullish beast charging right into the wall below them, the spectators in the bottom seats realized their lives could also be in jeopardy.

	When the time came for the last battle, Bairlot presented the bowl. The gladiator groped within, but there was nothing inside. Bairlot upended the bowl, showing the crowd. Then he called the gladiator's attention to the Warlord, who stood at the railing of the podium. When the gladiator looked up, Juran tossed a white object the size of a child's fist. The gladiator caught the stone, shocked to find the scrimshaw showed the figure of a girl holding a spear.

	When Bairlot eyed the image on the stone, he too was filled with surprise. As the gladiator played to the crowd, the Master of the Games ducked into the shadows.

	Unaware it was a grown man she would face, Rhys came forward from where she had been waiting, under one of the grand arched entrances to the arena. She was dressed in her leather armor, with her buckler strapped to her left arm. She carried a sword in her hand and a short spear across her back. Invisible to her opponent and the crowd, every pocket hid a sharpened blade. 

	Once on the field, she paused, facing the crowd-filled bleachers. There was a collective intake of breath. Rhys turned and held still for a moment, looking over her opponent. She was surprised to see an adult. Instead of showing her confusion or fear, as both the fighter and the crowd expected, Rhys threw back her head and laughed. The crowd came out of their seats, shrieking with excitement.

	 

	Not waiting for the final event to even start, Bairlot raced toward the exit. Juran had not warned him of this sleight-of-hand. Rather, the Warlord had hinted of the final bout would place two beasts against a last man. The Master of the Games had expected to see the image of an animal on that stone, not the Tsame girl.

	In Bairlot’s mind, the plan had called for pitting the girl against one of the lessor fighters. But when Juran failed to call her forth, Bairlot had assumed it was because the Warlord would not take the chance of losing her. Bairlot knew the girl could never win against an experienced fighter, and her injury or death would certainly mean his own.  

	So, Bairlot decided to run. 

	Whipping his horse, he charged through the city. There were no visitors at his house. His housekeeper had spent days collecting what they would need if escape was called for. The team of heavy horses were in place, harnessed and ready to back into the traces. Bairlot’s gold was already loaded. 

	The wagon streaked out of the stable, racing down the empty roads toward the farmlands and safety.

	 

	The two combatants circled several times. The distance between them closing with each step. Rhys no longer heard the crowd, nor did she consider one move or the other, but allowed instinct to guide her. She noticed the gladiator favored his left leg, cringing every time he cross-stepped and placed weight on it. A bloody scab showed an injury on his thigh from a previous battle. 

	He lunged, cutting sideways with his sword. She danced out of range, swirling back in and smacking the gladiator's injury before twisting away again. He howled and stepped back. She lashed out with a spinning slash, and he used his shield to deflect her attack, shoving her backward. The man planted each foot solidly, but his stance was rigid. Rhys danced, her ballet offered herself in death, but only if his came first. 

	Several heated minutes passed. Both fighters gasping for breath. She had suffered a few small nicks. So did he. Wagers rose faster than the money takers could count.

	The gladiator stamped his foot. Rhys snorted. Suddenly, a songbird flew between them. The gladiator struck out with the broad side of his sword, sending the bird to the ground. Both fighters gazed down in shock. Where there should have been a small body of feathers, only splinters lay. The wind caught the tiny chips of wood and carried them away.

	Rhys's rage escaped her control. She moved like lightning, twisting and jumping into the wind, allowing it to carry her over her opponent. He turned in a stupor, losing precious seconds. This time the Tsame girl’s pointed, gnashing teeth did not hesitate. She rose up on the surprised gladiator, and sank her fangs deeply into the rounded front side of his shoulder. The pull of his body as he spun backward yanked Rhys off her feet into the air toward him. The gladiator reacted instinctively, bringing his arms together. His sword and shield swung inward, catching Rhys between the two. The sword sliced across her head, shearing off a chunk of her scalp and covering the pair in a gush of blood.

	Both of the fighters hit the ground. Rhys lost consciousness. The gladiator screamed to all the gods to save him. His wound also spurted forth a geyser of blood that could be seen even from the topmost seats.

	Sable rushed to the ground, but had to fight through a horde of tightly packed spectators who had not arrived early enough for a seat. Once among the crowd, he could not move. He could only watch as Hyrom ran onto the field, horrified at the deep wound in the gladiator's naked shoulder. The physician pounced on the man, applying pressure to his wound, and completely ignoring the girl.

	The Warlord leapt to his feet in silent horror, but the crowd continued to scream for more. They would not be satisfied with such a draw. There had been nothing to suggest Rhys could hold her own against a helmeted gladiator. Now Juran knew exactly how dangerous she was. The Tsame was not a toy, but a weapon to be controlled or destroyed. He was excited to own her, and terrified at what she could do.

	The gladiator and Rhys were carried off the field. Hyrom followed the man, attending to him first, and was finally able to staunch the flow of blood. By the time the physician got to Rhys, her breathing was so shallow that he needed to lay his hand on her chest to feel it. She'd lost a terrible amount of blood, and her skin had taken on a waxy transparency. The physician knew death to be imminent. The Warlord would not be pleased.

	Across the arena, Juran paced. Terror clenched his belly, as much for the loss of the gold he had bet as to losing his new weapon.

	 

	“What do I do with her body?” The physician's assistant whined.

	“Get rid of it,” his master said, already praying Juran wouldn't order his hands cut off for failing to save the girl.

	And so, the younger man did as his master instructed. While Hyrom made his way across the field and up the bleachers to inform Juran of the girl's fate, the assistant hefted her body onto a passing cart of waste. The driver took no notice. This was not the first body the old man had carried beyond the city walls. It had been a busy week.

	Hyrom tried to frame the words he would deliver to Juran as he approached the red banners at the edge of the wide podium. There did not appear to be a way to save his head. His steps slowed. Miraculously, a clear path appeared through the throng of stunned nobles, allowing Hyrom to walk directly to the feet of his master. Like an ocean wave, the spectators rolled back in to fill the opening behind him.

	“My Lord,” the physician said, falling before Juran, his hands wrapped around the back of his neck, knowing full well they would not stop a sharp sword.

	“Well?” The Warlord roared. “What say you?”

	Once again, the crowd held their breath, intent on this new scene.

	Swallowing convulsively, the physician said, “The gladiator has sustained serious injuries, but he is still alive and awake. The girl is no longer.”

	Juran towered over the physician, who sank closer to the wooden floor. The Warlord's face darkened. A single nerve jumped wildly in his neck. Both fists clenched, the knuckles white.

	“Where is Bairlot?” he screamed.

	The physician scuttled backward, trying to hide. Unfortunately, those seated around Juran also fled in panic. In a flurry of skirts and boots, they fought to get away. Juran didn’t notice. His eyes sought only the Master of the Games, who at that moment was miles away and still applying the whip to his horses.
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	“Grandfather.” Newry sobbed.

	Tears streamed down her face. Even her brother looked stricken. She threw herself into the old man’s lap, shoulders shaking with her sobs. 

	The words Daub had spoken had caused himself great pain. He understood the children’s tears, for he had shed his own when first hearing of Rhys’s battle in the arena.  

	His arms encircled them, offering comfort. It took several moments for the thick lump in his throat to dissolve enough for him to speak.

	“Now, now,” he whispered. “Listen to me. I am not finished with this tale. There is still a lesson to learn. Shh, now, listen.”

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	After what felt like an hour, Sable was finally free of the crowd. He rushed across the field in the direction the fighters had been taken.

	“Out of my way!” he shouted. On the far side, he grabbed a guard by the arm. “Where did the physician go with the girl and the gladiator?”

	The guard pointed in the direction of a stable room converted into a clinic for the gladiator games. Sable rushed on, once again encountering a large crowd blocking the entrance as they tried to steal a peek. 

	As he struggled through, Sable took a punch in the jaw. The blow knocked him to his feet and made his head swirl. A second guard noticed the tussle and moved to intervene.

	“What are you fools doing?” The guard said with a growl. “This man is a healer in the Warlord's employ. Let him through.”

	From behind, there was a roar as a section of wooden bleachers collapsed. Screams of the injured and terrified followed. The crowd turned suddenly to look past Sable. In this moment of confusion, with the assistance of the guard, he pushed his way to where the gladiator lay. 

	Inside the makeshift clinic, the gladiator called out. Blood trickled from his wounds. The startled throng outside turned their attention back toward the inner room. The man's eyes rolled back in his head. One of the physician’s assistants worked to keep the gladiator still, while another applied spider web to the wound, as Hyrom had ordered.

	Panting, Sable pushed his way through to the second cot. “Where is the girl?” he asked. Fear dried his throat, giving his words a harsh rasp. “Where is the physician?”

	“He's gone,” said a man who was holding the gladiator's shoulders down. “The foreign brat was taken to her cell. Hyrom went to verify her death before reporting back to the Warlord.”

	Anger consumed Sable as he fought his way back through the crowd. Any patience he once had was gone. He landed a punch here, a slap there, until he was finally free and sprinting across the hard-packed dirt of the open street. 

	Finding Rhys's cell empty, Sable screamed with frustration, startling a pair of nesting birds. They fluttered in his face before soaring out.

	“Go.” Ferdinand's voice spoke in Sable's ear. He did not need to be ordered twice.

	The young man followed the birds, which led him beyond the city walls, where he encountered an old man pulling a bloody, but empty cart.

	“Where is she?” Sable demanded.

	“She’s dead,” the other man said plainly.

	“That’s not what I asked. Where is her body?” Infuriated, Sable grabbed the other man by the collar. “Tell me now.”

	Jerking away, the man ducked behind his cart to protect himself. “I threw her body in the waste pile with the rest.”

	“WASTE?” The urge to throttle this man filled Sable's arms, giving strength he had never had before.

	Ferdinand's voice came out of the empty air. “Bring her to me.”

	The man backed away into a shadowy corner, terrified as Sable left, newly energized.

	 

	 

	Afternoon faded into early evening. Throughout the twilight hours, Sable scrambled among the many bodies piled in a heap near the border of the forest. He’d interrupted a group of farm hands who were preparing to set fire to them. There were so many dead. Gladiators and boys, servants, and animals, all victims of Juran’s cruel sport. But he saw no sign of Rhys. 

	Suddenly, he felt a small peck against his cheek. He brushed his hand at the hovering pest and received another sharp peck as a reward. The bird hovered in his face for only a moment before moving away. This time Sable knew to follow. 

	At the far edge of the heap, he found her. Gathering her body up, Sable stumbled back to the road. There, he found Ferdinand's horse pawing the ground and waiting. With his precious bundle clasped to his chest, Sable galloped back through the city and up the winding road to the castle.

	 

	In Dowersberg, residents who had hours earlier streamed out of the arena, away from Juran's anger, cowered in their homes. Beyond control, Juran ordered one beheading after another, taking all of Bairlot’s men down. Unable to find the traitor, Juran summoned Cenmada and sent the monster out to hunt.

	 

	Back in Ferdinand's room, the wizard and Yallana cleaned Rhys's body. With the blood and dirt were removed, her wounds were found, and Sable bound them while Ferdinand worked to keep her heart beating. Yallana prepared a bone broth to rebuild her blood. Bit by bit, the woman spooned the broth into the girl throughout the night. Only morning would tell if they had saved her, and only then could they plot to keep her hidden away and safe.

	
Chapter Ten
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	WITHIN HOURS OF Rhys’s battle, guests were fleeing the city like rats from a sinking ship. Visitors who had witnessed Juran's fury did not stop at their lodgings, but sent servants to retrieve their goods as they put as much distance between themselves and the Warlord's castle as possible. The tents which had covered the farmlands in a riot of color were gone before dawn. City residents buried their dead and, in their grief, burned the ceremonial trappings that had been erected. In the arena, tattered remains of banners and the blue silk awning fluttered in the wind.

	Juran’s anger knew no bounds. This tantrum was far worse than any most living had experienced. Even the gladiators banded together to escape the Warlord's control. The most terrifying spectacle by far, however, was the return of Cenmada. 

	The dragon appeared one day with Bairlot’s body dangling from its talons. No one uttered his name. None asked about his servants, gold, or horses. When his head appeared on a stake in the marketplace, people avoided it. Mothers kept their children away, lest viewing Bairlot’s remains would cause his treachery to spread by a mere glance.

	Within the castle, the door leading up into the wizard's tower was barred from within. Juran's runner had to pound heavily to be heard through the thick wood. Ferdinand finally came to the door and received a message from the Warlord. Before leaving, the wizard cautioned Sable to lock the door again as soon as he departed.

	“I will be safe,” Ferdinand promised. “You must protect the girl.”

	Rhys lived. The wound to her head had been deep, but hadn't cracked her skull. Her other wounds, though gruesome, were not life threatening. For several days, her mind wandered in a place of darkness where swirling spectral figures spoke to her. There were some who moaned with her pain, but others urged her to rise, for there was more for her to do.

	Her burning fever abated, and Rhys woke knowing she had been a long while deep in another place. Her bones ached. Her muscles felt soft and useless. It took an effort to pry her eyelids apart. The brightness of afternoon caused her to tear. A face she did not recognize leaned close. Its eyes blinked.

	Rhys responded in kind. Her eyes opened wider.

	“Hello,” the woman said, offering a kind smile before she was yanked away. Ferdinand took her place at the Tsame girl's bedside.

	“Am I dead?” Rhys felt so parched she could barely whisper.

	A smile creased Ferdinand's face. “Welcome, girl. You are not dead. No small miracle that.”

	Rhys sighed. A small plume of mist floated from her lips and dissipated. At the sight of the faint cloud, she frowned.

	“Do not be alarmed. This is merely the residue of a healing spell Sable used,” Ferdinand said.

	“Move, old man.” The woman pushed Ferdinand aside. “Are you hungry?” she asked Rhys. “No? But thirsty, I bet.” Kneeling beside the cot, she raised Rhys's head, offering a mug of water.

	“Stop fussing,” Ferdinand ordered.

	“Go away until you are called,” the woman responded. “Give her time to take a breath.” Turning to Rhys, the woman added, “I am Yallana.”

	Though removed from her sight, Rhys knew the wizard lingered nearby. She laid back, closing her eyes. The shuffling sounds faded.

	 

	When next she woke, the soft glow of candles and oil lanterns lit the room. The swirl of soot and smoke across the plastered ceiling reminded her of the morning cooking fires in the desert. It was a time she yearned to return to.

	“So, you are again awake.”

	Turning her head, Rhys found Sable seated nearby.

	“I dreamed I died,” Rhys whispered. Speaking caused her to cough. Sable jumped to his feet, offering cool water.

	“I saw my mother, the hot sun, yellow butterflies.” She coughed again.

	From her other side, cool fingers touched her cheek. Rhys jerked away, her eyes going black.

	“Be easy,” Ferdinand said. “You've been walking among the shadows for many days, but you are safe now.”

	“I remember a woman,” Rhys said. “She kept telling me to eat.”

	“Yallana.” Ferdinand laughed. “Yes, she believes these are her rooms and that food cures all.”

	“Are you slandering me, old man?” The serving woman had taken Sable's seat, bowl in hand. “Leave her be.” Her voice was firm, even with the wizard.

	After Rhys swallowed some broth, Yallana cleaned the girl's face with a damp cloth. Soon, sleep came to the wearied fighter again.

	“Come Sable,” Ferdinand said softly.

	Gathering a worn and dusty cape around his shoulders, he led the way out of the tower, locking the door behind them.

	 

	While Rhys slept dreamless, Ferdinand and Sable crossed the courtyard to the stable, scuttling from shadow to shadow.

	“Where is the stable-master?” Sable whispered.

	“Gone home to his wife,” Ferdinand said. “The night boy is eating in the kitchens. We will need to be quick and”—a horse nickered—“quiet.”

	The main gate led into a large courtyard that stretched for most of the front width of the castle. On either side, smaller courtyards branched off. On the west was the kitchen yard with a butchery and well house. On the east, past the entrance to Ferdinand’s tower was the stable yard. It was separated from the stone tower   by a tall wooden fence, hidden behind gates that never opened. At the far side was a little used and fairly unknown path that led from the dung heaps to the forest beyond, or via a more circuitous route, down to the city.

	Together, they harnessed a team of sturdy mules to a cart and, as quietly as possible, proceeded out the rear gate, taking a roundabout path. Once among others headed into the city, the two men moved with the flow of traffic. No one questioned their errand.

	They rode through Dowersberg to the plateau and into the arena, straight to the cave that housed Robar's forge. Sable worked at backing the cart to the forge entrance while Ferdinand went inside. Robar stood in the firelight, turning a piece of steel one way and then another, examining the metal.

	“Hello, Robar,” Ferdinand greeted the troll. “I have come for you.”

	The troll did not turn around, but threw the metal on to a heap of scrap. “This is my place. My work,” he said. “This is where I stay.”

	“Your place,” Ferdinand said, standing as tall as he could, “is where Rhys is.”

	Robar gave a rough laugh that contained no humor. “Didn't you hear, Wizard? The girl perished, and the rage of Juran was so great, she was given no burial.”

	“I saw no need for burial,” Ferdinand said. “The girl is alive and regaining her strength.”

	Robar turned, his face a mixture of disbelief and questions. “You know this for certain?”

	“I know it absolutely. I’ve kept her hidden these several days, as I will hide you. It is by Juran's order you are pledged to her teaching as long as she draws a breath. And so you shall remain. Let's move now. We have little time.”

	Throughout the night, Ferdinand, Robar, and Sable loaded the cart with the workings of the forge, then trekked up the mountain. Once returned to the stable yard, Ferdinand closed the forever-open gate. Behind it, and suddenly exposed, was a narrow doorway leading into a hidden garden with a doorway into the east tower. The three setup Robar’s forge in a room abutting Sable's. The high window on the backside of the tower gave a view over part of the forest.

	“Perhaps another room would be better suited, master,” Sable said, eyes drawn to the heavy stone forge and the fire Robar was building within it.

	“Nonsense,” Ferdinand said. “Robar can maintain control over his workings.” The two mice at the troll's feet nodded in agreement. “Make sure the cart is back before the stable-master returns.” 
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	Under the watchful eyes of Sable, Rhys recovered quickly, with only a thin scar running from behind her ear up into her hair. Ferdinand made it clear to his household should any questions be asked, they would reply that he’d taken on two more apprentices. It wouldn't matter, neither were a red-bearded Garos, and foreigners were typically ignored in Dowersberg unless they were rich.

	“Just as Sable wears the long brown robe of a scribe when he ventures out,” Ferdinand said to Rhys, “so shall you. Do you understand? It will be your best disguise. There is little else we can do at the moment.”

	“I don’t understand how it is you can bring strangers into the castle at will,” Rhys said.

	“What I do with young apprentices is of my own concern. Many would-be wizards come to me, seeking a place. I select the ones I wish. Each one has something special to offer. They stay with me until they are ready. Then they go off to be journeymen beneath another wizard, or to be on their own and learn as they go.”

	“What if you do not accept them?” Rhys asked.

	“There are many I do not accept. Some seek another profession. Others become sorcerers or mystics and make their way alone. I’ve had up to three apprentices at a time, you know.” Ferdinand laughed. “It can be very difficult to keep three busy and out from under my elbows."

	“I am sure it is, master,” Rhys said. 

	She examined the cloak the wizard handed her. It was similar to what her people had worn in the desert, except this one had an overly large hood, instead of a tighter mask.

	“I am not master to you, nor Yallana either. I brought you here for your protection, not to bind you into servitude. Speaking of protection, you might keep one of those little knives with you from now on. The ones Robar made. Just in case.”

	Robar, who had been listening, bowed his head, but from then spent most of his days in his workroom. From her seat on the sun-drenched balcony, Rhys watched Ferdinand. She knew him to be very old, yet he moved about as nimbly as young Sable. She also knew of his wisdom. A songbird flew past her head into the room and perched on the wizard’s shoulder. He paused, as if listening to it speak.

	“Yallana,” he called out. “A cart has arrived in the kitchens with fresh fruit. Strawberries.”

	Gathering her basket, the older woman left the tower. Rhys considered the man and the bird nestled against his neck.

	“Master,” she asked. “Are you the wisest of all men?”

	Ferdinand laughed. “I do not think so.”

	“But you know magic. You can make things happen. See the future and talk to the birds.”

	Ferdinand turned toward Rhys's seat.

	“Many people could use magic if they opened their minds and hearts to it. Sometimes knowing the future is little more than an illusion, gathering information and exploiting the senses all people have. If more were not so lazy, we would have more wizards than not.”

	Rhys considered his words. “Can you teach anyone to be a wizard?” she asked, finally.

	“I can teach anyone anything,” Ferdinand said. “Whether they will learn depends on the person. Each mind has a different soil. One can be like a good garden, accepting a seed and coaxing it to bloom, another, a rocky bed where the seed will only wither.”

	“Can you teach me?” 

	Rhys hoped to escape the control of Juran. Listening to Arlie and those that surrounded Ferdinand had taught her that knowledge would provide the key.

	“Only if you wish to learn.” 

	The wizard watched the girl closely. He could sense her motives, but they did not distress him. Instead, he considered them a step closer to their shared destiny.

	“I do.”

	“Then,” Ferdinand said, turning back toward his desk, “let's not waste any more time.”

	He summoned Sable, and the three talked late into the night, devising a plan for Rhys's education while they consumed the berries Yallana returned with. 

	 

	There were many parts in Rhys's day. High on the tower parapet, where none could see, she practiced weaponry with Robar. Sable opened his stores of herbs and remedies to her, and Ferdinand started with the very basics of magic, training her to use her own innate senses. Even Yallana, whose people had survived for generations in the wild, had lessons to teach. Rhys saw each tiny bit of knowledge as a golden nugget and clung to it. Everything excited her, with the exception of the time she spent with Sable learning to write.

	“There are so many letters,” she complained.

	“How will you be able to deal with others from afar if you cannot communicate with them?” Sable asked.

	“I could talk. I do not need to write.”

	Sable put aside his stylus. Sitting beside Rhys, he said, “There are many times when those you need to speak with are not in the room, or even in the same city. And other times, you may not be able to trust those who surround you with what you need to say.” He pushed his finger against her chest. “Here you will know who you can trust. But in the end, if you must have someone read your letters to you, how will you be able to tell if they are reading it truthfully? It is best for you to read them for yourself.”

	Sighing, Rhys picked up her stylus and clay tablet, wiping away the letters she had previously etched.

	“I hate it,” she whispered, “when your words make sense.”

	“I heard that.” Sable tapped his ear.

	Rhys grinned, hiding her mouth behind her hand. Standing above her, Sable smiled as well.

	As she endured the detested writing lessons, Rhys waited eagerly for the time after the supper hour when Ferdinand pulled out his long pipe, Yallana, her stitching, and they all spoke of their day. Robar had been loath to eat with the humans, but Yallana persisted.

	“I am not a Garos,” she said to the troll. “Rhys is not. Sable is not a red-beard, either. There is no reason you should not spend this one time of the day with the rest of us. It is more work for me to serve you elsewhere. And it is rude.”

	Robar glowered.

	“You speak of honoring your father, yet you dishonor your mother by turning your back on the rest of the household.” Yallana stood tall and waited.

	Robar spun around, stamped his foot, hunched his shoulders, and spat into a rag he always carried with him. Finally, he faced the woman and said without anger. “You are right, woman.”

	“Yallana,” Yallana said.

	“Yallana,” Robar repeated.

	“Thank you, Robar. You honor me by using the name my parents bestowed upon me.”

	Though they remained stiffly formal, the woman and the troll had come to terms.
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	Newry giggled. “I think Robar and Yallana are funny.”

	“They were different,” Daub said. “But what do you gleam from hearing about them?”

	Rafel pushed forward, holding his sister back.

	“I know,” he said, yearning for a bit of praise. “We are all different and have our own stories, but beneath, we are all the same.”

	“Yes.” The elder smiled at the boy. “It is simple, but you are right.”
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	Late in the evening, Rhys sat alone. A small room, one of the few which did not open into the main corridor but was annexed off Ferdinand’s workroom, had become hers. The door was concealed behind a wooden screen depicting a mountain scene, and to gain access, one had to walk past where the wizard typically busied himself. When visitors came to speak with Ferdinand, Rhys hid in her room. No one was the wiser.

	 

	Her furnishings were few: a bed, a worktable, a trunk for her papers and lessons, a stool, and a tall chiffonier which sat on the outside wall. Because Ferdinand’s tower was on the cliff side of the castle, this balcony hung over a drop hundreds of feet to the valley below and gave a wide view of the forest land. The small room was Rhys's greatest joy.

	It was the season for small white moths to cluster, and in the darkness, pollinate the night-blooming flowers. Though the moths were graceful to watch, they were also pests that swarmed the flickering candles. Rhys closed the balcony door to keep them out.

	This night Rhys was copying scrolls Sable had provided, and was periodically distracted when the candle’s flame fluttered. After one particularly long flicker, her eyes traveled to the door. 

	She rose and ran her fingers along the wooden seams. She didn’t feel anything. No breeze or even a small puff of air tickled her palm. As she examined the closure, the candle fluttered again. Rhys stood with her back against the wood, waiting. Soon the flame bent against the wind again, yet she felt nothing on her back. 

	Curious, the girl returned to her seat. Her work forgotten. Her eyes stayed locked on the flame, waiting for the next flicker. Noting the direction from which the wind pushed against the flame, she moved the candle, then waited again.

	After a few more moves, she realized the wind did not come from the doorway, but from the other wall. Taking the candle in hand, Rhys stood there. The flame fluttered, bent from the top downward, and extinguished. A trail of smoke wafted toward the floor. 

	She set the candle down and examined the wall more closely. There did not appear to be a crack in the plaster where the wind could sneak through. She was standing directly in front of the chiffonier. Though she was yet unaware of the fact, the top of the chest was decorated with the same ornate sunburst found throughout the castle. 

	Setting the candle aside, she examined the interior of the wooden cupboard closely. Still not finding the source of the wind, she stepped back, eyeing the wooden decoration on the top. Where she had expected the facade to be attached to the front of the furniture, the carved piece appeared instead to be hanging from a peg driven into the wall.

	Moving back, Rhys took three running steps, then leapt into the air, landing in a crouch on the top of the chiffonier. The heavy piece of furniture did not budge. Where she knelt, Rhys felt the tiniest of breezes caressing her cheeks. From this vantage point, Rhys saw the decoration as half a circle, deeply carved, and about one inch thick. She ran her fingers over the surface, feeling the carvings in the wood and the evenness of the finish. Along the outer rim, she touched a spot where the wood felt rough and uneven. Rhys ran her fingers back and forth over this place. She felt the wood move slightly. She also heard a faint click. The fan shaped ornamentation swung toward her on a silent hinge hidden on the other side.

	After retrieving the candle and flint, Rhys returned to the top of the chiffonier. In the candle’s glow, she found a small round tunnel three feet in diameter and no more than four feet long. It had been carved out of the solid stone wall. She crawled inside it and felt perfectly safe.

	At the far end of the enclosure was another ornate cover, this one of metal. She knew exactly how to open it. After a short search, she found the latch. The cover swung outward into the darkness. Extinguishing the light so no curious eyes might see. Rhys sat in the small cavern.

	The next morning, she casually mentioned to Sable she had dropped her stylus behind the bed. Laughing, she added, “The bed is quite heavy to move. You must have used wizard magic to carry it all the way up to the tower and into my room.”

	Sable, busy setting up an experiment for Ferdinand, didn’t look up as he spoke.

	“The furniture was all here when I arrived. When we were preparing it for you, the only things I moved out were what Ferdinand had stored within that room.” Grinning, he turned toward Rhys. “There were several dried animals and stinky herbs you wouldn’t have wanted in bedroom.”

	Rhys smiled back, pleased she knew something he did not. The tiny space would be hers alone.

	 

	A pot of bubbling stew rattled on top of the brazier as Yallana moved across the room to the cupboard where the food stores were kept. In the space between, she swished a twig broom, gathering dirt and raising more dust. Within the brazier, goat dung raised a cloud of smoke and stink that burned Rhys's eyes and caused an itch inside her throat. She coughed.

	“Are you sick, girl?” Yallana asked, placing her hand on Rhys's forehead as she wandered past.

	“I’m not. Stop fussing!” Rhys grumbled, shaking the offending hand off. “It's the dust and smoke. I'm not used to being stuck inside a place like this.”

	Yallana stopped, hands on hips, with one eyebrow arched. Rhys looked away toward the door leading out onto the balcony. She did not want to listen to Yallana or stay inside, either. She did not think it was fair Sable got to leave daily to accompany Ferdinand. It had been a long while since her arrival at the east tower. Healed, she wished for something different. Her lower lip crept out while her brow dipped downward.

	“I think,” Yallana said, moving once more to the stewing pot, “perhaps you need to walk off some of your bad temper.” She did not continue, and Rhys did not offer an answer. So Yallana spoke again. “I suggest you take yourself out and stretch your legs.” She pointed to the doorway leading to the inner corridor.

	Rhys pulled her cloak around her shoulders and stamped out of the room. Once beyond the boundaries of the common room, she paused. Behind her, Yallana's voice called out. “Do not go down to the courtyard. The wizard said to stay above.”

	Before she could hear more of what she should not do, Rhys sprinted away. 

	At the end of the corridor, she could go down the circular staircase which would take her to the courtyard or return the short way whence she had just come. She paused. A draft brushed across her chin. She looked up.

	Or she could go up to the turret. Looking over her shoulder in the direction she had come, a small, mischievous grin creased her face. She said I could not go down. Rhys giggled. She said nothing about going up. Rhys raced upward, waiting to see which foot would step first onto the floor of the wide surround at the top of the tower. The wooden door creaked open. Rhys burst free of the stone walls that imprisoned her. The sun shone hot and brilliant on her face. And she stood alone without even Robar to command her.

	On the roof of the tower, the wind blew fiercely. Her cloak whipped around her until she grabbed the bottom edge and tied it in a knot below her belt. Rhys measured the distance from the tower edge across the turret to the rail. Every single one of the twelve steps put her further into the wind.

	The castle sat on a mountaintop of barren stone. Below that, down where the dirt met the lower edge of Maldicak, thick forest carpeted all except where the road led downward toward the valley. Half way up the mountain, Dowersberg, a city of considerable size, spread out. She could see the coliseum where she had battled, and the buildings where workers constructed the weapons the Warlord demanded. In the distance, beyond the endless mountains and hills, she even imagined should could see the grand ocean. The image of pure blue, not unlike the sky, was still fresh in her memory after so many years. 

	During the times she and Robar spent here, the troll refused to allow her near the balustrade, even though they were higher than the birds flew. Made of rough-hewn stone, the balustrade still showed traces of the stonecutter's chisel marks, and felt pitted and pebbly beneath her palm, as well as warm. 

	 Leaning against it, she laughed into the wind before racing off. Rounding the tower with one hand on the high stone railing, Rhys memorized what lay below. Her heart beat at the contemplation of so much world lying beyond the maze of streets she could see.

	“One day,” she shouted into the wind, “I will see it all.”

	Having made the circuit twice, Rhys decided the shortest distance from the castle walls to the forest lands below lay on the northern side, where Dragon Mountain joined with its brother in a wooded embrace. 

	The yearning returned. The wind whispered, offering to tug her away from where she stood to a place of freedom. She gave into the call and bolted back into the tower. 

	Rhys descended to the courtyard below, a distance of five floors, each with a ceiling twice the height of a normal room. Once at the bottom, Rhys burst through the open doorway and ran smack into the backside of a castle guard. He reached out a hand, catching her.

	“Are you all right, girl?” he asked.

	Rhys yanked up the hood of her cape so her face was covered.

	“Yes, thank you,” she muttered.

	He looked at her queerly, hearing the breathlessness of her voice and taking in her scholar's robes. Before he could ask another question, she ran off toward the main gate.

	To get to the wooded slope on the north side meant traveling through a section of the city. Excitement warmed her blood at the thought of her daring. None questioned her dash across the hard-packed dirt of the courtyard, or beneath the wide stone gateway. But when she came out into the sunlight on the far side, Rhys realized many people were traveling both up and down the roadway. 

	There were merchants with carts being dragged by donkeys, soldiers on horseback, fine ladies and courtiers in pony carts, and servants, and merchants all afoot. Those that walked did so to the sides out of the way of the conveyances. And other than a few impertinent pages declaring their need for speed, there was no rushing. Hidden in her cloak, arms tucked in the sleeves, and the large hood covering her face, Rhys joined the parade. 

	When the group entered the area where the courtiers keep residences, most of the small carts, pages, and serving people turned off. Rhys hesitated, deciding someone would note her wandering alone on those streets, and so, continued among the throng. The opulent residences gave way to the market and shops. She followed a merchant’s cart off the main roadway and onto a side street.

	Eventually, she found herself alone. There has to be a gate or a road into the forest somewhere, Rhys thought.

	She took another turn. Ahead, she saw five small children playing in a puddle. Rhys ducked behind a rain barrel, suddenly more interested in the youngsters than anything else. The children were ragged and dirty, yet they laughed with abandon. There were no adults, and the children did not appear concerned. Rhys stayed hidden and watched for several minutes. When one child playfully tripped another into the mire, Rhys giggled just as the pusher had. The second child jumped up, and the two wrestled, while Rhys clasped her hands together, rooting for neither and both.

	A man stepped out from an alley further on. The children didn't notice, but Rhys did. Terrified to be found, she looked over her shoulder, ready to dart back the way she had come. Taking one more peek at the children, she crouched further down instead of running. A second man had joined the first. Their movements were slow and furtive. Separating, they moved on either side of the unsuspecting children. Suddenly, both men rushed forward, each grabbing a child, one hand covering the tot's mouth. As the smallest three children fled in fear, the men clutching their captives hurried in Rhys's direction.

	As they neared, the first man said, “By the time those brats find someone, we'll be long gone with gold in our hands.” He shook the ragamuffin girl who fought to be free. “This couple of tough, young brats will fetch a pretty penny as house slaves or fodder for the mines.”

	His partner laughed, a greedy smile showing over the top of the boy's red head. They came closer. Rhys was spell bound in terror. Then the girl's eyes met hers. Never considering the outcome, Rhys stepped out from behind the barrel, a hand extended to stop the men.

	“Drop them,” She ordered. “Leave here.” 

	The second man hesitated, but his larger partner Addam barreled ahead. “Out of the way, or you'll be off to the slave pens as well.”

	Rhys jumped into his path, but Addam grabbed Rhys's robe, meaning to throw her out of the way. Rhys ducked backward and the robe merely wrenched over her head, left hanging in Addam's hand. The second man made to dart around the pair. Rhys pulled a small blade from the top of her boot and dug it deep into his side. He fell to the ground screaming, releasing the child to use both hands to staunch the flow of blood.

	“Run!” Rhys shouted to the boy.

	Scrambling to his feet, bawling for all he was worth, the boy ran back toward the hovels. But Addam was not the coward his friend was. Still holding the girl against his left side, he pulled out a blade longer than Rhys's. Where hers dripped red, his shone in the sun.

	“Have at it, girl,” he taunted, the color rising on his face, highlighting his leer.

	The tip of his blade pointed toward the child's throat. Rhys stopped, even though the fear in the girl's eyes pleaded for her to be saved. Dropping the knife to the ground, Rhys fell to her knees. 

	“Please,” she pleaded, “leave her. I will go in her stead.” She hung her head, arms outstretched.

	Greed ruled as a god in Addam's life. He saw the foreign girl, with her white skin and long, supple limbs. This one was young and strong. He would be able to sell her anywhere and command his price for her. He stepped closer.

	Rhys cried out, falling further toward the ground. All the while, she watched the girl make her escape. Standing on shaking knees, the child finally turned and fled. When she was a goodly distance away. Rhys raised her head. Her eyes were dark. Addam was transfixed. He never saw her talons, hidden away like a cat's, extend until they were so close to his face he could not escape. 

	Screaming the same way the frightened children had, he released his grip on Rhys, both hands covering the damage to his face. Rhys did not waste a moment, but grabbed up her cloak and, because both Addam and his partner had stumbled back toward the market area, ran in the same direction as the children. She did not see them, and once covered again by the coarse brown fabric of her robe, she hid in a doorway, catching her breath.

	No one came running to see what had set both the children and men howling. With slow steps, Rhys moved further along and came to a blacksmith. Avoiding the wide-open door, she crept toward the stables. There, she hurried along the outer wall, ducking under the horse chins sticking out of the stalls. 

