1
VENDELA SURPRISES

“Weregoing to getintrouble,” Kae muttered. She' d lost sight of her doned! friend Dar inaVendda
market. Amara s capita city teemed with people from each of the seven high races. Kale found the
throngs fascinating and intimidating.

She inched past two women, amarione and an o' rant, haggling over the price of abrass candlestick, then
ducked as aman swung his arm out, gesturing to three men listening to histae. She bumped into akimen,
sad, “Excuseme,” and moved to the middle of the street.

| should have stayed put. | should have turned away and marched right back into The Hall. But
no! Dar says let’sgo explore, and | follow him.

Kae detoured around afruit cart. Asan o' rant, she was tdler and dimmer than the marionesin the
crowd. Much taller than the kimens. A good two feet taller than Dar. But her height hadn’t helped her
keep an eye on the doned.

She shook her head at the confusion in the Street. People seemed either in ahurry to get somewhere or
else planted firmly in one spot so she had to squeeze around them.

Dar’s nimble ways are to his advantage in these huge streets. | keep getting jostled and shoved
adde.

Dar! she shouted with her mind. She listened, expecting him to answer with athought as clear asif he
gpokein her ear. Mindspesking was a gift she had recently developed, and it still surprised her. It dso
puzzled her that Dar technicaly could not mindspeak. Shetalked to him and listened to him with her
mind, but he could not start a conversation.

Kae spotted Dar’ sfurry head, ears pricked up in excitement and a grin spreading across hisface. He
stood on something, she couldn’t tell what, and waved his hat above the crowd. He d found along red
feather and two creamy white onesto stick into the dull brown band of the leecent hat.

Heads turned to size up the image of asomberly clad leecent wearing jaunty festhers. Some smiled. Her
own uniform was partialy hidden by her moonbeam cape.

“Weregoing to get introuble,” she grumbled again.

Dar dropped out of sight, and Kade zigzagged through the milling shoppers, trying to get to him. The carts
full of trinkets, clothing, and gadgets caught her eye, but she didn’t stop. She must catch up and persuade
Dar to go back to The Hall.

Of course, he said | didn’t have to come with him. But when he headed out the east gate instead of
through the west portal, | followed. When will | ever learn?

Kaegavealittle hop, trying to see over the heads of the gossiping matronsin front of her. She spotted
thetdl red feather in Dar’ shat.

Too late to change my mind. I’d never find my way back through these city streets by myself.

She pushed aside aniggling suspicion that she probably could find her way to The Hall. True, dl the roofs



of the city were the same azure blue. But many spires and turretsin avast variety of shapesand colors
studded the tall buildings like jewels. She recognized quite afew landmarks even though she could not
name them.

Each afternoon, Kae spent time admiring the metropolis outside her window. She was supposed to be
reading, actualy studying. But she’ d never lived in acity. The view intrigued her more than the books.

Three azure towers spiraled above The Hall compound, aclear globe floating between them. Even now,
she looked over her shoulder and saw one of the distinctive blue towersrising above the buildings.

| could get back.

But shedidn’t redly want to return yet. She' d chosen the east gate and freedom from monotony, just as
Dar had. The west porta led directly into the back quadrangle of The Hall. The old abbey and its
complex of buildings were the center of spiritual and intellectua renewd for the entire continent. Kaleand
her friend trained for service to Paladin in amany-windowed edifice where great scholars roamed the
corridors.

Kaeand Dar had been resding in The Hall for two weeks. In those two weeks, they’ d gotten uniforms
and ingtructions—two sets of the tan and brown leecent uniforms and adozen lists of ingtructions, rules
and regulations, edicts and codes of ethics, orders, injunctions, and decrees. They’ d finished the last
orientation class that morning and had been given the afternoon to relax.

Kaeand Dar had called two dragon friends. Responding to the strong mental connection with their
riders, Merlander and Celisse had flown in from the hills.

They had swooped out of the sky and landed in the dragon field. Merlander’ s scales flashed brilliant
colorswhile Cedlisse' s ebony and silver scales looked subdued and el egant.

Kae stroked Cdlisse' slong neck and felt some of her tension drain away. Without words, they
exchanged details of the past two weeks. All dragons and their riders shared a specid bond, stronger
than friendship. She was tempted to climb on Celisse’ s back and ride far above the city, forgetting dl
about lists of rules and stacks of books.

Too soon, Dar and Kae waved good-bye to the dragons. With a swoosh of large, leathery wings,
Célisse and Merlander rose above the flowered meadow. The two spiraled upward in an airborne dance,
twirling and passing back and forth until they were specks high above the dragon field. Kale waiched
them head out toward the mountains and then looked with displeasure a the many buildings surrounding
her. The field seemed apart of her old life. The Hall offered avery different future.

A brick wall, not awooden fence, hemmed the beautiful field. Dar nodded his head toward the imposing
barrier. “Let’'sgo,” hesaid.

Beyond that wall, the city beckoned. Sights the country-raised o' rant girl had never seenfilled the
bustling streets. She wasted no energy resisting Dar’ s suggestion to go explore.

And it wasfun! Shedidn’t gawk like acomplete gaperlot. She' d seen urohms and kimens and
tumanhofers before. But she still watched in awe as agroup of towering urohm soldiers passed by.

Her knees dmost buckled when asmall creature dammed againgt her lower legs. Her capetightened
around her body, seeming to draw itself closer in a protective clutch. She staggered, caught her balance,
and looked down.

A doned child sfurry head barely reached her knee. Thetiny girl grinned and winked one eye under her



fluffy eyebrows. “ Sorry, mistress.”

Mistress! I’m not old enough to run a household. | haven’t got a gray hair on my head nor a
wrinkle on my chin. I’m only fifteen summers.

The child reached up and put her grubby hand in Kale's.

Donedls prided themselves on their gppearance. Y et this poor urchin had somehow missed that point.
Kaeexamined her more closely. The child had adoned’ sflair for bright, fine clothing, but this getup had
been scavenged from refuse bins. The girl wore aydlow sk blouse many szestoo big, cinched a the
waist with aman'’s purple necktie. Garish green pantal oons peeked out from the skirtlike hem of the
blouse. Sippers, decorated haphazardly with discarded buttons, covered the girl’ sfedt.

A toothy grin on the small doned’ sface charmed Kae just as easily as any Dar had ever used. She
found hersdlf smiling back.

“Thief! Pickpocket!” A shrill voice pierced the babble of the marketplace. The hand in Kal€' s squeezed
convulsively and then let go. Kaelooked up at the commotion. In that moment, the girl disappeared.

Three mariones, in city guard uniforms, appeared among the crowd. The men’s powerful muscles
strained againgt the fabric of their gray jackets. Bright yellow epaulets and corded trim did nothing to
make them look more congeniad. Kae had only met afew mariones who had any cheer in them. These
guardswore typicaly sour expressons and marched unhurriedly to do their duty.

A red-faced tumanhofer merchant followed, shaking apointed stick intheair. “ She' sapest, anuisance,
ablight on the market.” The short, round man rushed ahead of aguard and thrust hiswooden stick
between two crates belonging to a vegetable vendor. “ She' s quick, sneaky, and looks asinnocent as
mumfersin aflowerpot.”

The tumanhofer’ s head swiveled on athick neck as he vigoroudy searched among the market stalls. He
banged his crude weapon on an upturned barrel and then stood on tiptoe to peek inside. Whirling about,
he scowled at those watching. Hislook accused them all of hiding the vagrant child. He shook hisfist at
severd men who grinned at hisanger, then till bristling, he sscomped over to confront the lead guard. He
waved hisgtick in the man’ sface.

“Y ou catch that child and put ' er in an orphanage. Better yet, send’er into the country. Find asmall
village asmany milesfrom’ereasyou can.”

Grunting, he went back to poking his stick into any little hole he saw. “It’ll do’ er good to be avillage
dave. Train’er up in service and righteousness ingtead of letting ' er run wild.”

The man’ swords caught at Ka€e's heart. She' d been raised in an obscure marione settlement asavillage
dave. Infact, shewould ill bethereif she hadn’t found adragon egg and been sent to Vendela. Kae
looked around quickly, wondering where the urchin had gone.

A whiff of hot air and dust swirled around Ka€ slegs. The moonbeam cape relaxed. Kae furrowed her
brow, trying to figure out the odd occurrence. Why had the cape tightened around her? Why had it then
loosened its hold? She suspected she till didn’t know al the mysterious properties of the wondrous
garment.

Granny Noon, an emerlindian wise woman, had given Kae the cape. The cloth repelled water, didn’t
tear, and doughed off dirt. She could deposit any number of thingsin its specid hollows without cresting
bulges or any additiona weight. Granny Noon had sewn pockets for the eight dragon eggs Kale had



carried. Two had hatched.