	A doorway led into a tack room. Without hesitation, she stepped inside. Straight across, another doorway opened into a central corridor between the two rows of horse stalls. Rhys saw a group of men talking at the far end. She turned in the opposite direction and dashed across to a feed room. This large room, constructed so a cart could back in and dump a load of hay or huge sacks of oats, offered her an exit. She crossed a bridge over a small stream. Beyond lay small corrals and finally, a fenced in pasture backed by tall trees. Rhys breathed in the smell of grass and pine pitch as she kept moving.

	The wonder of the forest enthralled her, causing her to forget her previous fear. The playful shadows, dark and light, the skittering of squirrels, and the sound of larger animals moving away from her advancing form all intrigued her. She stopped short, next to a group of tall cone shaped objects. Gooseflesh rose on her arms.

	Is this a burial site? She spun around. Have I stumbled into a hallowed place? A branch snapped behind her. She jerked toward the noise.

	“Are you there, spirits?” she called out. “I meant no harm, I...”

	A fawn darted from behind one of the cones, stumbling before running off. Rhys hurried to the place where the fawn had disappeared into the trees. Ahead, she could see more of the cones and decided to retrace her steps back to the pasture. 

	As she turned to go back, she looked down at the spot where the fawn had tripped and laughed aloud. The cone shaped towers were not monuments to long dead members of society, but piles of animal dung carried away from the castle and left among the forest trees. They were old, covered by grass and moss, neglected for years.

	“Ah,” Rhys said, “so this is where dung lands when there is more than we can burn.” 

	Laughing at her own foolishness, Rhys followed the flight trail of the fawn. After a short walk, she arrived at a wild meadow. Tall grass, interspersed with long feathery stems of cosmos, blew about in a dance of glee. Butterflies hovered, grasshoppers jumped up for a peek before disappearing again among the thick, green blades, and everywhere the twitter of birds sounded. 

	Rhys stepped into the sun. She could feel flower stems brushing against the robes that fell to her ankles. When the stems caught on her boots, she kicked the offending footwear off and pressed on through the waist high grass, stopping mid-way through the meadow. Above the waving blossoms and the deep green pines, the sky provided a gentle blue canopy clear of clouds. Rhys laughed and threw herself down.

	Opening her robe and spreading it on either side like wings, she closed her eyes to the blinding sunlight. While laying with her arms outspread, her fingers created small circles, opening, curving, and then closing under her still palms. Her mother had referred to the movement as calling forth the all-seeing eye.

	Lying in the sweet-smelling grasses while the sun's rays warmed her, Rhys's mind drifted to the last day she had seen her mother. It almost felt like another life, back in the desert village with the rest of the Tsame. So much had changed since then. 

	Rhys thought back over the last few weeks. Part of her regretted leaving the arena behind. She missed the camaraderie she had just begun to develop with the other gladiator boys. Still, she had no regrets about escaping the clutches of the Warlord and his minions. Thoughts of Juran’s dragon still gave her chills, and after having the one time seen the Warlord and his dragon, feared them both.

	She pictured Cenmada, the great black and green dragon, the Warlord's greatest ally. She considered with dread the power of a man so evil holding sway over a dragon. But then, Cenmada, large and fierce, possibly the master of all other dragons, would be an even match for Juran. A Warlord matched to a monster. Rhys recalled the dragon snatching up a goat and shuddered. It took much effort for her to send the dark thoughts away.

	If I had a dragon, I would not send it to eat harmless goats. We would do only good together. I would say come to me, dragon, and then we would be off to see the far reaches of the world.

	 

	A warm puff of air blew into Rhys’s face.

	Perhaps tonight Yallana will make toffee. Rhys smiled, her young mind roving to different thoughts.

	Another warm puff blew into her face.

	Hmm, a small frown creased her brow. Why is the wind changing? There aren't any clouds.

	Before a smooth flowing breeze had been blowing over her. Now, a heated gust seemed to blow directly down onto her. And did she smell garlic?

	Rhys cracked her eyes open. Above her, a large green eye, lost in a field of red and gold, glared back at her.

	“AGHH!”

	Rhys's eyes flew open as she scrambled backward. Once on her feet, she drew her boot knife. Taking a fighter's stance, she faced the new threat. 

	Seated near where she had just been laying sat a tall, sinewy beast, two broad arms crossed over its chest. Red and gold scales shimmered in the sunlight. Rhys knew in her heart this had to be a dragon, though this one seemed relatively small, and it did not have a fat belly like Cenmada. Rhys could see muscles rippling beneath the shining scales as the dragon sat on its haunches, watching her.

	Rhys gasped, taking another step backward. The dragon lowered itself to all fours and strode forward, each weighted step a thud in the suddenly silent clearing. Now she moved steadily backward, knowing once she entered the forest, the dragon wouldn't be able to follow between the trees. With each step Rhys took, the dragon took one as well. Then it stopped. Rising on its two rear legs, it spread its wings, along with the frills on its head and neck. The effect caused Rhys to call out.

	The dragon made a guttural sound—a moan or perhaps a wail. Its arms reached out, talons extended. Rhys put her foot back one more time and encountered nothing. No ground, no rock, just an empty void. She looked over her shoulder and found that she had not traveled back toward the forest, but had instead moved to the edge of a deep ravine. Gasping, she tried to pull herself away, but her center of balance was already hanging over the void. She fell.

	Rhys screamed, pressing her eyelids tight in anticipation of a hard crash on the boulder strewn ground below. The impact never came. Instead, with a jerk, she found herself rising upward, her torso and legs caught snugly in a vise. She opened her eyes to the underside of the dragon. A peach glow shimmered among the red and gold scales across its belly. Glancing down, she saw they were again over the meadow, hovering inches above the ground. Heavy beats of the dragons' wings bounced them up and down in the air, until finally, releasing Rhys, the dragon flew a short distance, landed, and turned back to watch the girl.

	Rhys's landing had been soft enough. But that did not comfort her at the moment. Her jaw quivered. I'm sure you can imagine the fear that washed over her. What person could keep their composure when encountering a dragon! But this one didn’t seem at all like the monsters that haunted dark children’s tales.

	Several deep breaths later, she felt steady enough to sit up. The dragon stayed still, watching. Leaning back on her hands, Rhys considered what to do next.

	“I thank you,” she whispered, “for saving me from the fall. But will you eat me now?”

	The dragon advanced again on all fours, crouched like a dog unsure of its welcome. The creature appeared smaller. Rhys shook her head. Surely the near calamity had scrambled her brains. 

	The beast stopped in front of Rhys, extending its neck, face downward. Slowly, it shoved its wide red snout forward until it gently bumped up against Rhys. Unable to stop herself, Rhys grabbed the creature's pointed frills to keep herself from falling backward. The motion only pulled her closer to the beast. For a brief second, they endured an embrace before Rhys pushed the dragon away. Climbing to her feet, Rhys questioned the creature before her.

	“Where is your master, dragon? Where is your king?”

	The great green eyes, larger than Rhys's head, blinked, and then again, the girl heard the low moan.

	“Go,” Rhys said. “Go to your home, your den. Go.” 

	Exhaling through her mouth, she took a chance and turned her back on the dragon. When she fell, she had let her knife fall from her hand. Now she looked for it. 

	“I'll never see that blade again,” she mumbled

	The dragon snuffled. Rhys looked toward the noise and found the dragon's head buried in the grass. Walking over, Rhys caught the glint of steel. Surprised by her own daring, she pushed the dragon's head aside and retrieved her blade, returning it to the sheath.

	“Go home, dragon,” she said again, throwing on her robe. “It is time for us both to leave.”

	Turning away, Rhys walked toward the forest. At the very edge, she looked back just as the dragon dropped from the sky behind her. From its mouth fell three red apples. The dragon retreated, leaving its gift. Rhys laughed. She loved apples, especially the red, tart ones.

	“Can you read my mind?” she asked, picking them up. She put one in each inner pocket of her robe before biting into the last one.

	Reaching out her hand, Rhys patted the shining cheek of the beast before she entered the forest.

	 

	Rhys’s return journey seemed much shorter than her initial flight away from the castle, as she followed a different path. Bounding out from between the trees, she found herself on the well-worn road leading between the castle and the city. Breathing heavily, she walked against the flow of people heading toward their homes. The hooded robe told all she was the wizard's apprentice. Hopefully that would be enough to keep them away. 

	Pulling the hood further over her head and tucking her hands into her sleeves, Rhys walked on calmly, the sun setting behind her. She felt the urge to run, but she pressed it down. Calling attention to herself would cause others to look more closely. Once at the castle, she continued across the courtyard to the kitchen, passing the stables. Stepping from the smooth dirt onto the rough pebble path, she realized she had forgotten her boots.

	Ah, she thought, Yallana is not going to be pleased when I tell her I lost them. How would I even explain it?

	In an effort to avoid having to tell Yallana or even the wizard where she had spent the afternoon, she announced directly after supper her intent to finish a text Sable had given her to use for practicing her writing.

	Closing herself in her room, Rhys worked at copying one rolled script on to another fresh page. But try as she might, she wasn't able to create the orderly parade of letters. When the outer room had gone quiet, and Rhys knew no one would bother her, she put aside the quill and crawled up into the tunnel room. Opening the grated door allowed the last of the sun to shine on her face.

	“I'm not very good at keeping hidden,” she said.

	“Then you had better practice,” a soft voice replied.

	Rhys looked behind her, but saw no one. 

	“Hello?” she said.

	“Hello,” the voice replied.

	Crawling to the outer edge of the balcony, Rhys laid on her stomach and looked out just as the sun dipped beneath the horizon. Attached to the wall several feet away hung the red and gold dragon.

	“May I come in?” the dragon asked.

	With her mouth wide open, Rhys nodded.

	With only a faint scratching sound as its talons dug in, the dragon moved along the stone wall. Approaching the opening, the animal shrunk before Rhys's eyes. Finally, the dragon perched on the edge of the opening with its tail hanging down outside. The whole animal was not much bigger than Rhys.

	“How did you do that?” Rhys asked in awe.

	“It's a dragon secret.”

	“Dragons can grow or shrink at will?” Rhys exclaimed.

	“Not all dragons. And not at will. Every power has its limits. It's very cozy here, is not it?”

	Rhys nodded. After a moment, she said, “I didn’t know dragons could talk.”

	“Not all, and not to just anybody,” the dragon said.

	“Oh, so talking is not like all dragons flying?”

	“Well,” the dragon said. “Not all dragons fly, either. There are a few who are fast across the ground, yet never soar.”

	Rhys considered the information for a moment. “Like horses?” she asked.

	“Exactly like horses.” The dragon laughed. “Except for the ones swimming through the seas.”

	Rhys asked politely, “Shouldn't you go home to your master?”

	The dragon smiled. They sat for a long while in silence. Rhys no longer felt lonely.

	“When you go, will I see you again?” she asked finally.

	This time the dragon laughed a loud rolling guffaw. Rhys again smelled garlic.

	“You probably will,” it said.

	“I am Rhys. May I know your name, dragon?”

	“If I told you my name in dragon-speak,” the dragon said, “you would never be able to say it. In your tongue, I have no name.” Tilting its head while the gills opened and closed, the dragon studied the girl. “What would you like to call me?”

	“I would call you Moira,” Rhys said softly.

	“Moira is a beautiful name,” the dragon said.

	“It was my mother’s name.” A tear wet Rhys's cheek.

	“I am honored, Lady Rhys.”

	Moira spread her wings and flew away before Rhys could say she was not a lady. In the place where the dragon had been sitting, were Rhys's forgotten boots, her knife tucked tightly in its sheath where she’d left it.

	
Chapter Eleven
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	“A DRAGON.” THE grandson sighed. “The girl called a dragon? If that is so, I don't know, wonderful, I guess.”

	Newry nodded. “Now she will not be alone and she'll be a king, right, grandfather?”

	Daub laughed. Above them, the stars had spun, changing from one constellation to another. He pointed upward and they all gazed up at the heaven’s magic, as he continued the tale.
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	The months that the four humans and the troll had spent living in the east tower together had brought them close in odd ways. Ferdinand would laugh periodically in a hearty manner, with no apology. Sable hummed or sang silly tavern songs he’d learned while living at the inn. Robar took to washing his face and feet, unusual for a troll. And Yallana brought back from the castle kitchen a wider selection of food, including the occasional chicken. Now that she had words and friendly ears to listen, there were times Rhys shared events from her time in the arena. Some were comical, while others still haunted her memory.

	If one of the others could have been considered a friend, it was Sable. Yallana fed her. Ferdinand protected her. Robar taught her. But Sable did all of those things and also played with her. He was open, friendly, and prone to laughter. If Rhys had been able to speak her heart, she would have gone to him. 

	Even as she considered this, lost in thought regarding Moira, Sable said to Ferdinand, “The Warlord is growing quite stout.”

	“Yes,” the wizard said. “I have noticed.”

	“What if he has to go warring?” Sable asked. “How will he get astride his mount?”

	Yallana laughed.

	“Have a care,” admonished Ferdinand. “He is still your ruler.”

	“Yes, master,” Yallana said.

	Rhys could see she still smiled as she worked. “Will there be another war?” she asked.

	“One never knows,” Ferdinand replied.

	“Should we worry?”

	“No, my girl. You have no reason to worry. No matter how big his belly grows, Juran still has the strongest hand.”

	“How is that?” Rhys asked.

	Ferdinand paused, but Sable spoke up. “He has Cenmada.”

	Everyone in the room went silent. Rhys looked toward Sable, remembering the day the goat’s heart fell from the sky at her feet. Mistaking her silence for ignorance on the identity of Cenmada, Sable spoke again. “Cenmada is the Warlord’s dragon. A great and terrible beast. If you saw him once, you would know of what we speak.”

	“I have seen the beast.” Rhys spun in her seat to face the young man.

	“Did you now?” Sable smiled in an indulgent manner, like a patronizing big brother. It made her want to jump up and stamp her foot.

	“One day on the arena practice field, the sun suddenly went black overhead,” Rhys said in a hushed whisper. “I looked up and saw the underbelly of the monster as it soared above. It struck terror in my heart.”

	Sable gave a nervous, self-conscious laugh and turned back to measuring the wizard’s powders. “Yes, that sounds like Cenmada. Such a terrifying animal the Warlord commands.”

	“The Warlord!” exclaimed Rhys. “Commanding a dragon! How can a man believe he could hold a dragon?” The quill lay still in her hand, the work before her forgotten.

	“Not any man,” Sable said. “Only a man meant to be a king can summon a dragon and order it to do his bidding. Juran, who set himself to be The Warlord Most High, called forth the most vicious beast ever known. Woe be it to the rest of the land.”

	Rhys contemplated this information. The quill twirled in her fingers, splattering ink on the pages. Admitting Sable knew something she did not irritated her, but curiosity finally won out.

	“Tell me.” She laid the quill aside, rubbing ink-stained fingers on her robe. “Explain this bond between man and beast.”

	“King,” Sable corrected. “Not every man, only a king.”

	“Phfft.” Rhys couldn't help but scoff.

	Sable went on as though she hadn't made a sound. “A king cannot be a strong ruler if he has no dragon. When a boy is past childhood and on the verge of becoming a man, the time arrives when he stands apart and opens his heart to the heavens. From his very soul, he calls out.”

	“Did you?” Rhys asked.

	This time Sable gave an embarrassed laugh. “Oh, yes. In my village there is an enormous celebration at harvest time. Every young man of age that year steps forth in front of everyone and tries their luck.”

	“Only once?”

	Sable spoke low and sad. “If a dragon doesn't answer the first time, they never come.”

	“Hmm.” Rhys considered what Sable said. “What,” she asked, “about a king who doesn't have a dragon?”

	Sable had been staring out the open balcony door. Returning to his work, he said, “Then he should fear the true king who has a dragon.”

	Rhys thought back to the village of her birth. In her short life there, she’d never seen a dragon, nor heard anyone speak of one. And the king who had attacked her people did not have a dragon. Only Juran, to her knowledge, had tamed such a beast.

	“Not all dragons are great beasts. Some are quite small, but still mighty.” Sable paused. “Also, generally, the dragon doesn’t live with the king, but comes when summoned or needed. If a king fails to call, his dragon cannot come, even if it means the death of its master.”

	“Where do dragons live?” Rhys asked.

	“All dragons live in the melted fire deep within the world's center.”

	Rhys reclaimed her quill. Across the room, the old man sat in his high chair studying sky charts. His ears had been tuned to the conversation between his two proteges. He smiled, pleased with Rhys's curiosity. However, her next question caused him to turn and stare.

	“What about a queen's dragon?”

	Sable hooted. “Rhys, queens do not have dragons.”

	“Even if they are the ruler?”

	“That is correct. Not to mention it is very rare for a queen to rule in her own stead.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	Sable moved to stand across the writing table from Rhys.

	“Very, very few dragons answer man's call. If a king has a son, and the son is not able to summon a dragon, he might not be king. When a king dies, the dragon he is bonded with disappears for all time. It does not become servant to his son. Should a man with a dragon appear, he will rule. If two pairs covet the same throne, they can battle, but the vanquished dragon will never be seen again. No dragon, no kingship. It is often too great a chance to take.

	“Should a man call a dragon and elect to not fight, the dragon will fade over time. A dragon will only give its power to a man that can utilize it. And, if he is wise, a king who cannot rule will find a queen with the instinct to govern men. They are a pair, a ruling queen and a warring king who commands a dragon.”

	Rhys opened her mouth, but Sable held up his hand.

	“A queen cannot command the dragon, just as a queen cannot fight to destroy the enemies of her people.”

	“Why can't a queen fight?” Rhys asked.

	Sable blinked in confusion. “Huh? Queens do not fight. Women do not do battle. It's just, well, not done. Do you understand what I am saying? Juran and Bairlot were able to add you to their games because they were just that, games. You were an oddity for the people’s amusement. War and politics, it’s not the same as the arena.”

	Rhys nodded, though she did not understand. This didn't seem to match what Ferdinand had said. How would someone defeat the Warlord without battling? “There are so many rules. And a lot of them do not make sense or aren't fair.”

	“It is the way,” Sable said.

	The wizard nodded his head in silent agreement, even though he, too, knew it to be unfair.

	“So,” Rhys said, rubbing the feathery end of the quill against her face, “if a dragon just comes to you and whispers in your ear, you cannot keep it?”

	“You are far too fanciful, Rhys.” Sable pointed to her papers. “I think you should return to your studies.”

	Ferdinand watched as the girl's head bent over her work.

	How have these unusual ideas come into her head? he wondered.

	 

	“Tell me.” Rhys said to Ferdinand after Sable and Yallana had retired and while rain and lightning battered the castle. “Why is this castle called Maldicak? Does it have something to do with the dragon that honors and serves the Warlord?”

	Ferdinand tamped his pipe. “I don't know if honor is the right word,” he said, turning his attention to rolling up a scroll draped over his desk. “In all actuality, you are talking about two different topics. The mountains were at one time part of the dragons’ keep. This was their homeland. The castle and the arrival of a king was an event whose truths have been almost forgotten in time.”

	Ferdinand paused in his thought. Realizing the girl was no longer reading the work that Sable had left for her, but waiting for him to continue, Ferdinand sighed. He reached for the scroll she held and put it away with the rest.

	“There are,” he began, “many tales of how men came to wrest this high peak from the claws of the dragons. And different versions of the building of the fortress have evolved over time. I will tell you the most popular tale and perhaps you will hear others. You can decide which one you wish to believe.”

	Rhys folded her hands together before her, fixated on the wizard and the tale he would tell.

	“In all the stories it is said this mountain began as a dragon stronghold. That is the honest truth,” Ferdinand said. “From there, the stories take different paths. The Garos talk of a huge man, a giant, the forefather of all the red-beards. One day in the early autumn, he walked out of the forest at the base of this mountain. Bathed in sunlight so brilliant it must have been sent directly to him from the gods, he looked heavenward and declared, this will be my land, my home, the birthplace of my children. 

	“So-saying, he took up his great iron sword and cleaved an enormous boulder lying before him, creating the first stone for the foundation of his home, for he would not live in a common structure of wood. The reverberations of that strike sounded throughout the land. There were no other men here at the time, but the animals were startled at the noise and the snoring dragons awoke. 

	“Now the story goes on about a long battle between the man and the dragons. At the end of the battle, the man stood bloody and exhausted, but still determined. The dragons, however, had lost many and decided one mountain was not worth the anguish. With not so much as a word, all the remaining dragons took flight.

	“As they leapt into the air, ready to soar to a quieter, safer place to rest while their wounds healed, the man grabbed the tail of the last dragon. Mid-sized and lusty, with scales of a brilliant green, the dragon fought to be free. But exhaustion tumbled her back to the ground. The man heaped rocks on her tail and wings, pinning her down. She ordered the other dragons away, but they would not leave. She was their queen and the only female left.

	“The man told the dragons he would free her and never harm them again if they would build him a castle, exactly the way he wanted it. The dragons agreed. While they dickered, snow began to fall, and the man walked back into the forest. The tops of the mountains were soon shrouded in mist, caused by the hissing breath of the dragons while they worked.

	“When the spring came, the mist drifted away, and on the tallest peak stood the castle. Right down to the last stone, exactly as the man had described it. True to his word, he released the queen, and the dragons flew away.”

	Rhys sat quietly, thinking about the tale Ferdinand had told her. He waited, knowing she would have questions. Raising her head, she looked him in the eye.

	“That is a good story,” she said. “However, the giant and the man were only one. Now there are many men. Why do dragons still come when called by boys who wish to be kings?”

	Ferdinand smiled. “Ah, you are very curious, and smart to think of these things. In the forest lived the giant's wife and infant, his first son. At the completion of the castle, the man's wife, with a gentle heart, sent the songbirds out across the world inviting others to join them. The village grew into a city. Each king, every resident, builds a little, plants a bit, and leaves behind children and knowledge.

	“As far as the king and the dragon, that is a gift from the dragon queen. While she lay waiting for the winter to end, she laid three eggs. It is unusual for a dragon to lay more than one egg at a time, and normally it takes two years for one to hatch. These three eggs lay on the cold ground while snow fell on them. The queen had been injured during the battle and, even if she’d been free of the rocks, would not have been able to care for so many eggs at one time.

	“When the man realized the queen suffered, he removed the rocks and treated her injuries. He made sure the queen had food and water, and covered her with hay to keep her warm. He also tended the eggs, which he could have cracked and eaten, had he wished. His wife carried them to their hovel and warmed them by the hearth. When it came time for the dragon queen to leave, the man told her he would keep the eggs safe until they hatched, so she left them behind. Fifteen months later, three snorting, fumbling, fat dragon babies waited for their mother to come for them.

	“The dragon queen's heart overflowed to see her precious dragalets. She decreed the man would be the first King of the World. Her dragons would see to it. From thence forth, each man worthy of being a king would be granted a dragon as his first and foremost soldier.” Ferdinand dusted his hands and prepared to retire for the evening. “That, my young apprentice, is the tale men tell their children by the hearth-side.”

	Rhys's eyes glowed. It was a lovely tale. Yet, she had a feeling Ferdinand either laughed at the story or perhaps her gullibility. For this moment, it did not matter. The story made her happy. With a sigh, she sat at her own work table, busy with the business of mathematics equations, adding little dragon tails to the numbers as she went along.
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	While Ferdinand and Sable were otherwise occupied the next day, Rhys visited Robar in his new forge. Though she saw him every day in the common area, he stayed very private about the space in which he lived, so Rhys respectfully stayed out of it. But the issue of Moira made Rhys anxious. She needed advice and went to him with her questions.

	“Might I come in, Robar?” she asked.

	The troll grunted in response.

	Because he hadn't growled, spat, or ordered her away, Rhys entered the room. What had at one time been a spacious area with light and beautiful scroll work on the walls had become a darkened hovel, where only a small space in the window was open to vent the oily stink. Heavy tools, stacks of charcoal, and weapons—only some of which were finished—littered the room. She could also smell the dusky stink of troll sweat. Two brown mice sat on a small table, each holding the side of a crust of bread they chewed on.

	“Hello,” Rhys said to the mice. 

	Not understanding the magical beginnings of the mice, she always found it peculiar that Robar allowed the two rodents to range freely around him. They blinked in answer and returned to their bit of bread.

	“Robar,” Rhys began, “I have need of your wisdom.”

	Robar cocked an eyebrow while he continued to beat on a glowing sword blade.

	“I'm sure you are more worldly than I and, well, I might have been indiscreet.” Rhys paused, but Robar continued his work. “Yes, well.” Rhys continued nervously. “Ferdinand, the wizard, has been very kind to me and though I try to do as he asks, sometimes I fail.”

	“He knows,” Robar said.

	Rhys stopped fidgeting as she considered the troll's words. “And a few times, I have left the castle without his permission.”

	“He knows,” Robar said.

	“I never go to the city.” Rhys hurried on. “I have gone to the forest, though.”

	“He knows.”

	“He does not!” Stamping her foot caused Robar to raise his eyebrow again. “Sorry,” Rhys said, suddenly timid. “I do not believe he does, anyway, and I need some help.”

	Robar put the blade back in the fire before turning to Rhys. “The wizard knows all. Sable knows. Yallana knows. We all know.”

	Rhys hadn't considered this possibility. Stepping closer, she whispered. “Then you know about the dragon?”

	“What about the dragon?” Robar demanded. “Stay away from the beast. He will kill you without so much as a second thought.”

	“He?” Rhys realized Robar meant a different dragon. “Not the Warlord's dragon, Robar. I met a different dragon, all red and shining. She is very sweet.”

	Crossing his arms across his wide chest and leaning back against the table, Robar considered Rhys. “You believe you saw a different dragon in the forest? With a different king? And maybe an army ready to attack us?”

	“I saw the dragon alone, and she came to visit me here.”

	While the girl twisted her fingers together nervously, Robar considered what she said. He suddenly burst out. “HA! You almost tricked me, girl. There is no other dragon. Maybe only in your sleep. Go. I am busy. Take your games away.”

	Robar turned back to the forge. With a sigh, Rhys left. Across the hall, she looked for Yallana.

	“Yallana?” Rhys asked meekly. “If I did something bad, would you know? Would the wizard know?”

	“I might not have known until I had to wash the grass stains from your robes, my girl,” Yallana said, waving a long-handled spoon. “Rolling in the meadow tends to leave traces. The wizard, however, knows as soon as your foot is somewhere it's not supposed to be.”

	Rhys hung her head.

	Unable to stop herself, Yallana added, “You should consider who protects you and try not to offend them.”

	Without saying a word, Rhys walked across the stone floor to her room. When she returned to the common room for supper, she remained subdued, unable to look either Robar or Yallana in the eye.

	“Thank you,” she said to Ferdinand when he passed the plate of corn bread. “You are most kind.”

	Ferdinand stared at her bowed head for a moment, then looked toward Sable, who merely shrugged. Sometimes the girl's moods were hard to understand. 

	Ferdinand had a different anxiety. Recently there had been short periods of time when Rhys had not been visible to him, and even the orb failed him. He’d considered the idea it might be the magic within her, which she called forth without realizing. Or perhaps another wizard used magic to keep their rendezvous secret. After the intervention of the foreign wizards at the gladiator event, this thought troubled him. Even the small birds following her about complained of suddenly becoming so tired they were forced to nap on tree branches far from their nests. 

	Perhaps, he thought, the best way to know would be to ask.

	“Rhys,” Ferdinand said, “is there something you want to talk about? Perhaps there is something you have seen or someone you have met you wish to ask about?”

	Rhys held very still. She was not surprised he had divined her secret. As usual, Ferdinand had hit right on the subject even though his voice sounded unsure. She wanted to tell him, but Sable's words about only a king and a dragon made her worry Moira might be a rogue. It would be a terrible thing to have the wizard magic Moira away, perhaps banish her forever.

	“No. I am only tired. Excuse me, please.”

	 Without waiting for an answer, she went to her room, firmly shutting the door.

	 

	Rhys lay awake. She could hear Robar's deep rumbling snores and Yallana's puffing wheeze. Her thoughts battled against themselves.

	I saw the dragon. I know I did. And I did not call her, she just came. At least, I think she did. Where is she now, I wonder?

	Rising from her pallet, Rhys wandered out onto the half-moon balcony. She leaned against the high balustrade, staring at the bit of courtyard visible below; and wondering again about the red and gold dragon. A long, black shape whisked by in front of her eyes. Rhys leapt backward. She heard a giggle as she had before, this one very close. Looking up, Rhys gazed into the shining green eyes of Moira.

	“You startled me.” Rhys smiled, reaching out to touch Moira's tail as it swung past.

	“I thought the troll taught you to always be aware,” Moira said.

	This time Rhys giggled. Then she became sad. “You have to leave.”

	“Why?” Moira asked, climbing closer, her sharp talons gripping the stone walls.

	“Sable told me about the way of men, of kings and dragons. You cannot be here with me, a girl, it is forbidden.” Sorrow turned Rhys's voice husky.

	The dragon cocked her head. Ever so gently, she reached out. With the very tip of a claw large enough to cleave a cow in two, the dragon lifted a tear from the girl’s cheek. The bit of wet slid down the curved side of the talon, then, after hanging elongated from the bottom for the length of a long sigh, fell to the stone floor. A small damp star in the dust.

	“You have heard man's side of the story,” Moira said softly. “Shall I tell you the truth?”

	At Rhys's nod, the dragon crawled onto the balcony, wrapping herself around the girl, holding her snug and warm.

	“Long ago, when the world was in its infancy.” Moira began. “There were huge volcanoes the size of whole countries erupting into the skies. Dragons roamed freely, having been here even before the coming of man. Some were fierce, others not so much, but all were trusting.

	“Dragons, like people, live in herds. Those ancient dragons were happy, content. One day, a dragon egg appeared, covered in sparkling crystals of all hues. Large and lustrous, a beautiful thing to behold indeed. It takes two years for a dragon egg to hatch, and while the dragons waited for this one, they dreamed. One dragon spoke of the egg's beauty, another said it might be the largest ever, and still others called it magnificent, stupendous, magical. Dragons came from all around the world to see this egg. Before long, stories telling of how it came to be began to spread.

	“Just as with those of men, these stories became more and more phenomenal. This one egg became the answer to every question ever to be asked. The mother became worried something would happen to her egg, that all might be lost. The dragons decided to put it in a safe place. They tucked the egg deep inside a cave of solid stone. The dragon elders were sure this would be the best place.

	“They did not realize the mouth of the cave connected to a series of tunnels and hidden caverns. After putting the egg into the cave, they sealed the opening and placed a guard on the topmost peak. When it came close to hatching time, the mother demanded they give it back to her, so her child would not be born alone and frightened. The elders agreed and peeled back the stone, only to find the egg had disappeared!

	“Those had been times of upheaval of the land. Great storms had come and passed. The fabric of the landscape had rocked and ripped asunder, shaking the ground for miles, and the egg had rolled away. The dragons reached inside, clawing and scraping, but could not find it. The solid stone of the mountain held firm against them. To force the rock apart might cause a collapse that would crush the egg. A great wailing arose. The object of their destiny had been destroyed by their very attempts to protect it. Such a drama!

	“Far below in the valley lived a human family. They were new to this land and just finding their path. They were respectful of the dragons, staying out of the way and only killing one now and then when starvation threatened. At the noise from the mountaintop, they went into hiding.”

	Rhys curled up against Moira's warm belly, listening intently in the same manner she used to cuddle with her mother.

	“The commotion lasted for days. When the man could stand no more, he climbed the mountain. Edging close to an elderly dragon, the man hid in a tree and addressed it. 

	“Old father, he said, why do you weep so? The dragon told the voice in the wood about the egg and promptly cried himself to sleep. The man knew the only way to rid the valley of the dragons was to find the egg. Gathering a fistful of torches to burn for light, he set out.

	“He traveled through many tunnels until he found the egg. It lay midway down into the mountain, caught where the tunnel narrowed. The man had almost run out of torches and was glad to have found it, until he saw the size. He alone could not move the egg back up to the cave opening. And there was another problem. A huge crack ran up one side.

	“The man was sure the egg had broken rolling downward. All his work had been for naught. At that moment, the man's last torch burned out. But lo, where he expected darkness, there came a many-colored glow from the gems encrusting the shell. 

	“What is this? he asked. Approaching the egg, he placed his hands upon it, then pressed his cheek against the gems. At least I will die beholding magnificence like I have never seen before. 

	“At the sound of his words, he heard a muted cheeping, then another. The shell of the egg had not broken, it was hatching! The man gripped a broken shard of shell and pulled with all his might. A dragon the size of a small child fell to the ground. The man grabbed it and headed upward.

	“Now this man was not a fool. As he scrambled up the miles of rocky caverns with only a small bit of shell to light his way, he considered the danger presented by the dragons. All men knew the beasts had abilities their young race would never have. What might they do to him, if they discovered this man with their offspring?

	“Arriving at the top, the man laid the sleeping baby down and stepped out onto the open ledge. He took an enormous chance and announced himself to the dragons. Holding the bit of shell up for the elders to see, he told them he had rescued their young one. When he saw their reaction, he dared to ask them about a reward. He could have demanded one, but instead he asked. 

	“Elated to find out the baby lived, the dragons promised anything. The man asked for a pledge of friendship between men and dragons. Then he asked for his family to be provided with a dwelling that would be safe and secure.”

	“Before the elders could agree, the very old dragon awoke. He was the one who set the rules for the alliance between men and dragons. Only those men meeting the criteria the dragons would set forth would gain such a partner, and only those dragons yet unmated could go with them. 

	“When the man and the dragons agreed, the promise was sealed by mixing the blood of humans and dragons. The man brought forth the infant. He became the first king of men, and Maldicak, the home hearth which the dragons created for his family. 

	“Now it is important to mention here that the dragon was sent to help man, but it was the designs of men alone that said such a union brought with it kingship.”

	“Did the infant bring the answers to all the dragon's questions?” a sleepy Rhys asked.

	“No,” Moira said with a laugh. “Though smart, she proved to be just a beautiful little female whose egg happened to be laid on a nest of priceless gems. The little nuggets had pressed into the soft shell and when it hardened, stayed attached.”

	Rhys laughed softly, finding the dragon’s version of the story funny. “Moira.” She yawned. “Why do only young men get to have a dragon? Why never a girl?”

	Placing Rhys on her pallet, Moira rubbed her cheek on the sleeping girl's head and whispered, “Because never before has a girl called. And because you, who would sacrifice yourself for another, have proven yourself worthy.”
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	“What?” Rafel shouted indignantly. “I have heard those old stories, about the days when dragons served men. But I have never heard it said a girl got a dragon.” Crossing his arms, he turned away, snubbing his grandfather, who merely chuckled at the boy's actions.

	“I think it is a beautiful story,” Newry said with a sigh.

	Hefting the girl onto his lap and wrapping his cloak around them both to stave off the wind, Daub whispered to her, “In all the years since the beginning of time until this moment now, only one girl has ever received a dragon. And hers was the last to be called. Now, when a dragon appears among men, it is because it wishes to do so. Very few dragons abound these days, but some of the older ones are still here.”

	“And Moira?” Newry asked.
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	Every time a breeze caressed Rhys's cheek, or the smell of herbs filled the air, Rhys looked for Moira. For a time, she believed, the dragon could have indeed been a hallucination, for the red and gold creature did not appear for days, then a week, two weeks. Rhys continued to study daily with Sable and his herbs. She memorized the magic incantations Ferdinand shared with her and finished the chores Yallana assigned. Just as Moira's visit had seemed a fleeting thing, so was the prophecy of Ferdinand fading from memory.

	One hot afternoon, she followed Robar up to the top of the tower. He’d designed a special fighting outfit for Rhys and insisted she wear it while they practiced. At the troll's direction, she put on a lightweight, sleeveless bodysuit which tied behind her neck. Over that she wore the pleated leather skirt with each free-swinging pleat studded with metal, a leather jerkin—also sleeveless—which had metal plates sewn within, shin guards, short boots, and leather guards to protect her wrists and lower arms. On top of all, he insisted she wear a buckler like she had used in the arena, a mace, and a selection of hidden knives.

	“It's too heavy,” she complained. “Too hot.”

	“Nonsense,” Robar said sternly. “If you are in battle, there will be no time to disrobe. The sun will shine, the rain will fall, and if you whine, you will die. Defend yourself.”

	Ferdinand would not intervene. When she complained, he merely pointed out Robar had been assigned to train her, and the troll did so his way.

	“You should be grateful, girl,” the wizard said. “Very few warriors are given the chance to know a rock troll. If you want an afternoon off, then best him and demand it as your prize.”

	His words made Rhys angry, and winning over the troll proved a difficult task. She had not been to the forest in a long time and feared calling Moira to the castle where Ferdinand would know.

	High above the ground, Rhys and Robar sparred in the hot sun. Rhys could feel sweat on her chest and rivulets dripping down the side of her face. Suddenly, Robar dropped his weapons and lunged at her. Startled, Rhys failed to react. All she could do was hold up her buckler. It was not enough. The full weight of his body drove her to the ground. Before she could escape, he pulled her backward toward the tower door.

	“What are you doing?” she cried out. “Let go. You win. Let go!”

	“Quiet,” he hissed.

	She tried to twist away, still demanding to be free, but he wrapped his arms around her, covering her mouth with his big hand. 

	While practicing, they had circled the tower. Now they were far from the entrance. Hugging the stone wall, barely concealed on the shadowed side, Robar held tight to the girl with one arm and pointed with the other. Rhys peeked around the side of the tower. Off to the west, she saw a long, dark shadow cross the afternoon sky. It flew across the face of the sun, undulating as it moved, before pulling its enormous wings close to its body and hurtling like a meteor toward the land.

	“Cenmada hunts,” Robar whispered.

	Rhys knew no individual stronger than Robar, yet she heard the fear in his voice at the sight of the dragon. She gave up fighting and cringed against the troll. Together, they crept along the floor until they were safely within the tower walls. 

	Robar went to find the wizard. Still shaken and nauseated, Rhys hid beside her bed. While she and Robar had been practicing, she hadn't seen the evil in the sky, a frightening thought which brought a new awareness. Though hidden from view atop the tower from any creature on the ground, those above could see them clearly and attack without warning.

	Rhys knew little of the ways of Cenmada, or of dragons in general. Would the dragon pluck away and consume a human? A Tsame? Would the king's creature know the difference or even a care? Rhys succumbed to tears and woke sometime later, still laying on the floor.

	 

	
Chapter Twelve

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	FERDINAND KNEW ONE of Juran's spies would eventually report Rhys had not perished. Though the Warlord might never know Robar hid in the east tower, or care because he had no claim after surrendering his bond with the troll to the wizard. The inquisitive girl, with her wayward ways, was another matter.

	There were times when the wizard and his apprentice attended court, sometimes sitting behind Juran, other times standing along the wall among the courtiers. The wizard knew every time the Warlord sought him out. Ferdinand could see the question in the other man's eyes and feel the speculation growing.

	“It’s time we take the bull by the horns,” Ferdinand said to Sable one day. “So, we might be able to keep the control of Rhys's life in our grasp.”

	“Can we not use magic to bend the Warlord's mind?” Sable asked.

	“Juran is a strong man,” Ferdinand said. “His will is equal to a dozen others. If I spell him too often, he will eventually be able to feel the dregs of that power and it will become less effective.”

	Sable followed his master to the great hall and when Ferdinand stood before the Warlord asking for a private meeting, the younger man fought to keep his knees from shaking.

	Rather than retiring to a smaller chamber, Juran invited Ferdinand to sit beside him and ordered the other courtiers to step back. Sable sat on the step below Ferdinand, listening while eyeing any person he thought crowding close enough to overhear. He had no control over the royal guards standing nearby, swords in hand, ready to cleave the head of any person threatening their monarch.

	Ferdinand opened the conversation before the Warlord could ask a single question.

	“It seems, my lord,” he said, making sure to keep his voice respectful and deferential, “the time has come for us to discuss the Tsame child, the fighter.”

	Juran's face darkened, his hands closed into tight fists. Words hissed from between his lips. “She cost me a fortune, embarrassed me before others, and has left the entire city paranoid, seeing monsters in every shadow. They are even spreading rumors of seeing others of her kind roaming the streets. Supposedly, one attacked an innocent man, maiming him. Mindless fools.”

	“Those are not mere rumors,” Ferdinand replied, ignoring the reference to the kidnapper being innocent.

	“What!?” Juran's face turned purple in rage.

	Sable cringed. Heads turned toward the throne.

	Juran raised himself slightly in his seat, looking for Hyrom. “The physician told me she had died and then vanished into thin air. A feat of some evil magic.”

	Ferdinand continued speaking, keeping his voice low. He had no intention of lying to the Warlord, but rather planned to give only enough information for Juran to draw his own conclusions. At that moment, Sable did not believe that would keep Juran from beheading them.

	“It is true,” Ferdinand said. “The physician thought her dead. She lost a tremendous amount of blood. Her heart beat so softly it could not be heard. She did not vanish. Fools believing that they followed the physician's wishes hauled her away at the very time he was informing you of her demise. Though they left her body to rot, I discovered her whereabouts.”

	Ferdinand paused. The Warlord's eyes narrowed.

	“For a long while, the girl wandered in the spirit world. Even I speculated she might never return. Now she has. It was my duty to come to you with this information.”

	Ferdinand bowed his head respectfully. Sable hastened to do the same. Juran relaxed. He had been concerned the wizard worked for his own good, an idea Bairlot had long ago planted in his mind. But the wizard sat beside him, proving his loyalty. The Warlord's shoulders eased; a worry had been lifted from them. Once again, he believed he could trust the powerful, world renowned man of magic. Juran knew, if he ordered the girl gone, the wizard would see to it.

	“Yes,” Juran said. “You did right. Tell me of her condition.”

	“She is growing stronger daily. However, I do not believe her mind will hold if she is again locked away in a cell. Perhaps left where she is while I care for her, she will recover enough to at least provide you with a small bit of entertainment.”

	“Do you consider her to be, shall we say, endowed with unusual characteristics?” Juran asked. “Besides those things Tsame are known for, of course.”

	“No.” Ferdinand replied. “The most unusual thing about her is perhaps her fundamental lack of education of any sort.”

	Juran considered Ferdinand’s words. “Very well,” he said. “You will keep me informed?”

	“Of course, your majesty.”

	One finger tapping against his lips, Juran looked across the room at the assembled crowd. He had another question. Ferdinand waited for the Warlord to decide if he would ask it now.

	“There is also the matter of the rock troll,” Juran said after a moment.

	“Ah, yes, his disappearance,” Ferdinand said, feigning sorrow.

	Sable squirmed slightly until the toe of the wizard's shoe caught him in the ribs.

	“With the chaos that ensued after that last dreadful match,” the wizard added, “anything could have happened to it.”

	Juran nodded in agreement. “Yuri, my new Guardian of Gladiators and Master of the Games, suggested a foreign wizard might have stolen the troll. He says there is still a taint of magic around the forge area. What about your bond with the creature? Do you feel his presence somewhere?”

	Ferdinand hesitated for only an instant before replying, “I feel nothing. Would you have me search for the troll?”

	“No. Not at this moment. You have done enough bringing me news of the Tsame.” 

	Juran reached over to a nearby table and offered Ferdinand a small bag that clinked when dropped in the wizard's hands. Ferdinand bowed, passed the bag off to Sable, and they left.

	Once outside, Sable could no longer control himself. “Master,” he said gasping, “what have you done?”

	Ferdinand's long steps did not alter, and Sable jumped to catch up.

	“Rhys's curiosity is becoming untamable,” the wizard said, “and hiding her is fast becoming impossible. The best we can do is try to curb the dangers she must face.”

	 

	As they all sat together in the evening, Ferdinand explained his plan. Rhys sat silently beside Yallana, lips pressed together. Emotions tumbled around inside her—fear, relief, anticipation, and anxiety.

	“I have heard it said while in the kitchens,” Yallana said after a moment, “that from the butchery some have noticed billowing clouds of black smoke, heavy and oily, clinging to the backside of the tower.

	“The forge,” said Sable.

	“Yes.” Ferdinand stroked his long beard. “It seems I may have overlooked that it might be noticed.”

	“I can do nothing about the smoke,” Robar pointed out.

	“No,” said Ferdinand. The others waited while he contemplated the issue.

	“Will I die?” Rhys finally asked, drawing their thoughts back. Her thoughts hadn’t been worried by the thought of Robar’s fires, but by where her future took her now.

	“We all die someday,” Ferdinand said. “Be assured, this is not your time. What we need to do is prepare you for your destiny.” He held up his hand as her mouth opened in question. “I don’t know what it is, only that this is the path to it. We will continue your education, as planned.”

	Rhys was silent, but her hands clenched in her lap.

	“Robar.” Ferdinand turned to the troll. “Is she ready?”

	“She is.” The troll looked proudly at his protege. “She is smart and fast. She still has much to learn, but now she can protect herself if need be.”

	After Yallana and Rhys retired, Ferdinand, Sable, and Robar discussed the troll's future.

	“The Warlord,” Ferdinand said, “suspects your disappearance is due to wizard magic. At this time, I do not believe he is considering it might be my own.”

	Sable nodded. He’d kept a strong eye on Juran while the Warlord and wizard spoke. There had been a few fleeting moments when Juran's eyes had darted fearfully around the throne room, as though he expected to see a specter hidden in a corner. But Ferdinand had succeeded in controlling the situation.

	“There have been rumors,” Sable said, “that the Warlord is sending out spies. He seeks to learn if another ruler has acquired the services of a rock troll recently.”

	Robar sat back in his seat.

	“I have no desire to walk among men,” he said. “I am content to stay here for the time. But the dragon still holds that which is mine.”

	“Your families’ weapons?” Ferdinand asked.

	“Aye.”

	“We will recover them in time. I promise you that. Everything will sort itself out in the end. The fates are watching us at this moment.”
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	The next morning, Ferdinand searched the castle for Juran and found him in the stable yard, inspecting his horses. A plain wooden throne had been set out for the Warlord while the steeds paraded before him. Ferdinand, hot and tired from his trek around the castle, dropped into a seat on Juran's left. It was a seat usually reserved for the queen, but she had not been invited to participate. Four servants held aloft a brightly colored silk awning, shading them.

	“Your majesty.”

	The Warlord turned to the wizard. Ferdinand played with the large gemstone hanging around his neck. Within the facets of the gem, light caught and sparkled, sending out rays of piercing white, catching the Juran's attention. Within moments, his lips went slack and his eyes glazed.

	“Let us talk about a conversation you should have with your new Guardian of Gladiators,” Ferdinand began.

	 

	Yuri left the castle, pleased at his meeting with Juran. They had met shortly after the supper hour, as the other nobles and courtiers were retiring for the night. The Warlord had shared with him information regarding Rhys, and Yuri was eager to respond to Juran's request. Yet, even as he rode along, a few hairs curled on the back of his neck. 

	Ferdinand must truly be a powerful wizard, he thought, to have brought the girl back from the dead.

	Though full dark had not yet fallen, runners bearing torches lit his way back to the city. Normally Yuri felt safe, but tonight he wished he had a few strong men riding with him. Upon arriving at the coliseum, Yuri sent a page to fetch Caleb, his new Head Keeper. While waiting, Yuri poured himself a tall flagon of beer. 

	Caleb's hard knuckles rapped on the door. Yuri jumped, cursing when the beer sloshed onto his tunic.

	“Enter!” he shouted.

	“Master,” Caleb said, stepping into the room. 

	He did not shut the door or bow. Being young, and still quite full of himself, Caleb felt the new Guardian of Gladiators didn’t command the respect and fear Bairlot had. Caleb had worked unknown as Juran's agent all along, and had a sense of superiority over the others, including the new Master of the Games.

	“By decree of the Warlord,” Yuri began, “we are to set up a match which he and his courtiers will attend. We are to select three or four sets of fighters. The last fight will be between the Tsame girl and a fighter we will choose for her.”

	Uncertainty crossed Caleb's face. “The girl is alive?” 

	“Yes,” replied Yuri.

	“And trained to fight?”

	“Yes.”

	The Head Keeper rocked from foot to foot. “Won’t the people be shocked to see the monster again?”

	Caleb had been the most junior of the keepers when Arlie and the others had lost their lives. Caleb’s wife did not believe this was a good promotion. When he told her what Yuri requested, she would be very angry and sure to remind him. 

	Yuri could tell Caleb was apprehensive about the Warlord's request. “Pick someone who looks big, strong, but is not yet good enough to beat her. You have until tomorrow.” Yuri turned away.

	The Head Keeper waited, his mouth half open, ready to ask if the Warlord might change his mind.

	“Make sure you explain carefully to the man you pick,” Yuri said over his shoulder. “If the girl fails, he and his family will be the first to encounter the sword.”

	The door closed behind Caleb. Yuri took a long drink from the flagon and remembered the disgrace of Bairlot. Try as he might, the vision of Bairlot’s head rotting high above the marketplace would not fade away.

	 

	A long parade of people left the castle, headed toward the hurriedly cleaned and outfitted coliseum. In the bleachers surrounding one of the lesser rings, a new awning marked the place Juran would sit. Due to the haste of the preparations, the fitting was slightly off, but a strategically placed trio of horn-wielding heralds covered the error. From Ferdinand's tower, Rhys could see the silken patch far below. Her stomach reeled.

	“Why can't Robar come with us?” she asked again. “He could be in disguise, or made invisible, or...”

	“For the last time, no,” Ferdinand said. “The Warlord and his guests are already assembling. Prepare yourself.” 

	The part he was about to play did not make him nervous, but not being in control of all the other elements gave him cause for concern. How would the Warlord's lackeys react when seeing the girl who they had believed dead, again? Most had run screaming from the bloody results of the last fight.

	He had decided Rhys would travel in an enclosed wagon. She would be able to see out, but not be visible. Ferdinand handpicked her escorts. Sable would drive the wagon.

	“I will be with you, Rhys,” Ferdinand said softly. “There are no others this time to distract me. Are you ready?”

	At her nod, the wizard led the way down to the courtyard, where the wagon waited close to the bottom step. Once Rhys was seated, Ferdinand mounted his horse. Their small contingent followed the Warlord's men down the winding road. High above, Robar leaned over Ferdinand's balcony, watching for the unexpected arrival of Cenmada. Like the wizard, his nerves tingled with concern.

	While she waited in the arena, Rhys surveyed the area surrounding the Warlord. The sun shone brightly. Festivities beneath the fluttering blue silk were well underway. Musicians played, and bearers offered trays of food to those select people the Warlord had invited. The Warlord wore a dark red tunic, heavy with embroidery. His other ornamentation was sparse, only his crown and a gold chain around his neck. Like sparkling butterflies, his guests, dressed in their best and wearing great amounts of gems, fluttered around him. 

	Despite the glitter, Rhys felt the edgy darkness of Juran's malevolence. There was also an echo in the voices of the guests, a shadow of fear. Their unease was like a hovering cloud. One did not refuse an invitation by the Warlord. However, after the chaos that ended the last contest in this arena, many would have liked to. Their concerns were evident in covert glances over their shoulders, smiles that did not illuminate their eyes, and open spaces in the center of the bleachers. Small groups gathered near the exits.

	Jesters and clowns tumbled around the arena between matches. Banners blew in the wind, snapping loudly overhead. She heard her name called and stepped out of the wagon. Searching, she found Ferdinand seated near the Warlord, then Sable just outside the barrier fence. The announcer tapped his staff, starting the match.

	 

	Ferdinand had given Rhys strict instructions on how to handle her match. “Do not kill him.”

	“Should he bleed?” Rhys had asked in return, flexing her sword to limber up her arm.

	“Perhaps a little. Not too quickly, though. We want the bout to last long enough to appease the Warlord.”

	Rhys did exactly as Ferdinand instructed, though it took an effort to do so. The young man kept trying to throw himself down on the ground, faking a loss before he got hurt.

	Dancing around him drawing attention to herself, she hissed, “Get up. If you act weak, or foolish, the Warlord will cut off your head just out of spite.”

	After that, her opponent put on a better show until Rhys sliced his arm slightly and ordered him to fall, which he did, writhing on the ground as though in great pain. However, when the young fighter realized blood actually ran down his arm, he howled in earnest. Among the cheers and enthusiastic applause of the audience, Rhys accepted the victor's wreath and returned to her wagon. As soon as the door closed, Sable clucked to the horses, pulling out of the arena toward the castle road.

	“Have her brought to the throne room when we return,” the Warlord said with a grin.

	“Ah, sire.” Ferdinand shook his head sadly. “I fear this excursion has taken a toll on her. Perhaps another time? When she is stronger?”

	“Of course.” Juran grinned, accepting the bag of coins collected from those who had bet against him and lost. “Tonight, we will celebrate in her honor and toast her while she sleeps.”

	 

	Yallana and Robar were waiting when Rhys returned, each sighing in relief when the wizard’s boots were heard stomping up the staircase.

	“I kept your supper hot,” Yallana said, dropping the metal plates on the table. Her tone implied she had not given Rhys's absence a second thought. “It will serve you three well to have a bellyache from eating so late.”

	Robar retired to the forge. As they passed the door, Rhys heard him chuckling to the mice who shared his space. He too breathed more easily when Rhys arrived, neither wrapped in bandages nor covered with blood.

	Rhys had been unaware her friends had suffered in their own way as she battled. Ferdinand could tell none were pleased with his plans. 

	The wizard left for the banquet room deep in the castle, and Sable went with him. There would be celebrating for several hours. Perhaps assisted by wine, loose lips would provide gossip about the Juran’s future plans.

	“Will she have to battle again soon?” Sable asked as they left for the revelry.

	“Not if we can thwart it,” Ferdinand replied.

	After the two men left, Rhys removed herself to the small hidden room above the chiffonier. “Ah, Moira,” she said softly. “How I wish I could be free of this place, even for just a short time.”

	“Would you be willing to trust me if I told you to jump out into the night that I might carry you?” Moira’s face filled the open portal.

	Without hesitation, Rhys crawled to the doorway, crouched, and flung herself out into the air. Before she had a second to think about what she had done, the solid shoulders of the dragon were beneath her. On silent wings, they soared away.

	Moira stayed close to the treetops until they rounded a distant mountain, beneath them the ground flew by. As the air rushed past her face, Rhys lost all sense of time and distance. Once they were far out of Juran’s valley, Moira slowed so Rhys could see the land below. Rhys sat with her arms outstretched and her legs wrapped tight around Moira’s neck, laughing at what was clearly reckless behavior. 

	Moira asked if she wanted to see the sea, and Rhys responded with a hearty, “yes!”

	So, they left the dark forest land behind and flew across wide plains and deep valleys, until they reached the glistening water. Tall waves reached toward them, pods of dolphins and flying fish raced them. A whale who had been resting on the surface sank beneath the water singing a mournful song.

	“So beautiful,” Rhys said.

	“He is my cousin,” Moira said, “and he is quite full of himself. Though I have to admit I, too, love to listen to him sing.”

	After a time, Moira turned back in the direction of land. Approaching a sandy beach, she slowed.

	“Stay low and silent,” she cautioned. “One never knows what enemy may lurk in the shadows.”

	Rhys knew she meant Cenmada, and with a shiver, she leaned closer to Moira’s neck. Remembering the terror that iced her veins when Cenmada flew over the practice field, she closed her eyes to the beauty all around. Fear had returned.

	After a long flight back, toward the rising sun, Moira swooped down, gripping the stone wall outside Rhys’ balcony. The girl climbed over the dragon’s shoulders. Once her feet were firmly on the floor, the dragon pushed away from the tower to soar upward and away. 

	Rhys had been lying in her bed for only a moment when a tap sounded on the door. It was Ferdinand. “Are you well, girl?”

	“Yes,” Rhys said. “I am only tired and perhaps a little awed at the workings of the world.” She turned toward the wall and closed her eyes.

	Beyond the door, Ferdinand cast a small spell that would move Rhys into the land of dreams. As Robar had said, the wizard knew much about how the girl spent her time. Noting the faint odor of thistle and embers, a scent common only to dragons, he moved away. Ferdinand looked within himself, hoping he read the signs right. He had become much too fond of the girl. If she were lost due to his ineptness, his very being would falter.

	 

	With the firelight behind her, outlining her out-stretched arms and raised face, Newry laughed. “I would fly with a dragon, no matter how high.”

	Daub could feel his own eyes bright with the star glittered of laughter, as even Rafel rose to his feet, imitating his sister's actions.

	“High,” he called out to the night. “And far.”

	Their voices raised the call of the coyotes, and somewhere further, the swish as a neromaphed hunted across the sand.
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	Over the summer, Rhys fought in two more matches, both with results similar to her first, except each new opponent was savvier, and her own technique sharpened. The fighter stables, which had fallen into shambles, were re-opened. The number of boys and gladiators increased and once again, the armory had a full staff of iron masons. The spies Juran had sent out across the continent returned with no information on the troll, but they did learn a group of petty kings were plotting to overthrowing the Warlord Most High.

	Juran responded heartily, his boredom lifted. A few small battles would be good for him and his men. Since the Warlord expected to be gone less than two months, he left Ferdinand behind to watch the Tsame girl and assist his ministers.

	One early autumn morning, a long line of soldiers, both on foot and mounted, followed the Warlord south toward the warmer climates. Above the Warlord’s army, Cenmada twisted about on the breeze, slowly and methodically moving his muscular frame to catch each updraft.

	Rhys crouched behind the balustrade, watching them leave, relieved at the sight. Though her freedom had grown, Ferdinand had forbidden her to wander through the city. He did allow her more time to visit the forest.

	“One day,” Robar said beside her, “Juran will order you to go warring, too. To fight and kill, as he commands.”

	“I know,” she said.

	“Then you will no longer be a child.”

	“I have not been a child for a long while.”

	“Will you kill for the Warlord?” the troll asked.

	“I will not,” said Rhys.

	“There will be a price.”

	Rhys didn’t answer. When she turned to where Robar had been standing, he was gone. A dusty wind blew across her. Though it felt warm, she shivered.

	 

	The night the warlord left, Rhys dreamed of a great battle where a man whose armor obstructed his face rode astride an enormous dragon. The man waved his sword, and over a sand dune, a long line of warriors raced toward the sea. The men carried long spears with metal points dripping a sizzling acid. Screaming furiously, they rushed forward into the waves, where they encountered a similar army of sea creatures. The water boiled and turned red. Bodies of both men and fish piled up. When the battle ended, only the man and his dragon were left. With a slash of its tail, the beast turned back whence they had come.

	Rhys woke in a sweat, knowing the dream came as a message, a warning. For an enemy to prevail over the Warlord, he would need more than sheer muscle.

	“Perhaps,” she said, “I should put more value into the lessons the wizard teaches.”

	The next day, when Ferdinand approached with a fresh tray of herbs for her to identify, the dream still nagged at her.

	“How has Juran survived for all the years since he bested the dragons and they built him Maldicak?” she asked.

	Her question took Ferdinand by surprise. “Juran is not the first man to inhabit Maldicak. I told you these walls have stood since dragons roared across the land. Many men have sat on the throne.”

	“I have heard the tale, yet still question how the castle came to be,” Rhys said, laying her stylus aside.

	“Oh, there might have been some magic,” said Ferdinand, a twinkle in his eye.

	Rhys smiled back. “You are laughing at me.”

	“Absolutely not,” Ferdinand said. “This is the land of Maldicak, not just the castle. Dragon lore tells that not even those fabulous beasts were able to breach this rock. The first king, a man from the valley, bested the dragons. He demanded a new home on this spot, and so this enormous castle came to be all in less than a year’s span. Some say a great wizard had enhanced the dragons’ powers. That wizard is said to have been the forefather of every wizard and sorcerer who walks today.

	“From the first day when the castle gates opened to these tall rooms, men came from across the land to serve here, to serve the great dragon king. They brought their families and everything they owned. Where, at one time, only a huntsman and his wife had lived on one poor farm, a village grew. And then that village grew into a great city. As king, replaced king, generation after generation, hovels became buildings, inns, and shops. But the great buildings of Dowersberg, the forge and coliseum, were only constructed after Juran declared himself the Warlord Most High. The construction of those went on day and night for three years at the cost of much human suffering.”

	“If they suffered, why did the people slave for Juran?” Rhys asked.

	“Because he declared himself Warlord, and he ordered it to be so.” Ferdinand explained. “As a child, Juran was a bully. When he came of age and called forth a dragon, he became a threat across the land. He took this kingship fairly, but being the first to call a dragon in so long, he was able to change the laws to suit himself. Now he rules by fear.

	“There were others who coveted this land. Juran challenged them, everyone, and when they were gone, he rode in and overthrew Pious, the old king. Juran had Cenmada at his side, the largest, fiercest dragon ever seen. 

	“You heard Sable say it is terrible for people because Juran does not rein in Cenmada, but allows him to pillage freely, consuming livestock and burning homes. Pious agreed to step down if Juran would not destroy the city. Juran agreed, but as soon as the old man vacated the throne, Juran imprisoned his entire family. He declared himself not king, but Warlord Most High. When others challenged him, he sent Cenmada forth.”

	Rhys frowned. She wanted to believe dragons were great and noble beasts, who only desired to help and protect, not evil beings running amuck. Sable leaned against the worktable, intent on the herbs before him. He had heard this tale before, and each time, it unnerved him. Ferdinand gave up all pretense of working and sat on the bench next to Rhys.

	“On his voyage here,” Ferdinand said, “Juran took a wife from a desert land across the sea. The people called her The Veiled Queen, for not one person ever saw her countenance.”

	“Not one?” Rhys asked.

	“She did have an old maidservant.” Ferdinand paused, unsure if he should continue.

	Then Rhys said, “But I have never seen the queen wear a veil.”

	“Well, my girl.” Ferdinand lowered his voice. “The queen, you know, is Juran’s second wife. She is not the wife Juran brought here so long ago.”

	Men knew from coast-to-coast Juran's new queen had long been out of favor. He would not let her sit with him, but sent her to the lowest table. A heavy woman with unruly orange hair and a penchant for gowns of pink, no one remembered the last time she had been seen in the immediate vicinity of her husband.

	They had two sons, neither of whom had been able to call a dragon. The boys were squired to neighboring kings. There were also four daughters, all of which were betrothed and of an age to leave. They clustered around their mother like chicks to an old red hen. Rhys frowned at Ferdinand, wondering why he told her this tale. She didn’t understand the importance. Ferdinand waited. When enlightenment did not come to the girl, he heaved a heavy sigh.

	“The Veiled Queen was foreign born. Some said the queen’s flesh was so pale the sun would shine through it.” Ferdinand reached out, running his fingers along Rhys’ arm. Rhys watched his hand, not as intent on that as on his words.

	“What happened to her?” Rhys asked.

	The wizard removed his hand. “The Veiled Queen birthed a son with only her handmaiden to aid her. She was allowed to hold him in her arms for a few short weeks, then Juran snatched the infant away. She never saw the child again. Only four months later, she died from a broken heart.” 

	Ferdinand went silent.

	“What of her son?” Rhys asked.

	“The people were told he perished.”

	“How did he die?” she asked.

	Ferdinand shrugged.

	Yallana rushed in. “Men are coming.”

	Ferdinand moved back to his high seat, pulling the folding screen across the door to Rhys's room as he went. On her side, Rhys pulled her hood high on her head and bent over the scrolls. She could hear the wizard speaking as he prepared a tincture, this one for treating boils plaguing one of the visitors. Ferdinand explained long ago people would accept Rhys being trained to fight, but knowing she read, wrote, and learned to perform minor feats of magic would be a different thing.

	She thought about the current queen and her daughters. Ferdinand spoke as though Juran had loved the Veiled Queen. If the Warlord had lost his true love long ago and still felt the wound, that might explain his no longer being a proper husband and father. If he still despaired at the memory, it was no wonder his second wife and daughters were so bitter. Grief could be the cause of the anger and hatred within the Warlord. Perhaps even his callous disregard to the evil of Cenmada. 

	She pitied him.

	
Chapter Thirteen
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	THOUGH RHYS’S INTENTIONS were good, there were times her mind strayed from her lessons. Deep summer had come to the valley. The city sweltered through a period of high temperatures and torturous humidity. Heated breezes circled the castle, seeping in through every crack and crevice, carrying dirt and grit. They also carried the scents of the piney forest.

	Tempers flared, and arguments among the city residents became fierce. With Juran gone, Ferdinand was called away often with government work. Rhys used his absence as a chance to rest. But now, she found herself alone, bored, and cross with the sultry heat. 

	Knowing most of the occupants hid themselves within the cooler, lower regions of the castle, she decided to explore. This trek took her up to the top of the tower, looking for a cooler breeze blown down from the mountain peaks. Kicking off her sandals, she allowed the hot stones to warm her feet. Rhys spent a short time watching the city through the wizard's telescope, then wandered along the castle roof.

	Over the sheer drop on the north side, she could see down to where the mountains met and beyond to the forest. Moving along, she peeked over the balustrade rim into the courtyards. She saw a solitary yard boy sweeping the area within the gates. In the kitchen yard, a squawking hen fled from the cook. Near the stables was a narrow area between the base of the east tower and a tall stone wall on the far side. There had been times Rhys had stood on tiptoe at this very spot, seeing nothing but a picturesque garden with flowers of orange, red, and blue. Today, she saw three men in the small courtyard. One of the men sat on a horse.

	Moving to the side, Rhys found a better vantage point. As the horse moved ahead, the other two men walked on either side. The man astride had a peculiar saddle with a high back and a tall, wide pommel. She was struck by his hair, which was black as pitch, and fell to his shoulders.

	Her calves ached with the strain of stretching upward. Just as she started to move away, a hulking man walked out of the shadows toward the horse. Even by red-beard standards, he was tall and broad. The giant lifted the dark-haired man off the horse and carried him toward the castle.

	Turning from the edge, Rhys realized the men must have entered through a door at the base of the tower on which she stood. Pausing only to pull on her sandals, she ran down staircase after staircase until she arrived at the bottom. There she found only the door on the opposite wall that led to the main courtyard. On the wall facing the hidden garden hung an enormous tapestry depicting a forest glade. 

	Confused at what she saw only moments earlier, Rhys touched the tapestry, running her hands along the rough texture of hand stitching, feeling the solid wall behind it. Then she felt her hand dip into a recessed place. Once again, she ran her hand across the fabric, pressing more firmly. Again, she came to an uneven place in the stone wall. The tapestry was too heavy to lift, but from the far edge she could crawl behind it. 

	The space was hot and dusty. It was hard to breathe as she inched along the wall with the weight of the tapestry pressing her against the stone. Then, near the center, she came to a recessed door, small and made of rough wood. An iron lock blocked the way.

	She hadn't met anyone on the staircase. The men had to be outside. Rhys pounded on the door, but no one answered her summons. She called out, before realizing it would be difficult for someone to hear her voice through the thick wood. Even someone standing on the other side of the tapestry might hear only a whisper.

	“Arghh!” she yelled, striking the door with her fist one last time.

	Crawling back out into the light, she raced up the winding staircase toward the common room.

	“Yallana,” she said breathlessly, “at the very bottom of the staircase, there is a door that is locked. Do you have the key?”

	“Locked, you say?” Yallana asked, shelling peas.

	“Yes.” Rhys's eyes glittered with excitement.

	“Then it is not for you.”

	Rhys's smile disappeared.

	Yallana continued to work silently. Rhys's eyes narrowed. Yallana hadn't seemed surprised to hear about the locked door.

	Rhys dropped on to the stool at her worktable. For a long while, she sat twirling a stylus and considering the courtyard and the door. She remembered the feel of the rough-hewn wood beneath her fingers. She’d felt the rope knob, and below, a fairly large keyhole. Someone had custody of that key. Yallana had keys. A large ring always hung from her apron strings. They opened the cupboard where she kept the meat and trunks which hid all manner of items the woman thought should be protected. But what else?

	From her seat, Rhys could see the keys. As Yallana moved about, they glittered in the light. The girl studied them closely, forcing herself to focus on a single key at a time.

	None of them are big enough, she mused.

	Yallana took her basket, headed for the kitchen wing or perhaps to the city marketplace. Rhys counted to twenty, then strode across the corridor and knocked on the door to Ferdinand’s room.

	“Master?” she called. “I have a question.”

	No one answered. She pushed the door open and, with a sudden feeling of guilt stifling her breath, entered the room. Once inside, she quivered, afraid to touch anything. She peered at, over, and around the items filling the room to the rafters. Nothing.

	Leaving, she crossed the corridor, still wondering about the black-haired man and the locked door. Suddenly, she stopped. Sable! Her head turned toward his door. He did everything for the wizard. Would he have keys?

	With far more confidence than she’d felt before knocking on Ferdinand’s door, she rapped n Sable’s door.

	“Enter,” the apprentice said.

	Rhys almost ran. Her bottom jaw dropped. She had expected him to have followed the wizard and for the room to be empty. Exhaling slowly, she stood for a moment trying to regain her composure, thankful she had knocked before walking in.

	“Yes?” Sable asked, opening the door. “Didn’t you hear me bid you enter, Rhys?”

	She shook her head.

	“Well, come in.” 

	Sable strode across the room to his workbench. The room was pie shaped, longer and wider on the outer edge than the corridor side. Rhys took a few faltering steps, then stopped. Now within Sable's room, she did not know what to ask.

	Sable turned and laughed. “Is this the first time you have ever been in here?”

	She nodded.

	“It's just the same as Robar's room, except maybe not so dark.”

	Tongue-tied, she nodded again.

	“Are you bored?” A brief frown caught Sable's lips. “Are you alright?”

	“Yes, of course.” Rhys tried to laugh. “I hadn't considered you might be busy.”

	Sable smiled again. “Not so busy. Ferdinand will be back soon. I am trying to identify this bit of brush the bat brought to him.” He held up a gnarled branch. “What have you been doing?”

	“Well, I, hmm. I helped Yallana find her keys.” Licking her lips, Rhys moved closer to the bench. “You know, the big ring? How can you misplace something like that?” She sniffed the branch. “It smells like the sea and something else, maybe butter?”

	Sable took the branch, inhaling deeply. “I think your ability to smell is sharper than mine. I can smell salt, probably from the marshes, but not butter.” He sniffed again. “I never lose my keys because I leave them on the hook by the door unless I need them.”

	Sure enough, when Rhys turned, she could see a ring of keys hanging beside Sable's cloak. They were different, older and far larger than Yallana's set. Fixated on the key ring, Rhys jumped when Sable spoke from behind her.

	“There is a farm with cows near a village named High Cliff. On the far side of the mountain. I need to go there.” Sable grabbed his cloak. “Will you be alright, with just Robar here until the master returns?”

	“Yes,” she said, following him out into the corridor.

	After he hurried away, she went back into his room, emerging with the key ring in hand. Clutching it to her chest, she ran down the stairs.

	 

	Rhys crept behind the tapestry. The entry to the tower was no longer locked, so anyone could just walk in. That meant more attention paid to passersby. Clutching the key ring, Rhys knew she needed to be fast or be caught skulking about. The first key did not unlock the door. She selected the second largest key and fit it into the lock. The rusted mechanism held for a second and then, with a groan, released.

	Rhys pulled the door open. She faced a small room only a few square feet in size, across which she saw another door. To her right was a stone wall, but on the left a narrow staircase went up. She crossed the room to the next door, which opened with a tiny squeak. She found neither man nor horse in the space beyond, only the wooden wall that separated tower from stable yard, and its narrow gate sealed with a heavy lock. The only other place to go was up the stairs.

	He had to have gone up, Rhys thought. Placing her foot on the bottom-most step, she prepared to advance. She had left the door ajar, and through the tiny open space, she heard Yallana.

	“Thank you,” the serving woman said. “I do not think I could have carried all this back by myself. I certainly did not expect to get a quarter cask of barley wine while I was out.”

	Steps treaded up the stairs. Rhys waited, then peeked from behind the tapestry and saw the backside of a man almost at the top step with a small cask heft onto his shoulder. As soon as he disappeared from sight, Rhys pulled the key from the lock and ran up the steps.

	She dashed out of Sable's room after returning the keys, but stopped short. Did I lock the door down there? she wondered.

	“There you are, Rhys,” Yallana said. “Time for a lesson on cooking dried corn.”

	She could not go back and check. 

	 

	Yallana kept Rhys busy until Ferdinand returned. Then she had a different problem.

	“Have you been in my room, Yallana?” Ferdinand asked.

	“No.”

	“Hmm, there seems to be something in the air,” the wizard said. His eyes drifted toward Rhys.

	“Perhaps Robar's mice are exploring.” Yallana swished her skirts. “I'd better not catch them in here.”