She counted the cape as her own personal treasure, even though it was cream-colored and rather plain.
The gift had been from someone who treated her kindly, and she had not recelved many giftsin her life,
This gift waswondrousin other ways aswell. If she stood very sill inadimly lit area, the cape acted as
camouflage.

She watched the guards as they moved among the gaily dressed shoppers, searching several booths.
Turning her eyes away, she admitted to hersalf she didn’t want to see them capture thelittle donedl. She
moved in the direction she had been going before.

Dar? Dar? No answer. That’s odd. He must be preoccupied.
She jumped when his voice entered her thoughts.

“Kale, | found theinn.”

The Goose and The Gander?

“None other.”

Kaesmiled. A kind old farmer had once told her about the inn and awoman named Maye. She wanted
to mest the lady.

“ Can you find me?” asked Dar.
Not in this crowd.
“You can’'t follow my thoughts?”

Dar! Kae bit down on her exasperation. I’ m getting better at this mindspeaking, but there are
hundreds of people. Every one of them is thinking up sufficient noise to rattle the windows. It’s
hard to hear you. Vendela' s entire population is buzzing around your words with their scattered
thoughts.

“Humph!” The doned paused. “ Are you still in the market square?”
Yes.
“1"ll come back and get you.”

Kae grumbled under her breath, “He wouldn’t have to come back and get meif he hadn’t run off inthe
firs place”

Thanks. She muttered the word in her mind.
“You're welcome.”
Dar’ s chortle echoed after his polite answer. Kae knew he' d heard the sarcasm underlying her thanks.

She glanced at the city guards going from one merchant’ s sal to the next. Thelittle culprit seemed to
have given them the dip.

Roaming around the square, Kale examined the merchandise—finely woven materia from the southern
provinces, glazed pottery from the hills of Blandel, and intricately sculpted stone statues. She paused to



run her fingers over aglossy purplefruit she didn't recognize. A tart, lemony smell tickled her nose. A tug
on her cape brought her eyes down to asmall figure hiding under the wooden counter. Two big eyes
gtared mournfully up at her.

“Help me?’ The whispered voice barely reached Ka €' s ears, but the frightened look in the donedl child's
eyes reached her heart.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw the guards approaching. One surveyed the crowd as the other
two systematically inspected each booth. Kae waited until the marione scanning the marketersturned his
head away. Quickly, she opened her cloak and signaled the child to come. Thelittle girl hopped out of
her hole between baskets of fruit and attached hersdf to Ka e sleg like amonkey.

Asaleecent, Kae had vowed ten days before to uphold justice in the name of Pdadin. Instead, she
walked across the square to a booth that had aready passed the guards’ inspection. Pretending to
examine trousers and blouses in the merchant’ s display, Kale reached out with her mind to speek to the
fugitive she harbored.

What did you take?

“You can mindspeak!”

What did you take?

“Apickle”

Kaelooked over her shoulder at the guards moving to a cart filled with bags of grain.
“1’m Toopka. What' s your hame?”

Leecent Kale.

A rough hand dammed down on Kae€' sarm and spun her around.

“Thisone’erel” With astubby finger pointed up into Kal€' sface, the shopkeeper spewed out his
accusation. “ She' sthe one. She' sgot that pickpocket under *er cape. They’rein league together.”

“Magter Telowmatterden, she' sone of Paladin’s,” said the guard with acaptain’ singgniaon hiscollar.
“Hal” the tumanhofer merchant growled. “ She' s stolen one of their uniforms, morelikdy.”

“Here now!” Dar’ s voice rose above the murmuring of the crowd. “That’ sno way to treat aservant of
Pdadin.”

The shopkeeper thrust Kale againgt the captain’ sbroad chest. The guard seized her armsina
no-nonsense hold.

Tdlowmeatterden rounded on Dar. “ A doned! The child’ sadoned. Arrest’im. He stheonetrained 'er
tosted.”

Dar pulled himsdf into hismogt dignified stance. His glare should have made the peasant merchant
tremble. “I beg your pardon.” He turned to the guard in charge. “ This unfortunate incident can be easily
unraveled. May | suggest you send for arepresentative of The Hall? Leecent Kaeis, indeed, in Paladin’s
service, asaml.”

“ Stuffed with feathers, they both arel” screeched the merchant. “Who ever ’eard of adoned inthe



Kvice?’

Dar ignored the man and spoke with solemn politeness to the guard holding Kade. “ Should we take our
business out of the streets, Captain?’

“That’ sright,” the shopkeeper’ s voice boomed. “ Take them down to city jail.”

“I think,” said Dar, till amiable and soft-spoken, and gtill talking only to the captain, “anearby inn would
be more appropriate while we wait. It would be less embarrassing for your superiorsif you wereto settle
thiswithout involving the court.”

The captain eyed the cdm doned and the red-faced tumanhofer. He nodded toward his companions.
“Wewill escort these two to The Goose and The Gander. Hamwel! Off to The Hall. Get someoneto
come vouch for them.”



2
THE GOOSE AND THE GANDER

Three doors stood open at the front of the bustling inn. Above the left one, asign read, “ The Goose,”
and awhite bird wearing a bonnet looked down with beady eyes on the entryway. Above the right door,
asgmilar Sgn, “The Gander,” pictured alarge goose with his mouth wide open asif he squawked a

gredting.

The middle door led into ahdlway dividing the inn into two parts. Through thisentry, Kae could seeto
the back of the building and into a garden. She followed the captain and Dar through the arch and down

the dim passage.

Thelight weight on her leg shifted, and Kadefdt the doned urchin crawl higher, past her knee. Toopka
grasped Kae stunic. Kae clutched one edge of her open cape and pulled it closer to the other side. She
looked around. No one had noticed the small bulge moving up the side of her body under the moonbeam
clath.

What are you doing? she asked Toopka.
“Looking in all these pockets.”
Sop.

“There'sno harmin looking around.” The child moved across Kal€' s back, hanging on to the sturdy
materid of theleecent uniform. “ Did you know it’ s kinda light in here? Lots of pockets, too, some
big, some small. | could sure use a cape like this. When | first reached in, the cape nearly snapped
my hand off, likeit was alive.”

It's not alive.
“Here' sabigger pocket.”

Don't! The bulge disappeared from Kae s side, and she could no longer fedl thelittle girl’ shands and
feet digging into her. Toopka!

Kae stopped in the hal and closed her eyes, willing her thoughts to reach the little donedl’ s mind.
The marione guard bumped into Kae. Sheignored the man’simpatient words. Her eyes flew open.

Nothing! Oh no! Kal€e' s hands searched around her waist, trying to locate Toopka. She must have
gone into a hollow pocket. Is that safe?

The guard prodded her back. Kae marched on. Four more steps and she emerged into the courtyard of
theinn. Tables and chairs sat under shade trees, and awild array of scarlet, gentian, and cobalt flowers
bloomed in scattered beds. People relaxed with trays of fruit and tiny sandwiches set before them. Mugs
of drink and delicate cups of tea aso graced the tables. Serving maids scurried to and fro, providing for
the customers comfort.

Again Kae patted the side of her tunic, hoping she would fed the smal form of the child. Thefabric lay
flat againg her hip.

Dar! I've got to talk to you.



“I'mlistening.” He stood looking up at the captain of the guard and seemed engaged by what the man
was saying.

Toopka went into a hollow inside my cape.
“| take it Toopka is the name of the pickpocket.”

Shetook a pickle, and | doubt she found it in someone’ s pocket. What' s going to happen to her
inside the hollow?

“1 don’t know. I’ ve never been in one myself, and right offhand, I can’t think of anyone who has.”

Gymn has.
“ Ask him.”

Kaelooked back at the two guards and the sour-faced, grumbling merchant. She amost ssomped her
foot in exagperation. What could she do with them looking on?

Dar, thelittle girl could bein trouble.

“ And then again, she might not. Probably not, | would think, if Gymn has been in and out of those
hollow pockets.”

But he'sa dragon, and she' sa—

The memory of the doned child' s frightened eyes sprang up to accuse her. What in Amarawould the
little girl encounter in that mysterious hollow?

Untying the top of the cape from around her neck, she stepped over to the nearest empty table. She
swung the cape off her shoulders and laid it inside out on the bare tabletop.

“Herenow!” the tumanhofer merchant objected. “Whatta you doing?’ He and the guard moved closer.
At the sound of hisbellow, Dar and the captain turned to watch, as did every other person in the garden.

Two minor dragons, neither one bigger than akitten, popped out of the cape and ran around the
tabletop. One sparkled in purple hues, and the other shimmered green. They did acouple of flipsin the
ar and chirred with ddight.

“Gymn, Metta,” said Kde, “I'velog alittle doned girl. Shewent into ahollow.”

In aflash, the two dragons disappeared into the folds of moonbeam materia. The green one' shead
gprang forth again without any evidence of success. The purple dragon regppeared more dowly.
Clenching abright yellow deevein her teeth, Metta struggled with aflailing arm. Kae reached into the
hollow and helped pull the squirming doned! free of the cloth.