	Rhys focused on stirring the stew pot.
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	Daub reached for the waterskin again. Storytelling is hard on the throat, and his increasing age did not help matters any.

	“He knows,” said Rafel, leaning slightly back, arms crossed over his chest. “The wizard knows the girl is a sneaking thief.”

	“Thief,” Daub’s eyebrows rose. “You believe Rhys of Moira was intent on stealing?”

	Newry jumped to the defense. “No, grandfather! She is not stealing, only trying to solve a riddle.”

	Turning to his sister, a scowl on his face, Rafel shook his head as he spoke. “You are wrong. She is a looking to escape, and she will rob the dark-haired man before she does so.”

	Daub was disappointed to hear such suspicion, such doubt in Rafel’s words. But then again, that is the point of storytelling, to show the young how broad the world can be. Not all adults are villains, nor all children mischievous. Every person has both positive and negative traits, the exact mixture being different for each. One of the wonders of living was finding out another’s particular balance.

	“What would Rhys know to rob the dark-haired man of?” Daub asked. 

	When no answer was forthcoming, he continued the tale.
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	Tomorrow, Rhys thought, as she laid out plates and spoons for their supper. Tomorrow I'll go into the garden and see what I can see.

	“I think I might have found the dragon's lair,” Sable announced once they were seated.

	Rhys's heart gave a great thump.

	Robar suddenly pulled his face out of his bowl, bits of stew dripping down his cheeks. “Cenmada's nest?” he asked with a full mouth. A moment before, he had been intent on shoveling food into his mouth. Now Sable had his full attention.

	“Yes.” Sable nodded, so excited he laid his spoon aside. “One of the bats brought back a twig. We”—he nodded toward Ferdinand—“knew the bat had been near the cliffs on the far side of the mountain and the lake marsh, but could not decide where. I searched and searched. Then Rhys said the twig held right in front of her smelt like butter.”

	Robar’s gaze flicked to Rhys, then back to the young man.

	“Butter means milk, milk means cows, right? Am I right?” Sable did not wait for an answer. “On the other side of the mountain is an area with sheer cliffs, with marshlands just beyond. On one of the plateaus above the cliff sides is a big farm. I went there this afternoon. The farmer told me he has lost several cows to the dragon. He even moved his barn from the edge of the cliffs closer to the forest so the dragon would stay away.

	“I laid on the cliff top looking down. Where the land curves, there is a place among the boulders where a few trees are growing up. A flock of pigeons circled out over a nearby lake, then disappeared back among the trees. I could see among the branches, but the birds did not return. They were just gone. Then, while I lay there, I swear I could hear a windy echo coming from some place nearby. Perhaps there's a cliff side cave large enough for the dragon.”

	The wizard stroked his beard. “It wouldn't have to be an enormous cave. Once the dragon pulls in its wings, it could curl up in an area the size of a small cottage.”

	“And that's not a big place?” Yallana laughed. “Ha, you have no idea.” She rose, picking up the plates and moving toward the washstand.

	“Wouldn't you be able to tell if the dragon's nest lay so close?” Rhys asked Ferdinand.

	“Dragons have their own magic,” Ferdinand said. “Remember, I told you it took magic to build Maldicak? Between the dragons and maybe a wizard or two, much was accomplished.”

	Rhys had not considered a dragon having magic. Then, too, trolls had magic, too. She watched Robar, considering this new idea.

	Robar's eyes jumped from apprentice to wizard and back several times. He did not notice as Yallana took away his half-finished supper.

	“I think,” Ferdinand said, “this is the best clue we've found. We should investigate tomorrow morning. At first light, we will journey to the farm.”

	“I will go also,” Robar said.

	“Yes,” Ferdinand said, “we will all go.”

	Pleased, Robar looked down at where his supper had been, but the table lay bare. Even as he frowned at the loss, the others laughed.

	 

	 

	Midday arrived before they loaded into the mule cart for their journey because Ferdinand had been called away. All the while, Rhys did not have a chance to sneak away to the hidden courtyard.

	“Take your weapons,” Robar ordered as he walked past, wrapped in a cloak that was too big and carrying a rolled-up tent on one shoulder.

	“The wizard did not say we would be setting up camp,” Rhys said suspiciously, eyeing the collection of canvas and rope.

	“No.” Sable walked past with a large food hamper. “But we don’t want to be standing out in the open while we investigate. The tent gives us a place to plot, out of view and, if need be, a place to stay until the next day. It's a fairly long ride in the cart, not like on a running horse.”

	Grimly, Rhys collected her things. “Are you coming also?” she asked Yallana.

	“Absolutely not,” the housekeeper said. “Bugs and snakes and possibly an angry dragon? Not for me.”

	 

	Once they reached the farm, they set up camp, ate a cold supper, and then lay on the ground contemplating the cliff wall below them.

	“There.” Sable pointed. “See how the cliff folds back near the stand of birches clinging among the rocks?”

	Rhys could see the rough cliff face, the trees, and certainly the boulders as large as the room she slept in. But until thousands of squealing bats soared out of the cave, she didn't see where the opening lay.

	“Yes,” Robar said excitedly. “I can smell the metal of my father's sword.”

	“Good enough,” Ferdinand said. “Let's have at it.”

	Jumping to his feet, Robar threw off the cloak and scuttled over the edge without care or even a safety line. Rhys gasped, but Sable patted her arm. “He's a rock troll, do not worry.”

	A shout from below. “Throw the rope!”

	In the gathering darkness, the two men and girl hauled up armful after armful of rough, cold metal. Many of the items were so badly mangled or rusted, Rhys could not identify them. At last muddy, but triumphant, Robar appeared over the edge.

	“That's the whole of it,” he said. “Going to take some hard work to rid the dragon stink.”

	So, in full darkness, they struck camp, loaded all behind the patient mules, and began the trek home. Somewhere before they arrived at the city, Rhys fell asleep, waking at dawn in her own bed.
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	“Where is everyone?” Rhys yawned as Yallana sliced bread for her breakfast.

	“Oh, they were up the whole night bringing up a nasty mess of troll trash.” A deep frown pulled Yallana's brows together. “The wizard has been called away, the boy sleeps, and the troll is making much noise with his big collection of junk.” The last she said in a shout, which did not lower the noise from Robar's room even the slightest bit.

	Rhys jerked out of her seat. They were all gone or busy. She could investigate the hidden staircase. A strong arm grabbed hers.

	“Sit and eat,” Yallana ordered.

	Rhys filled her pockets with the bread and sliced fruit. “I'm done,” she announced before rushing out the door.

	At the bottom of the steps, with the key taken from Sable’s room once more in her hand, she paused, holding her breath. After a quick glance to make sure no one was watching, she slid behind the tapestry. The door opened silently, and she entered, allowing the tapestry to fall back into place.

	The grass in the hidden courtyard shimmered, wet with dew. Rhys walked over to the gate on the far side. This lock required a different key. 

	Returning to the stairs in the secret room beyond the tapestry, she did not hesitate at the bottom step, but climbed on silent feet all the way up. At the top of the steep and narrow staircase, she found another door similar to the one below. Placing her hand on the wood, she gave a small push. The door did not open. She tried pulling the knob toward her, but the door had been built to go the other way. She gave a harder shove. Still nothing. This time she did not find a keyhole.

	Rhys had no recourse except to return to the tower. She decided to leave the little door behind the tapestry unlocked. Taking and returning the key to Sable’s room would eventually get her caught.

	“If I knock,” she said aloud, after she was back on her side of the tapestry and still thinking of the door at the top of the hidden staircase, “anyone, anything, could answer.” 

	With a shudder, part fear and part excitement at her daring, she slid out from behind the tapestry and was halfway up the staircase when Sable appeared above her.

	“There you are.” He smiled. “Come along. Ferdinand is looking for you.”

	“What now?” Rhys grumbled, but Sable had already gone.

	She paused for only a moment to open Sable's door and toss the ring of keys toward the peg. She missed, but there was not time to pick them up. Hopefully, when Sable found them, he would think they had merely fallen to the floor. Though she believed she had been sly, a sticky trail of nervous sweat crept down between her shoulders.

	In the common room, Ferdinand stood before his worktable. A magic fire burned in a bowl beneath a small iron pot. Though only wisps of steam appeared above the pot's rim, the entire room was filled with a terrible stink. Rhys covered her nose with her sleeve. Yallana opened the window shutters. Even as Rhys advanced, the woman took up a cloth and fanned the air, trying to push the smell out. Robar squatted at Ferdinand's feet, seemingly unperturbed.

	“Ew!” Rhys said.

	“Come, come,” Ferdinand said gaily. His face was red and slick with sweat, and his drooping hat was askew. He had changed his golden robe for one made of dark blue cotton. “I want you to take note of this remedy. It has been a long while since I used it. I had to get my book out and all.” 

	His good humor did not extend to Yallana, who now had two cloths, one in each hand.

	“The smell is atrocious, master,” Rhys said.

	“Yes, well, the stink will dissipate soon,” Ferdinand said. “It is the resulting incantation we seek.” 

	His words were true. Even as he spoke, the rotten smell changed to that of a clean salt marsh.

	“Now,” Ferdinand said, pushing the open book toward Rhys, “the Prime Minister read a message from the warlord a short while ago. I don’t remember the exact words, but thinking about Juran reminded me of Cenmada, causing me to consider that the dragon is going to notice things missing from his nest.”

	“A few old and useless weapons?” Rhys asked. Robar glared up at her. “Sorry, Robar, they are old.”

	The rock troll nodded. But it was not that he agreed with what Rhys had said. You see, for a troll, such items mean much more than an outsider could understand. Robar had learned long ago to not hold human ignorance against their kind. 

	“They are not useless to Robar,” Ferdinand said, “and not to Cenmada, either.” The wizard faced the members of his household. “Regardless of what Juran says, you do not give something to a dragon and ever expect to take it back. The fact that these were weapons, tools of war, made the giving even more thoughtless. Juran trusted he could control the beast. But even a great warlord cannot temper the centuries old ingrained habits of a magical creature.

	“Cenmada knows every last pebble within his nest. When he finds the weapons gone, he is going to consider them stolen and hunt for the thief. His sense of smell is going to bring him here. Robar is going to take this elixir and wipe down the tools, the rooms, and the entrance to this tower.”

	“That's a lot of work,” Sable said.

	“I can do it,” Robar said. “Save my inheritance and my own shirt.”

	“Yeah, and our shirts, too.” Sable added as Robar waddled out of the room, pot in hand.

	Ferdinand, Sable, and Rhys watched him go. Yallana stood in the middle of the room, taking deep breaths of the now much sweeter air.

	“What about the rest?” Rhys asked.

	Ferdinand nodded, but Sable looked confused. “Rest of what?” the apprentice asked.

	“The rest of the route we took to get here, and the cliff top,” Ferdinand said. “The mules are safe. We'll burn the cart, but I'll need to consider what else should be done.”

	“If the Warlord doesn't return for a few more weeks, won't the smell dissipate?” Sable asked, nervously crushing the herbs he held.

	“I don't know,” Ferdinand said. “Dragons have wonderful noses. If Cenmada is searching, his may be even sharper.”

	“If you don’t know what he is capable of,” Rhys said slowly, “why don’t you ask another dragon?”

	“Dragons do not talk,” Sable said plainly.

	Ferdinand studied the floor, stroking his beard. His eyes drifted upward and settled on Rhys. She stood a few feet away, wringing her hands and watching him, unaware her eyes had gone black.

	“What is it you have to say, Rhys?” Ferdinand asked. He spoke softly, motioning both Sable and Yallana to back away.

	“Will you come with me?” Rhys asked in a tinny, shrill voice. Her eyes were still dark and her words had a hissing quality.

	 

	She led the wizard and apprentice out of the castle, through the city, past the forgotten forest of dung heaps, and into the meadow. Once out in the sun, she lay in the grass and closed her eyes.

	“Please, Moira,” she said. “I have a need of your help.”

	A warm thistle and ember scented wind blew in her face. Rhys opened her eyes to see Moira standing above her. At the forest edge, Ferdinand and Sable stood waiting. Sable’s mouth had fallen open.

	Moira dipped her head to Ferdinand. He in return executed a small bow. Rhys and Sable looked from the dragon to the wizard and back, awed by what they witnessed.

	“It is a great honor to finally meet you,” Ferdinand said.

	“The honor is mine, great wizard,” Moira said, “to speak with one of your wisdom.” 

	Rhys had never heard Moira sound so humbled. She moved toward her friend, laying a hand upon the dragon's shining scales. Sable gasped.

	In a whispering voice Rhys asked, “Is something wrong, Moira? Have I done something wrong?”

	“No, my young friend. It was only a matter of time before the wizard and I should meet each other. You have done nothing wrong, nor has Sable.”

	“How is it?” Sable asked, in a choking voice, “you seem to know of each other without being told?” He looked from the wizard to the dragon.

	Rhys nodded, agreeing with Sable.

	“You are a wise child, Rhys,” Ferdinand said, “and carry more knowledge than most adults. However, you are not skilled in keeping secrets. It is easy to tell when you are hiding something. Every time you met with Moira, I could see the secret grow. And then there is the dragon scent which followed you. It is the same as when you enter another person's room, you leave your scent behind.”

	Rhys blushed with guilt at the thought of entering Ferdinand's room without permission. She leaned toward the dragon, sniffing.

	“Moira doesn't smell,” Rhys said in defense of her friend.

	Both Ferdinand and Moira laughed. 

	“Not in the manner of stable animals,” Ferdinand said.

	“The wizard has been known to me since I was a hatchling,” Moira said. “I never met him, but his power is renowned.”

	Knowing Moira to be over four hundred years old, Rhys immediately turned to Ferdinand. “How can you have been grown before she was hatched?”

	“Shall we say I am long-lived?” the wizard asked, with a twinkle in his eye.

	Rhys stared back at him, demanding more information, which he did not give.

	With a sigh, Ferdinand continued. “There are some magicians or court seers who are common men, charlatans who hold sway by the use of their wits. They have no special powers except those of observation, the ability to evaluate and guess correctly, and a network of spies. They are not always evil, though some are.

	“Then there are true wizards, and some, like myself, even hold a sixth sense of sorts. For many years, I studied this strength, practiced using it, and it grew.” Ferdinand rested his hand on Rhys's shoulder. “Then I met a dragon in dire straits, having been wounded and needing help to return to the realm of dragons. I did what I could to help him, including hiding him from another who wished to end his life. He returned to the center of the world and grew strong again, then returned one last time to the world of men. With him, he brought a gift, a stone of pure white light.

	“He bade me crush the stone and consume it. I could not break the stone, but he could, leaving behind a fine white powder. Over the next few days, I mixed the dust with everything I ate or drank.”

	“It did not hurt you? To eat a rock?” Sable asked, shocked.

	“Oh, dragon magic is not meant for men.” Ferdinand laughed. “I was not prepared for what would next occur, and it is merely by happenstance I collapsed deep in the cave of the rock trolls when the power of the stone overcame me.”

	“What happened?” Rhys asked, reaching out to catch him as if he might still collapse.

	“I fell to the floor, deep in sleep, unaware of anything. I slept through the next two seasons with the trolls taking care of me, knowing I would one day awaken. While I slept, I traveled many miles, through many worlds, and saw incredible sights. I woke, hungry and confused. For two more years I stayed below ground with the trolls until sure I would not again falter. To this day, I continue to learn the lessons the stone has to teach me.”

	All four stood silently in the meadow thinking about Ferdinand's story while the twilight grew around them. Then they sat under the beech trees and Ferdinand asked Moira his questions about protecting themselves from Cenmada.

	 

	Later Rhys woke laying on a bed of moss. Moira sat beside her.

	“I should go back to the castle,” Rhys said.

	“First, we need a moment to speak together.”

	“Of what?” Rhys sat cross-legged, facing the dragon.

	“Both your old friend and I have seen darkness in you.”

	Rhys laughed bitterly. “You do not know the darkness I have seen.” She looked over her shoulder toward the thickness of the forest. In a low voice, she told Moira of how she had been stolen away from the place of her birth.

	“That is a terrible memory,” Moira whispered, nuzzling the girl. “Try not to think of it now.”

	Rhys turned back to the dragon.

	“While we sailed, I heard one sailor tell another, Izolda's wife rode away from the coast already wearing her widow's weeds,” Rhys said. “She bragged that if she started the mourning time then, by winter, she would be able to take a new husband, and the blacksmith had a strong, good size lad working for him. He would make a viable husband. Her words came true. Izolda never returned to her.”

	Moira gathered the girl close in a hug that pressed Rhys against the dragon's belly scales.

	“It hurts my heart to create pain in yours,” the dragon said. “But for a time, you will not see me. Nor, child, should you speak of me to others.”

	Rhys jumped to her feet, throwing her arms around the dragon's neck.

	“Why? Why would you leave me?” She sobbed.

	“I am not leaving you. The battles of Juran have ended. He travels now to meet the new kings, replacing those he has bested. He will swear them to loyalty and eventually return here. 

	“Cenmada, however, has left the Warlord's side and travels on his own quest. He has returned to the land of the dragons, a place he has not visited in many years. Usually, a dragon returns to our home when he is not serving his king. Cenmada stays in the world of men, creating chaos at will. His master, Juran, is greedy and cruel. Cenmada allowed those same traits to taint him. For years, he lived unchecked and with no control, growing more powerful. His great dragon heart is hard and black. A sad thought. 

	“Now he challenges his own kind, demanding to rule. Only by standing together can we keep this from happening. He is evil throughout and will destroy all. I must go.” The dragon lowered her head, resting her chin on the child's dark hair. “In actuality, I am trying to protect you. But know this, Rhys of the Tsame, should absolute danger threaten you, I will be there before a breath leaves your lips.”

	With a little more urging, Rhys climbed onto the dragon's back. They soared through the night toward the lights of the castle. The wind dried the tears on Rhys's face, but no amount of rushing air removed the solid lump of dread growing in her chest.

	 

	Expecting to be chided by Ferdinand when she returned to the tower, Rhys found his mood of acceptance confusing.

	Sable dropped to his knees before her. “Majesty,” he said.

	“What?” She laughed. “What are you doing?”

	“You are a queen,” Sable said, in a voice as if the fact should have been obvious.

	“I’m not a queen.”

	“But you have a dragon,” Sable said.

	“Moira is just a friend.” Rhys's voice suggested she didn't comprehend the significance of the issue at hand.

	“How can that be?” Sable asked Ferdinand. Brushing off his knees, he followed the others into the common room.

	Ferdinand stopped at the sight of Yallana. Turning, he said in a low voice, “I suggest we keep this bit of information between us for the time being.”

	Rhys and Sable nodded in agreement.

	“I do not know, Sable, how Moira came to present herself to Rhys. When Moira returns from her, ah, journey”—he took a quick peek at Yallana—“we will have a more in-depth conversation.”

	Again, the other two nodded.

	“In the interim, you will go on as before, Rhys, as Robar's protege and my apprentice.” 

	Clasping his hands together, he moved to his workbench. Rhys followed suit. 

	 

	Some time later, while Sable concentrated on his own project, Rhys edged closer to Ferdinand.

	“Have you had many apprentices?” she asked.

	“Yes, yes, I have had several.” Ferdinand did not look up, but kept busily constructing a tiny wooden structure. “Eventually they grow older and leave to be their own masters.” He laughed lightly. “I had one who fell in love and became a potter to better support his wife.”

	“What of Sable?” Rhys persisted. “Will he leave?”

	Ferdinand raised his head, looking across the room to where Sable sorted herbs they had collected in the meadow. 

	“One day Sable will decide he wishes to see the far reaches of the world, and he too will leave.”

	“And you will have no apprentice?”

	“At that time,” Ferdinand said, blue eyes focusing on Rhys's hazel ones, “I will select a new apprentice. Many come asking, but this new one will be different. Bold, demanding of knowledge, and strong. Very, very strong. It will be an interesting time as she grows from apprentice to journeyman to a wizard in her own right.”

	Ferdinand went back to his construction project while Rhys considered his words. Her eyes grew owlish. She knew this apprentice Ferdinand spoke of. Excitement ran in little shivers along her arms. She only hoped she would be worthy of his trust. Then what of Moira? Rhys did not want to be a king, or a queen either, for that matter. Many times in her life already, she’d been thrust into unwanted situations.

	Someday I'll make my own decisions. Decide what I will or will not do and where I will go, she thought.
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	“Can she decide to keep the dragon, grandfather, and not be a queen?” Newry placed her hand on old Daub’s knee as he paused his telling.

	“Hmm,” he said, scratching his chin, “We'll have to finish the tale and find out.”

	
Chapter Fourteen
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	THERE WAS PEACE during Juran's absence, and Ferdinand’s household was much more relaxed. Rhys checked the hidden courtyard daily. As Robar trudged up the tall staircase, Rhys would sprint ahead and rush to the balustrade. Thus far, she always found the courtyard empty.

	One afternoon, Yallana detained Robar in the common room. Rhys took a chance and slid behind the tapestry. In the courtyard she walked toward the gate, then paused. Squatting, she ran her hand over the grass, realizing it had recently been crushed. Someone had been here. She also saw a pile of fresh horse scat. Looking up at the tower, she followed the path of the hidden staircase. There were no windows above her, but there were some at the point where the tower joined the castle. A shadow passed by the mullioned glass as she watched.

	If the staircase leads from the tower to the castle, where does end? she wondered.

	High above, Robar called her name. She ran upward, arriving hot and breathless.

	“Sorry,” she said. 

	“Prepare yourself,” the troll said, raising his sword.

	On that day, she battled particularly fiercely. When they stepped away from each other, Robar took a good look at the girl. She had grown taller. The gangling, loose-jointed movement of arms and legs had disappeared, and the rounding of firm muscle had taken its place. He thought back, remembering when they first started sparring. Then, though she was quick, he could allow his thoughts to wander and still win easily without much loss of breath. Now, he needed to be on guard every moment. Unable to offer her the praise he felt she deserved, he offered her what little he could.

	“You have earned a reward.” He grinned. “What is your wish?”

	“I would like an hour to wander in the forest, perhaps two hours.”

	She needed time alone to investigate within the castle. Ferdinand had been explicit that her freedom extended to the forest, but specifically not to the city or deeper within the castle. Unfortunately, if she followed his rules, she would never find the black-haired man.

	“So be it,” Robar said. “Go.”

	 

	After hastily throwing her robe over her training clothes, Rhys sped down the staircase. Once in the main courtyard, where merchants and servants moved briskly on their business, she paused. Pulling her scholar robes tight, she moved along the path. The courtyard guards had become accustomed to her walking among them and paid no heed.

	I cannot just walk in through the front door, she thought, tapping her finger against her chin, much the way Ferdinand did. But I could try the scullery door.

	Pulling the hood up, she crept across the courtyard, through the stone arch to the kitchen yard with its well and butcher block, and through the wide kitchen door. There, she found another corridor with multiple rooms on either side. The smells of roasting meat and baking bread were tempting, but Rhys stayed true to her course, continuing to the far end and through the large double door leading into the castle proper. A pair of guards stood just within the doorway; these would be men she did not know. Directly to her left was a narrow case of stairs. Darting further down the hall, avoiding the guardsmen that patrolled the area, she peeked into the first of several small private dining rooms, and then the enormous banquet hall.

	She retraced her steps to the staircase and went up. On the next landing, the door led into an area lined with bedrooms. Here the guards stood at attention outside the doorways. When she approached the first set, she was stopped.

	“What is your business?” a guard demanded.

	Biting her lip, Rhys prepared to run. Then she remembered Ferdinand and his tinctures. “I have come to deliver a medicinal for the wizard. I was told not to tarry, for time is of the essence.”

	From her pocket, she withdrew a vial. Though the smoky glass held only a soothing remedy for her itchy throat, the guard eyed it warily. She stepped closer, offering it out to him, but he motioned her on. With the vial before her, she continued to the end of the hall, passing the main staircase leading down to the castle's entrance hall. 

	At the far end, she came to a stone wall with no door or tapestry behind which to hide. Instead, she entered a nearby bedchamber. The room was a suite with a sitting room, a larger bedroom, and a side room where a handmaiden sat before the window stitching.

	The woman looked up, but Rhys had already ducked out of sight, hurrying to the far doorway. By the time the maid had freed herself from her work and stepped into the corridor, the staircase door at the far end was closed. 

	By this time, Rhys had grown confused as to where she was in the castle. On the next level up, she found smaller bedchambers and only a single elderly guard midway down the corridor. He was seated in a wooden chair, snoring lightly. Though these rooms were still lavish, they were not grand enough for a king, let alone someone like Juran. Rhys could hear the voices of young women behind one of the doors.

	Hmm, she thought, Juran's daughters, possibly?

	In rooms at the front of the castle, tall, narrow windows overlooked the courtyard, letting in light. On the backside, the rooms were darker. They had no windows, no natural light. At the end of the corridor, Rhys found another solid wall. By now, she was able to make some sense of her overall location.

	Beyond this, she thought, must be the tower. But where is the window of colored glass? 

	With an extreme amount of care not wishing to wake the old man, she opened doors on the backside of the castle. None appeared to be currently in use nor had a mullioned window Rhys sought.

	She went up one more flight. This level—the last she could access from the staircase—led to the nurseries and dormitory rooms where servants slept. The carpets were dusty, the furnishings old. She didn’t encounter a single person. Tiny narrow windows high on the wall were not built to allow a watcher to see the private garden. There had to be more above, attics and the like, but Rhys couldn’t find a staircase. Sitting on a trunk, feeling dusty and in despair, she tried to reason through her problem.

	The castle is taller than this, yet even now I believe I am higher than the window I saw. I need to go back into the garden and look again.

	The muted ringing of the chapel bell told the time. She'd been gone for quite a while and needed to get back before Yallana questioned her absence. Yallana would alert Ferdinand if she thought Rhys went wandering. Rhys retraced her steps, marching solemnly past the guards.

	While crossing the main courtyard, a voice called out. “Where have you been, girl?” Ferdinand, with Sable following, strode in her direction.

	Without thinking, she replied, “In the kitchens.”

	“Why?” The wizard had a cross look on his face.

	Rhys hesitated. She needed a simple, plausible excuse. “Yallana wants me to learn to cook. I wanted to see where the food comes from.” 

	Rhys looked him straight in the eye. A moment passed while Ferdinand stared back at Rhys. Though she thought he was silently debating whether she lied, in fact, he was considering how tall she had grown.

	Right under my nose, she's become a young woman. He considered her outfit beneath the fluttering edge of the robe. Still wearing a short skirt with breeches beneath. That will not do.

	Laying a hand on her shoulder, he smiled, before pulling her with him toward the tower entrance. His change of attitude confused her. She had expected to be chastised. She looked back at Sable, but the young man merely shrugged before hurrying around to open the door for his master.

	 

	Once back in the common room, Rhys sat at the table with yet another boring history scroll before her. Across the room, Ferdinand held a whispered conversation with Yallana.

	“It appears,” the wizard said into the housemaid's ear, “while we have all been teaching Rhys what we believe she will need to know, we have neglected her person.”

	“What do you mean? And stop hissing in my ear.” Yallana pulled sharply away.

	“Moments ago, I met her crossing the courtyard. For all the world, she looked like a young boy coming toward me. Then I saw two women stop and stare. Clearly, they were talking about the girl and were not pleased with what they saw. She is no longer a child. She needs to dress appropriately and act as a young lady should.”

	Yallana peeked over her shoulder and saw Ferdinand's words were true. Though quiet and well-behaved, Rhys looked like a ruffian. Her face was clean, and with her hood down, the long braid hanging from the back of her head appeared neat, but that was where it ended. 

	Rhys had large feet, and they were bare, lacking even sandals to keep the dirt away. She wore Sable's old breeches, which were too short and showed both the Tsame's ankles and inches up her legs. Over all, she wore a wide-sleeved and shapeless tunic of rough-weave, belted at the waist by an old leather tie. Yallana's close inspection brought to light that even though Rhys looked fairly clean, she did not present as a young woman should, especially one apprenticed to the wizard. Nodding, Yallana pushed Ferdinand back.

	“I will see what I can do.”

	 

	The next morning, Yallana invited Rhys to go to the market with her.

	“I'm not supposed to wander among the sellers,” Rhys said.

	“And you will not,” Yallana replied.

	Among the shops lining the marketplace were tailors. Yallana and Rhys were waiting outside one when the owner opened the door.

	“I don't need new clothes,” Rhys said while the tailor measured her. 

	The man's wife assisted, fingers lingering when she touched Rhys's pale skin. There was a glint in the woman's eye that Yolanda interpreted as thoughts of juicy gossip to share with friends later.

	“Measure well,” Yallana said, slapping away the wife's hand. “The girl will not be returning. She needs two serviceable gray gowns and one of dark blue.”

	The man made a note. “Whence do you come, miss?” he asked Rhys.

	Noting Yallana's withering gaze, Rhys remained silent. When the tailor finished, Yallana hustled the girl out of the shop. They made one more stop at a cobbler's stall, where Yolanda ordered two pairs of sandals. One for outside, and a soft pair for within the tower. They left the marketplace and trudged up the short stretch of mountain road toward the castle.

	“Yallana, why did the shopkeeper’s wife seem so interested in who I am, yet not question you?” asked Rhys.

	“My people have lived in this city for years. First as slaves, but now we are the same as other peasants, struggling to keep our children fed, yet prohibited from owning land or our own shops. Few people think twice when they see us among them. You are much different.”

	“Why is that? There are red-beards here, people of different colors, different creeds. Why am I a freak?”

	Yallana stopped. People going by jostled them. The housekeeper stepped off the road, drawing Rhys with her. They leaned on a stone fence to rest.

	“You are not a freak.  You are as we are, not of these people. But that does not make you a monster.” 

	The older woman looked off into the distance, clearly struggling with an internal conflict. Rising, she moved ahead, staying to the side of the road as carts rumbled by.

	“When you first came here, all those years ago, I did not understand Ferdinand's agitation. We live comfortably, and though Juran is not a good ruler, he is no bother to us. The wizard has Sable to train and enough gold to keep us fed. Suddenly, he was fixated on what was going on around you. He became more demanding, angry. I do not know how to explain it. Worried, I suppose.

	“For a time, I believed his concerns would be a fleeting thing. When they were not, I went looking for advice. From an old seer woman living on the outskirts, I learned there are never any Tsame here because Juran will not allow it.”

	“Did the old seer tell you why?” Rhys asked.

	After trudging along in silence for a long while, Yallana took a deep breath and said, “Long ago, when the Warlord first came, another Tsame woman lived within the castle walls. It seems she grievously offended the Warlord, and Juran ordered her family killed. She died shortly after from the shock. His anger did not stop there. No one would allow the Tsame through the city gates for fear the Warlord would kill their families as well. Even after they forgot why, the people knew a Tsame would bring Juran's anger down upon their heads.”

	Rhys stopped walking. “Where does the seer live?”

	“She is dead.” Yallana motioned Rhys to catch up.

	“Who else would know?” Rhys demanded, voice rising.

	“Shush,” Yallana ordered, again waving Rhys forward.

	Rushing to catch up, Rhys grabbed Yallana's arm. “Who else would remember this secret?”

	“I don't know. The only person old enough would probably be the wizard.”

	Rhys blinked. If she had not still held Yallana's arm, the girl would have stumbled. She remembered instances when Ferdinand seemed to be on the verge of telling her something. 

	Why wouldn't he tell me? Does he think me too innocent, unable to protect myself? A rush of anger heated her belly.

	“I am not a child,” Rhys said.

	“What? Of course, you aren’t!” Yallana said with a snap. “That's why we went to the tailor.”

	Though Yallana had misinterpreted her words, Rhys did not correct her. Instead, she directed her anger at Ferdinand, who had revealed to her small bits of the truth, but never the whole.

	 

	Later in the afternoon, she sought out the old man, cornering him at his worktable.

	“You should have told me about the Tsame woman, the one who challenged Juran.” Rhys stamped her foot. “How can I defend myself against a ghost I don’t even know existed?”

	Ferdinand sat in his high-backed chair, stroking his beard. A cup of tea steamed nearby. Across the room, Yallana and Sable paused in their work, eavesdropping on the commotion.

	“A Tsame.” He smiled. “Challenging Juran, huh?”

	“Yes.” Rhys stamped again.

	“Is there a problem with your foot?” Ferdinand asked.

	Ready to stamp again, Rhys shifted, slowly lowering the offending appendage to the floor.

	“Sit,” Ferdinand said. “All of you sit.”

	He looked at his household. Only Robar was missing, but the rock troll already knew this story. The stones of the castle walls had told him long ago.

	“I am surprised at you. To go out asking for information from strangers. Believing gossip which grows with each telling. You could have asked me. I would have told you. It is a simple truth. 

	“The Tsame woman did not offend Juran. She did not challenge him, best him, or dishonor him. She broke his heart. She was the Veiled Queen. Her family, the one Juran eliminated, consisted of their son, a boy born with a physical affliction Juran could not tolerate. After the boy's death, the Veiled Queen pined away. Never once had Juran thought that taking the child she adored would kill her. His grief caused him to be furious beyond all belief. Many suffered. 

	“Later, when the people railed against Juran because both the queen and their son had perished, the family of their country all but lost, he took a new bride. The old king, who Juran had defeated, had died, but his daughters, Aris, Onis, and Iona, were still imprisoned in the deepest dungeons. The old man had been much revered, so Juran believed he could eliminate the city-folks’ wrath by wedding Aris. 

	“The plan worked…until he began ignoring her. Not one of their children could replace the bright star Juran had always hoped his first son would be. Juran despises them all.”

	Ferdinand waited while those before him sat in stunned silence. He spoke next in a softer tone.

	“I tell you so you will know the truth. But by my beard, if one word, so much as one word of it, passes your lips to one another or anyone else, you will be gone from this place. Banished forever.”

	With that, the wizard left the tower. Shortly after, Rhys spotted him riding away from the castle into the forest. For the next three nights, he did not return.
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	On the fourth day, a guard banged on the lower door and announced the tailor requested admittance. Rhys stayed in her chamber until the man left. She emerged to find Yallana spreading three gowns across the table.

	“Put this on.” She instructed Rhys, handing her one of the soft, kitten-gray dresses.

	The fit was perfect and wonderfully comfortable. The gown of merino wool covered Rhys from under her chin to the wrist and down to the floor. An attached wide hood had been cut deep enough to keep her countenance hidden from view.

	“Must I wear it every day?” Rhys asked.

	“Yes,” a voice from the doorway said. “Yallana, order a white one threaded through with gold.” Ferdinand had returned.

	 

	Ferdinand did not speak of where he had been, but shared the news the Warlord would soon return.

	“Most of his troops returned when the battles ended. Juran and his private guard ride toward home at this very moment,” Ferdinand said. “They should be here in a fortnight. It pains me to tell you that he has made some dangerous pacts and the omens say there will be many changes.”

	Since her foray into the castle, Rhys had satisfied her search for the dark-haired man with only daily glances over the balustrade walls into the secret garden. Knowing change would be in the offing, she decided to chance a second visit. Standing near the stable wall, she saw the window of colored glass above Sable's bedchamber.  She scanned further along the wall. The shutters on the next window were thrown wide, revealing the back of a man's head. A man with hair blacker than night.

	Rhys rushed through the tower door to the main courtyard, dodging people going about their daily business. She barely restrained herself from racing straight through the scullery. Once beyond the kitchens, however, she leapt up the staircase two steps at a time until she reached the level where she believed the Warlord's bedchamber to be. There was much confusion within the castle at present, so Rhys was able to move about by shadowing one group or another. Again, once inside, it was difficult to gauge at which level she would find the window of colored glass. She bit her lip, thinking she might have to go up one more level.

	The main hall is so tall, but then so are the rooms in Ferdinand's tower, she thought, trying to decide which way to go. Below, cleaning women bustled about, preparing for the Juran's return.

	Finding no new clues, Rhys snuck down the main staircase. Perhaps a different set of stairs ran off the main hall that would take her to the rooms of the black-haired man. The castle was a labyrinth she’d barely explored, with service staircases secreted on either end. The chattering group of cleaning women moved into the library. Rhys took a chance. She would be silent and quick. Halfway down the staircase, she paused, peeking over the railing.

	“Only the Warlord's family and guests are allowed to use these stairs,” a strange, masculine voice said. “Are you his guest?”

	Startled, Rhys fell backward, landing on the step above with a thump. She looked up and down, but saw no one.

	“Well, from your reaction, I would say you were not invited for the Warlord's return,” the voice said. “Did someone forget to tell you to use the stairs at the end of the hall?”

	Rhys crawled backward up the stairs, then caught her foot in the skirt of her gown. 

	As she fumbled to get free, the voice spoke again. “Shall I call the butler to assist you?”

	Gasping, Rhys scanned the room. High on the far wall, near a coat-of-arms, an iron panel covered in silver filigree swung open. Her seat on the step put her at eye level with the opening and the black-haired man.

	“Did I startle you?” He laughed.

	“Who are you?” She asked with a gasp. “How did you get there?” 

	“There is a staircase,” the man said. When she did not respond, he added, “The castle is full of hidden stairwells and rooms. This is a priest's hole. They are good for hiding in or spying from.”

	“Does everyone know of these holes?”

	“No, not many. Only the eldest, perhaps. Most of these hidden places are long forgotten.”

	“How can that be?” Rhys rose to her feet, leaning over the railing, but she was still unable to clearly see the man hiding in the shadows.

	“They are cleverly hidden. It took me many years to find this one. Even then, the wizard showed me the way.”

	“Ferdinand?” Rhys asked. At the man's nod, she said. “I am Rhys, apprentice to the wizard.”

	“I know who you are, and you are barely an apprentice.”

	Rhys almost snorted. She collected herself and remembered the proper language Yallana had taught her. “Might I know your name, sir, that I might call you by it?”

	The man hesitated, rubbing his hand over his lips. “I am Petetrich. If you value your skin, it is a name you will say to no one.”

	Before Rhys could ask why, the noise of the chattering women grew. They were returning. The iron panel swung shut, and Rhys darted up the stairs.

	 

	Once back in the tower, Rhys paced the common room. She had checked every window on this level of the tower. The only window overlooking the hidden garden was in Sable's room. But the sill had been constructed in a manner which did not allow her to look straight down. The outer door of the small room above her chiffonier opened only to a view of the countryside and the rocky mountain below. She even followed Sable up one level to the dusty space where Ferdinand stored all his inventions and drying herbs. 

	Her frustration grew. How would she know the moment when Petetrich entered the garden if she could not see into it?

	As she moved around the room, Rhys circled closer to Yallana's locked trunks. At her feet, a cloud of dust rose. Yallana had laid this trap so she would know if Robar's mice were near the food bins. A mouse crossing the sand would leave a trail of footprints behind. Rhys sighed. Best she fix the mess she'd made before Yallana saw it. Kneeling on the floor with a dust broom in her hand, she devised her own trap.

	In her room, Rhys pulled items of clothing from the chest at the foot of her bed. One pair of the twittering birds had recently moved their nest and sat watching from the footboard. Tiny heads cocked to the side, and bright eyes glittered.

	“I know Petetrich is in the garden earlier in the day than when Robar and I practice at noontide,” Rhys said. “I need to know how early.  I cannot spend all morning watching.”

	Taking a small scarf from the jumbled items on the floor, she hurried down the tower staircase. Pulling aside the tapestry always made her nervous, and today proved no exception. Once inside the hidden staircase, she tucked the scarf into the outer doorway leading to the secret garden. If she found it on the floor, she'd know when best to catch Petetrich in the courtyard.

	 

	First thing the next morning, she checked the scarf. Later, when the chapel bells marked the next hour, she checked again. The scarf still hung in place. The next time the bells rang, she jumped to her feet.

	“What are you up to, girl?” Yallana asked.

	Already at the door, Rhys spun around. “I, ah, have a question for Robar.”

	Her plans were thwarted, however. At the bottom of the stairs, the main door opened, and Ferdinand and Sable entered. Turning on her heel, she moved back up the steps.

	“Were you looking for us?” Ferdinand asked.

	“Yes,” Rhys replied.

	At the next ringing of the bells, she finally snuck away to look for her scarf. It did not hang on the door, nor lie on the floor. She looked in the garden, but it had disappeared. Now she knew someone had opened the door before the bells pealed nine times.
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	The next morning, Rhys hid in the chamber over the chiffonier, counting the bells. At seven, dressed in her leathers, she went down to the secret courtyard. Along the inner walls grew an old shrub. Rhys hid there on the ground. 

	The chapel bell sounded, signaling the next hour. Just as the echoing notes faded in the distance, the door swung open. The giant emerged, carrying Petetrich. Another man—an attendant named Bushbee—followed them and unlocked the gate, allowing a servant to lead a horse inside. Gently, the giant hefted Petetrich and, with the aid of one of his comrades, positioned him in the odd saddle. 

	When sure the younger man was ready, the giant returned to the tower. The men standing beside the horse went unnoticed as Rhys was awestruck by the giant. She was tall for a girl, but this man was even taller than Ferdinand, possibly more so than even Juran. He was wide at the shoulder and muscular. His head was bald, but he had a bushy beard, and even more confusing was his gentle expression.

	Rhys watched Petetrich guide the horse around the courtyard. Bushbee and the servant walked on either side of the horse, giving instructions. Every time the horse passed where Rhys hid, its eyes rolled back toward her. Eventually, Bushbee realized it as well.

	“There's something bothering the horse,” he said, drawing his knife.

	Rhys stepped into the open. “I am Rhys.”

	Startled by the sight of the girl wearing battle leathers, the servant, dressed in the Warlord's colors, also pulled a blade. Both men stood between the girl and the horse.

	“Ah, Rhys,” Petetrich said with a laugh. “I wondered when next I would see you.” He waved his men back. “She means no harm. Sit while she and I talk.” 

	He clucked to the horse, and it moved off at a walk. Catching up, Rhys laid a hand on the stirrup. She noticed the tip of a scarf sticking out of Petetrich’s pocket and a stifled a grin. It was the same one she had used to track passage through the door.

	“Why do you ride in circles here?” she asked.

	“I am just learning to ride, and this is a safe place,” Petetrich said. “I have never been around horses, but Ferdinand bid me learn, for my own safety.”

	His words implied he and Ferdinand were friends, a fact which intrigued Rhys.

	“But here? In this tiny place?” she asked.

	“I told you there are reasons not to speak my name. No one is supposed to know I am here. There are a few trusted men. Opan who takes care of me, and a woman who has been my mother all these years.”

	“Your mother is here, too?”

	“No.” Petetrich's voice hardened. “Not my mother. A woman the wizard brought here.”

	Rhys gazed intently at Petetrich's hand. They looked as strong as those of a red-beard. But Petetrich's hair was different, black and straight. His skin seemed pale, only a trifle darker than her own.

	“What is it?” he asked, noticing her preoccupation.

	“Nothing really. I'm wondering how it can be no one knows you are in the castle.”

	Petetrich laughed. “Look at it, don’t you agree it’s an enormous structure? Didn’t I tell you there are hidden rooms no one knows about? I live comfortably, not locked away in a closet.”

	Looking up at the young man, head cocked to the side. “No one knows?” she asked slyly.

	“One man knows, another wonders.” The laughter left his eyes, replaced by pain. “A wizard and the Warlord.”

	They had rounded to the tower door. Petetrich reined in the horse. “I am tired,” he said to the men. 

	One entered the tower and shortly the giant returned. Rhys left the courtyard before Petetrich dismounted from the horse. She had believed finding Petetrich would answer some of her questions, instead she felt even more confused.

	 

	For some time after Petetrich had returned into the castle, Rhys sat on the top step of the tower stairs with her chin in her hand, gazing down at the tapestry. She had a dilemma, and now another secret she kept from the wizard. Sable's feet appeared beside her. Without invitation, he also sat on the step.

	“There's not much to see there,” he said, nodding toward the bottom of the staircase.

	“No,” Rhys said.

	“But I suppose it’s a good place to sit and contemplate your problems.”

	“Yes.”

	Sable hummed a tune, waiting. Finally, Rhys spoke without raising her head. “Did you know you are not the first apprentice the wizard has had?”

	“Of course. He’s had many. One day, he will have another.”

	“Does it make you sad?”

	Sable laughed. “No, when he and I part, I will be wise and he will still be my friend.”

	“Still friends? Even if you are far away?”

	“Rhys,” Sable said, “your world has always been small. One day you will have many friends, share experiences with them none of us will ever know. They will be your memories alone, part of your history.”

	“I have memories,” she said.

	“Do you?” Sable laughed.

	“Have you ever been on a ship traveling across the seas?” she asked.

	“No,” Sable said.

	Still staring at the bottom of the staircase, Rhys said, “I have. There I met two boys. We played together.” She told Sable the story of the baadraz. “The day land came into sight, the captain-father said, I had to go back into in the crate. Then I traveled across the land to here. I met another boy. I thought he would be my friend.”

	Rhys looked sadly at Sable. Then the young man smiled. Rhys tried to smile back. Sable laughed aloud.

	“We thought you called Izolda baadraz because you believed it his name,” Sable said, slapping his knee with his hand until his cheeks were wet with tears. Yet, she caught a touch of sadness in his words. “You were cussing at him.” 

	After thinking for a few moments, Rhys nodded, brightening.

	“You have seen the world is a wide place,” Sable said, laying his hand on her shoulder. “One day you will hunger to see it all. You will meet new people, visit places you never knew existed, and yearn for more.”

	Awe lit Sable's voice as he spoke of a budding desire to leave the castle for other realms. Rhys smiled at him wistfully.

	Finally, he asked, “Have you already made other friends? Someone we don’t know?”

	Instead of answering him, Rhys asked, “Do you have other friends? People unknown to us?”

	“Yes.”

	“And does the wizard?”

	“I'm sure he does.” Sable’s eyes crinkled. At times Rhys's innocence amused him. “Why don't you ask him?” 

	For a moment, he wondered if she might have met someone in the castle. Though unspoken questions still burned in the girl's eyes, Sable jumped to his feet.

	“Enough of this solemn barrage. Yallana is cracking apart a fresh batch of toffee. First one there gets the largest piece.” 

	He took off running down the corridor. Though he made it to the common room first, Rhys, quickest around the corner, slid into the room and won the prize. Yallana handed her a large piece of sticky treat, but instead of devouring it then and there, she offered it to Sable.

	“For you, my friend,” she said.

	
Chapter Fifteen
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	FOR SEVERAL MORNINGS, Rhys listened for the bells. When they chimed the eighth hour, she would go to the garden, usually finding Petetrich already astride. One morning she came face-to-face with the giant, Opan, in the narrow doorway.

	“Good day,” Rhys squeaked, swallowing nervously.

	“Good day.” Opan grunted, stepping aside so she could pass.

	“He's huge,” she said to Petetrich.

	“But loyal,” he replied.

	Overhead, gray clouds scudded across the sky. A chilling breeze raised gooseflesh on her arms.

	“Will you ride in the winter?” she asked.

	“I doubt it.” For the first time, Petetrich sounded fearful.

	Rhys hesitated, then plunged ahead with more questions. “The Warlord is returning soon. Does he know you come to this garden?”

	A scowl appeared on the young man's face. “This is the queen's garden. The first queen. I do not believe Juran or his new queen even know it exists, and I am sure none of their sniveling brats do.”

	Rhys paused, open-mouthed. She rarely heard someone to speak negatively about the royal family. “Do you know them?”

	“No, but I have watched them.”

	Rhys walked along beside the horse, thinking about Petetrich's words and his story of hidden places from which to spy. The young man was still scowling. Changing the subject, Rhys spoke of the colored window, the location of which kept curiosity burning within her.

	“From here, I have seen you high in the window,” she said. Petetrich looked up. “Yet when I was inside the castle,” she continued, “I failed to find your window.”

	“You have been spying around looking for me?” Petetrich smirked.

	“Not spying exactly. I've just been curious.” Unable to meet his eye, she patted the horse, keeping her blushing cheeks turned away.

	“You know,” Petetrich said slowly, “you’re right about the winter. Perhaps I should show you where I live. You might visit me there.”

	Rhys's heart beat loudly in her chest.

	Opan came for his master. While the giant lifted Petetrich from the tall saddle, Rhys watched the younger man's legs. They did not twitch or bend to help. With Petetrich free, Opan did not put the young man on the ground. Cradling Petetrich in his arms, Opan walked into the castle. 

	Rhys followed them up the stone staircase. At the top, they entered a warm, comfortable room. Above the fireplace, a rich tapestry showed a golden land of sand dunes, palm fronds, and small lizards sunning on rocks.

	“I remember a place like that,” Rhys said in a whisper.

	“The first queen stitched it.”

	 Opan placed him in a wooden chair shaped like a small throne. It had low arms and wheels at the bottom of each leg. The back wheels were very large. Using his hands on the back wheels, Petetrich propelled himself across the room.

	“Come on,” Petetrich said. “You said you were curious. Let me show you around.”

	They left the common room and went along an inside corridor lit by torches. Doorways opened on only one side, leading into long, narrow rooms. Scattered, jeweled lights came through the mullioned glass. Petetrich called it his studio. Several low tables held etched diagrams and tiny wooden models.

	“I am forever trying something new. I have a tower with flags to pump water instead of using the mules. Rudders for ships. Venting systems. There is so much else, but leave that for another time.”

	“Petetrich,” Rhys said, “I am curious about your chair.”

	“Designed by the wizard,” Petetrich smiled. Then his face grew grave. “This chair is my legs. I am unable to walk.”

	“I know,” Rhys said. At Petetrich's quick look, she added. “I figured it out. Maybe the second time I saw Opan carrying you to your horse.”

	“It doesn't bother you?” Petetrich asked.

	“No.” 

	Rhys frowned. She pitied him. Such an ill fate for such a kind young man.

	“Hm.” Petetrich looked away, running his fingers along one of the models. “It bothers some people. My father wouldn’t have it. He sent me to die. I didn’t, but my mother did.”

	Rhys did not say anything, but within her mind, she shuffled Petetrich's story together with Ferdinand's like a deck of cards.

	Should I bow? Curtsy? she wondered. This man was a prince of sorts, after all. But Petetrich had not told her he was the Warlord’s heir. And besides, he didn't seem to care about noble pretentions.

	Beyond the studio were his bedchamber and the rooms for those who cared for him.

	“Beyond this is a small storeroom and the doorway leading into the castle.”

	“A secret doorway?” Rhys asked, grinning widely.

	“Of course!” Petetrich grinned in return.

	“Are we high in the castle?” she asked. “I have lost all sense of direction.”

	“We are directly above the Warlord's chambers. Walking on his head as it were.” 

	A darkness grew in Petetrich's eyes. Rhys decided the time had come for her to go. The woman who cared for Petetrich took Rhys into the storeroom and explained how to open the hidden door. Rhys was awed when told a place in the plain stone wall was actually a doorway.

	“Before you open the door, look through here,” Petetrich's serving woman warned, indicating a small peephole, “and make sure no one is about.”

	Once on the other side of the door, Rhys found herself in a narrow box room, a place to store traveling trunks or out-of-season frocks or outgrown toys. From the haphazard piles and thick layer of dust, Rhys knew no one had been here in a while. Carefully, she opened the low wooden door leading into the corridor. Then stopped in surprise. She was on the floor that held the princess' rooms, just beyond where she had come upon the sewing maidservant. She had previously checked this room and gone past. The plain door at the far end of the corridor led downward to the kitchens. 

	Pulling up her hood, Rhys hurried out of the inner castle toward the tower. When she rushed past the elderly guard, he looked up in surprise.

	 

	“Where have you been?” Yallana demanded upon her return. “Every morning you are gone. Today for much too long a time. You will not have time to eat, Robar already awaits above.”

	Fortunately, Rhys was wearing her leathers. She would need a better excuse to be able to visit Petetrich in the future.

	 

	“Did you know,” Rhys said to Ferdinand while they studied in the late afternoon, “there are hidden spy holes in the castle?”

	“I did,” he said, surprised. “How do you know? Did you find your way into one?”

	“I have never been in one.” She kept her eyes on her work. “But I believe I saw one while there.”

	“You were in the castle?” Ferdinand sat back, hands folded in his lap.

	Before Rhys had time to think of a good reason for disobeying him by going into the castle, Sable burst into the room.

	“The Warlord is returning. Look, look.”

	The four of them—Ferdinand, Sable, Rhys, and Yallana—clustered around the two narrow windows that overlooked the courtyard. A crowd was gathering below. With a blaring of trumpets, Juran's horse emerged from the portcullis. The crowd cheered. The queen and her daughters hurriedly assembled and curtsied before him. Dismounting, he climbed the steps to the entrance without a word to any of those gathered. The queen scrambled to follow.

	Rhys, who once felt badly for the Warlord, watched his behavior to his family with disgust.

	The poor, fat queen is the one to be pitied, she thought.

	“I agree,” Ferdinand.

	Rhys gasped. Had the wizard just read her mind?
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	Juran was quick to summon his council, nobles, and wizard.

	“You'd better come, too,” Ferdinand to Rhys said. “Your name is on his list.”

	Sable and a cowled Rhys stood at the back of the great hall. The Prime Minister and wizard sat on Juran's right. The queen sat to his left with her daughters beside her and her sons standing behind them. She looked very pleased. Her cheeks were pink, and a smile played on her lips. 

	Pages carried in a table, setting it before the Warlord. Then more brought in scrolls and stacked them on top. It was the first day in court in a long while, for none had been held while Juran was gone to wage war. There were many matters to address, big and small.

	Juran took one of the scrolls and began reading a list of changes to be made in the daily operations of the castle. The butler and housekeeper went from smiling to frowns to smiling again. After accepting the scroll, they moved away. The stable master came next, then the head of the armory, the guards, and even the village mayor. As the crowd thinned out, Rhys and Sable moved to stand behind a pillar, out of the Warlord's line of vision.

	He called forth his sons, telling them he planned on making a settlement for each and releasing them forever from his household. Neither boy raised his voice, yet when they turned to leave, they did not bow or ask permission. Both looked angry enough to do serious harm.

	“He did not choose one as a successor,” Rhys whispered. “Does he think he will live forever?”

	“Shush,” Sable ordered.

	A drop of water fell on Rhys's head. Shrugging it off, she continued to watch Juran. Another drop fell. Gazing upward, she saw above her head another iron filigree panel. A smile crossed her lips. Petetrich was watching as well.

	Juran called forth his daughters.

	“You have been betrothed for too long a time,” he said. The young women giggled and clutched together. “It is time you were wed.”

	All four gasped.

	“In a fortnight's time, you all will be married in the chapel here and leave for your husbands’ homes.”

	“A fortnight!” the queen gasped. “That does not leave time to plan a wedding. Guests need to travel. The grooms will not have time to get here.”

	The four girls standing before the Warlord stared at their mother, then one of them said, “Sire, which of us shall wed first.”

	“Not first,” Juran said, “but all at once. There is no need for multiple ceremonies, nor guests or food. If a groom is absent, then a proxy will do.”

	One of the girls fainted. The queen jumped to her feet.

	“No!” she shouted. “Absolutely not.”

	Juran turned to his queen, eyes of ice shoving her back into her seat. “Pray listen to me, madam. Decide which of your daughters you care for most, because when they leave, so shall you. Your home will be with one of them, your fortune the dowry I give to them. A mule, four horses, a carriage, their clothing, jewels, and one casket of gold. None will be able to say they were not taken care of.”

	Juran signaled his men to remove the women. When they were gone, he called forth Yuri, the Guardian of Gladiators.

	“I trust you have kept the arena in good order?” Juran asked. “And the gladiators and fighting boys prepared?”

	“Aye, sire,” Yuri said, his mouth dry.

	“In one month,” said Juran, “we will have our first match of the season.”

	Yuri bowed and left.

	“Wizard,” Juran said. His voice echoed in the near empty chamber, calling forth the man who he knew was seated slightly behind himself.

	“Yes, my lord,” Ferdinand said. He did not rise from his seat, much to the amazement of the Prime Minister.

	“You have within your home one of my most prized possessions,” Juran said.

	Rhys's heart rose into her throat.

	“What is your wish, sire?” Ferdinand asked.

	“The Tsame is to be moved into the castle proper. There is an open room on the third floor, across from the one the queen will be vacating shortly. The girl will be housed there.”

	“What of her training?” Ferdinand asked.

	“We will discuss that later. Now, I wish for a pipe and food.”

	Rhys sagged against the wall, only able to leave the great hall with Sable's assistance. Ferdinand did not rise until sure his apprentices were safely away.

	That night, Rhys lay in the dark, awaiting Ferdinand’s return. Earlier, the wizard told her to prepare herself, for it might come to pass that she would need to follow the Warlord's command and move to the castle proper.

	“Tonight,” he said, “I'll try to convince Juran you should wait until after the queen departs. I'll tell him I had a vision of both you and the queen attacking each other. That might slow him down.”

	“Will your plan work?” Rhys asked.

	Ferdinand shrugged. “Juran is not fond of female bickering. If he thinks he will have to listen to the two of you fighting, he may decide my idea is best.” He left shortly after.

	 

	Outside, the night was dark, with neither moon nor stars. In the common room, someone moved about. A flickering light glowed beneath Rhys's door, which meant someone had removed the covering from the seeing orb. Rhys rose silently and found Sable bent over the silvery ball, staring into its light.

	“No matter the time I spend searching,” he said, “the orb tells me nothing.”

	Yallana stood across the room, buttering bread. “Perhaps it only serves one master.”

	Rhys crept up to the table, laying her palms on the sides of the orb. Slowly, she moved them downward until her hands cupped the ever-flickering light.

	“What is the bit which looks like the tip of a bat wing?” she asked. 

	The image faded. Frowning, she touched the orb again, but nothing appeared. Sable and Yallana gasped at Rhys.

	“You saw something?” Yallana asked.

	“Just the tip of some type of wing,” Rhys said.

	Sable and Yallana crowded back around the orb. Rhys carried her blanket into the corridor, intent on speaking with Ferdinand when he returned. When the others retired, she was already asleep. The toe of a boot poking at her arm woke her hours later.

	“Best you get to your own bed, girl,” Ferdinand said. “There will be much to discuss in the morning.” 

	Ferdinand entered his bedchamber, firmly shutting the door.

	After returning to her own room, Rhys lay on her cot whispering, “In the morning.”

	Her thoughts went no further. A startling roar erupted in the distance. It terrified her. Even though she knew Ferdinand would not let Cenmada hurt her, and she shouldn't think about it, the terror would not leave her mind. Rhys wished for the scent of thistle and ember. She pressed her eyelids together and hugged her knees to her chest. Another roar sounded, still a distance away.

	A small wet nose touched her. A scaly body the size of a cat pushed Rhys's arms apart before cuddling close. Rhys wrapped her arms around the cool, slick scales.

	“Sleep,” Moira whispered, “and dream of sunny green fields filled with buttercups.”

	Though she did not want to, Rhys could not control the shutting of her eyelids and the peaceful dream where she lay in a sunny meadow.
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	Bright light shone through the balcony archway when Rhys awoke. Though she searched through her bedcovers, she found no sign of a dragon. 

	With a sigh, Rhys dragged herself into the common room and found the others already assembled. From the look of them, the far-off terror of the night before had kept them all awake. Yallana rubbed her head and muttered at the fireplace where a roaring fire heated the room. Sable yawned wide while his nose dipped closer to the table, and Robar sat in his seat clutching a rusted blade. Only Ferdinand appeared rested.

	“Well, now we are all gathered,” the wizard said. “Shall we begin? We have much to discuss.”

	“Did you hear that fearsome noise?” Rhys asked.

	“Cenmada has returned.” 

	Robar's normally stoic voice came out as a tight squeak. Rhys looked at the rock troll in surprise. Never before had she heard him sound so cowed.

	“Yes,” Ferdinand said. “And he is powerfully angry at finding his nest robbed.” All eyes turned to him, wide and fearful. “I am afraid, our preparations may not have been enough.” 

	Ferdinand turned to Robar. “Deep in the forest is a glade with a cottage hidden by the most powerful of all magic incantations, ones placed by the great wizards from the ancient times. We are going to move you there. At dusk tonight, two wagons will leave loaded with every scrap of goods in your chamber. No fleck, waste, or insignificant piece may be left behind. Do you understand?”

	“Aye,” said Robar.

	“You have only today. Pack tight and quickly.”

	The troll scuttled from the room. Ferdinand turned to Sable. “Though the dragon did not enter the city, I believe he did great harm beyond. I want you to ride out, assess the damage, and return as swiftly as possible.

	“Yallana, put the largest pot you have onto the fire, fill it to the top with water. I have a mash for you to boil. For seven hours, the cooking must continue. When it is done, it will appear as clear water, but it is not for consumption. After Robar is gone, his chamber and the path out of the castle will need to be wiped clean of his scent.”

	Sable helped Yallana retrieve a black iron pot from the storeroom and put it on the fire. The pot, large enough for Rhys to hide in, stood above the flames on three thick legs. When they had it in place, Sable ran to the stables and rode out. Yallana and Rhys hauled bucket after bucket up the stairs to pour into the pot. Spilled droplets hissed against the hot metal and rose in puffs of steam.

	Yallana shoved more wood into the blaze. Rhys sat across from Ferdinand, who sipped from a large cup of strong tea.

	“What of me, wizard?” she asked. “You said you'd have news.”

	“Yes,” Ferdinand said. The sadness in his voice dismayed Rhys.

	“The marriage of Juran's daughters will take place as he dictated. Only they, the priests, and the members of proxy shall attend. Juran will not. When the signing is complete, the women will leave directly from the chapel to their new homes and the queen will be among them. It is Juran's wish that as soon as the last cart passes out the gate, you move into the castle.”

	Rhys hung her head.

	“Fear not, child,” Ferdinand said, “I would not leave you abandoned. You have learned there are secrets in the castle, and I am going to show you more to keep you safe.”

	Rhys looked up. There was a mischievous gleam in Ferdinand's eye.

	“You also have a friend within the castle walls who has escaped detection for years. He will not abandon you.”

	The breath caught in Rhys's chest. Her heart leapt into her throat.

	“The heir,” she whispered.

	Ferdinand's eyebrows shot up. “So, you know. Who told you his secret?”

	“No one told me, exactly. You told me a story, as did Sable, and an old seer in town spoke to Yallana. Add to that what Petetrich himself said.”

	Ferdinand held up his hand to silence her. “Ah, I must stop you, Rhys.” Ferdinand's voice dropped to a whisper. “Here just you and I know, within the castle there are only those who serve him. You cannot mention his name nor call him heir. We refer to him as 'the boy' and allow others to believe we talk of some other youth.”

	“He is not a boy,” Rhys pointed out.

	“No, but this game has gone on for many years.” Ferdinand looked at Rhys, his head tilted sideways, and after a moment, he said, “Remember, I told you the Warlord had a son by the Veiled Queen? And you know he has children by the current queen?”

	Rhys nodded.

	“Consider the fact Juran's youngest child is five years older than you.”

	Confusion twisted Rhys's face.

	“I told you the Warlord came from a line of long-lived individuals. So did the Veiled Queen.”

	“He, the boy...is an old man?”

	“Not at all, just perhaps not as young as you believe.” The wizard tapped his nose. “There is another thing you must be made aware of. Throughout his lifetime, the boy stayed within his rooms, perhaps at times going as far as a small hidden garden. Lately, however, he has taken to wandering the castle halls. Not merely in the hidey holes, but out where others have chanced upon him. It worries me, but I cannot stop him. He is a grown man. It is his decision.” 

	Ferdinand paused again. “While the Warlord traveled, the Prime Minister summoned me several times to the castle. It seems there were reports, complaints of a ghost wandering the halls, and the Prime Minister asked me to exorcise it. I spoke with the boy, but he said it was his business and his right. It breaks my heart to say I agree with him. Be careful, girl. Do not let yourself be pulled into his dangerous game.”

	Ferdinand rose from his seat. “We will begin your lessons now.”

	 

	Ferdinand moved along the corridor away from the staircase, with Rhys following. A torch burned in a bracket near the end. Taking down the torch, Ferdinand approached the wall, where he ran his hands over the smooth stones.

	“Isn't this a building of exquisite construction?” he asked. “Look at the size of these individual stones. Some are more than a ton in weight. Yet all are precisely placed, each holding themselves and their brothers in place. This is true workmanship. Don't you agree?”

	“Yes, master,” Rhys said. Of course, she knew nothing of masonry.

	“Run your hand on the stone, Rhys, feel it beneath your fingers.”

	She did as he bade, though it was on the tip of her tongue to say she was more concerned with how she was supposed to survive.

	Ferdinand continued in a dreamy manner. “Did you know in the short time Robar lived here, he unearthed almost every secret the castle knew? He traveled all over the castle throughout night and day with no one else the wiser.”

	“No, I did not know. He never said a word.” Rhys continued to run her palm over the wall, just as Ferdinand did. “Did you show him the secrets?” A small flame of jealousy burst into fire in her belly.

	“No. I showed him nothing. As a rock troll, he sings to the stone. It reveals all to him. It is a gift of his kind.”

	Rhys nodded, understanding there were many differences between them all. Suddenly her roving fingers tingled. She moved her palm back to the place they had just been. The tingle flashed to her wrist before disappearing and leaving a warm place in the center of her palm. She stared at the wall.

	“What is it, Rhys?” Ferdinand asked.

	She gasped, moving her hand away, then back again, receiving the same sensation. “I, I don't know.” She pulled her hand away, rubbing the palm against her skirt. The feeling did not frighten her, but the unknowing of its cause did.

	Ferdinand waited.

	Rhys reached out. Again, and then again. Finally, she moved closer, examining the spot, and she found a small depression along the fissure between two of the enormous stone blocks. She placed her fingertips within the depression and pressed. An upright block swiveled on its center point, leaving a narrow space to pass into an area totally devoid of light.

	Rhys turned to Ferdinand, her eyes not leaving the void until the last second. Her breathing slowed and her guts ran cold. Before she could utter her question, the wizard handed her the torch. Following the smokey light, she entered the darkness. Ferdinand moved along behind her.

	At Ferdinand's touch, the stone returned to its place. Gasping, Rhys swung around in panic.

	“No!” she cried out.

	“Be easy,” Ferdinand said. “Extend your hand. Trust yourself.”

	Rhys swallowed hard and did as he instructed. Even as her hand extended toward the wall, her fingers dipped to the left. She stopped.

	“Picture the doorway opening.” Ferdinand directed.

	Closing her eyes, Rhys saw the moment the first stone had moved. Her fingers reached again, landing in another depression. She pushed and saw the corridor and the open door to the common room. Exhaling, releasing the breath burning in her lungs, she smiled up at Ferdinand.

	He showed her how to close the door. “Never open one without closing the other first,” he warned.

	“There are more?” she asked.

	The narrow, dark passage where they stood stretched across the width of her extended arms. Placing his hands on her shoulders, the wizard turned her to face the opposite wall.

	“Picture the doorway opening,” he said again.

	Rhys tried, but nothing happened.

	“Again,” he said. “Lean into it, use your mind.”

	She closed her eyes with the effort, then realized if something happened, she wouldn't see it. Squinting and gritting her teeth in concentration, she tried again. A faintly glowing outline indicated another depression. She reached out her hand, but Ferdinand stopped her.

	“You must never open the passage without first checking no one is on the other side,” he said. “Lean your forehead against the stone. Close your eyes.”

	Rhys followed his directions. “I see nothing. No people. Nothing.”

	“What about a bit of glow, similar to the floating seed of a dandelion?”

	“No,” she said.

	“Then it is safe to open the door.”

	Once again Rhys reached out, found the depression and pressed. This door opened, revealing the floor on which the queen and princesses lived.

	“Oh my,” she said.

	A woman spoke and Ferdinand quickly shut the door.

	“Always be aware you could be discovered at any time,” he cautioned. “Be ready to hide or flee as needed.”

	“It just surprised me. All this time we were so close, yet I didn't know.” She looked off into the darkness. “Will doors open anywhere?”

	“No,” said Ferdinand. Opening the doorway back into their home, he took the torch, replacing it in the bracket. “The doors were built into the castle during its construction, as were the passages, the hidden rooms, and the spying holes.”

	“Yet no one knows. How can that be? Why is there no map or record?” Rhys followed Ferdinand back to the common room.

	Ferdinand laughed. “It really is a funny story.” 

	He poured more hot water into his tea before sitting at the table. Across the room, Yallana still fussed with the fire as he spoke quietly. 

	“When the first king came here, the wizards gave him a map. The only one. They had drawn it on a piece of tanned horse hide. He knew it would not last forever and anyone who came across it would know Maldicak's secrets. The map presented a danger to himself and his family.

	“The king and his queen thought long and hard about how best to keep the knowledge, but not in a manner someone else could steal. It is the habit of noble women to stitch ornate tapestries from silken threads. One woman will create a drawing, decide how big the tapestry will be, and then she and her friends will work together, creating the finished work. It is a time when they socialize, share tea and biscuits, oh, and gossip.”

	Rhys nodded. Even poor women did this. She and Yallana worked on quilts in the same manner.

	“The first queen designed a tapestry, unique in its long rectangular shape because it ran as the horizon does, not upwards. It showed a landscape picture with a large central image of Maldicak. The queen included an attractive ivy trim along the edge of the tapestry. Hidden within the image, she outlined the floor plan, level beside level. The entire piece is quite big.” 

	Ferdinand sipped his tea before continuing. “She and her friends worked for several years on it. When finished, she alone added the golden thread for a final bit of ornamentation. When she had completed what she wished to add, the king had the piece hung high on the wall in his chamber. It hangs there to this day, in the bedchamber of the Warlord.”

	“The tapestry is a map,” Rhys whispered.

	Ferdinand nodded.

	“And the golden thread? Oh! That's the trail where the hidden places are.”

	“I knew you were clever.”

	“But no one has looked at the tapestry and figured it out?” Rhys frowned. It seemed dubious that someone who lived with the tapestry would not see the map.

	“The map hangs high on the wall, not at eye level. The words along the border are in the old language. I don’t believe anyone has really studied it enough to see what is hidden there.”

	While teaching Rhys how to stitch, Yallana told her many stitchers hid small animals or symbols within a piece. Yallana had even done so herself and had showed the girl. But a map? Rhys wanted to see this tapestry.

	“Someday, perhaps, you will have a chance to study it. You must not take a chance at being caught now,” Ferdinand cautioned. Once again, it seemed he had read her mind.

	“So, how do you find the doors?” she asked.

	He laughed. “Simply walk along and think about a door opening. What you experienced before will appear again when you approach a door. Eventually, it will become second nature.”

	“So only those with magical training can find the doors?” She didn’t understand why anyone couldn't find them.

	This time, Ferdinand laughed hard enough for Yallana to turn. “No, actually, there are marks on the floor to show you.” He rose from his seat. “I need to help, Robar. We have little time. Once he has left us, you will be free to explore.”

	“What if I encounter another in the passage?”

	“There is only one other who knows of the passages, and it is not the Warlord.”

	 

	After Ferdinand departed, Rhys sat for a while thinking about what she had seen. Rhys decided to start the exploring.

	Taking down the torch, she entered the passage. She did not hesitate, but turned to the left and crept along, watching the walls and occasionally looking for some hint of a doorway. The glow between a pair of stone blocks told her she had found one. On the floor, a rough circle had been gouged in the stone, but nothing revealed what lay beyond. Rhys leaned against the wall over the indentation. Three small glows lit the back of her eyelids.

	That means someone is there, she thought. This door is unsafe to open.

	Within the corridor Rhys encountered staircases, some going up, others down, some tall, and some of only a few steps. After stumbling into the first one, she realized that even with the torch, it was not safe to hurry. Though she expected to find numerous doors, she did not. 

	Eventually she came to one she believed safe to open. When the block swiveled silently apart from the other, she found herself not facing an empty corridor, but rather in a small chamber barely larger than her chiffonier. On the far wall, light shone in through holes in an ornate piece of metal. Peeking through the holes, Rhys looked across a long, narrow room directly at the throne. She was in the very spot Petetrich had stood and dropped water on her. 

	As she watched, she realized if someone looked up, the burning torch in her hand would give her away. Swiftly, she left the chamber, closing the door and continuing down the corridor.

	Moving along, she discovered another lookout spot over the kitchen. At that moment, she realized she hadn't kept track of how she arrived here. She did not know her way back to the tower and Ferdinand's chambers. Even if she had been an adult, it would have been a chilling thought.

	I'll take the next doorway. If I can get outside of the castle, then I can get back to the tower through the courtyard. 