“Hal” The merchant dapped his stick againgt hishand. “You see. Theo'rant hid "er in " er capel”

A woman' svoice, strong and commanding, resounded over the crowd. “Y ou be quiet, Henricutt
Tdlowmatterden.”

“Maye Ghint, ye be’ arboring athief and a pickpocket, a band of renegades, a swarm of stealing scum,
a_”



“Nonsense!” A statuesque o' rant woman pushed through the crowd. She took aquick look around at
those assembled. “| see customers disturbed by your noise. | see my serving maids neglecting their
duties. | see city guards and two of Paladin’s servants, and astarved doned child.” Sheturned to face
the shorter, broader tumanhofer. “ And | see a scalawag who likes to clamor and snort to draw attention
to himsdf.”

“You caninsult me dl you want, Maye Ghint, but | will see justice done. Thislittle wretch *as been
geding meblind.”

“After your gold, silver, and jewels, is she?’

“No,” blustered the merchant. “ A pickletoday. Y esterday, aloaf of bread. The day before, alink of
sausage and aripe parnot.”

“Oh dear, Master Tellowmatterden.” Maye shook her head in mock sympathy. “1’m so sorry to hear
you' ve come upon hard times. | had no idea your prosperous business had fallen into such a decline that
theloss of one pickle, aloaf of bread, apiece of sausage, and abit of fruit would spell your ruin.”

“See’ere, Maye Ghint, athief isathief whether she stedls half agreen pickle or awhole pink pig.” He
shook hisstick at Kale. “And those that aid and abet *em are just as bad.”

Maye Ghint turned her stern gaze upon Kale.

The woman' s specul ative stare raised a blush to Ka€' s cheeks. Shetried to assume an air of confidence
but knew she must look like a clown. She' d hastily thrown on her cape, and it hung cattywampus. She
cuddled a shivering doned child against her chest. Perching on her shoulders, two dragonseach held a
tuft of Kal€ shair in aforepaw. She' d tried to break them of this habit that began when they cameto The
Hall. Not only did it ook slly, but occasonaly they pulled.

And if that weren’t enough, Gymn had knocked her leecent hat crooked when he flew up. With one
hand, Kae straightened her cap. She nodded to the owner of the inn and smiled.

Tellowmatterden cleared histhroat and took a step toward the guards. “ She' s obstructing justice, that
sheigd”

The captain grimaced. “Would that be Mistress Ghint or the leecent who is obstructing justice, Master
Tdlowmatterden?

“Why, they both are, cometo think of it. Yeshould arrest’em all. Haul * em before the magitrate.”

The captain narrowed hiseyes. “I' m thinking of the law that saysacitizen shdl not dander nor maign,
but alow truth to be established without rancor.”

Telowmatterden’ sface screwed up in afierce glare. Hislips pressed together in astraight line, and he
said no more.

The captain confronted Kae. “Did you know this doned child was the one sought by the guard?’
“Yesgr.”

“Andyou hid her?’

“Yesdgr, but from the merchant, not the guard.”

The man wrinkled hisbrow. “How isthat?’



“I didn’t think it out exactly, Sir. But | didn’t want the angry man to hurt her. | thought | could figure how
best to help her once the immediate danger had passed.”

Kae glanced at Dar and Maye Ghint. Both wore approving expressions, which gave her courage.

“I knew | could consult at least two people who have more experience than | do.” She nodded toward
Dar. “My friend served as adjunct to Paladin before we cameto The Hall. HE s given me good advicein
the past.” She nodded to the proprietor of theinn. “The man who brought meto Vendelaayear ago,
Farmer Brigg, told meif | ever got into trouble to find Maye a The Goose and The Gander.”

A look of interest crossed the matron’ s face as her features softened.

Kae hunched her shouldersand sighed. “1 wasn't redlly thinking al thiswhen | took thelittle girl under
my cape, but Paladin once told methat | had acted well when | acted quickly, and | guessthat gave me
confidence. And thecrimind....”

Shehddthelittle girl away from her for just amoment to show the unthrestening nature of the small
culprit. Toopkawhimpered pathetically and ducked her cute, furry head, a gesture bound to appedl to
the sympathies of those watching.

“Wdll, Captain,” Kale continued, “she didn’t seem to be a dangerous sort who needed to be
apprehended at that very moment.”

The guard’ s stony expression chilled Kae. She suspected she' d be hauled off to court.

After along moment, the guard’ s narrow eyes shifted right, then left. In alowered voice, he said,
“You'vemet Pdadin?

Kaenodded. “Twice”

“Hal” The tumanhofer glared up at the captain. “Don’'t listen to er lies. Take’ er to thejail. Put " er before
the magidrate.”

“I would be that magigtrate.” An older emerlindian man stood at histable, leaving his afternoon tea
unfinished. He cast along, thin shadow acrossthe lawn. Hisintelligent face was darkened with age. His
brown eyes glittered cold, holding no humor. “1’ ve had quite enough of your loud posturing,
Telowmeatterden.”

Maye Ghint stepped forward. “I apologize that you' ve been disturbed, Magistrate Hyd.”
Theman held up his hand, and shewas silent. Helooked at Kale. *Y oung lady, come here.”
Kae obeyed.

“Who gave you the cape?’ he asked.

“Granny Noon.”

“A moonbeam cape cannot be stolen.” He stated the fact with a powerful voice that reached those dll
around. Hiseyesremained on Kae. “What isyour name, child?’

“l am KaeAllerion. Leecent Kde”

The man’ s eyebrows twitched upward, and anew gleam entered hiseyes. “Y ou will do well to follow
closdly the teachings of Paladin and remember Wulder in al your dedlings.”



This phrase was often spoken among those a The Hall. Kale nodded obediently.

Magigrate Hyd lifted ahand and pensively stroked his smooth dark chin. He studied Kae until she
wanted to squirm under his gaze.

Findly, hiseyes shifted to Toopka, and he spoke. “Are you an orphan?’

She gave aquick nod and clung to Kale, her fingerstightening on the cape.

The magidtrate’' s attention came back to Kale. * Y ou will take the doned child asyour charge.”
Kaejerked at the command. “But—"

“Dar will assgt you.”

“Excuseme, Your Honor,” Kadetried again. “But [—"

“You are fully capable of this charge, Kale Allerion. Do not turn back what has been given you.”
“Yes, Your Honor.”

Magistrate Hyd looked over her shoulder. “I believe an escort has arrived from The Hall. Good day,
Kae”

“Good day, Y our Honor.” Kale turned away as the magistrate sat back down.

Maye came forward to offer fresh hot teaand nordy rolls, warm and fragrant from theinn’soven. The
guards put a hand on each of the disgruntled tumanhofer’ s arms and guided him toward the door. Dar
watched with a pleased grin on hisface. AsKale turned her head to see the guards escort
Tedlowmatterden through the center doorway, she lost her own smile. Next to the inn stood the
representative of The Hall.

Kae caught agroan before it escaped her throat.

Lehman Bardon, the only o'rant in The Hall who treats me like | don’t exist. He never speaksto
me. He looks right through me when we pass in the corridors. And now he looks like he swallowed
a drummerbug. What else could go wrong?



3
THE MURAL

Bardon bowed in the magistrate’ s direction and then nodded to Kae and Dar. Kae wondered how
anyone could gaze upon the festive garden with so little interest. Guests and serving maids wore colorful
attire. A sweet fragrance rose from the flowers. Guitarists provided lilting music. Lehman Bardon |ooked
asif nothing made any impression on hiswooden soul.

Kaefrowned a the grim lehman.

Dar raised a hand, acknowledging the escort from The Hall. “One minute, Bardon,” he said. “I wish to
thank the magigtrate for hisintervention.”

Well now, Bardon can’t like that. Dar isonly a leecent and Bardon is a lehman. Surely, Dar should
have called him by histitle. And shouldn’t a leecent jump to do whatever a lehman wants?

Kae watched Bardon' sface for areaction. Not a muscle twitched. He nodded solemnly and stepped
out of theway of amaid carrying atray of tal glasses.

Hmm? Our teachers keep reminding Dar of his new humble rank. But | bet Bardon lets Dar do
what he wants, then reports his misconduct. He' s an official monitor, and everyone says that’'s
just a fancy name for a snitch.

Dar approached Magistrate Hyd and engaged the man in conversation. As adiplomeat for hisregion,
Wittoom, the donedl had traveled to every large metropolis and vidited the courts of many rulers.

Kae admired Dar’ sway with words. He could talk to aturnip farmer, awizard, or aking and never utter
an ingppropriate comment. Dar could act like anoble, fight like aknight, and play like a peasant. He
enjoyed everything he did, and he did most thingswell.

Gymn and Mettaflew off Ka€e s shoulders. She was about to call them back when she saw what had
attracted their attention. A serving maid stood in the window of the Gander with a platter. She put it
down on the broad sill, and the dragons landed on either side.