	Rhys looked back over her shoulder. Beyond the torchlight, she could only see darkness. A set of stairs in the passage went downward, ending at a low and narrow door. Opening it carefully, Rhys found herself facing a thick wall of winter dry ivy. A hard rush of freezing cold air slammed into her. Though the ivy rustled loudly as she crawled through it, the path was empty. 

	She soon found herself in the deepest part of the butchery. Being careful to jump to the walking tracks of those who had already passed, she hurried back toward the tower. Her dress was not warm enough for the winter weather. Running up the stairs, intent on sitting before the fire, she encountered the wizard.

	“Did you get lost in your travels?” he asked.

	“Yes,” she said, giving an embarrassed laugh, “I did. You did not tell me there were other ways to leave the castle.”

	
Chapter Sixteen
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	THAT NIGHT, ROBAR was secreted out of the castle with the help of Petetrich's servants, who Ferdinand had come to trust. Rhys barely had time to say goodbye to her friend and trainer before he was whisked away in a wagon filled with his few belongings and bits of metal.

	“When will they return?” Rhys asked Yallana after a long silence.

	“Tomorrow,” Yallana said, shutting and locking the gate before crossing the courtyard. “But only the four mules and three men.”

	Rhys wondered if she'd ever see Robar again. She vowed to one day seek him out and be re-united.

	She and Yallana sat down for their supper, huddling together at one end of the table. The common room seemed too big and cold. As they sat silently, each in their own thoughts, the door burst open, and a cloaked figure stumbled in. Both women jumped from their seats in fright. Rhys drew her hidden blade as she moved in front of Yallana.

	“Water,” Sable croaked, headed for the big black pot.

	“Not that!” Yallana said. She steered him to the table, where Rhys filled a tankard. She could feel the cold rolling off him. “Let's get you some tea, too,” Yallana said, “and hot food.”

	“Is the wizard gone?” Sable asked. At Rhys's nod, he groaned. “So many dead.”

	“Dead? The dragon killed the farmers?” Yallana asked in a hoarse whisper.

	“No, thank the stars,” Sable said. “But he butchered the cattle, goats, and sheep, carrying them away to his lair.” Sable shuddered. “He does not like the cold. Hopefully, he'll stay holed up for a while.”

	“Oh, my.” Yallana laid her hand to her heart.

	“It is worse,” Sable said between big mouthfuls of stew. “The farmers are blaming the wizard. They are telling others he came with his minions and took from the dragon. It is the wizard's fault their fragile peace has been destroyed.”

	After he had filled his stomach, he laid his head on the table, snoring loudly. It took a great effort to get him into his bed. They pulled off his wet boots and threw a blanket over him. Unable to sleep themselves, the women began washing Robar's space.

	“Every inch,” Yallana said.

	“Every inch,” Rhys agreed.

	 

	Ferdinand returned the following midday. He'd instructed the men to burn their clothing, and upon his arrival, threw his own robe into the fire. It disappeared in a lick of blue flame. Though he looked exhausted, after hearing Sable's tale of woe, he instructed the younger man to go into the city marketplace.

	“Find the provost,” he said. “He can give you a list of the slaughtered livestock. We will replace them and bind the farmers' minds from the memory.”

	“Tomorrow,” Yallana said sternly.

	“This needs to happen before they spread accusations,” Ferdinand said.

	“It's too late to go off today. Darkness comes on swift feet in the winter. Another two hours and you'll be out in the night.” Yallana placed the wizard’s boots before the fire to dry. “The boy can do his bit now, and tomorrow you can travel into the dragon's reach.”

	Rhys nodded, ready to follow Ferdinand.

	“You will not be going,” Yallana said to the girl. “I need you here.” 

	No one argued with the old woman. The fear within her was evident in the hard set of her face and rigid stance. Neither Rhys nor Sable would say a word to her, and even Ferdinand sat silently staring into the fire with his teeth clamped hard against his pipe stem.
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	The men left the next morning, with only the thinnest line of dawn showing on the eastern horizon. Yallana returned to Robar's room with Rhys. They finished there, then began scrubbing from the top of the tower stairs down. Rhys's arms ached. She was so tired. But it wasn't until Yallana sat to rest before the fire, snoring lightly, that could she head back into the passage.

	Closing the stone door caused her to forget all her aches and pains and exhaustion. This time, she took along a piece of parchment and a bit of charcoal, with which she created a map. She scrawled no words, only arrows tracking her path. Outside the throne room, she left the torch in a sconce in the passage before entering through the hidden opening.

	On the far side of the long room, the queen knelt before the Warlord, pleading for him to reconsider his orders regarding their daughters' marriages. Members of the court stood near the walls, listening, some staring, others were embarrassed for the queen and looked away. But Juran did not bend. When the queen crawled up the bottom steps, he leapt to his feet.

	“Out!” he bellowed. “Get out of my sight, you miserable hag. I do not want to see your sniveling face again.”

	He had expected her to be intimidated. Her response came as a surprise. Jumping to her feet, the queen thrust out her arm, pointing at her husband.

	“No,” she declared. “You want me gone. You believe I don’t know why. When I am not here, you will divorce me and bring in another. Deny it if you want. I know the truth.”

	With his guardsmen holding the queen's arms, Juran sat back on the throne. His laughter ringing throughout the throne room.

	“I don't deny it, though I never thought you smart enough to figure it out. I will have a son who can call forth a dragon. If it takes me ten queens, by the stars, I will.”

	A gentlewoman stepped forward, pushing aside the guard to take the queen's arm. The two women walked silently out the tall oaken doors.

	Rhys did not realize the rage she felt until her grip rattled the iron filigree. Ducking away, Rhys left the small room, her joy of exploration spoiled for the day. 

	The passage seemed much colder than before, and not merely from what she had just witnessed. The girl followed the breeze until she came to a path veering off to one side. At its end, she found a narrow window. Peering out, she saw the courtyard and realized she faced the front of the castle. By standing on her toes, she could look right through the portcullis to the road beyond.

	At that moment, Ferdinand and Sable crossed through the gate. Both men sagged in their saddles. Rhys hurried away. Yallana would call for her soon, and the wizard might speak of the day. Horrible thoughts filled her mind when she considered where events might be leading.

	 

	“Terrible, terrible,” Ferdinand shook his head as he and Sable entered the common room. “Thatch burned off their homes. The cold wind blowing in. Fences down. Terrible.”

	“But you helped, right?” Rhys knelt on the floor, struggling to pull her master's heavy boots off.

	“Yes, my girl. A flick of the wrist, a nod of the old noodle, and the thatch thickened. Sable had remedies for colds and what have you.”

	“Did they curse the dragon?” Yallana asked. “And you in the bargain?” In her shaking anger, she sloshed soup over the top of the bowl she carried, making her madder still.

	“Only at first,” Ferdinand said. “Now they believe a terrible storm blew in over the mountains from the sea.”

	“We went into the forest and came out with the livestock they'd lost.” Sable shook his head. “One small boy asked how the cow got brown. He wanted to know what had happened to its white spots?”

	Both men smiled at the memory. Rhys, still on the floor, grinned up at them.

	“What of the next time the dragon raises its ugly head?” Yallana did not laugh.

	“I'm not sure.” The wizard reached for his teacup, wrapping both hands around it.

	Sable and Yallana, exhausted from their long day, retired to their beds. Only Ferdinand remained before the fire with the teacup snug against his chest. Rhys approached him, circling wide around the big pot sitting empty beside the fireplace.

	Without preamble, she said, “I went through the passage today.”

	“Did you?” Ferdinand studied the flames.

	“I found the priest's hole in the throne room. There I saw the Warlord and queen argue, very savagely.” The memory jumped up before her eyes. Exhaling, pushing her anger out and away, Rhys continued. “He made a fool of her before the court.”

	“Many times, I have told you to watch and study the behaviors of those around you. It is knowledge you will be able to use for your benefit later to predict the future.” She nodded, and he continued. “If you had turned your eyes to the people standing about, you would have seen pity for the queen's plight, anger at the Warlord's attitude, and understanding that if he can so casually replace his wife, he can discard them as he wishes. Nowhere would you have seen love or respect for the Warlord. It is all fear.”

	“I did not see that,” Rhys spoke slowly. “Yet here,” she placed a hand on her heart, “I felt what you are saying. Too many emotions. It confused me.”

	“Just as you were confused, so are those who spend the most time with him. Even men who gain much gold through their association with him fear Juran's instability.”

	“Will he find a new queen?”

	“He has already found one. It's only a matter of time before she arrives.”

	Rhys did not want to know more. Pulling up a stool, she sat with the wizard, looking for pictures in the flames and only finding the golden-red that reminded her of Moira. Rhys feared in her heart Cenmada would harm her gentle dragon friend. To send her away for all time would break Rhys's heart, but to have her harmed, perhaps even killed, would be so much worse.
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	With all that swirled around them, it was a rare occasion for every tower occupant to be too busy to direct the hours of Rhys’ days. The next morning found the others exhausted or intent on their own thoughts, none thinking about what the girl should be doing. The allure of the secret passages taunted her, but with Juran back, wandering through the castle was impossible. 

	Without hesitation, she left the tower. She ran along the side until she came to the stables, ducking out the unguarded gate. From there, a quick dash down the lane and she was racing between the forest trees. Needing to throw off the mantle of despair surrounding her of late, Rhys ran, jumped, and danced in abandon. When the trail split, she took the unknown path, eventually bursting out from between the trees into a farmer’s field. A brown and gold butterfly fluttered past, and she followed, chasing the bright bit of fluttering color between grazing cattle.

	She fell to the ground on the side of a deep vale. She closed her eyes, inhaling deeply the scents of the damp soil and rotting leaves.

	“Look what I have found,” a man called out. “Some bit of sweet has burst free from her guardian and is running amok through the farmland.”

	Rhys jumped to her feet. Ahead of her, a warrior wearing the colors of a different king blocked the path. His tunic was tattered and dirty. Another man spoke from behind her.

	“Look at her face, will ya. She's deformed. I heard the Warlord Most High keeps a whole area full of odd creatures.”

	Rhys turned to the side, so she could see both of the men.

	“I bet he was flaunting her at a garden social and she escaped,” said the second man

	“Maybe if we bring her back, he’ll be in a better mind to give us a place in his army,” the first man said. “Now that he’s destroyed ours.”

	“Right, we could claim a place as reward.”

	“Stand aside.” Rhys stood tall and motioned them aside.

	“Oh look, this one's got a tongue on her.”

	Rhys moved to circle around the front man and be gone. But he stepped into her path.

	“I am the apprentice to the Warlord’s wizard,” she declared.

	“And I’m a titled earl.” The man grinned, showing blackened stubs for teeth.

	“I am thinking,” said the other man, edging closer and drawing a sword, “with the pretty gown she is wearing, this might be a favored pet.

	“The more reason he would want her back,” Black Tooth said, close enough now to reach out a hand. His fingers brushed Rhys's arm.

	Rhys jumped to the side and up, arching over the other thug and landing on her feet behind him. Though surprised, the second man spun around, slashing with his sword. The tip sliced across her belly, cutting her gown. She felt the hot burn of the razor-sharp edge across her skin. Blood welled up and seeped downward.

	Rhys gasped. Stumbling off the path, she became snarled in the thorny branches of wild rose bushes. Fighting to get free only entangled her more. The closest man grabbed at her and succeeded in getting hold of her forearm. She pulled away, but the thorns held, some slashing into the fabric of her dress, others tearing at the flesh on her legs. 

	The sharp stabs were quickly forgotten as the man yanked her toward him. No longer caught in the brush, Rhys attempted to free herself from the thug’s grip. But she found herself drawn closer to the foul-smelling soldier. She knew she was in serious danger. These were not novice boys fighting for a chance at a better meal, but rather experienced soldiers who were willing to use any means to kill their opponent.

	Rhys felt heat growing in her chest. The rising power took possession. Her mind closed, releasing a singular command of her actions. Black Teeth closed in. Rhys relaxed, as though in a faint, allowing her weight to sag. Near her feet lay a thick branch. Her fingers wrapped around it. A leer spread over the man’s face, exposing yet more rotten teeth. His counterpart responded by relaxing his grip on her. Rhys twisted away, bashing her assailant in the knee.

	Falling to the ground, howling as he went, he pulled Rhys down with him. Black Teeth lunged toward her. She pulled her feet in and tucked in below him. Placing a foot in his rib cage, and using the momentum of his fall, launched the brute over her head. Unable to stop herself, she grabbed the sword on the ground and slashed at two men. The world became a blur.

	 

	It wasn't until the darkness was lifted from her vision that Rhys realize she had hacked the two men into a bloody mess among the ferns. For several feet around, the ground was trampled and stained. Still holding the bloodied sword, Rhys dropped in shock.

	It took several minutes to gather her senses. Her first realization was that she could hear the rippling sound of running water nearby. Stepping back from the carnage, she headed toward it, finding a brook on the far side of the vale. Rhys thrust her hands and the bloody sleeves of her dress into the stream. The water ran red.

	It was early evening before she found her way back to the castle. Her dress was torn and stained with blood. She paused outside the main gate. The guards were sure to stop her and call for their captain.

	“Please,” Rhys prayed, as she darted away, “let the stable gate be unlocked.”

	If not, she considered, she would have to spend the night on the outside and possibly freeze before dawn. The last of the feed wagons were waved in. Pulling her hood up, she hugged up against the last wagon, ostensibly holding the load in place. The gate slammed shut. Rhys moved from stall to stall, ducking away when she heard a voice or a footstep. It seemed this night, there was a guard everywhere. She snuck closer to the locked gate into the hidden garden.

	How will I get inside without being seen? she wondered, crouching behind a water barrel, unable to control the trembling of her limbs.

	 

	Several minutes later, Yallana stepped out of the grain room. When Rhys called her name, the woman looked about suspiciously. Rhys rose to her feet and her friend saw her.

	“Come on,” Yallana called to her. “Hurry along.”

	When Rhys didn’t respond, Yallana walked over to the barrel.

	“By the stars,” she cried out. Grabbing Rhys, she pulled the girl closer. “Are you hurt? Where are you cut?”

	Rhys pulled away before the guard twenty paces away turned. “No. No, Yallana. The Warlord's men are going to hang me.”

	Yallana realized they would be in danger if they stayed outside. During her time here, she had perfected the art of being unseen. Rhys, ragged and bloody, would be noticed. The closest entrance to the east tower led through the nondescript gate into the hidden garden.

	“Stay right here until I open the gate,” Yallana said.

	She pushed Rhys back down behind the barrel and raced for the courtyard entrance to the tower, leaving behind her bowl of grain. Rhys picked up the bowl, cradling it against herself to hide the wound and blood.

	The gate creaked open only a few inches and Yallana rushed out, grabbing Rhys. 

	Once inside the common room, the woman stripped off Rhys's gown, throwing it into the fireplace where a small blaze burned. While Rhys stood shocked and unable to help, Yallana dragged a washtub out and filled it with tepid water. She drew a hard and shaking breath when she saw the cut below Rhys’ navel.

	“Oh, my girl.” Her usually taciturn tone softened. “What a day for the old man to be gone. Tell me.”

	Rhys told about the fight in the vale while Yallana wiped the blood away with a cloth, scrubbing harder when the dried residue refused to wash off. Unlocking one of her trunks, Yallana produced a jar of salve, which she applied liberally to the wound. After a bowl of broth, Rhys was tucked securely into bed with a candle burning.

	 

	Ferdinand returned late to find Yallana waiting.

	“You told me she would be safe.” The angry woman shook her finger at the wizard, barely keeping the screaming rage from her voice.

	“The dragon should have protected her,” he said.

	“What dragon? Are you daft?”

	“Rhys has a dragon,” he said plainly.

	“Rhys is a girl,” Yallana replied.

	“Nonetheless, she has called a dragon.”

	Yallana dropped heavily onto a stool. Ferdinand explained about Rhys and Moira as Yallana listened, open-mouthed. Before she could ask questions, Ferdinand sent her to bed, then placed a stool next to Rhys's cot, so he could keep a watchful eye on her.

	“Moira,” he said, “where were you? How could she have been alone?”

	A voice behind him said. “The telling is bad, and now she is frightened. But during the fight, she did well. You know, wizard, I cannot intercede unless she calls to me.”

	“Then it is time to change the rules,” Ferdinand said.

	Shrinking to the size of a house cat, the dragon crawled onto the bed. Laying her head on the girl’s shoulder, she said, “Go, I will stay with her.”

	As Ferdinand left Rhys’ side, crossing the common room, the sound of Moira humming a lullaby followed him. Seated unseen on a stool by the fire, having heard all, Yallana watched him go. She worried about the girl, and now the bowed shoulders of the wizard concerned her as well. Soon she would have to confess that, though Ferdinand had made her promise never to enter the hidden garden again, she had done so to save Rhys.
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	Rhys, Sable, and Yallana all stood at windows of the common room watching the princesses and the queen board the carriages loaded to carry them away. A small crowd stood in the courtyard, Ferdinand among them. The Warlord had abandoned his women to the wicked world, and every man in that crowd knew his fate could turn just as quickly.

	They were also aware that Cenmada still roved. The dragon remembered the smell and the feel of the rock troll’s weaponry. He wanted them back. When Juran gave the items to Cenmada to guard, he had been clear they were not for the dragon to keep. Even so, Cenmada’s ancient honor demanded that once something entered his lair, it remained there always. By rights, the weaponry belonged to him now, and he continued to search for the thief.

	“Will Robar be safe?” Rhys asked.

	“Safer than us.” Yallana said with a snort.

	Rhys stood in her dark blue gown, waiting beside Sable and Yallana for Ferdinand to give his signal.

	The last carriage departed, and the crowd began to disperse. Ferdinand raised his hand. Silently, Rhys left the room. Sable followed, carrying a small chest of her things. They crossed the courtyard, now emptied as city and castle residents had scurried away. Like the disappearing populace, they moved quickly, making for the scullery door. 

	But Ferdinand had other ideas. He stopped Rhys and Sable as they rounded the front of the castle. He motioned them to follow, and they marched in through the main hall, up the wide staircase, then twice more. Rhys entered a room with no window, lit by two tall candelabras. Biting her lip, the girl turned to the housekeeper, second only to the butler in the running of the castle.

	“It’s very dark in here,” Rhys said.

	“This is the room the Warlord selected for you,” the woman said. She didn’t add there would be a guard outside the door. Rhys had noticed the elderly guard who had slept through her previous search had been replaced by a pair of alert, heavily armed guards on either side of the doorway. “I am also instructed to tell you meals will be served here. If you wish to leave this room, you must petition the Warlord.”

	“What of her lessons?” Ferdinand asked.

	“My instructions do not include mention of lessons,” the woman said.

	She stood aside, obviously waiting for Ferdinand to leave before she did. Rhys could tell from the nervous twitch of the woman's fingers she feared the wizard. But like many others, the housekeeper feared the Warlord more.

	When the thick oaken door closed, leaving her alone, Rhys staggered toward the bed. A tear ran down her cheek, dripping from her chin to the stone floor.

	“If you’re going to sit on the floor and whine about,” a voice said, “you had better change into your gray.”

	“Moira!” Rhys’s head snapped up. 

	She hadn’t seen the red and gold dragon since the night Cenmada’s roaring had left every villager trembling in their beds. The cat sized dragon moved around the room, sniffing and searching. Then she sat in front of Rhys again.

	“This is a terrible room,” Moira said.

	“Yes,” Rhys agreed.

	“Well, let me help you get settled a bit.” 

	Moira began wiggling the tip of her pointy tail, continuing until even her ears and gills were in motion. Every time she blinked, her body grew a little more. Rhys watched, fascinated. When Moira had grown to Rhys’ size, the wiggling ceased.

	“Now then,” the dragon said, “let’s make a bit of space.”

	Together they pushed all the furniture away from the center of the room, leaving an open area devoid even of carpet.

	“This will be our new practice area,” Moira said.

	“Why would I practice here?” Rhys asked. “And what shall we use for weapons?”

	“Tsk, tsk,” Moira chided. “Where’s my happy girl?”

	Tickling Rhys under the chin with the tip of her tail, Moira waited for a smile, then sat on her rump. With a sigh, she spoke again. This time, no playfulness lightened her words.

	“Rhys, now more than ever, you need to prepare.”

	A question grew in Rhys’ eyes, but before she formed the words, Moira jumped up.

	“Come with me,” she said. “It’s time to go.” Using the very tip of a talon, she inched open the door before blowing a hazy blue smoke into the corridor. “Follow me,” she whispered. “But not a single word.”

	The girl followed the dragon, right past both guards, unseen. Moira led the way to a blank wall at the end of the hall, motioning Rhys to open the hidden door.

	“How did you do that?” Rhys asked.

	“Oh, it’s just a little touch of smoke mother dragons use on their naughty children.”

	On the other side of the second doorway, Rhys blinked in surprise. Ferdinand waited.

	“I was starting to believe you weren’t coming,” he said, leading the way to their own empty common room. A small cask, the type of chest in which women kept their jewels, waited.

	“This is for you to take back to your room,” Ferdinand said.

	Opening the lid, he removed a velvet bag. Inside lay an orb, smaller than his, but shining just as brilliantly. Once removed from the bag, the orb lit up the room like sunshine on new snow.

	Outside, a trumpet blared. The man and the girl moved to the window. In the courtyard below, an ornate carriage crossed under the large arch of the main gate. The Warlord’s crest adorned the doors. The horses wore elaborate head-dresses made of tall ostrich feathers and ribbons which waved in the breeze. Juran, in full regalia, stood on the bottom step.

	From the carriage stepped a young woman wearing an elegant gown embroidered with silver threads. Around her neck hung a silver chain that glinted in the sun and held in place a blood-red ruby the size of a child’s palm. An older man descended behind her. The man, her father, was dressed as pompously as the woman. He raised his head, proud as a peacock and just as vain, and smiled toward the Warlord’s entourage. The woman stepped past her father, her stride elegant and confident. This woman who would be Juran's new queen.

	“Does she know what has just happened?” Rhys asked. Does she care?

	Ferdinand sighed. “Perhaps, she doesn't. She may have been only told she is here as a favored guest of the Warlord. Rarely does Juran share the core of his plans until the last possible second.”

	Rhys nodded.

	“Come, I will guide you back and wake the guards. Then I have to go,” said Ferdinand. “There is someone else I must see to.”

	 

	After finding a place to hide the precious little box, Rhys waited, leaving the door cracked open. Her dinner arrived at eight bells just as the two guards marched away. A new pair arrived within minutes. At twelve bells, the men changed again.

	Every four bells, she surmised.

	As soon as the bell rang out four bells, the guards marched to the servant's staircase, without waiting for their replacements, and disappeared behind the door. Rhys ran to the hidden doorway. Once in the passage, she followed the stairs toward the back of the castle, searching for a hidden door that would allow her access to Petetrich's apartment. At the next door, she leaned against the wood, searching for guards left in the castle corridor. Finding no one on the other side emboldened her. She pulled the door open. Ahead of her, torches lit the carpeted expanse.

	“What are you looking at?” Moira whispered from beside her. She sat on her rear haunches like a tall, sinuous cat.

	Rhys yelped, jumping to the side. Covering her mouth with one hand, she closed the door in the event someone had heard her and came to investigate.

	“What are you doing here?” she hissed at the dragon.

	“What are you doing here?” Moira countered.

	“The wizard went in there,” said Rhys, hurrying back toward her own room. 

	With help from the dazing effect of Moira's blue smoke, they tip-toed past the new guards. Safely within her chambers with the door closed and a chair against it, she turned to the dragon. Moira eyed the chair quizzically.

	“There is no lock on this side,” Rhys explained. “But if someone tries to open the door, the chair grates on the floor and I will know.”

	“Hmm. Ingenious. I’m impressed.”

	Rhys rolled her eyes. “When I first snuck into the castle and found these rooms, I thought it odd that not one of them, no matter how large, had a single window.”

	“There are other rooms with no windows, several within the center of the castle,” said Moira.

	“Yes,” Rhys said, “but from the top of Ferdinand’s tower, I can see the width of this wing. It’s not as hulking as the main section. And I can also see windows.”

	“Ah,” Moira said. She sat back, head cocked, and waited for Rhys to continue.

	“Still, I just thought it odd. Now I understand the whole suite where the first boy lives is hidden behind this back wall.” She pointed across the room. “Like a cottage within the castle, sort of.”

	“Ah,” Moira said.

	Exasperated with the dragon’s apparent inability to grasp what she tried to explain, Rhys flopped down on her bed. “No one knows the first boy is here, because no one sees him, or even knows those rooms are there.”

	“Correct,” Moira said. “Long, long ago, people lived next to others who were of different faiths or beliefs than their own. Many of these people were persecuted because they were different. The suite you found was built so the reigning monarch could have his holy man nearby without exposing his beliefs. Remember, a king is not born to a king, but comes to be by the strength of a dragon. Some kings didn’t live long before another stronger king and dragon destroyed them.”

	“So, a king from afar, would not necessarily believe as the people here did?” Rhys looked aside, considering Moira's words.

	Moira nodded, crawling up onto to the coverlet. Together they lay on the bed until sleep at last took Rhys. 

	Moira watched the sleeping Tsame. Her thoughts about the future were shadowy and saddened her.

	
Chapter Seventeen
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	IN THE MORNING Rhys opened the door, saying to the guards, “I am going to the wizard for my lessons.”

	One guard looked dubious. The other shook his head. “Only by the Warlord's leave.”

	“Then tell the Warlord I am going.”

	Rhys stood tall in the dark blue dress, her demeanor not far from what the princesses would display. The guards were confused. The one who had spoken immediately marched off. Leaving the door open, Rhys retreated into the room, sitting in the wooden chair illuminated by a branched candlestick. She studied a scroll depicting the history of the King of Maldicak.

	Rhys heard the door behind her close. She sighed, then a familiar voice spoke.

	“It is difficult to have privacy if you leave your door open to all.”

	Rhys spun around. “Petetrich!” She could not hide the joy in her voice. Realizing she had said his name aloud, she clapped her hands over her mouth. “How did you get in here? Oh!” She jumped to her feet. “The guard!”

	Opan pushed Petetrich's rolling chair closer.

	“Do you believe you are the only one within these stone walls who can walk before others unseen? There are some among the many who serve the Warlord, but are not the loyal followers he believes.”

	“Even among the guards?” Rhys asked.

	Petetrich's eyes sparkled, then darkened. “Them and others. I have come here on a mission of which you must pay particular attention.” The young man sounded very serious.

	Rhys was taken aback. “What is wrong?” she asked in a hoarse whisper.

	Petetrich frowned. “Nothing with me and mine. It is you I am concerned with.”

	“How is that?”

	“There has been another...injustice done in the castle. I'm fearful I will no longer be able to stay silent. Actions could take place which could endanger you.”

	“If you think I'll be put off with so mild a warning, you are mistaken.” Rhys's back straightened. Once again, she looked like the capable young woman the guards had faced.

	Petetrich slouched in his seat, indecision holding battle on his face. “Long ago,” he said, “the Warlord, my father, traveled from afar to this place to claim a right he believed owed him. In traveling, he crossed through a small country where he met a woman whose mettle matched his own. She stole his heart, and he offered his hand. The woman was a Tsame. She, my mother, is the reason my skin is pale and my hair is black.

	“On their travels, my father realized many people viewed his queen with fear. They decided to hide her countenance. She became the Veiled Queen. In time she bore a son, me, which thrilled my father greatly until the physician noted a weakness in my legs. When informed I had been born crippled, my father reacted furiously. He snatched me away, ordering the queen's handmaiden to destroy me. Every person who had been present at the birth was likewise killed. Devastated, the queen mourned until her own death.”

	“I heard of a midwife,” Rhys said.

	“Nay,” Petetrich said. “The midwife and the handmaiden were one and the same. The handmaiden loved the queen and took me away from the castle. We hid. The handmaiden cared for me. As her life ebbed, she approached Ferdinand, whom she believed to be honorable, asking for a cure. He could find none, but took me under his wing, bringing me to the castle and raising me here. That is the story of how my life began.”

	Tears flooded Rhys's eyes. She had thought herself the last of her race, but had just found another. “Your mother is the reason the Warlord won’t let another Tsame on these shores,” she said.

	“Until you.” For a moment, laughter lit Petetrich's voice again.

	Opan, standing by the door, gave a low grunt. Petetrich spun his chair around. He and the giant moved into the corner of the room behind the door, extinguishing candles as they moved.

	A knock sounded. Opening the door only wide enough to be seen, Rhys asked, “Yes?”

	“We will take you to the tower,” the guard said, returned from his messaging.

	Rhys left without looking back. The guards followed her to the east tower, where they remained outside the entrance door, joining a brace of men who did not seem as friendly as the previous guards.

	 

	“Fools,” Rhys said, “do they truly believe there is only one access to this enormous tower?”

	“They do,” Ferdinand said, who waited at the top of the staircase.

	Following the wizard, Rhys entered the common room where Sable worked at his table. Yallana chopped vegetables while keeping a wary eye on the dragon stretched out before the fireplace.

	“Moira!” Rhys ran across the room, rubbing her face against the dragon's. While Ferdinand smiled at the show of affection, Yallana blanched.

	Sitting on the floor, leaning back against Moira, Rhys said to Ferdinand, “I saw the boy this morning. He came to my room. Did you tell him I had moved there?”

	“I rarely have to tell him of the news from within the castle.”

	Rhys nodded. Yallana edged around Moira toward the boiling pot. Amused, Moira kept an eye on the older woman. A thump of the dragon's heavy tail on the stone floor caused Yallana to jump, spilling carrots into the fire.

	“Moira,” Ferdinand said with a frown.

	Sighing, Moira reached a claw into the fire, retrieving the carrots and offering them to Yallana, waiting patiently until the woman plucked each piece free.

	“He offered a warning,” Rhys said. “Why?”

	“He has lived with the injustice suffered by his family for many years. Even the movements of his current friends are restricted. Now another queen has suffered Juran's ire.”

	“He never actually met the second queen, right? What of her children?”

	“No, but that does not mean he is immune to their pain.” Ferdinand picked up a bundle of herbs, then put it back down. “I am afraid with time and age his anger has risen to an uncontrollable level. I am concerned he will soon challenge Juran.”

	“And he wants me gone before he does?” Rhys asked. At Ferdinand's nod, she added. “Because he thinks Juran will hurt me?”

	“It's not you, really,” Ferdinand said, watching Yallana. As she neared, he lowered his voice. “He is concerned Juran will use you as a weapon to hurt others, perhaps even himself.”

	Hard laughter barked from Rhys's chest. “How in all the stars could Juran ever force me to do his bidding?”

	“By threatening someone you love,” Ferdinand said. 

	Though Rhys did not yet know, with the rise in Petetrich's temper, the wizard had offered Sable and Yallana the chance to flee, telling them of Juran's intent to use Rhys as he did Cenmada, as a weapon to conquer. All eyes in the room were on Rhys while she considered whom Juran might target. The wizard and the dragon would be safe, but what of Sable, Yallana, or even Robar? Climbing slowly to her feet, heat growing in her belly, eyes darkening, she faced Ferdinand.

	“No.” 

	Clearing his throat, Ferdinand said, “It is not only the people here who might be in danger. Juran has sent out an edict. He is looking for a Rover boy, a very specific boy.”

	Rhys sagged. “Daub.” 

	She had not spoken my name in a long time. Though she still felt the pain of my sudden departure, all her blame had since subsided. Instead, her heart ached, and her chest tightened at the thought of me being in danger. Each breath came as a short, hard pant.

	“Take care, Rhys. Exhale. Relax.” Ferdinand made a sign over her with his hands.

	Though most people wouldn’t dare approach Rhys when her eyes darkened, she felt a pair of arms encircle her. Yallana gripped her tight. The woman's aged hand pressed the girl's head to her own heaving chest. Tears choked the words coming to Rhys's ears.

	“Please.” Yallana, who had never before offered words of love, wept. “Please, you are like my own child. Go from here. Protect yourself. Be safe and grow to womanhood. Do not force me to stitch your shroud.” 

	Holding tightly to the girl, Yallana gave herself over to body wrenching sobs. Then, arms of muscle and scale wrapped around the women. The red and gold swelled to encompass them and provide a protective shield.

	“Wizard, prepare the fire,” Moira said. “We must change the rules.”

	Rhys heard the dragon, but the sound did not resemble words. For a moment, she felt confusion. Her senses were clouded to the mundane, yet an acute desire to strike out flooded her veins. Fighting to remain calm, Rhys held tight Yallana, who still trembled. She rubbed her forehead against her dragon’s chest, and was rewarded by a rough purring.

	Ferdinand nodded in agreement. Across the room, Sable leaned heavily on the worktable. His hanging head hidden from view but his emotion evident in his shuddering shoulders. Ferdinand looked on, unsure how to comfort his people. In the future, he knew the young Tsame would have to face the red-bearded ruler, but even a wizard as powerful as himself could not predict the outcome.

	After several long moments, Rhys forced her emotions back into a locked chamber. With her arms still wrapped around Yallana, she gazed into the woman's tear-drenched eyes.

	“If I left Yallana, where would I go?” she asked.

	“Moira can take you back to the land of your people,” Yallana suggested.

	“There is no one left there.”

	Ferdinand nodded in agreement. “We will think on it. Perhaps we can find a way, just as we did with Robar.”

	“Might I go to the garden?” Rhys asked.

	“Go,” Ferdinand said.

	Rhys gently untangled herself from Yallana, squeezed the woman’s hand one last time, and moved to the door. When Sable followed her, she shook her head and stepped into the corridor. She heard voices in muted conversation. When sure none, not even Moira followed, Rhys ducked back across the doorway. She rushed to the end of the corridor and through the hidden door.

	 

	Ferdinand knew as soon as Rhys left the room that she was not headed toward the garden, but had gone through the secret door. Only Moira seemed alerted. Her eyes drifted to the door. Her short ears and gills moved back and forth, trying to pinpoint Rhys's location.

	With her two guards still waiting at the bottom entrance of Ferdinand's tower, there was no one to see as Rhys opened the hidden door near her quarters. In her room, Rhys put on the white and gold dress, then combed out her black hair until it fell behind her like a dark wing. With determination, she moved through the castle corridors toward the throne room.

	Outside the wide doors emblazoned with the Warlord's crest, Rhys encountered the young woman who had arrived the day the old queen left. Rhys hesitated. The woman turned, startled to find the Tsame standing close to her.

	“Do you honor him?” Rhys asked, dipping her head toward the woman's father who was conversing with the Prime Minister.

	“He is everything to me.” The woman blushed, face alight with love.

	“Then beware, for any here will tell you, he will be the first lost.”

	Before the woman could respond, Rhys swept past. She did not wait to be announced, but strode through the oak doors. In slow measured steps, as a bride would, she moved down the center of the carpeted walk. The horrified young woman clung to her father's arm, watching as people on all sides fell away from Rhys, who held her head high, giving all fair view of both her hair and her skin. Sunlight from the high windows caught in the gold threads of the gown, staggering nobles and guards alike.

	At the base of the throne steps, Rhys circled around a merchant pleading his case. She stopped before the Warlord. The merchant fell back several steps, his words choked off, as Rhys dropped into a deep curtsy.

	“My lord,” she said.

	Even Juran blinked in surprise. He looked about for the girl's guards, but they were not to be found. Rhys remained low, waiting for him to speak. She wanted him to focus on her, to be aware that though she stood beneath his roof, she would not follow his rules.

	“How did you get in here?” he asked, uncertainty in his voice.

	Rhys rose smoothly to her feet. “I travel in the way of my people.” A hidden threat few, except Juran, heard. “I would ask permission to continue my training with Ferdinand without interrupting your schedule by the sending of daily requests.” She waited, offering no smile or apology.

	In Juran’s enormous conceit, he believed her standing before him was a show of subjection. Juran responded just as Rhys wished.

	“Remove your guards from her door,” Juran said to the guard captain. “Her training must continue. She has my leave to come and go as she wants.”

	Curtsying again, Rhys turned, and with the same tread as when she entered, left the throne room. The woman and her father no longer waited in the outer hall.

	 

	Throughout the morning, Rhys opened the door to her chamber several times checking to see if the guards were gone. When a maidservant brought a tray at midday, Rhys waved the woman off and explained, “I do not eat at noon. Please do not bother yourself.”

	“Yes, miss.” Unable to meet Rhys's eyes, the woman picked up the tray and rushed out.

	Shortly after, Rhys went to the old storage room, where she knew to find a hidden door. Walking into Petetrich's studio, she advanced to his rolling chair.