The blond maid dipped a curtsy to the smal dragons and giggled when they inclined their heads toward
her, thumping therr taillsoncein afriendly greting.

“The mayor in the town where | grew up had aminor dragon,” she said. “ She was blue and predicted the
westher.”

Someone called from ingde theinn. The maid smiled a Mettaand Gymn. “Enjoy your tregt.” She
glanced up a Kae and winked before returning to her duties.

Dar was il talking to the magistrate. Bardon stood stiff and unyielding. So, holding the donedl orphan
close, Kaejoined her dragons. She saw the maid had placed amound of pudding in the middie of the
plate and sprinkled it with shaved cardonut. It looked like an idand covered with grassin the middle of a
brown lake of de. With typical dragon enthusiasm for food, Mettaand Gymn |apped at what was called
poorman’ s dessert.

“I’'mhungry,” said Toopka



Kae patted the smd| child' sback. “I thought your tummy wasfull of pickle”
Toopka flashed amischievous grin. “ That was an hour ago.”
“Sedingisnot right.”

“I know.” Toopka sfacefdl. “Mogt of the grocersleave food behind the gals for those who have to
forage. Master Tellowmeatterden doesn't.” A grin peeked from under her furry top lip. A twinklelit her
eyes. “And he hollers so loud and getsred. It’ s fun to watch him stomp around.”

“It is till wrong to stedl.”
“Pdadin saysto feed the orphans and widows.”

Kaewondered if that was written in one of the books that sat on her desk in The Hdll. “Even if he does,”
she said dowly, “you should take what is given to you. Y ou shouldn't stedl from Tellowmeatterden.”

“I wish you would quit caling it stedling. It was morefor fun than steding.”
“If it sgteding, it hasto be cdled stedling.”
Toopkagave agreat Sgh and laid her head on Ka€ s shoulder. “I' m gtill hungry.”

A serving maid passed by just at that moment. Kale suspected Toopka had timed her declaration. The
young woman stopped, picked a delicate finger sandwich off her tray, and handed it to the little doned.
Toopka accepted it with one of her winning smiles and apolite, “ Thank you.” She nestled in Kal€ sarms
and chewed with contentment and agreat ded of lip-smacking.

Leaning againgt the wal next to the window, Kae surveyed the people around her in the garden. A
marione family with smal children sat a atable. Thefather said something, and the others laughed. Their
relaxed, friendly faces reminded Kae of the mariones she had met a Lee Ark’ s home. Unlike the people
in River Away where she was raised, these mariones enjoyed each other and life in general. Even though
they lived in the shadow of the evil wizard Risto’sdomain, Lee Ark’ sfamily still managed to smile.

Gathered around another smaller table, four kimen women and severa children sSipped their teaand ate
spicy hard cakes known as daggarts. Kae sniffed the air, wishing she could smell the fragrant morsdls.
Instead the strong odor of malty de from the dish at her elbow assaulted her. Wrinkling her nose, she
frowned as her dragons durped the trest.

A roar of laughter from insde the Gander caught her attention. Through the window she saw a dozen
men lounging around rough wooden tablesin adim room. A cold fireplace stood againgt onewall, and a
mura covered another. Kale leaned in for a better look.

Inthetavernin River Away, there had been asmilar murd. Kae had thought nothing of the picture. But
during her adventure, a quest to find a meech egg and deliver it to Wizard Fenworth, she had found
hersdf in ared scenethat looked very much like the picture on that tavern wall.

She squinted at the mural insde the Gander. A boat moved across dark waters. A tapered line of light
from afull moon made a path across the water and illuminated the prow. Two figures sat at the front.
Onelooked like her friend Dar. Kae moved to the open door of the Gander. She had to seewho else
wasin the boat.

With Toopka sthin arms snug around her neck, she dipped dong thewall of the busy room. On the
other sde of the mura wall, the hadlway passed through the center of the building. The painting covered



the entire length. Gently rolling waves extended from one end to the other. White foam capped some of
the waves.

Only in the center had the artist strayed from the pers stent, repetitive blue-green waves. Here moonlight
danced over the waters. The boat edged into its glowing beam.

She examined the peoplein the boat. A doned sat in the prow with asmall bundle on hisknee. A kimen
sat sraddling the front tip of the smdl vessd, with hislegs dangling above the water. His clothing either
glowed white or reflected the moon. Behind the donedl sat alarger figurein agray cape. This person
leaned againgt an old man, bearded and wearing awizard' s hat. With their heads together, they seemed
to be whispering. In the widest part of the boat sat a urohm who dipped one oar into the waves. Beside
him sat a marione and ayoung o' rant, both of whom applied their musclesto the other oar.

Thelight did not reach the back of the boat. Kale moved closer, trying to make out theimagesin the
shadow behind the huge urohm. Possibly atumanhofer with kimens around him. If so, the kimens had not
illuminated their clothing. A finelady sat beside the squat man who had to be atumanhofer.

“Why are you looking at that?" asked Toopka
“It' slikeapainting | saw before.”
“Another boat?’

“No.”

“A lake?

“No. It wasamountain pass.”
“Thisisn't likeamountain pass”
“No, but the people look the same.”
“Leecent Kale?’

“y e

“I think we better get out of here.”

Kae became aware of the silence. She straightened and turned to view the room. The serving maids had
stopped in their journeys back and forth to the kitchen. Every man sat or siood motionless. All eyes
bored into Kale.

“Thisisthe men’ssde of theinn,” whispered Toopka.
Faced with more than adozen glares, Kale swallowed hard.

Toopka slittlefist shook Kale€ scallar. “I really think we better get out of here,” the doned hissed.
“Now!”

Kae gave abrisk bow to her statudlike audience. She had seen Dar do the elegant motion many times.
Only when she did it, the gesture felt jerky. Sidestepping aong the wall, she came to the corner of the
room and had a clear shot to the back door. She hustled toward the bright rectangle of sunlight.

The closer she got to the opening, the faster her feet hit the clapboard floor. Her steps echoed asif she



were crossing awooden bridge. Her lungs ached as she reached the door, and she realized she' d been

holding her breath. Gasping, she swung around the corner and out into the crisp, clean air. Sheaso
smashed headlong into a broad chest.

A quick step backward put her in the doorway. Shetilted her head and saw the obstruction. Bardon.
Lehman Bardon. With aface that would freeze water.



4
SUMMONED

Bardon parted the market crowd with afirm step forward and an occasiona, “ Excuse me.” Dar ambled
along behind, but Kae kept close to Bardon' s back so people wouldn't converge again before she had a
chanceto get through.

Toopka dumbered on Ka€e' s shoulder. Thelittle girl wasn't worried about what would happen once they
reached The Hall and had to face the dean of leecents. Insde Ka€'s cape, Mettaand Gymn had tucked
themsalvesinto their pocket-dens. The minor dragons were content, their belliesfull of poorman’s
dessert. They hadn’'t been humiliated by the scene at the Gander.

Kae, however, was worried about the interview with the dean. Her cheeks warmed every time she
recalled the shocked expresson on the faces of the people at theinn.

How was | supposed to know the inn had been divided into three parts over two hundred years
ago? One side for women, one side for men. | didn’t know the terraced garden is for families. And
| don't think it was obvious, no matter what Bardon says.

Bardon stopped suddenly, and Kae ran into his back. He tipped his hat and bowed to amarione
matron, alowing the woman to cross his path. He continued on without aword to Kale.

Manners! He' s got manners for some, but not for me. Why does he treat me like a blattig fish?

She glanced over her shoulder. Dar tipped his hat to the same matron and then to another. Theladies
rewarded him with friendly smiles

Hmm? Dar and Bardon both have manners, but Dar has something else, too.

Kae€ s head swiveled back and forth as she tried to observe both young men at once. Dar’ s actions were
graceful in comparison to Bardon' s stiff movements. The doned’ s face beamed with friendlinessand
goodwill. Kale couldn’t see Bardon' s expression, but she knew well the determined look about his eyes
and mouth.

So does the way Dar acts toward people bounce back at him? He smiles, so people smilein
return?

All theway to The Hdll, Ka e watched the two men interact with those they passed. It kept her from
dwelling on the unpleasant reception she expected in the dean of leecents office.

Two guards beside a high-arched entry gave them sober nods, signaling them to move on. A footman
opened the great front door and quietly instructed them to proceed immediately to the high chancedllor's

study.

The high chancellor! Not the dean?

Kaelooked back a Dar, hoping he could explain.

Why? she asked, making sure that only he could hear. We couldn’t bein that much trouble.

Dar’' s eyebrows shot up, and he shrugged. “ | don’t know. Seems to me like a lot of hullabal oo for a
simple walk in the city. Let me do the talking, Kale.”



Gladly!

Bardon led them up awide, curving staircase and into along corridor. Sunlight streamed through
elaborate stained-glass windows, making amottled patchwork of bright colors on the polished marble
floor. Portraits of countless dignitariesfrom The Hall’ sillustrious history looked down on the procession
gpproaching the high chancellor’ s quarters.

On either side of one of the many mahogany doors, two men stood waiting. One wore the smple garb of
ahouse servant. The other wore the uniform of The Hall guard. Bardon stopped afew feet from the
door.

“We're expected,” he said. “Lehman Bardon, Leecent Kae, and Leecent Dar.”

The guard remained motionless, but his eyes roamed over the small party. Evidently he saw no reason to
chdlengethem.

The footman bowed and opened the door. In aclear voice he announced their arrival. A rumbling bass
answered, one Kae had heard intoning words of wisdom amost every morning at chape.

“Comein, comein.”

No anger heated the smple command. Ka e relaxed and walked into the room, expecting to see High
Chancellor Grand Ebeck looking staid and solemn. The black emerlindian had lived long and gathered
much wisdom.

“Herethey are at last.” The deep voice rolled across the room.

Smiling broadly, High Chancellor Grand Ebeck stood beside the window, bright sunlight outlining histhin
form. He wore long, sweeping robes of wispy purple, gold, and roya blue stripes. His ebony hair flowed
over his shoulders, amost reaching the lush carpet. He held abook in one hand and alarge mug in the
other. The scent of eberbark teafilled the room.

Kae smiled. Then her eyes shifted to the person beside High Chancellor Grand Ebeck, and shelet out a
qued.

“Librettowit!”

Kaeforgot the decorum expected of amere leecent visiting the high chancellor’ s quarters and rushed
across the room to embrace the sturdy tumanhofer. Toopka squirmed and protested softly, but Kale paid
no attention.

She and Librettowit greeted each other with laughter and hugs and questions tumbling out too quickly to
be answered. When that round of greetings subsided, Dar joined them, and they began again.

Kaewatched Librettowit with agrin on her face she couldn’t subdue. The tumanhofer cleared histhroat,
peered over his glasses, and ingpected his young friends. He looked much as he dways had, abit
grumpy, abit curious, abit impatient. He was avery dependable tumanhofer.

“Now who isthisragged little beasty looking something like adoned?’ Librettowit patted the
deepy-eyed child on her back.

“Toopka,” said Kae. With asigh of relief, Kaeredized she had landed in the right circumstancesto
have dl her troubles undone. Grand Ebeck and Librettowit would help her. She couldn’t think of anyone
other than Paladin to whom she could turn with this predicament. These two scholars, both men of



wisdom, both compassionate and discerning, would rescue her. They’ d know what to do about the mess
thismorning’ s venture into the city had created.

Kaeamiled at Librettowit. “We haven't had a chance to give Toopkaa bath and new clothes, but we
will as soon aswe get back to the dormitory. It'salong story, but Magistrate Hyd put her into my
charge, and | don’t know exactly what I’m supposed to do, but Dar isto help me. | don’t even know if
the rules of The Hall dlow usto have an orphan under our care. There' s probably aregulation againgt it,
don’t you think? 1" ve read more rules and edicts and orders of conduct than you can imagine, but | don’t
think even one mentioned an orphan.”

Sheturned to High Chancellor Grand Ebeck. “1 don’t want to cause any more problems, Y our Grace,
but under the circumstances, | can't abandon her. | would appreciate your counsdl.”

Asshesaid thelast bit of her speech, Kaeredlized it sounded almost as good as anything Dar would
have come up with. He had said to let him do the talking, and she had really meant to do just that. But
she hadn’t done so badly. Thefirst part of what she said had rushed out and sounded a bit garbled. But
the last part was fine. She had pulled hersdlf together and made a decent plea.

High Chancellor Grand Ebeck put ahand on her shoulder. His eyes held no humor, only gentle patience.
“It won't be aproblem, Leecent Kale. Y ou will not be staying at The Hall.”

Her mouth dropped open. A large lump formed in her throat. Shetried to swallow and come up with a
protest. Her mind spun, but her lips would not move.

What have | done that’s so bad? | know I’m not a very good student. | could try harder. Isit
because we went into the city? Isit Toopka? Or because | went in the wrong side of theinn?

Toopka ssmall hand patted Ka€e s back. Kale hugged her warm little body, comforted by the child’'s
sympethy.

“Oh my, ohmy.” Grand Ebeck’ s gravelly voice rumbled about her ears. “Do not be so distressed, little
Kde. It isnot dueto your insufficiency, but rather your ability. Y ou are needed. My dear friend
Librettowit has cometo fetch you at Wizard Fenworth’ s request. The meech egg has hatched, and
Fenworth can’t do athing with it, or him, rather.”

The emerlindian glanced over at the librarian and gave him awink, then he patted Kale sarm and
continued. “Hisnameis Regidor. Heisal that we would expect ameech dragon to be—intelligent,
capable of speech, maturing rapidly, showing signs of great talent, and stubborn. Ah yes, irrefutably
stubborn.”

Alarmed, Kaeturned pleading eyesto Librettowit. “What am | supposed to do?’

He cleared histhroat. “I, of course, will hepyou dl | can, Kale. But | must admit that so far my attempts
to reason with and guide Regidor have met with less than satisfactory results.”

Oh my, if Librettowit and Wizard Fenworth can’'t handle this Regidor ... “Why me?’

“Y ou carried the meech egg. It quickened because of your contact. During the timeit incubated, your
dragons guarded the egg. In short, Kale, Regidor is attached to you, not Fenworth. It is obviousto us
now. Y ou are the one who can befriend him. Indeed, affinity for you has aready been accomplished, and
most of hisdisruptive behavior can probably be accounted for by his need to have you at hisside.”

A dight pressure from Grand Ebeck’ s hand turned her to face him.



“Kae, you must go. Fenworth isold. Thisdisturbancein hislifeis causing him to weeken. Heis
digraught.”

“Aggravated,” put in Librettowit.

High Chancellor Grand Ebeck took his hand from her shoulder. “ Dealing with a stubborn meech has
made Fenworth abit disagreeable.”

The librarian clenched hisfigts. “ Cantankerous, surly, crotchety, petulant, hot-tempered. Disagreegble?
Hal Impossible!”

Grand Ebeck regarded the fuming tumanhofer with sympathy.

“Wewill do what we can,” he assured him and turned back to Kale. “ Our council judged Fenworth to
be the best equipped to handle the meech dragon and the important role Regidor could play in Risto’'s
defeat. Perhaps we did not consider Fenworth’'s advancing years as carefully as we should have.”

He looked out the window for amoment, his expression grave, hiseyes sad. At long last, he sighed, then
shook himsdf asif ashiver had gone up hisspine.

“Wewill need the wizard and Regidor in the monthsto come,” he said. “A greet evil isbrewing in that
nest of vipers under Risto’'s command.”

He clasped his hands behind his back and solemnly looked into her eyes. “Y ou will leaveimmediately.
Accompany Librettowit back to The Bogs and lend what assi stance you can.”

“Toopka?’ she croaked.

“Toopkawill gowithyou.”

“Da?’

“Hewill remain here and finish histraining to serve Pdadin.”
“My traning?’

“Y ou will enter your apprenticeship to Fenworth. It is premature, but you were aways meant to be a
wizard. You will dowel.”

She blinked. She could not think of onething to say. Shefdt thetwo little dragons thrum with excitement
under her cape. Toopkagave her neck a squeeze and giggled.

Grand Ebeck continued. “Librettowit will oversee your scholastic advancement.”
She nodded.

“And Bardon will accompany you. Hewill ingruct you in the art of defense, which would have been part
of your training here at The Hall. He will aso report back to the dean of leecents, kegping him informed
asto your progress.”

Oneword sprang up in Kae smind with awhippish hiss. Shitch!



5
EXPECTATIONS

Bardon stepped forward. “ Excuse me, Y our Grace. | don’t see how | can accompany Leecent Kale and
aso finish preparations for knighthood.”

High Chancellor Grand Ebeck grasped the front edges of his silken robes, resting his hands againgt his
chest. “Time enough for that after you' ve been on your own, away from The Hal for awhile.”

Kde watched Bardon out of the corner of her eye. She knew some of what the other students said about
him. Bardon had been left at The Hall by hisfather when he wasjust six years old, two years younger
than most candidates were when they entered training. He was afew years older than Kale, so that
meant he' d been here at least adozen years. The Hall was hishome, and everyone said he took his
obligation to fulfill hisfather’ swill serioudy. In fact, they said that was why Bardon was such an
unyielding, tiresome bore.

The musclesin Bardon's neck tightened. With the same talent that enabled her to mindspeak and find
dragon eggs, Kale could fed the other o' rant’ stenson. Sympathy for him invaded her heart. The emotion
surprised her for only amoment. When she' d been adave, there had been plenty of timeswhen thosein
charge dismissed what she wanted to do asif it were nothing. People at The Hall were supposed to be
more senstive. They followed Pdadin.