	“I heard you didn't wait to be announced,” he said without turning.

	“And I heard you know everything which occurs in the castle.”

	“Not necessarily all.” He turned toward Rhys. “I also know most of what happens in the city, but nothing within the east tower. The wizard is quite adept at keeping his secrets.”

	Rhys's gaze shifted to Opan, who was standing guard.

	“You can say anything in front of him,” said Petetrich, “or if you wish, I can send him away.”

	“First, let me point out the normal men who guard Ferdinand's tower have been replaced with others who are less friendly. They are wearing full armor and carrying more weapons.”

	Petetrich's brows rose.

	“Then, my questions have to do with your intentions regarding other castle residents. I do not always understand when people speak in riddles. I am not leaving the castle, so please be clear.”

	Petetrich rolled over to a different table, pulling several large scrolls off a rack. “These are maps of the castle. Not the hidden places, but all else.”

	He opened one of the scrolls. Opan stepped forward with a seat for Rhys. For the rest of the afternoon, Rhys listened while the young man explained the best places to potentially attack the Warlord, where Cenmada could not interfere and there were the fewest guards.

	Rhys left with a heavy weight inside her chest. No matter how resolute he sounded, Petetrich would be no match for Juran.

	 

	In the evening, she went to Ferdinand. Together they mounted the steps to the tower parapet, where none could hear their words.

	“The boy has maps,” she said.

	“I have seen them,” the wizard said.

	“Do you know of his intentions also?”

	“Yes.” The wizard sighed. “And like you, he is hard to dissuade.”

	The cold wind blew over them, and Rhys, born in a warmer climate, felt the chill to the marrow of her bones. She had never allowed the bitter weather to slow her, but today she shivered in the cold and damp.

	“Tomorrow,” she said to Ferdinand, “Yallana and Sable should take food to Robar, enough to last three people for several days.”

	Turning, she headed back down the steps, wrapped in her cloak and hood. She walked through the courtyard arch and onto the road to Dowersberg below. She had another visit to make before returning to her bed.
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	An hour after sunrise, Lady Rosalind, Juran’s betrothed, approached the Warlord's carriage. Mounted guards stood to the front and back, ready to ride as soon as the young woman and her father were within the opulent comfort of the coach. 

	Rosalind helped her father board the coach. He’d succumbed to a mysterious illness the night before and wished to return to his home. The young woman had made several friends among the court in the short time she had been there, as shown by the small crowd of Nobles gathered in the courtyard, people who normally would not rise until noon. Juran could not pull the woman away for a private conversation.

	The Warlord was in a rage.

	“Let her go.” He growled at the Prime Minister, anger in every syllable. “Let them leave, ride all the way back to the sniveling hole they call home. But I tell you this, as soon as he is out of the carriage, you bring her back. Rosalind will have time on the journey to consider what she is doing.”

	“Bring her back? By force?” the Prime Minister asked with a gasp.

	“Do you think I'm going to tell her now that she is not free to leave? In front of all those milksops? Of course, by force. But I doubt that will be necessary. If you are wise, you will dissuade her from ignoring my offer.” Juran, who towered above the Prime Minister, took a step closer. “I am sending you with them. Your family will wait here within the castle for your return.”

	The Prime Minister paled. Leaving his meeting with Juran, he was stunned to find his wife and young children already in the outer hall. He looked upon them, but a brace of guards denied him the right to advance. His wife held their babe while three small boys clutched her skirts. Though he had witnessed many horrible incidents here, never had the man believed his family, housed so far away in the farming village, to be in danger.

	“I will return,” he mouthed to his wife as the guards ushered her away.

	Rosalind passed by the Captain of the Escort, who offered a silent prayer of thanks the Warlord had refrained from selecting a bride. After helping her father up into the carriage, she followed. Once inside, the young woman was dismayed at finding the Prime Minister, looking gray and miserable, already seated. She wanted nothing to do with Juran or his court, and had decided the Warlord would not be the husband she wished. What she had learned of the Warlord in recent days had destroyed any romantic notions of being his queen. Juran's offer had been a lie, and tales of his cruelty chilled her to the bone.

	“We do not need your services, sir,” she said, pointing out the coach door.

	“By the Warlord's orders, I must accompany you,” the Prime Minister said, looking back in the direction where he’d last seen his family. Once the carriage flew along the roadways, he would explain clearly to the father and daughter what their options were, and how best they should respond, so they might keep their own heads.

	The Warlord stood on the top step, watching the coach and mounted guards ride out. In his mind, one thought stirred more than others. Someone had persuaded Rosalind to leave. But who? Dust raised by the horses' hooves swirled before a northern wind swept it away.

	Where the coach had been moments before, now Rhys stood dressed in full armor. The image of a dutiful young girl was gone. Rhys said nothing, but stared into Juran's eyes. He could not mistake the challenge. With a sharp turn, he entered the castle, ordering his servants to bring his own armor.

	“Bah, I was sorely wrong to trust her, to believe she could be easily domesticated like a hound. If she wants a fight, so be it. I will teach this child some discipline.” 

	Juran raved. While a servant helped him don his armor, a page rushed over.

	“Majesty.” The boy hesitated at the door. Juran impatiently motioned him closer.

	“What?” Juran demanded.

	“The girl departed the courtyard through the stone gate.” The boy wet his lips. There was more to tell.

	Juran held up his hand, stopping the armor-bearer's fingers. A sudden thought came to the Warlord’s mind. He was being baited.

	Faced with the possibility of battle, his calculating warrior mind took over. He would not allow anger to dictate his actions, nor would he allow a half-grown girl to intimidate him. 

	When he had returned from warring, he had heard the rumors of the mysterious pale-skinned ghost walking the halls. The specter appeared day and night in the shadows, caught in the corner of the viewer's eye just before it disappeared from sight. Juran had thought first of Petetrich. Now he considered it may have been Rhys skulking about in his absence.

	“As though the very walls swallowed it,” one terrified witness had declared.

	Juran knew the tales of hidden passages to be true, even though in all the time he had spent searching, he had never discovered one. When he had discretely questioned the wizard in the past, Ferdinand had been evasive. Though the wizard had been willing to investigate, he’d never produced any useful information. There were a few vague rumors regarding the possibility that his first son had survived.

	Juran paced across the chamber. There are any number of hidden and long forgotten rooms within those walls. That tiny baby would be a man now. Could he be hidden right beneath my very feet?

	Stopping at a window, his eyes swept up toward the east turret. A lone figure stood against the balustrade, his long beard waving like a flag in the wind. Ferdinand. Juran’s teeth clenched. It was time to take on the magic man. Turning back toward the center of the room, Juran grabbed a page by the scruff of his robe.

	“Find the wizard. I will meet him in the throne room,” he ordered. 

	If he had been wrong about Rhys, who had no true knowledge of the castle ways, then there was one other who would benefit if Rosalind left. He had another idea for smoking out his son.

	 

	Far above, Ferdinand waited. Alarmed at Rhys's boldness, he had spent the morning concocting spells to protect her. He knew, however, he could only do so much. When the Warlord did not emerge from the castle, Ferdinand first felt relief, then confusion. 

	While he considered Juran, the image of Petetrich popped into his mind. Could it be Petetrich had done something that would cause Juran to abandon Rhys? To force the Warlord to turn back looking for his son? Ferdinand had known for many years Juran believed the boy still lived. There had been odd questions, even a search by other magic men. But whether the Warlord knew his son hid inside the castle walls remained unknown. Now Petetrich grew too bold for his own safety.

	“Better to grab the dragon by the tale,” the wizard muttered as he opened the door leading from the turret back into the tower, “then to be knocked senseless by its swing.”

	Ferdinand reached the bottom most door just as the exhausted page ran up.

	“The Warlord—” the page began.

	“I know,” Ferdinand said, motioning him to follow.

	“Sir, my lord requests—” the boy began speaking again.

	“I know,” Ferdinand repeated, hurrying along.

	He would meet the Warlord in the throne room. If already there and seated when the Warlord arrived, the wizard would have the advantage. Lifting the hem of his robe, he sped up. The maneuver would not work if Juran spotted him in the courtyard.

	“Please.” The boy caught his arm, “I am to tell you something.”

	Ferdinand wrenched away, pausing in his advance. His eyes, cold and hard, struck fear in the boy's heart.

	“I know. Tell the Warlord I await his pleasure.” The wizard flew up the stone steps, barely waiting for the footman to open the door wide enough to squeeze through.

	The boy stood open-mouthed in the dust. How can he know? Magic!

	Castle residents hovered between respect and fear of Ferdinand. Right now, fear was raising a lump in the boy's throat as he sped back toward the Warlord. Later, he would ask his father to find him a different place, one safe from maniacal monarchs and evil sorcerers.

	 

	Juran strode into the throne room, demanding wine. He had removed his armor, a chore that took several minutes. His roaring voice echoed through the near empty chamber, causing the maidservant to slosh tea on Ferdinand's sleeve.

	“No matter,” Ferdinand said, accepting the heavy cup. “Go along.”

	The girl sped away.

	“Wizard.” Juran began, before realizing standing at the bottom of the dais gave the impression of him being subordinate. 

	He climbed up to the throne. The head butler arrived with a full flagon. Head bowed, the man offered the beverage, leaving as soon as the pewter tankard passed out of his hands. A blockade of guards sealed the doors. As they closed, Ferdinand saw a large crowd of the curious already struggling to get close enough for a glimpse. Smiling behind his hand, he wondered what gossip would run among them.

	The Warlord studied the wizard for a moment. He knew Ferdinand to be strong, but Juran also had his strengths, and something the wizard did not—namely, Cenmada. Taking a long sip, he exhaled his frustration before lowering the tankard.

	“You and I,” he said, “have been alive longer than anyone else here in this castle.”

	“Yes, sire,” Ferdinand said.

	“There are secrets here known to none besides ourselves.” Juran waited, but Ferdinand did not offer a word. Juran decided he also would attempt at grabbing the dragon's tail.

	“Long ago, when I first arrived, I heard of secrets hidden within these walls. Rooms and corridors tucked away and unknown by most. I heard of a map. I entrusted you with uncovering it. Would you care to explain why you have not?”

	“I did exactly as you asked,” Ferdinand replied, “spending days transcribing old priest notes written in strange languages, scrolls left by past kings. Yet when I came to you and asked for a few moments of your time in confidence, you denied me. Here there is always a crowd of simpering, foolish people about you.”

	“What did that matter?” the Warlord asked.

	“You said,” Ferdinand responded pointedly, “this subject should stay between the two of us and not become common knowledge. If I said a word, do you believe for the blink of a gnat's eye, there would not be a wildfire of gossip?”

	Juran opened his mouth, a retort on his tongue. Then, he considered Ferdinand to be right. 

	He swallowed his sharp words and said instead, “There is no one here now. Tell me what you know.”

	Ferdinand did not want to tell Juran about the map or the hidden corridors which could take him from one place to another in the castle, but there were individual rooms which he could share. He waited while Juran took another long sip from his flagon.

	“It is my belief,” Ferdinand said, “long ago someone created a map drawn on either parchment, or perhaps stained into a hide.”

	Juran nodded and took another sip.

	“Then some ruler, afraid an enemy might obtain the information, destroyed the map.”

	The Warlord sat back, relaxing, slightly flushed from the combination of his own raging anger and the quantity of wine he had gulped down. He nodded his agreement to Ferdinand's theory.

	Ferdinand continued, “This is one of the reasons searching has been so difficult.” He shook his head at the hardship. “However, right here in the throne room is a hidden place. Would you like to see it?”

	Juran almost leapt out of his seat. Ferdinand stood and beckoned the Warlord to follow him. Behind the elaborate throne, attached by nails driven deep into the stone, hung an ancient tapestry so large it would require six grown men to carry it. Ferdinand lifted the edge and wriggled along the wall until he came to a small unlocked door. Pushing it open, he stepped inside, and laying flint to stone, struck a spark against a candle. Juran could see they were in a small library. Shelves stacked with withered scrolls lined the room. The air crushed against the men, and though chilly, it was dry.

	“What are these?” Juran asked, advancing to one wall.

	“Histories mostly.” Ferdinand knew Juran would find nothing within the volumes to use against Petetrich or Rhys.

	Juran turned slowly, eyes running along the wall. A sly smile grew on his face. Good, he thought. Good. I will peruse these documents at my leisure. Surely, I will find something here to tell me what I want to know.

	Ferdinand read the Warlord's face and remained unconcerned.

	Juran turned. “What of the girl?” he demanded. “Her behavior this morning cannot be ignored.”

	Ferdinand sighed. “She is hard to control. It comes from the terror of her early life.”

	Juran said nothing.

	“I sent my servants on an errand to gather, ah, information about a possible rival advancing on you.” Ferdinand refused to tell an outright lie, but he could paint a picture which differed greatly from reality. “She took affront because she had to stay behind. You will not let her intermix with the people she knows and trusts, therefore you are sparking her ire.”

	“Well, if all she wanted was to be able to mix with her friends, you will be happy to know that permission has been granted.”

	“Perhaps that will calm the waters.”

	Ferdinand walked to the door and motioned Juran to precede him back into the throne room before extinguishing the candle.

	When the wizard emerged from the tapestry, Juran said, “And what of my son, Ferdinand? What do you know about him? There is talk of a specter who sits on the shoulders of a giant. Is that specter Petetrich?” 

	Juran watched Ferdinand closely, but the wizard did not cringe at the question.

	“I believe it is,” Ferdinand said.

	“How can this be?” Juran asked.

	Ferdinand stood directly in front of Juran. Though he lacked the muscle, the wizard stood just as tall. His eyes pierced into those of the Warlord.

	“If you wanted the babe eliminated,” he said, “you should have selected someone who had the heart to kill an infant.”

	While Juran raged at this betrayal, Ferdinand walked down from the throne bypassing the side door he normally used, and continued to the main entrance. A crowd of people pressed against the doors, waiting. When the footmen pulled them apart, all retreated from the wizard’s path.

	The throne room quickly filled with people searching for evidence of a battle between the two men. Juran waited until the milling crowd settled, then spoke to his guardsmen. Gossip could be used to his advantage as well.

	“I want you,” he said to the two closest guards, “to arrange for a burn pile on the top of the west tower.”

	“On top of the tower, sire?” one man asked.

	Ears around the room stretched while tongues silenced.

	“Yes, one to burn fast and hot.” Juran paused. “I have uncovered several articles which belonged to the Veiled Queen. I want to destroy them.” He got to his feet and his voice carried further. “First thing in the morning.”
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	“Grandfather,” Newry, now the only one who remained awake and listening. Her brother lay beside the fire, sound asleep.

	“Yes?” he paused.

	The girl’s brow furrowed. “It had been a long while since you were with Rhys, right? Long gone from that place? Why would she be worried the Warlord might hurt you?”

	“Though it made her sad, her memory of me also made her happy,” Daub explained. “Even though we parted not on the best of terms, and she had been confused by my sudden disappearance, I later learned that she had quickly forgiven the whole thing.

	“She considered me a true friend, even intended to seek me out one day, after securing her own freedom. But more than that, Rhys was learning friends can be gone, yet still be close to your heart. 

	“But devious Juran knew that bit of fact as well. Juran had watched Rhys closely. And he prodded his advisors for every detail about the girl. He quickly came to learn of my value as a hostage.”
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	“Did you hear?” Petetrich screamed at Ferdinand. “That rogue, that scoundrel, that pig's snout, has the audacity to build a fire on the castle, and there he is going to burn my mother's things.”

	Ferdinand stood for a moment, tapping his foot. He was sure the boy had heard wrong. The Tsame queen had been dead for many years. Where would the Warlord have found items belonging to her that the boy had not already collected? Ferdinand sent Yallana to search out the truth.

	After some time, she burst into the room, panting from her run. 

	“It is true,” she said, gasping for air. “The woodsman's cart is backed into the kitchen yard. They are carrying firewood up the tower stairs.” She wheezed one more time before wobbling to a chair and sitting heavily. “The butcher's boy said the Warlord found a hidden room with chests of clothing and jewels belonging to the Veiled Queen. He is demanding all to be destroyed.”

	All eyes swung to Ferdinand.

	“That's preposterous,” he said. “The man knows only the one hidden room I showed him today. All it contained were moldy scrolls of ancient histories. Besides, there is no way Juran would destroy jewels. He is far too greedy.”

	“You do not know for sure.” Petetrich's voice had gone hoarse. “His bitter soul could be leading his head.”

	Ferdinand paced back and forth, eventually stopping in front of Petetrich's wheelchair. 

	Laying his hand on the younger man's shoulder, he said, “I believe this is a trap. Juran spoke of many issues today, all raising his gall. Throughout, he remained calm, even though he appeared to have had too much to drink, not like himself. I think he is conniving and you are in his line of vision.”

	“Why now?” Petetrich asked.

	“Something has changed.” Ferdinand turned toward the window. “When the bride-to-be defied him and left, he realized his is not the sole direction for the entire world. Then Rhys presented herself as a challenge.” Turning back to Petetrich, Ferdinand continued. “Go back to your rooms, stay there. Let him do as he will. When you do not respond in the manner he is anticipating, he will play another card. I fear no matter what he does, many are in danger. I expect things to escalate quickly.”

	 

	After Petetrich and Opan left through the hidden door, Ferdinand turned to Sable.

	“You should not have come back so soon,” he said.

	“The old woman would not stay longer. As soon as we were sure of Robar's safety, she complained she needed to return. What do you know, master?”

	“We need to send a messenger to the Queen and warn her that Juran is plotting,” Ferdinand said.

	Sable nodded. He knew who to contact and how much to pay. Ferdinand opened the secret door. Now he would speak with Rhys.

	But he could not open the door to Rhys’ room. She had it braced from behind. Placing his splayed fingers against the wood, he whispered, Alchama and pushed lightly. The door swung open. The chairs stacked behind it slid easily across the floor. The room was lit only by the torches in the corridor. Ferdinand could see the bed divested of its coverings. He snapped his fingers and a single flame jumped forth, leaping from candle to candle until the entire room blazed with light.

	In the corner, under a snarl of blankets, two eyes and a hand holding a sword showed.

	“You are showing off,” Rhys said.

	“You are acting like a child,” Ferdinand said.

	Rhys stood and stepped forward. She wore her leathers.

	“Whatever came over you to challenge the Warlord at this time?” Ferdinand snapped.

	“He's a bully. I'm tired of it.” She pouted, running her fingers along the line of her steel weapon.

	“None the less, this is not the time.” Ferdinand closed the door before sitting. “We need to talk.”

	“Later,” she said.

	“Fighting Juran is not like battling in the arena,” Ferdinand said, ignoring Rhys's reply. “There are no rules. He will use any weakness against you. It took him only moments to find you. Neither Yallana nor Sable will be safe to venture out alone now. Nor should Petetrich.”

	Rhys spun around.

	“Petetrich?” Her hand tightened on the sword. She could hide Yallana, guard Sable, but what of the boy-man who had befriended her?

	“It is not your doing that puts the boy in danger, but rather his stubborn obsession with the fate of his mother. He is grown. He wishes to avenge her and doesn't seem to realize he has no real weapons. Even now Juran is hatching a plot to entrap him, and Petetrich cannot see it. I fear the worst.”

	Rhys's eyes burned, but the fire, similar to a match, reached its end and flickered out. Bowing her head, she said, “You are right. I acted impulsively, unthinking. What would you have me do now?”

	“Stay away from Juran. If he demands an apology, say what you must. He has given you permission to leave this room. Find a place where you will not be an easy target to find. Do not leave the castle. Hide in the libraries, the kitchen, or in the gardens.”

	Ferdinand knew Juran's obsession, just as in Petetrich, ran deep. Though the Warlord had not shared his innermost feelings regarding the Tsame over the years, Ferdinand knew Juran had not recovered from the loss of the Veiled Queen. That love lost had manifested itself into hatred for the girl. Rhys, though still only a half-grown child with little knowledge of the world, collected information and pieced every word together until she uncovered the truth. The wizard hoped the girl would take his warning and stay away from the Warlord.

	Or perhaps she'll at least think before she acts. He thought, watching as she rubbed her eyes, yawning. How can I protect her if she refuses to protect herself?

	 

	
Chapter Eighteen

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	DAWN BROKE AS Ferdinand left Rhys's room. Entering the secret passage, he paused. A shiver ran down his spine, and his eyes drifted upward. He changed direction.

	 

	High above, on the west tower, Juran held a burning torch in his hand. He had ordered all to leave. Now he stood on the opposite side of the woodpile from the tower door, waiting for the exact right moment. Overhead, a single small cloud drifted across the sky. Juran heard the scrape of a boot against the stone step, and lit the pile of dry tinder. The fire caught with a roar. The wind fanned sparks into the sky.

	Inside the tower, Opan climbed steadily. The weight of the younger man in his arms did not slow him. Through the open archway, a glow appeared, growing in golden waves. Opan stepped out onto the tower roof and Petetrich, whose eyes were filled only with the flames, cried out.

	“No!” he wailed. 

	Throwing his upper body forward, trying to break free of the giant's grasp, he unbalanced Opan. Both tumbled to the stone floor.

	From on high, the cloud split in half, exposing Cenmada. Furling his wings, the dragon rocketed downward. At the last moment, near the edge of the turret, he extended his wings to change direction. His massive talons shot out, grasping Petetrich around the middle, yanking him away from Opan's reach. Holding his captive tight, the Dragon gained altitude and disappeared into the western sky.

	Opan spun toward Juran, but the Warlord was prepared. Juran brandished his longsword.

	“Stay yourself,” he ordered. “Return to your hole and prepare to leave or die.” 

	Juran felt sure Opan would go directly back to Ferdinand telling of what had occurred. In fact, he was counting on it. The giant rushed down the staircase. Fearful Juran would follow and learn the secret of the tunnels, Opan took the open stairs.

	The giant had barely passed the last tunnel entrance when Ferdinand burst through the hidden door. Arriving at the top of the turret, Ferdinand faced the blaze where the flames were already fading. On the other side, the Warlord watched as the fluttering tongues of red and yellow shrank. The smirk on his face was a telltale sign he had gotten what he wanted.

	“Ah, Ferdinand,” he said.

	“What is all this?” the wizard demanded.

	“Nothing,” Juran said as he moved around the fire toward the doorway, “just a small fire of good dry wood to warm my old bones.” 

	His chortling followed him down and away.

	Ferdinand stood at the parapet, studying the sky. He saw nothing, but could tell from the scent on the wind the direction in which the dragon had flown. His gaze swept over the forest toward the mountains, but from there, Cenmada's destination remained unknown.

	 

	“Is the heir dead?” Sable asked, in a low and fearful tone.

	Rhys and Yallana focused on Ferdinand. None wanted to voice the question. Opan and Bushbee, Petetrich's second attendant, hung their heads, fearful of the answer. 

	“I do not believe so,” Ferdinand said. He searched his soul, looking for a dark place that would tell him the boy was lost to him, but it could not be found.

	“Is the dragon torturing him?” Opan asked, standing with his shoulders bowed, wringing his hands.

	“They are hidden away in a place I cannot enter,” Ferdinand said, shaking his head while his hands caressed his seer’s orb. “However, Cenmada doesn't have the intelligence to think of torture on his own.”

	“How will we find the boy?” Opan's voice cracked.

	“We are going to need help,” replied Ferdinand. Turning to Rhys, he said, “Call Moira.”

	Without a word, or second thought, Rhys walked to the open doorway.

	“Come to me, Moira, please. I need you,” she whispered.

	Stepping back, she waited less than a moment. A rush of wind burst through the window, and an enormous talon grasped the railing's edge, announcing the dragon’s arrival. The frightening claw shrunk to the amazement of all who watched. When the dragon was barely larger than a cat, Moira crawled over the windowsill and went directly to Rhys. Rubbing up against the girl, she gave a growling purr. Her eyes, lit by burning sparks, touched everyone in the room.

	“You look as though you are in distress,” she said.

	“Petetrich is gone,” Rhys choked. “Taken.”

	Moira frowned. “Taken?” Her head snapped up, eyes darting back to Ferdinand.

	“By Cenmada,” he said.

	Moira's back arched. She hissed, and then, before the eyes of all, swelled larger until she was big enough to hold Rhys against her chest. Though the girl fought slightly to be free of the protective hug, the dragon held tight.

	“How did Cenmada know of the boy?” Moira asked Ferdinand. Her voice still held the hissing vibrations, and a small cloud of smoky vapor escaped her nostrils.

	Yallana sat down with a hand to her head, as though she might faint.

	“You knew about Petetrich?” Rhys asked, leaning her head back to look up at Moira.

	Moira appeared not to hear. Her attention was focused on the wizard.

	Ferdinand explained what had occurred. “Juran set a trap. We need to find the boy. Every creature, human, animal or of magic needs to be ready to help.”

	“Trolls are not accustomed to assisting humans.” The tip of Moira's tail snapped from side to side. “Still, if we offer a reward, they might respond. Did you see in which direction they traveled?”

	“To the west, I believe,” Ferdinand said.

	“Stay with the wizard,” Moira told Rhys, releasing her grip on the girl. Then she soared away.

	“Go back to Petetrich's rooms,” Ferdinand said to Opan. “Stay there until I send for you. Juran will be searching for you or anyone who can show him the castle’s secrets. If you’re hidden there, he will be unable to find you.”

	Ferdinand returned to his work area, where he had a small fire burning under an old cauldron. Though the cauldron glowed with heat and the water boiled, the fire did not burn the table. He gathered ingredients into a stack, muttering as he went along.

	“Yallana,” he said, “prepare for a siege. From this point on, you and Sable travel together. Use the lessor known corridors. Keep the lower door locked and drop the crossbars, so no one may enter without my knowing. Come and help me, Rhys. We need to contact all magical creatures across the realms. Perhaps someone has glimpsed this mischief.”

	 

	Wide-eyed, Rhys spent the remainder of the morning adding ingredients to the pot as Ferdinand directed. Now and then the wizard would pause and speak into the boiling mash. A voice would answer, often speaking in a language Rhys did not recognize. Even when she peeked into the cauldron, she saw only a bubbling mixture of cruddy brown slop that looked like stewing mud.

	Hours passed before Ferdinand left the cauldron to perch on his high stool. Rhys sat near him, waiting anxiously for the wizard to speak.

	Finally, she asked, “Will we find him, Ferdinand? Will Moira?”

	“I don’t know,” he said. “Moira is the best chance we have of following Cenmada's scent.”

	“Because she is a dragon?” Rhys asked.

	“Because she is his queen,” Ferdinand answered.

	“His queen!” Rhys gasped.

	Ferdinand was surprised Rhys was unaware of Moira's status and wondered what other facts the dragon had failed to mention.

	A queen. Rhys studied the flagstone floor. I thought her to be like me, someone just searching. I am not worthy of a queen. A single tear gathered in her eye. Before it became large enough to fall, Ferdinand spoke.

	“What thoughts run through your mind, girl, that you look so stricken?”

	“I believed her an ordinary dragon, plain and free.” Rhys spoke just above a hush.

	Getting to his feet, Ferdinand leaned over the half-grown girl. He had the urge to gather her in his arms and comfort her. Instead, he stood close, laid his hand lightly on her shoulder.

	“Moira is what Moira is. She is free to do whatever she wants. Her powers are great, her joy boundless, and her temper legendary. She is a good ally, and she has chosen you to share in her glory. Honor her, do not deny her, and learn, for she has much to teach.”

	Rhys looked up. “Is she as wise as you?”

	A voice, thin and shaky, called from within the cauldron.

	“Wizard? Wizard!”

	“I am here.” Ferdinand rushed back to the table, Rhys at his side.

	“There is a rumor of a reward?” 

	The voice grew stronger, though gruff and troll-like. Rhys hoped it to be Robar. It turned out to just be a distant mountain troll who had information to offer. For a price.

	 

	Even as the troll spoke to Ferdinand, Moira returned, agitated, dirty, and snorting small balls of hot dust, which quickly heated the room.

	“When I catch him—” she threatened.

	Ferdinand held up his hand for silence.

	“…deep in a hidden valley,” the troll said, “near the edge of a great water spill, is a single entrance. It is a place where human miners and troll slaves toiled for kings of old. The tunnel branches, going upwards for the gems and down deeper for metals.”

	“Is it a place your people can travel safely?” Ferdinand asked.

	“We will not go there.” The voice cracked. “It is an evil place. Our king forbids us. It is protected by magic even older than yours. Beware the wind.” The slight glow from the cauldron faded.

	“I followed him,” Moira said. “It is as the troll said. He is holed up within the entrance of a large cavern. There is a river teeming with fish. He will stay until he is sated.”

	“The boy?” Ferdinand asked

	“Besides the old magic, there are others there. A group of wizards.”

	Ferdinand started in surprise.

	“They are not like you,” Moira said. “They are dirty, bent, ragged and have a bad smell.”

	“Not wizards,” Ferdinand said. “But some long-lost band of druids, or some such.”

	“And they will kill you without a moment’s thought,” a voice said from the door.

	Ferdinand, Rhys, and Moira turned with a start. Robar struggled out of his long cape, grunting with the effort while shaking off large quantities of icy dirt. Rhys rushed over to help him.

	“You should not have come here,” Ferdinand said.

	“I don't plan on staying,” Robar said. “Do you have a plan?”

	“Beyond rescuing the boy?” Ferdinand asked. “No. How did you get in? I thought the bottom door locked.”

	“Aye,” Robar said, “I found it so, but Sable is in the hidden garden. He and Yallana have many baskets they are unloading from a dogcart.”

	From behind the troll, Yallana emerged into the common room. She jabbed an accusing finger in Ferdinand’s direction. 

	“I don’t know what you're up to, wizard, but I can smell scheming in the air.”

	“We go to rescue the boy,” Ferdinand said.

	“You have a plan then?” she asked.

	“There is no time for sending out spies and devising long and complicated plans,” the wizard replied. “If the trolls won’t go into the mine chambers, neither will any of the other enchanted beings.”

	“And soon, the ground will be too frozen for tunneling,” Robar said. “This cavern you speak of is a series of rooms carved out of smooth, black rock. Working within it is not a fast job, nor a silent one. If there are others there, they are going to hear. It may be the reason Cenmada is hiding his treasure there. Druids don't have a great interested in gold, only meat. However, they will not allow another to enter their domain. No dragon smaller that Cenmada would challenge a group of druids.”

	“Will the druids kill the boy?” Rhys asked.

	“If Cenmada has been led to believe the boy is a treasure, or the way to one, he’s not going to allow another to hurt the youth. And regardless of what he thinks, druids are one thing, but he is not going to allow a threat to pass,” Moira explained. “He will destroy any who interferes.”

	“We will have to do our best to fool him,” Ferdinand said.

	 

	The wizard summoned Opan, telling the giant what they had learned, then ordered him to stay locked in Petetrich’s rooms with Yallana. Bushbee had spent time in Juran's army many years ago and now worked within the castle as a footman. He would keep them apprised of Juran's movements. One by one, Moira would fly Ferdinand, Rhys, Sable, and a very unwilling Robar to an area downwind of Cenmada's hiding spot.

	“If he picks up my scent,” Moira warned, “he will alert the druids.”

	Rhys and Robar packed their weapons, Sable, his herbs, and when nightfall came one by one, they climbed onto Moira's back and flew away from the tower.
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	A strong river ran through the valley. The group of would-be rescuers searched for a place to hide below the falls where the leafless trees were thick. Moira made herself small.

	“Look here,” Rhys said. She had uncovered a dilapidated thatch hut covered with spider webs.

	“This will do nicely,” said Ferdinand

	“I don’t see the anything that looks dangerous,” Rhys said.

	“Not until the new moon,” Ferdinand said. “That is when specters of old magic rise.” He studied the sky. “We have three days. You must go no closer than this or you will be detected,” he told Moira.

	Her tail lashed, but she did not argue. Robar also stayed behind while the three others climbed the trail beside the waterfall to scout the area surrounding the cave. When they returned, Ferdinand went directly to his pack, pulling out a looking glass the size of a dinner plate. Holding it in front of his face, the wizard turned slowly in a circle, explaining as he went.

	“Though it looks like any other mirror,” he said, “if you know how to ask correctly, the glass will show you what is beyond your vision.”

	The others waited. Ferdinand lowered his arms. “It seems there are small villages along the edges of the valley,” he said, pointing the way.

	“Yes,” Moira said. “That is where the slaves come from and where they shelter.”

	“You saw slaves?” Ferdinand asked, staring hard at Moira.

	“Yes, I watched from on high. They carried in wood, water, and game.” Her tail lashed about, but now being smaller, merely raised fluffy puffs of dust.

	“Even druids must eat,” Robar pointed out.

	“What did they bring out?” Ferdinand asked.

	“Nothing,” Moira said.

	“The mine is dead,” Robar said. “A barren hole.”

	Ferdinand faced the mine entrance, holding up the looking glass.

	“There is a druid,” he said.

	The others crowded closer. In the reflective glass they could see an aged figure, whose stooped shoulders were covered with a shapeless garment that fell to his knees. Long stringy hair hung down his back and face. Both his clothing and naked limbs were encrusted with filth. Only the gnarled staff he carried kept the tottering soul from pitching forward on to his face.

	“Is it a man or a woman?” Rhys asked.

	“I can’t tell,” Sable said in disgust.

	The figure had been standing in the shadow of the mine entrance. Another step brought him into the sunlight. With a quick, jerking step, the druid scuttled backward into the shaft.

	“Hmm,” Ferdinand said.

	Another man appeared on the very path they had used earlier, climbing upward. The carcass of a deer hung over his shoulder. A woman followed, then another, carrying baskets filled with fish. Without hesitating, they entered the mine shaft. Rhys held her breath. She was sure the humans would be killed immediately. Yet as they watched, the three left the mine and disappeared down the trail.

	“So,” Ferdinand said, “both the druids and Cenmada will allow the hunters and gatherers to enter and leave. Yet the druids will not step out into the sunlight.” His long finger tapped his chin. “That is how you'll get in.”

	“We go now?” Robar asked.

	“Not we,” Ferdinand said. “Only Rhys and Sable will be able to go. Cenmada will sniff out the rest of us. They're going to need disguises.”

	While he spoke, Moira's tail began to thrash. “Not Rhys,” she said.

	A noise came from the forest. Ferdinand's head snapped up. Sable moved to investigate.

	“I have to go, Moira,” Rhys said. “Sable won’t be able to defend himself.”

	Moira crawled onto Rhys's lap, rubbing her head under the girl's chin.

	“You will call me immediately if you're in danger,” she said. “Do not hesitate.”

	Rhys scratched the dragon's belly.

	The commotion from within the forest grew louder and closer. All four turned to look. Both Ferdinand and Robar raised their staffs. Moira moved in front of Rhys. Walking backward, Sable emerged from the trees, dragging a larger form behind him. It was the village man they had seen carrying the deer. He had been knocked senseless.

	“Look what I found.” Sable declared gleefully. “Looks like one of their hunters.” 

	After pouring a draught down the man's throat to keep him sleeping for a while, Sable donned the poor fellow’s tunic.

	“Phew,” he said, cringing at the odor. He wrapped the man's short cape around Rhys's shoulders. Her nose wrinkled at the smell. 

	“We need an offering, wizard,” Sable said.

	Ferdinand went through the hunter’s game pouch and found a pair of young geese. While he bound them together, Sable collected a bundle of firewood large enough for Rhys to carry before her and camouflage her leathers. All the while, Robar went over Rhys's weapons with the girl while Moira paced. Putting the strap of his satchel over his head and picking up the geese, Sable proclaimed them, ready to go.

	“Remember,” Ferdinand said, “everything happening here could be only a ruse. The boy may be, in fact, held somewhere different. If you do not find any sign, return immediately.”

	Moira had been holding the edge of Rhys's cape in her teeth. Reluctantly, the dragon released the fabric. The young man and girl walked into the forest.

	 

	The noise of the falls prevented the two from speaking as they climbed. Just before they broke cover at the top, Sable motioned Rhys to stop. They squatted in the tall ferns. One of the druids stood at the mine entrance. Stepping outside, but still in the shadow of the stone, he snapped open a piece of fabric, allowing the silken length to drift downward before gathering it back into his arms. The emerald green article was a cape. Rhys had seen it before on Petetrich. 

	Nodding to Sable, she mouthed, “This is no ruse.”

	The druid returned to the cave. After a short wait, Rhys and Sable followed. Inside, Cenmada laid curled in a ball, his belly bulging from consuming the deer. Hugging the opposite wall, the pair, still carrying their offerings, moved along. 