Ka€e seyes sought the face of the wise emerlindian chancellor. Surely he understood that Bardon would
take this order to leave Vendea as punishment.

Grand Ebeck showed no awareness of her outrage or Bardon's dismay. The high chancellor picked up
his book. He paged through the volume, stopping to scan an entry and then moving on.

Her eyes went back to Bardon. A red flush stained his pale cheeks. Black eyebrows drew together over
those blue eyes that so often looked cold and distant. A musclein his square jaw worked, and Kale
suspected histeeth were clenched like abodoggin’ s grip on his next medl.

High Chancellor Grand Ebeck made his next pronouncement without even looking at ether o' rant.
“You aren't ready to go on, Lehman Bardon.”
Kde heard Bardon' s sharp intake of breath. Oh no! He hadn’t known he didn’t qualify.

“Thereis nothing more we can do for you here. Y ou might as well make yourself useful to Wizard
Fenworth for thetime being.”

She chafed at the high chancellor’ swords. That' s just cruel. Granny Noon would never have been so
mean. Maybe men who are grands aren’t as kind as women. | don’t think Grand Ebeck’ s so
terribly wise after all.

His voice droned on. “Perhapsin ayear or two you can regpply for candidacy.”

Oh, that’snice! She couldn’t help the sarcasm spicing her thoughts. She pressed her lipsinto atight line
to keep from saying something she shouldn’t. She could fed Mettaand Gymn turning around and around
restlesdy in their pocket-dens. They adways picked up on her emotions, and she on theirs. If shedidn’'t
tamp down her anger, they might come out hissing and ssomping and ready to fight.



Librettowit cameto her sde and put his hand on the arm that held Toopka.
“Go pack your belongings. Meet me at the entry to Trell Tower before the next chime of hourly bells.”

With awrinkled brow, she tried to determine the sense of such acommand. “We aren't going to the
dragon field? Cdisseis not taking us back to The Bogs?’

Librettowit shook his head. “I came through a gateway. We Il be home again in Fenworth's castle this
afternoon.”

“But Cdisse—"

“—will fly to joinyou.” He patted her arm. “Don’t worry so, Kde. We will have a pleasant summer.
Studying, training, good company, good music, good food. No quests, no adventures, just the
camaraderie of intelligent, reasonable, compatible people. Once you have Regidor in hand, lifewill be
comfortable once more.”

Dar cleared histhroat. “ Soundsidyllic.”

She had known Dar long enough to read the caution in his eyes. She wanted to quiz him, but the high
chancdlor interrupted.

“Wdl now,” hesaid, “we dl havethingsto do. Leecent Dar, | wish to have aword with you. Lehman
Bardon, you will also need to pack and meet with Kale and Librettowit. Off with you now.” He gestured
with adark, wrinkled hand toward the door.

The door behind them opened even though the footman could not have heard their dismissal. He jumped
to bow them out.

Bardon inclined his head to Grand Ebeck and said, “ Good day.”

The high chancellor nodded absent-mindedly and murmured the correct response. Carrying Toopka,
Kaefollowed the lehman out of the room.

As soon as the door closed, she hurried to catch up to Bardon.
“I'msorry,” shesaid.

Hedidn't dow his pace. “For what?’

“That you don’t get to begin your gpprenticeship.”
“Wulder’stiming isbest.”

“That' swhat people say when they don’t understand why things happen.” She wanted to tell him about
Pdadin’s explanation to her of Wulder’ s perfect timing. She believed the saying wastrue, not just a
platitude.

She opened her mouth, eager to relate the images Paladin had put before her, but Bardon’ s gruff voice
pushed her enthusiasm aside. “ That’ s what people say to help them accept what has happened. It works,
Leecent Kae. Excuse me. | havealot to do.”

He quickened his pace and |eft Kdetralling behind.

“He'smad,” said Toopka



“Hedidn't say hewas mad.” Kaeturned down the hal leading to the main staircase.
“He sill mad.”

“Y es, probably. But he doesn’t want usto know.”

“We know anyway.”

“Yes, but let’s pretend we don't. | think he's embarrassed as well as disappointed.”

Kale and Toopka reached the bottom of the grand staircase and crossed the wide foyer to the front
doors, where afootman bowed them out of the building.

Outside, the sun shone brightly on the azure towers. The tranducent globe floated fifty feet in theair,
unmoved by the breeze fluttering the banners on each of The Hall’ sturrets.

“Can | have new clothes?’ asked Toopka. “I’d like new clothes.”
“I don't think we will havetime.”
“A bath?1’d like abath, insde, with smell-good soap. Maybe pink soap.”

“As soon aswe get to Wizard Fenworth's castle. He has anice tub. Actualy, it's a huge wooden
bucket. But hot water comes out of areservoir in the treetop. The sun warms the water. | don’t know
about pink soap.”

“I wasthinking | didn’t want to leave Vendda. | have friends here, you know. But maybe thiswill be fun.
I’ve never been on an adventure.”

“We are not going on an adventure. Adventures are not fun,” said Kale as they crossed the courtyard. “I
know. | have been on one.”

She walked briskly to the dormitory, aware of the curious glances from fellow students. Once within the
doors, she sprinted down the empty hal, up three flights of narrow stairs, and into the room she shared
with five other girls. No onewasthere.

“I guessthat’sgood.”
“What's good?’ asked Toopka. She craned her neck around, trying to see everything.

“No one' shome, so | don't have to explain why we' re leaving. Sit here, and don’t touch anything.” She
deposited the little doned on her own cot.

“Isthere anything to eat?’ Toopka dipped off the bed and headed for achest of drawers.

“Toopkal” Kae snatched her up and put her back on the cot. “We aren’t alowed to have food in the
rooms.”

Toopka squirmed toward the edge again. “ That doesn’'t mean thereisn’t any.”

“Stay whereyou are. I'll find you something to eat but not right now. | have to pack and get to the
tower.”

Toopka s face folded into agrumpy frown. Kaleignored her and opened a drawer. She stuffed clothes
into the hollows of her cape. When she glanced at the donedl again, she saw Toopka s eyes had grown



large, and her mouth hung open.
“You're putting dl those thingsin that pocket | went in?’
113 YSH

Kde dropped to her knees and pulled ashallow box from under the bed. Toopkalay on her somach
and peered over the edge. Kale continued to pack. When she' d emptied the box, she stood up and
pushed it back under the bed with the toe of her brown boot.

“Let’'sgo.”

“Aren’t you going to take the books?’ Toopka nodded toward the clutter on the desk beside the bed.
“No. Wait until you see the castle. It has rooms and rooms full of books.”

A sharp rap on the door sent Kale to answer.

“Datl”

“I brought some clothesfor our little friend.”

He entered the room and placed afolded stack of clothing on the bed beside Toopka She squealed with
delight and rummaged through the pieces, cooing as she shook out awhite shirt embroidered with anivy
vine. Mettaand Gymn emerged from the cape, flew to her side, and examined her new possessions.

Kale studied the furry face of her friend. “What did Grand Ebeck want to talk to you about?’ she asked.

“Oh, he wants meto attend a dinner tonight. A donedl diplomat will betrying to influence aregiona
governor to increase trade with their digtrict. Dull, political stuff.”

“l don't think | like Grand Ebeck asmuch as| did before.”

“He doesn't particularly care whether you like him or not. He was more interested in softening your
attitude toward Bardon.”

“What?’
Dar plopped down on the bed beside Toopka and helped her lace up aboot she' d found.

“Diplomacy. He detected your didike of Bardon and set about constructing asituation in which you
would sdewith him.”

“That'ssneaky.”

Dar shrugged and concentrated for amoment on getting Toopka stiny foot into the other boot. “1f he
had told you to consider Bardon acomrade, you would have resisted. However, when he revealed
Bardon’ sweakness and need for afriend, you jumped right in. He counted on your noble instincts.”

“How does he even know | have noble ingtincts?’

Dar rolled his eyes and commenced working the laces through the boot’ s eyelets. “He sagrand. He
knows. He wanted you to discover for yoursdf that you could fed sympathy for Bardon.”

“A lot of good it did. Bardon didn’t want to talk to me.”



“Maybe not, but now thereisachink in your prgudice against him.”

“Prgjudice! I'm not prejudiced!”

“Y our opinions of Bardon are formed out of gossip and surface impressions. That's prejudice.”
Toopkalooked up from her new boots. “If it's pregjudice, it hasto be called prejudice.”

“Very wise,” said Dar and chucked Toopka under the chin.

Kdeglared at both donedls. Sheinspected thelittle black boots on the child’ sfeet. They fit well.
“Where d you get these clothes?” she asked Dar.

“I’ve been collecting some things to send to my sister’ sfamily. One of the reasons| wanted to go to the
market.”

Ka e thought about the huge family Dar claimed and felt asudden loneliness. Dar was like a brother, and
shedidn’'t want to leave him.

The doned stood and squeezed her arm. “Y ou' |l be dl right, Kae. Y ou havelots of family now inthe
form of good friends. And two new additions as of today, Toopkaand Regidor. You'll be too busy to
missme”

“Areyou sure you don't read my mind?’

Dar just laughed and moved to the door. “Y ou' d better hurry.” He went into the halway, then turned,
laying ahand on the door frame. “Y ou will do well to follow closely the teachings of Paadin and
remember Wulder indl your dedings”

Not trying to hide the grin on her face, Kale answered in mock approval. “Don’t you sound proper dl of
asudden.”

“Exactly!” Dar winked and sduted. “And Kale?’
“YS?’

“Give Bardon achance”



6
ATTACK!

Kaeand Toopkawaited at the base of Trell Tower. Toopka played among large round boulders ringing
the turret. Embedded in the boulders, millions of quartz chips glistened in the afternoon sun. At night,
these sparkles glowed blue.

Toopka skipped from one rock to the next with the same natura agility Kale had seen Dar display. Kade
smiled as she watched the little donedl. Asa dave, Kae had been strong from her work but not
particularly nimble. She d spent part of her first quest faling on her face.

With aquick look around, she noted the Torsk Tower clock gave the time as five minutes to the hour.
The courtyard was empty. She hopped up behind Toopka.

“Better run. I’'m going to get you!”

Toopka squealed. Mettaand Gymn emerged from Kale€ s capein aflurry of bright wings and joined the
chase. They bombarded thelittle girl, getting close enough to ruffle her hair with their wings. Sheflinched
thefirst time they swooped over her head, but batted at them playfully on the following charges.

Even with the dragons on her side, Kae had a hard time keeping up with the surefooted doned . Kae
hopped off the boulders and ducked into the tower doorway. The recess of engraved stone hid her as
she prepared an ambush.

Shewaited for the child to pass her hiding place and then pounced. She snatched Toopka off the
boulders. With the little donedl tucked under one arm, Kaetickled her with her free hand. Mettaand
Gymn circled above, letting out trills of encouragement. Kale laughed amost as hard as her captive.

She saw hisbootsfirst. The soft brown leather gleamed in the sunshine. Hisfeet were twelve inches
gpart, histoes pointed straight ahead, hislegsrigid. One hand gripped the handle of histote bag, and the
other rested on hiship.

Even though Kae had quit tickling, Toopka still squirmed. Kale put the donedl down on the grass before
looking into the ice blue eyes of Lehman Bardon.

Shetried asmile. “Ready to go?’
He nodded and looked away. Gymn and Mettalanded next to Toopka.
“I'm hungry,” announced the child.

The dragonsraised their voicesin aseries of shrill notes. Kae interpreted the dragons emphatic chorus
of chirps. They reminded her she had promised to find thelittle girl asnack.

Bardon reached into a pouch hanging by aleather strap over his shoulder. With two steps, he crossed to
thetiny child and handed her a packet.

Toopka grinned as she unfolded the layers. “ Thank you. Ooh! Daggartsl” Shetook abig bite and then
broke off apiece for each of the dragons.

Bardon straightened and looked at Kae. *Y ou didn’t bring any food for the journey?’



“No.”
“We may have some distance to go once we exit the other side of the gateway.”

“Librettowit said we would be at Fenworth’s castle this afternoon.” Kale shrugged. “I didn’t think about
food.”

“You are honest.”
Shedidn’t know how to answer. She turned away from Bardon' s steady gaze.

Hoping Librettowit would rescue her from this uncomfortable Situation, she searched the pathway from
The Hdll. If the tumanhofer would just hurry so they could go to the gateway and leave.

“I noticed when you spoke to Magistrate Hyd.”

Shelooked back at Bardon with her brow furrowed. “Noticed what?’
“That you're honest.”

“Wadl, honesty isgood, isn'tit?

“Indeed. Article sx—' Truth upholds the community of Paadin.’”
Mettalanded on Ka€ sright shoulder and Gymn on her | ft.

“Trouble,” she said asthe dragons anxiety penetrated her thoughts. She glanced around the peaceful
garden. Toopkastood in the middle of aflower bed, clutching afistful of prize blossoms. “Oh no!” Kae
took two steps forward, then stopped. Gymn' s agitation had nothing to do with the child. The minor
dragon pinched Ka€ s shoulder with hisrear claws. His sense of danger raged through her mind.

Kae glanced a Bardon to see his eyesriveted upward. Following his gaze, she saw the transparent
sphere floating above them, the surface skittered with tiny bursts of lightninglike energy. The air crackled,
and the hair on her arms stood up. Trumpets resounded around the perimeter of The Hall compound.

“What isit?’ she asked Bardon.
“A threat tothecity.”

“What?'

“Watch the sphere.”

She sguinted, keeping her eyestrained on the globe above them. A haze appeared in the center, then
cleared. A three-dimensiona image formed, showing aformation of dragonsin acloudlesssky. This
picture disappeared, replaced by an image of an ugly creature. Large black wings canopied over asmal
body. A myriad of tentacles writhed snakelike out the Sides. Clawed legs hung benesth. The beast
floated more than flew.

“Attack by air,” said Bardon. “ Creemoor spiders.”

From adistance, she heard troops of Paladin’s warriors gathering in their squads. Boots pounded on the
walkways. Men shouted orders. House servants scurried past them in asudden frenzy of activity. A
young man dressed in alehman’ s uniform rushed up to Bardon, ddlivered a brief messagein alow voice,
and darted off.



“We must go.” Bardon took her arm and pulled her toward the tower door. “ Toopka, come.”
The child scurried across the courtyard and flung herself on Bardon’ s back.

Bardon's hold on Kae'sarm tightened. He dragged her through the wooden door. “My orders areto
seeyou to safety.”

Dark dragons dotted the sky. Bundles dropped from their backs as they passed over the city. The
objects plummeted a distance, then wings opened. The spiders glided in spirals toward the ground.

Kde leaned out the door and looked up. Directly above, a score of Creemoor spiders floated toward
TheHal.

“Librettowit!” she protested.

“He' scoming. Y ou must get out of the open.”

“If there’ sto be an attack, | can help. Gymn's ahealing dragon. We may be needed.”

She struggled, but Bardon's strength far outmatched hers. Toopka screamed and pointed out the door.

A spider landed in the gravel pathway to the kitchen gardens. The small stones scattered under the
impact of eight shell-hard legs. The spider scuttled forward with dmost delicate steps, making a
critch-critch noise as the pointed claws kicked gravel. It stood for amoment asif on tiptoes and let out
an eeriewheeze. Tentacles waved out from its round body, looking like skinny tongueslicking the air.

Two hdl guards charged into the garden with lances. The Creemoor lowered its round body to the
ground and sprang at one of the guards, wrapping eight legs around the man’ s body. Hindered by the
tentacleslashing out at his spear, the second guard circled with hislance raised until he got an
unobstructed opening. He thrust his wespon into the spider’ s shiny black back. Thick gray fluid spurted
out. The hall guard jumped away from the noxious fumes and horrid dime. The creature let go of hisfirgt
victim and whirled around to attack.

Another guard ran up, pulled his sword, and dashed downward, severing arow of tentacles and three
legs. The appendages writhed on the ground. With the soft critching sound of its pointed claws upon the
gravel, the spider advanced toward the second guard.

Beyond thisterrible skirmish, Kae saw Librettowit running from the mansion just as Bardon tugged at
her arm.

“Wait!” She pulled away and ran out the door with her small sword drawn and ready.

A Creemoor spider thumped to the ground before the tumanhofer. Librettowit’s sword was longer and
heavier than Ka€' s, but the tumanhofer was only head and shoulderstaller than his opponent. He hacked
at the beast in front of him. The spider snapped at the tumanhofer. The click-click-click of the pincers
plusthe critch of its other legs on the gravel path made amuffled drumbesat over the background sounds
of battle. Shrieks of terror, the clash of arms, and the grunts of both man and beast came from every
direction.

Kae crept up to the Creemoor spider attacking Librettowit and jabbed her sword into the back of the
creature’ s head. Foul-smelling gray liquid squirted over her hand and stung. Despite the pain, she
withdrew the sword and thrust repeatedly.

One of the spider’ stentacles whipped out and encircled her waist. The moonbeam cape hissed at its



touch, and the tentacle jerked away. She sprang to the side to get away from the stench aswell asthe
waving arms of the beast. Gymn and Metta swooped in and spit in the many-eyed face of the spider.
Their green and purple saliva blinded the cregture. It backed away into rosebushes and became
entangled in thorny branches.

“Tothetower!” yedled Librettowit.

She turned and saw Bardon combating two more Creemoors. She and Librettowit, along with the
dragons, raced to his side. Battling the spiders, they inched toward the open door of Trell Tower. Each
time they succeeded in felling a beast, another joined the fray.