	Around the next bend, they came to a long and shallow open space. A fire burned on the far side while baskets were stacked near where they stood. Three druids, one wrapped in the green cape, crouched around the fire, yanking pieces of roasted fish from a spit. Rhys held her breath. Beyond the stacks of wood and food, lay another tunnel. Sable left his offering with the others and inched toward the tunnel. Rhys followed. Within the tunnel, the darkness was all-consuming. Sable took Rhys's hand. After a short distance, he stopped and removed an orb from his satchel. By its light, they examined their surroundings.

	Looking back, the way they had come, Rhys noticed a darker area in the rock.

	“Sable,” she called in a whisper.

	They returned and found the dark spot to be the opening of a smaller chamber from which they could hear dripping water. The air smelled foul. The orb's glow showed Petetrich laying on the floor with neither mat nor blanket. Rhys rushed up to the young man, laying her hand on his forehead.

	“He is on fire,” she whispered.

	Sable knelt beside Petetrich. “He's caught a fever.” A dark green bottle came from the satchel. Though small, once uncorked, the bottle had a strong odor. “Hold his head back.” 

	In small doses, he poured the entire contents into Petetrich's mouth, making sure the heir swallowed all. Then Sable rubbed an oily salve onto Petetrich's forehead and chest.

	Holding the orb aloft, Sable inspected their surroundings. A large wooden piece, not unlike a door, leaned against the wall. There were baskets filled with spoiled fish and withered fruit. Three rush mats lining the wall.

	“This is where the druids hide when the dragon rages,” Sable said.

	Petetrich coughed. Rhys lifted his head into her lap. 

	“How are we going to get him out of here?” she asked.

	“Well,” Sable said, “he is clearly not strong enough to be of any help.”

	Rhys blanched. 

	Sable spread the foul-smelling tunic on the ground before ripping two long strips from Rhys's cape. On each corner, he tied one end of each strip, creating straps they could slip over their heads and onto their shoulders.

	“He is heavy, but using this we should be able to lift him enough to carry,” Sable said.

	Together, they maneuvered Petetrich to the mouth of the tunnel. Peeking around the corner, Rhys watched the druids while Sable whispered to the orb. “We found the boy, master. He is not good. We need a diversion to get the dragon away.”

	As silently as possible, they edged around the druids toward where the small chamber opened to the larger one, the place where the dragon slept. It was taking them too long, and Rhys knew they could not be quiet enough to get past Cenmada. Ferdinand had not answered. Another snore filled the cavern.

	“Let me try,” Rhys said.

	Holding the orb in both hands, closing her eyes, and pressing her lips to the glow, Rhys repeated Sable's request. They waited.

	Cenmada's head jerked up. His rear haunches rose in the air, wiggling from side to side while he crouched on his front feet. Suddenly, he shot out through the mine entrance, disappearing from view.

	“Now!” he ordered. 

	Together, they moved toward the cave entrance. After the first fumbling steps, Rhys and Sable coordinated their movements. But they needed to move faster.

	Faster. Faster. 

	The word repeated within her brain. They were not fast, but they were getting ever closer. She could hear the druids choking, coughing, and smacking into each other and the wall. She could not tell if the ancient priests followed them.

	When they had reached the entrance, they moved with care over the slippery rocks at the top of the falls. Unconscious Petetrich could not help them, not even to hold on. Rhys could see the small open area marking the path. Hearing a deep grunt followed by several sharp snaps, she turned her head and almost stumbled. 

	In the small backwater above the falls, hundreds of fish broke the surface, jumping high into the air. Cenmada sat thigh deep, snapping his jaws and waving his front legs, trying to hook the fish, unaware the humans were escaping. For a moment Rhys wondered at the sight. Then she saw a flash of red circling deep beneath the water, sending the frightened fish upward. Moira had come to their aid. Sighing with relief, Rhys entered the forest. But the path became steep and rocky. They were forced to slow their pace even more.

	Behind her, Sable slipped. She heard a sharp cracking sound and a muffled scream. Unprepared, Rhys was yanked backward and Petetrich fell to the ground. 

	Robar burst out of the ferns and moss. Lifting Petetrich, the troll scurried along the sand and stone, his element. Robar had great strength. His wide flat feet were sure on the ground. Above them, Cenmada roared. Rhys shivered, unsure if the evil dragon noticed Petetrich gone or just felt frustrated at not being able to catch any fish. 

	She knelt beside Sable, laying amid the rocks with the bottom of his leg cocked at an odd angle. He had his hands pressed against his mouth, but his eyes, huge and terrified, were on her. She reached out to touch the leg, maybe straighten it, help him up, but he stopped her.

	“No.” He groaned, spittle appearing on his lips. “It is broken. Run.”

	“I will not leave you,” she whispered.

	“Go.” His voice broke in a sob. “I command you to go.”

	Rhys gave a low chortle, though she felt chilled through. “You cannot command me.” She had grown as tall as he and loomed above him. “I will help you stand, and we will go together.”

	“Use the rags and bind it together quickly.” His voice wavered in surrender, knowing her will would not bend. “We will try to go. Robar will be back in a moment looking for us.””

	Give me power, Rhys prayed, ripping the rag apart. With no time to do different then wrap quickly around the wound, she listened to the smothered howl from behind his gritted teeth. Without looking up, she bound the leg, bile rising in her throat and sweat flooding her armpits. Before Sable had time to flounder, Rhys moved to his head. 

	“Together on our three good legs, we will lift you up,” she whispered. 

	Above them, in the backwater, Cenmada had gone silent.

	They had not gone far when Robar appeared again. This time, Ferdinand came with him. They carried Sable down the slope to the hut.

	“Moira is gone with Petetrich.” Ferdinand panted. “When she returns, we will send Sable.”

	So, after what seemed an unworldly length of time, Sable and then Ferdinand were taken away. After Moira left with the wizard, a great screeching and roaring reverberated from the top of the falls.

	“The druids have recovered,” Rhys said. “Now they and Cenmada know the boy is gone.” Her innards quivered.

	Robar grabbed her arm. He had been digging a hole behind the hut. The first few inches of soil were frozen, but beneath the crust, the rest was still soft. The hole went down into the ground at an angle. 

	Dragging her with him into the damp earth, he whispered, “Not a word.”

	Overhead, trees cracked and crashed to the ground, causing dirt to fall upon their heads as they crouched in the tiny cavern. Chanting voices raised on the cliff face and echoed through the vale. The feet of animals trampled the vegetation. The sound of destruction moved away, and the forest became silent. Robar stuck his nose above the surface.

	“There you are, troll,” Moira said, settling lightly to the ground. “I knew you were buried down there somewhere.”

	Rhys climbed onto Moira's back, then reached out a hand to help Robar.

	“No,” he said. “That is not my way.”

	The troll dove into the hole. Dirt flew upwards. Another roar sounded high above, and the belly of Cenmada could be seen among the branches as he soared past over their heads.

	Moira hesitated, crouching among the brush. “Let him go before us,” she said. “I would not be able to battle him with you astride. He is following my scent from before and will not look behind and see us.”

	“Go,” Rhys cried. “He is headed after Petetrich and the others.”

	“I will not leave you in danger,” Moira said, staying still.

	It felt to Rhys like all eternity passed. The girl envisioned the death of all their friends before they arrived. When Moira finally took flight, Rhys could barely hold on. 

	While Cenmada had flown high just below the clouds, Moira stayed at tree level. His body was thick and blocky, while her long, sinewy form twisted and wove around obstacles. Arriving at the castle, Moira cleared the top of the stables and landed in the secret garden, where their arrival would be hidden from view. Moira shrank until both she and Rhys were of the same size. Together, they ran up the long staircase.

	 

	In the common room, Ferdinand stood between two cots. Petetrich and Sable slept while Yallana applied cool cloths to the foreheads of both.

	Rhys gasped at the sight and rushed from one to the other, unsure which of the two she should be most worried about. A hand caught her arm, swinging her around. Ferdinand looked at her. His eyes were sad but determined.

	“Listen to me.” He gave her a little shake, and she focused on him alone. “Sable's herbs are doing their job, and Petetrich's fever is releasing its grip. You did well with Sable's leg, and after a bit of magical fine-tuning, he will recover. Now they both sleep off the effects of the tonics I have given them. You, however, are a different story.”

	Moira moved closer, winding around Rhys's legs.

	“Cenmada is off butchering cattle in frustration, while Juran rants and raves in his throne room. Like fleas escaping a dog about to be bathed, his nobles are fleeing for safety. He doesn't know we are here, but he will. Eventually, he is going to figure out we are responsible for the boy being saved. 

	“These young men cannot travel, and the items essential for my magic are here. We are all going to be in danger, but you, Rhys, are our salvation. I have told you many times of a destiny to come. It has arrived. There is no more time to prepare. I cannot force you to the next step. You must go willingly.”

	Rhys took a step backward, searching the room. Opan knelt beside Petetrich, one hand on the young man's arm. Yallana stood beside Sable. Their eyes were all on her, and she yearned to hide in her secret tunnel above the chiffonier. Tiny lights flickered in her vision, voices from her past surged forward.

	Taking a breath, she stood taller. “Tell me, wizard, of what is to come?” 

	She could feel Moira rising up behind her, growing larger, like the hood of a cobra. Ferdinand still held her arm and drew her closer to him.

	“Before you came, I waited for a warrior. A single man who would rescue us all. Then a child came. I spent many hours asking the orb what this meant, what I should do. The answers were few, but you were there in every vision. You grew stronger, and my hopes raised.”

	 Ferdinand looked infinitely sad.

	“I let others hone you,” he continued. “And when evil rose and threatened you, I intervened. But I wanted to believe you were the one. Now, I see that I was wrong, not in my belief that salvation was coming, but in the manner it would arrive. Rhys, I thought you alone would usurp Juran. I am a foolish old man. Like all good warriors, you go to battle with your legends behind you. Moira, Petetrich, all of us, will be doing what we must. My brave young girl, we follow your lead.”
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	The residents of the east tower discussed strategies throughout the night. By dawn, the only plan they found dictated they take the battle away from Maldicak while Ferdinand prepared all he needed and readied his patients to travel.

	Yallana set a bowl of oatmeal in front of Rhys. She pushed it away, but the old woman simply returned the bowl back where it had been.

	“You cannot do this with your empty belly complaining and distracting you,” she said. “What will you use for strength?”

	Rhys gave a harsh laugh. “I can hear my water flow.”

	Yallana ran a soft hand over Rhys's hair. “That is your innards complaining, just as I said.” 

	Moira sat on the floor with her chin on Rhys's knee while the girl gently stroked the dragon's frills.

	“He is vain, my son,” Moira said. “He will believe he can win, regardless. That will be his undoing.”

	“Your son?” Rhys choked on a spoonful of oatmeal. Was there anything more Moira could say to amaze and confound her?

	“Yes, he has always been a bitter spawn, but living with Juran, the greedy, butchering beast of a man, has made him so much worse.”

	“Will you hate me when this is done?” Rhys asked, sadly.

	“No.” Moira laughed. “You are good, where he is not.” Rubbing her head against Rhys's knee, Moira added, “You are my girl, the first girl to summon a dragon. I waited a long time for your call. You make me so very proud.”

	“The dawn is coming,” Ferdinand said. “You must be away before our rumors reach Juran.”

	Rhys walked down the stairs alone. A horse waited, and she rode to the arena, unaware that beside her a tunnel in the ground kept pace. 

	 

	Far above, Bushbee knelt before the throne. He did not want to look into Juran's eyes. It might be possible the Warlord would see hate and deceit in his servant. Instead, Bushbee kept his head bowed, raising his voice until it trembled.

	“My lord,” Bushbee said, “guards at the gate have reported the Tsame girl has ridden out. She is dressed for battle. It is rumored she was casting disparaging remarks upon you as she went.”

	Juran's jaw clenched.

	“To whom did she say such things?” the Warlord demanded.

	“A…a guard. I do not know which,” Bushbee said. 

	Bile rose in his throat, Trembling, he tried to move away, but the people who followed the Warlord and had not yet run away crowded behind him.

	“There are lights glowing above the forest and the city,” one voice from the crowd said. “A fire burns in the sky.”

	“Brighter than the rising sun,” yet another said. “But as cold as the winter moon.”

	“Are we doomed? Is an invasion upon us?” wailed an unseen woman.

	“Where is Ferdinand?” The Warlord rose to his feet, his voice bellowing over the crowd.

	“I am here, majesty,” Ferdinand said. 

	The wizard stood below the Warlord, allowing Bushbee to make his escape.

	“You said you could control the evil brat.” Juran pointed an accusing finger at the wizard.

	Ferdinand hung his head. “I erred. Others have invaded her spirit. They control her like a puppet. She has gone from one place to another, threatening you, challenging you. Now she plans your destruction.”

	“Well, let's see how she does against a garrison of soldiers.”

	Ferdinand advanced up one step, then another. In a lower voice, he said, “Is that wise, sire? To allow a child to challenge you without answer, and then for you to send out a garrison of soldiers while you remain behind?”

	Juran ran his fingers over his chin. He looked at the crowd before him. Most were deep in conversation, but several surrounding Ferdinand listened closely, waiting for tidbits of gossip. Which of them might take a bit of trivial knowledge to another king, someone who waited for a chance to usurp Juran? 

	“You are right, wizard. This battle is mine alone. Tell me where she awaits.”

	“She has gone to the arena,” Ferdinand said. “It is a place where she is most comfortable.”

	Juran nodded, then called for his armor.

	 

	The daylight that followed Rhys and the tunneling Robar down the mountain road covered the whole valley. Everywhere, children rose, peasants went to bend their backs for the Warlord's work, and peddlers spread out their goods. Within the castle, however, tension hinted at the terrible things to come.

	Juran, outfitted and mounted, paused at the portcullis. Ferdinand stood beside him.

	“You're not going to ride with me, wizard?” Juran asked. Suspicion drew his brows together.

	“I am more help here,” Ferdinand said, “where I can cast my spells uninhibited by others.”

	Juran's mount sidestepped as it perceived the Warlord's agitation.

	“But,” Ferdinand laid a hand on the horse's neck to calm it. “I can be ready in moments if you'd rather I rode with you.”

	His words rankled Juran.

	Do you think I have no power unless you are standing at my side? a voice of pride said to the warlord. 

	Gathering the reins, Juran yanked the horse's head away from Ferdinand's soothing touch. “Stay here. Build your fires.  Burn your herbs. I will return.” 

	Juran spat into the dust, then applied his heels to his mount's sides. The broad-chested warhorse leapt forward to gallop under the stone arch.

	
Chapter Nineteen
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	No cheering crowd waited to send the Warlord off to battle. The few soldiers riding with him were sullen and silent. He could feel their unease and detested both them and the errand. Looking over the valley for a fleeting second, Juran considered Cenmada. The dragon could destroy the girl, the city, everything except the castle. Juran laughed menacingly.

	“Your majesty?” the nearest soldier asked.

	“It’s nothing.” Still facing forward, face set in anger, Juran rode on.

	A horse stood outside the arena gate, neither tied nor held by human hands, but waited with the reins resting on the saddle. Juran dismounted and left his horse standing near the other. His heavy armor creaked as he moved. Behind him, servants carried his weapons, and twenty soldiers marched two by two.

	As Juran entered the arena, he stopped, surprised to see the heavy throne which had taken four men to place in the bleachers, now sitting in the open center. No one but the warlord should have sat on the velvet cushions, yet Rhys lounged with one leg over the arm, calmly stroking an animal curled in her lap. Dressed in her much lighter leather armor, her sword and small shield leaning against the throne, the Tsame did not appear concerned at the number of men following the Warlord.

	“Remove yourself, girl!” Juran bellowed. His words echoed around the empty arena.

	Yawning widely, Rhys rose from her seat. The creature jumped nimbly down before walking away. Juran realized it wasn't a cat, but a tiny dragon. He’d never heard of a dragon being so small, and could only conclude it was an illusion sent to confuse him. 

	Rhys stretched her arms high over her head, then, in a lightning-fast downward strike, threw three knives which buried themselves to the shaft in the chair's back. One of the men behind Juran gasped. The Warlord took a step forward. The entire contingent behind him moved with him.

	“Is it thus, Warlord,” Rhys asked, “that you would need so many against one half-grown girl?” Insolence dripped from every word.

	“Fall back, all of you,” Juran said. “I can handle this foul corruption alone.”

	Though his words did not reach Rhys, a smile played in the corner of her mouth as the armed men moved back. When the last man stood behind the gatepost, the heavy metal gate slammed shut.

	“Dark magic!” a man cried out.

	“The wizard.” Juran swore.

	Rhys's eyebrow quirked up. It seemed they only just realized the wizard could know what occurred in the city below. Strolling away from the throne, leaving her knives behind, Rhys took a stand in a more open space. As she walked, she slung the small shield onto her back and sheathed her sword, a signal she did not feel Juran to be a threat.

	Waiting with one hand on her hip while Juran advanced steadily toward her, Rhys took note of the amount of armor he wore, his lumbering steps, and even the length of his stride. Robar's lessons had made reading the smallest observations second nature to her now. 

	She did not think of the rock troll. Instead, she felt the wind change. It blew from her back into the face of her opponent. She wondered if Juran would call forth his dragon.

	Too much pride.

	Juran stopped three arm's lengths away, sword drawn.

	“Stand down,” he ordered. “I am your master, your warlord, and I command it.”

	“You are not my master. Nor my warlord,” she replied. “And there is much gossip you are no longer the people's warlord, either. You disgraced yourself when you destroyed your queen and the Veiled Queen before her.” 

	The tips of her fingers caressed the hilt of her sword. Juran seethed, his face turning a mottled purple. He roared, advancing two steps, his anger rankled. Rhys aggravated him more than any other.

	In one movement, Rhys pulled her sword, stepped to the right, and took a fighting stance. Juran had expected her to move to the left. He corrected for her movement and swung wide. His arms were longer than those of Rhys and his sword also had greater length, but she had studied him closely and nimbly moved out of his range. As the tip of his blade passed her midsection, she stepped in the after swath, making a swipe of her own. The edge of her blade bounced off his armor. 

	Though beating him quickly would be the wiser choice, she wanted to see his anger spike until he screamed in rage. They were not so poorly matched. He, older, had more experience. Size and weaponry were on his side. Even so, she had speed, athleticism, and carried a belief this battle had been written in her destiny. 

	It was not long before first blood ran, but the spectators beyond the fence were not sure whose. Juran's men grew more agitated as the pair on the field parried, attacked, and jostled for place. Each time one put a hand on the fence, an electric spark drove him back. 

	One brave soul took hold and gave a mighty yank. Flying through the air, he landed unconscious, his body jerking and twitching. Seeing their fellow soldier thus impaired, with his breeches soaked with urine and the white of his eyes bulging, none other braved the fence. 

	People within the city had seen the Warlord outfitted in his armor ride through and now could hear the sounds of battle. A curious crowd began filling the bleachers.

	The battle intensified. Rhys now had her shield in hand. Juran dropped the heavy greatsword, which took two hands to wield, and drew a long-handled stone hammer. The two fighters advanced, struck, and fell back in turn. 

	Juran went down on one knee, then up. Rhys somersaulted to the left, lost her footing, and rose slowly. The people watching gasped, cheered, and screamed with each move. Juran favored one leg. Rhys's left palm slipped due to the blood running down her arm.

	Juran hesitated. His lips moved as though he were praying. Unable to hear over the screaming crowd, Rhys squinted, trying to make out the words Juran uttered. From afar, a horrible roar filled the sky. Those on the bleachers jumped to their feet, scrambling to take refuge beneath the wooden seats. 

	Cenmada had been awakened.

	The dragon appeared on the horizon, his great wings pumping as he gained momentum. All eyes turned upward, but Rhys and Juran, intent on their own battle, paid no heed to the arrival of the dragon. The beast soared over the city, then crested the outer wall of the arena. 

	Suddenly, a fiery blur sliced over the field, catching Cenmada on the underside and forcing him into the sky and away. Moira, the queen of all dragons, had changed the rules. She had watched, knowing Rhys might fail to summon her in time. For the first time, a dragon acted on her own accord, refusing to allow her girl to fight alone again.

	The crowd covered their ears as Cenmada roared, this time with anger, surprise, and indignation. The blaze fell away from Cenmada’s hulking mass, and onlookers saw a second dragon, one of red and gold. Not as large as the other, it had long, narrow wings and a crown of glimmering golden scales. When it opened its mouth, a burst of white-hot flame issued forth.

	The vision of dragon’s fire had the people gaping. Some, who a moment before had been considering Rhys to be some small and insignificant invading king, cowered further. This was no mere arena match.

	 From the street, a great neighing rose as a heated wind rushed over walls and into the streets. The sound of hooves rose into a thundering drumbeat as terrified horses galloped away. But within the arena, the fighters paid no mind. Above Rhys, Moira had joined the battle. For the first time, her true size and talents were revealed, which would equalize the battle against the much heavier Cenmada.

	Juran's warhammer caught Rhys's sword, sending it flying. Spinning all the way around, he struck again, but Rhys deflected the next attack with her shield. The hammer’s head caught between its ridges, and the force of Juan’s strike tore the shield from her grip. 

	Rhys rolled away and unsheathed two curved knives. The thin blades glinted in the sun. Juran swung the warhammer. Rhys bent her knees, leaning backward as the stone head passed over her torso. As his arm passed, she slashed upward, slicing his wrist with the knife. Juran cried out. Though blood gushed from the wound, he did not release the hammer.

	High above, Cenmada turned, deflecting Moira's fire with his wing, and plummeting once more toward the ground. Moira swung after him, talons extended, catching him in the back. Her wings spread, slowing their descent, and with a screeching cry, she flung him back above her head and into the sky.

	Feeling each swing of his hammer less effective, Juran cast the weapon away. For only a moment, he slowed. Without realizing his intent, Rhys moved in knives in hand, but Juran waited. If brawn was needed, he knew the way. He thrust out his long arms, catching the girl, and pulling her to his chest, where he held her pinned against his armor. With her arms crushed against her sides, the knives were useless. And Juran's armor was too thick for either kicking or punching to slow him.

	The dragons roared, tumbling up and down, side to side. One trying to attack and maim, the other seemingly more intent on keeping her adversary from getting to the fighting pair below. To the spectators on the ground, the dragons appeared like a slithering red snake wrapped around a warty black toad.

	Rhys looked into Juran's face. She saw a grimace of determination, plotting her demise. Juran saw only the blood boiling in his veins. He tightened the bear hug, and Rhys felt all her breath escape. Her lung burned for air, and Juran squeezed. Her vision grew dark, and Juran squeezed. The more she struggled, the quicker she felt her senses fade. 

	One terrible second passed then another. The warlord felt his enemy’s body grow limp in his arms. For a moment, Juran paused. Had he done it? Put an end the Tsame for good? Taking several deep breaths, the warlord tried to shake away his rage. His vision cleared enough for him to see her eyes, bulging black orbs with not but a thin line of white left encircling them. 

	Juran caught his breath then tightened his grip, squeezing with all his might. He had been too hasty. The Tsame was far from finished. With the blackness over her eyes came the rush of a thousand ancient fighters. Rhys felt her body surge with power and purpose.

	As Juran turned his face away, out of her reach, a tiny bit of flesh showed between his chin and armor. The voice of an unknown ancestor whispered. The scion of the Tsame bared her teeth to strike. She turned her head sideways and buried her maw in the gap of her enemy’s armor. Pointed teeth reached further still, slicing through flesh, wrapping around the Warlord's windpipe, and ripping it from his throat. Man and girl fell to the ground.

	High above, one last, world-shaking screech sounded, and Cenmada streaked away. Moira hung in the air. Looking down, she saw the tangle of girl and man. Moira folded her wings and plummeted toward the ground.

	Others also rushed toward the pair from the sidelines, Robar and Yallana among them. She rushed ahead of the others, tripping on her skirt. The warlord's men tested the gate. When they found it no longer charged, they advanced into the field.

	The wizard suddenly appeared at one of the arena gates, rushing between the growing crowd of onlookers and Juran’s soldiers. Giving a stern glare, he forced each group into a separate corner of the field, only allowing Robar and Yallana to approach. 

	Ferdinand laid a hand on Rhys, a sigh of relief escaping his lips. Robar helped disentangle the fighters while the wizard administered to the worst of the girl's injuries. Yallana sat on the ground, cradling the girl's head and offering prayers. 

	As Ferdinand was distracted, the soldiers once again advanced toward the body of their master. The ground shuddered as Moira landed, holding the warlord's men at bay with one snarl before turning to Ferdinand.

	“Wizard?” she asked, worry edging her words.

	“She lives,” said Ferdinand.

	“What of the warlord?” Robar asked.

	The wizard raised his voice for all to hear. “The Warlord Juran is no more.”

	 

	Back in the common room of the east tower, a third cot had been dragged into the open. Opan and Moira huddled over Rhys. 

	The girl's eyes fluttered, struggling to stay open. Ferdinand smiled.

	“I had to give you a sedative. You’ve taken quite the beating. Your body need’s rest.”

	She nodded in understanding.

	“In a day or two you'll be back to your sneaky little tricks.”

	Rhys offered a thin smile.

	“Now you,” said Petetrich weakly from his own cot, “will rule. You will be the first female monarch and warlord.”

	Exhausted, she felt herself drifting to sleep again. Her only thought was of not wanting to be anyone’s ruler.
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	In the bright light of the next midday, the entire city and even country people from miles away gathered in the castle courtyard. Above the main archway on the long balcony, which hadn't felt human feet in years, a new banner fluttered. It had been hastily stitched. The women who had worked throughout the night to finish it leaned together in the crowd, proud, but fearful it would not hold its own in the strong wind. The castle’s throne sat in the open air of the courtyard, flanked by Bushbee and several other guards. 

	In the courtyard and beyond, the noisy crowd pressed closer. Each man, woman, and child vied for the best vantage point. Nearest the castle, servants and pages tossed freshly baked buns into the crowd. Above it all, brass horns suddenly rang out, and silence rippled back among the watchers.

	Within the archway, Rhys also watched. No matter the badgering and fretting she had heaped upon Ferdinand, the wizard had continued throughout the previous evening, giving orders for the presentation to be seen shortly. It was too much. Even Petetrich voiced concerns regarding the spectacle they faced.

	“This is not the order of things,” he declared.

	“In the past, laws changed as needed.” Ferdinand turned to where Petetrich sat on the edge of his cot while a seamstress buttoned his tunic. “That is the way of it now. In a few minutes, we will place you on the throne. Throughout the night, there will be a long line of warriors, servants, and ministers who will bow before you and pledge fidelity. Then in the days and weeks to follow, nobles, barons, leaders of other realms will travel here and do the same. Listen to your heart. Remember which ones do not ring true.”

	Even as Petetrich considered the old man's words, Ferdinand dropped to his knee, shoulders bowed. His voice was deep and carried through the crowded room.

	“I Ferdinand, wizard, seer, master of my own, pledge myself body and soul, to your reign. Until death takes one of us, I am your man. Command me as you wish. Know I will always be faithful and true.”

	Immediately, Rhys threw herself to the floor beside the wizard. “And I, King Petetrich, follow as you lead,” she said.

	Behind her, Sable, Yallana, and Robar knelt, each one offering words of promise. Soon, the entire room was on its knees. With Opan's help, Petetrich rose. The serving man holding his lord straight and tall. There was a thick knot in the throat of the young man who had been previously known only as the boy. But his voice was strong.

	“Rise, loyal subjects. Prepare for the day. It is ours to take. There will be a new order, and it will be good.”

	 

	Now, as the gathered people silenced, a group of filed out along the railing, with Rhys on the right of the throne and Ferdinand on the left. When they were still, Opan, whose shoulders rose above all other Garos, appeared, carrying a man unknown to any below. Opan placed Petetrich on the throne before moving to stand behind him. From behind Opan came the Prime Minister, fetched home in terror by Moira. 

	When Petetrich was seated, and the crowd had once more been silenced, Rhys stepped forward. Her injuries were tightly bandaged and her armor cleaned and mended. The metal on her leathers and buckler shone in the sun. She stood upon the dais, her eyes traveling from one side to the other, reaching to the furthest away. She gripped a staff in her left hand and struck the butt upon the ground to order silence.

	“Behold, all who have been summoned here,” Rhys called out. “Seated before you is Petetrich, son of Juran, your new king.” 

	She stepped back and bowed to Petetrich. A cheer rose, and some of those gathered fell to their knees.

	“And,” Rhys continued, pointing her staff toward the red and gold dragon perched at the end of the balcony. “Moira, who will defend him.”

	There was a gasping from the crowd, then a voice called out, “Who are you, girl, to summon us?”

	Rhy slammed her staff down again, the metal cuff ringing against the stone as Moira lit the space behind the girl with flame.

	“I am Rhys of Moira,” she called out in a voice which rang through the valley. “Warlord.”

	
Epilogue
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	DAUB STARED INTO the fire, his tale ended. Ladmos lifted Rafel, placing him with the other sleeping children in the wagon. But Newry remained in the old man’s lap. She was clutching the front of his robe with her fist, her eyes locked on his face. For a brief moment, she held her breath. Then, with a long sigh, she released her pent-up emotion.

	“Grandfather,” she said.

	He waited. Her eyes were still seeking inside his own.

	“Warlord? How can that be? She was a child.”

	“No,” Daub said. “Rhys was young, but she was not a mere child.”

	Outside their circle, Grete waited. Instinct told her this was not the time to interrupt.

	While the night sounds wore on, the child considered old Daub’s words. She knew him and trusted what he said. Yet she had burning questions.

	Finally, Daub said, “I can see there is something on your mind you wish to know. Is a question you are afraid to ask, or are you worried I will be offended?” 

	Through the material of his robe, he could feel Newry's small knuckles against his chest.

	“I thought,” Newry said in a soft voice, “when you began this story, Rhys and the Warlord would learn to be friends. That they would live in peace side-by-side. I never thought one of them would die.”

	“There is no way in life, child, that a person does not suffer some evil. Some suffer more than others. Rhys could have perished with all the others in her village. She could have died in Juran's prison of deprivation. She could even have been the loser in that great, final battle. Then again, Juran could have failed to survive at any time, in any of the many wars he waged. But they both came together at that one time, in that one place.”

	“But grandfather, Rhys did not want to fight. I heard you say she wanted to run away.”

	Encircling the little girl with his arms, Daub pointed up to the starry sky. “Do you know where each of those stars has come from? Can you tell me where they are going? Or if they can shine blissfully through the night, never colliding with another, or faltering as they go? 

	“I told you this story because one never knows what will happen. We, each and every one, plan for tomorrow. Then we do what we believe we must. Beyond that, the whims of nature, or the plans of others, dictate the final outcome.

	“Early in her life, Rhys had known love, perhaps not in abundance, but she and her mother were happy. Then King Alterbon interrupted their lives with his plans. There was nothing she could do except try to start again. But this meant even though Rhys still wanted to go the same way, her perception had been altered, and thus, her life was changed.”

	“Did she become evil as Juran had, Grandfather?”

	Daub laughed. “I will tell you a secret here and now, even Rafel will never know. When I grew to be a man, I met with Rhys again. It was bittersweet. I was afraid she would not wish to see me. But I was wrong. She had grown strong and was so sure of herself. 

	“I remember her running at me. I was terrified and wanted to run away. But she grabbed me up in a hug that almost shattered my ribs. We were weeping and laughing. She dragged me around, introducing me to her friends, letting me ride on her dragon.”

	Newry's eyes swelled in awe. “You rode on Moira?” 

	“Yes, yes. I will tell you about that another time. But my point is that my little friend had gone from having nothing to all she ever wanted. And she had not forgotten me. There would be times all would not be so good again, but right then, it was perfect. She talked on and on. I watched her, amazed at how beautiful she was, how strong, how much everyone around her loved her. There was trust in what she had to offer. I wanted to stay there forever.”

	“Why did you go?”

	“Because her destiny was not mine. This is my life, Newry. Right now, it is yours as well. But in a few short years, you will be all grown up. There will be others you love, and perhaps you will go away. I will be sad. But I will also be proud. 

	“There are many lessons in Rhys's story. She had to learn to love and believe in herself. To trust her instincts. To be willing to share with others in life. Then, too, she needed to learn that not all people are good, nor bad. Those are all the things that you and your brothers and sisters must also learn. Your parents and I, we are your teachers, but you, precious child, will write your own destiny.”

	“Rhys had teachers,” Newry said. “Ferdinand and the others, what of them?”

	“Oh, it was as Ferdinand had hinted for a long time. He and Yallana stayed put in the east tower. He had new apprentices and helped Petetrich with all the young man's fancy ideas. Sable left to wander until he found a place that fit him just right. He had a yearning to see other people. I believe he found a place at a well-lauded university in a busy port city.” Daub chuckled. “Robar was just the opposite. He had discovered he liked the seclusion of the wizard's cottage. I see him often.”

	The girl blinked in surprise.

	“Our lot,” said her grandfather, “that of the Rovers, has not changed. We bring goods and take away that which others have created. We listen and remember. It is a good life, don't you agree?”

	Newry started to get down, then she stopped. “What of Moira? Is she lost for all time? Did she have to return to the land of the dragons forever?”

	“You make it sound as though Rhys were no longer, that she has succumbed to the strength of another. You must remember that she was the apprentice of the greatest wizard ever born. She could be to this day, perhaps no longer battling, but teaching others her trade, or living in some far distant land following the trail of Ferdinand.”

	Daub placed the child on the ground before wrapping his cloak around his thin shoulders. He looked to the heavens as if seeking a message there. After a short while, Newry went to where her mother stood waiting.

	“Did you enjoy the story?” her mother asked.

	Newry sighed. “It was a beautiful story. But mother, it was not about a silly girl. Grandfather spoke of bravery and standing up for what you believe is right. I want to learn to be like that, too. And if I could have one silly little wish, I would want to see a red and gold dragon swooping through the sky.”

	Grete gave her daughter a hug. “I have the same silly wish.”

	Crawling beneath the wagon where he would sleep, the grandfather paused to kiss his wife’s forehead. “Good night,” he said.

	With a small yawn, she responded, “Good night, Daub.” Then she laughed. “Now Newry will want to learn with Rafel.”

	“That will not be a bad thing.” 

	The old man sighed, moving closer to her warmth. He was tired, and though pleased with the events of the evening, ready for sleep.

	Above all, a red and gold star shot across the heavens.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	THE END

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Greetings from Of Metal and Magic

	 

	If you’ve come this far, you must have enjoyed what you read! At OMAM, we strive to publish the most thrilling, adventurous, and exciting stories. If you liked this book, you can do us a big favor by leaving a review on your preferred platform. 

	OMAM began when a handful of authors came together to create a new fantasy world. Our international menagerie crafted stories which all took place in the same epic fantasy setting. We developed a unique method of storytelling that involves writing in the same shared fantasy universe, which we each populate with our characters, cultures and stories. Through hard work and heated debates, we developed a unified canon and history for our world, SORIA. 

	Though they are designed as stand-alone works, our stories all influence the greater narrative of our shared world, even directly referencing or overlapping with each other. We refer to these Soria stories, relating to our original fantasy world, as Of Metal and Magic CORE stories.

	But we do much more than our CORE series. It is this innovative and unique format of shared worlds that Of Metal and Magic Publishing wishes to build on. In addition to seeking out new voices and the best talent in the traditional fantasy genre, we also seek to craft new worlds for our authors and contributors to relish and share. Every single story published by OMAM has the potential to grow into something greater, a new epic world of shared narratives. 

	The OMAM team has been writing and publishing for years and felt that, with all of our combined experiences, we could create a publisher which could give opportunities to new and exciting voices in the world of fantasy, help and support writers with their careers, and above all, contribute to the world of writing in new and exciting ways. To that end, you can check out our sponsored podcast, The Fantasy Writers’ Toolshed—available on Spotify, Google Play, YouTube, and other major podcast hosts. 

	As a publisher, we are always looking for submissions from new authors. In addition to publishing novels in our signature collaborative flavor, we also publish short fiction on our website and in occasional anthologies. We are also not averse to fantasy verse. If you’re a fantasy author, whatever your chosen format, send us your work.

	To learn more about who we are, or to submit your work for potential publication, look us up at http://ofmetalandmagicpublishing.wordpress.com, or on sign up for our NEWSLETTER, for all the updates plus some free goodies.
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