Her arms ached, and her hand felt on fire. At least the long tentacles released her as soon asthey fet the
hissing burn of the moonbeam cape. Once a spider caught Bardon by hisfoot. Librettowit hacked away
the thick tentacle. Twice Librettowit had to be rescued from the grip of a beast.

Turning toward the tower, the tumanhofer saw another attacking spider in hisway. He charged forward,
swinging hissword.

“One obgtacle after another,” he grumbled. “Thisiswhy | prefer aquiet library!”

They killed three Creemoorsin the fierce struggle and made it to the door. Bardon dammed it shut
before another ondaught.

“Where' s Toopka?’ The question wheezed from Kae€ sthroat.
Bardon answered. “| told her to climb to the top of the tower.”

“Oh dear,” panted Librettowit. He leaned againgt the wall and struggled to get hiswordsout. “There are
eight gateways at the top. If she goesthrough one, we'll never find her. Y ou two go on. | can't just now.”

Kae sprinted to the staircase winding up the sides of the tower. The iron steps rang under her boots.
Bardon’ s footsteps echoed in arat-tat-tat behind her. Light filtered through narrow windows placed at
intervals up the climb. Thewall shimmered with an eerie blue glow.

Metta, Gymn, fly ahead and see what Toopka’' s doing. Keep her out of the gateways.

The minor dragons darted past, ascending the stairwell faster than the two o' rants could. Kale opened
her mouth to call out awarning to Toopkato stay away from the gateways, but she had no breath to
spare.

Her lungs strained, ready to burst. Her hand burned. The horror of battling Creemoor spiders still sent
blood pounding through her veins. She was glad Bardon had been there. If not for him, sheand
Librettowit would have been torn apart.

Halfway up, she heard breaking glass and Toopka s scream.



7
POISON

Around the next turn of the Saircase, Toopka stiny body hung from the wal. Her open mouth no longer
emitted ascream. Beads of swest and tearsrolled down her furry cheeks. Her eyes scrunched so tightly
that Kale knew shewasdive.

Behind Toopka, a Creemoor spider hissed, only itsfour-part mouth visible in the narrow window. A
snakdiketentacle held thelittle girl captive.

Hanging on to the outside of the tower, the Creemoor had reached through and nabbed the small doned!.
With its tentacle wrapped around her, it could not draw back through the tight opening.

Bardon pushed past Kale and dipped the point of his sword between the window casing and the
tentacle. When Ka e redlized what he was doing, she dso jumped to help with her short sword. The
Creemoor’ s grip loosened. Toopka gasped for breath. Kale dropped her sword and caught the doneel
just as Bardon severed the tentacle.

Toopkathrew her arms around Ka €' s neck and squeezed, howling in her ear. “Run, Kae, run!”

Kale patted Toopka s back and crooned. “We'll be all right. There' s no place to go right now, Toopka.
And Bardon is here to take care of us.” Kae focused on the child rather than the appendage squirming
among shattered bits of glass on the steps.

The stench of Creemoor spider filled her nostrils. Something brushed againgt her shoulder. Her cape
sSzzled. With agtart, she clambered up the staircase, away from more tentacles worming through the
smd|l window.

Bardon hacked at the threatening spider with his blade, methodically lopping off one snaking tentacle
after another. With thetip of his sword, he pushed the stinking spider arms over the edge of the staircase
toward the center of the tower.

Clawed legs critched againgt the outside of the tower as the spider shifted itsbody. A pincer thrust into
the building and snapped vicioudy. With two hands on the hilt of his sword, Bardon raised hiswegpon
and brought it down.

With each dice of the blade, the stink from the beast grew in the close quarters. Kale ducked her nose
down against Toopka s furry head. The child now sobbed, her face hidden against Kal€' s shoulder.
She'd let go of Kale' s neck and covered her ears with her hands.

The spider hissed. Its hard legs snapped with each movement. Againgt the outside of the tower, it
critched againgt the stone. Bardon dispatched a second leg, and then the creature fell away. One moment
the Creemoor menaced them through the window. The next it was gone.

The stench hung in the air. Kale thought she would faint. Toopka had never felt heavy before. Now her
weight made Ka€e' s arm and shoulder sore.

“Go on to the top of the tower,” ordered Bardon. “I’ I go back down and help Librettowit climb these
dars”

“I"'m coming. I’'m coming.” The tumanhofer’ swheezing voice drifted up the metd staircase. Hisfootsteps



echoed in aslow cadence. He huffed between phrases as he trudged up the steps. “I’' m not asyoung as|
used to be. | never was suited to fights, adventures, quests. I'm alibrarian, after al.”

Bardon wiped his blade against the sole of his boot. He then pointed the tip toward Ka€' s dropped
weapon. “Pick up your sword, Leecent. Clean the blade. We must hurry.”

Holding Toopkain one arm, she bent and stretched out her injured hand to follow his orders. She
swalowed hard a the sight of her skin, red and blistered and dready 0ozing pus.

“You' ve been poisoned!” Bardon came to her side and took Toopka.

“I don't fed anything anymore,” shetried to reassure him. “It burned at first, but now it doesn't hurt at
al”

“That’ s bad, not good. Get that green dragon to work quickly before the infection travels up your arm.”

Librettowit appeared from around the corner and sat down afew steps below them. He pulled out a
large handkerchief and wiped swesat from his reddened face. He frowned up at them. “A Creemoor got
her?’

“I’'mfine” Kale protested, but her head felt light, and her chest tightened. She tried to take adeep
breath, but her lungs refused to expand. A searing pain greeted the effort. She concentrated on breathing
inand out, short, quick puffs.

Bardon put Toopka down. The child huddled against the stone wall of the tower. Kale wanted to spesk,
but her tongue had grown dry and too big for her mouth.

Maybe | don’'t feel so well after all.
Librettowit, there’s something wrong.
The tumanhofer rose quickly and clambered up the last few steps.

“The poison isalready past the arm. She' smute.” He glared at them all. “Bardon, pick her up before she
falsover. Gymn, ride on her chest and see what you can do to help. We must get her through the
gateway and to Fenworth.”

Bardon sheathed his sword. He scooped Kaeinto hisarms asif she weighed nothing and charged up the
metal steps. The clatter of hisboots hurt her ears.

Gymn landed on her. Hisfeet bore down asif he were digging his clawsinto her skin. Kale knew he
weighed less than Toopka The minor dragon wasn't causing the pain. It was the poison.

Shefdt Gymn’s sympathy and concern coming through to her mind, but she couldn’t fed the soothing
effect he usually had on her nerves. Helay down and stretched out, covering as much of her as he could

with histiny body.

| can’t feel it! The panicked thought circled in her brain. | should be able to feel hishealing. He's
trying to heal me, and | feel nothing! | can’t feel it! | should be ableto feel the healing.

She looked up a Bardon's chin. The musclein his jaw worked.

She closed her eyes. Paladin, you said you would be watching out for me. Do you know what’ s
going on?



Bardon stopped. Ka e forced her eyes open and |ooked around. Without moving her neck, she could
seelittle. Her muscles ached, al except her arm. Her arm felt nothing. Her vision blurred. No, she could
see well enough, but the space between her and the walls shimmered in places.

The lehman had carried Kae into the center of around room. Thewalls danted inward to a point above
their heads. On the outside, each of The Hall’ sturrets looked as though it were crowned with an onion, a
golden bulb tapering up to a spire pointed heavenward.

Theair quivered. Ripples of iridescent colors radiated from the wooden floor to the curving celling.
Gateways Side by side, in aring around the room, there were gateways. How would Librettowit know
which oneto go through?

Bardon’ sarmstightened around her.

He' s nervous. Why is he nervous? She knew the answer. He's never been through a gateway.
Toopka hasn't either. Is she scared? I’ ve got to tell themit'sall right.

Her lips would not open. Her tongue took up her whole mouth. It was harder to breathe.
Hurry, Librettowit. Hurry!

Kae heard the near hysteriain her pleato the tumanhofer. Thetop of his cloth hood appeared above the
holein the floor, and he climbed the last few steps with Toopkain hisarms. He glanced at Kalewith a
worried eye but quickly looked away.

| know I’'mdying, shetold him.
“Not yet, you aren’t! Fenworth will have my hideif | don’t bring you to him.”

Toopkawhimpered. Mettalanded beside her on Librettowit’ s shoulder and sang gentle, melodious notes
designed to pacify her fears.

It'sall right, Toopka. We're almost there.

The little doned’ s frightened eyesturned to Kade, and asmdl smile quivered at the corner of her thin
black lips.

Bardon shifted from one foot to the other. His eyes darted around the room, flicking from one gateway to
the next, never resting on any of the shimmering spots for more than a second.

It'sall right, Bardon. The light clings to you when you walk through, and the air squeezes, but it
only takes a second. Take a deep breath first and blow out as soon as you' re through.

“Y ou mindspesk!”
Hesaid it out loud. His chin whipped down. His widened eyes met hers.

Shetried to smile, but her face would not move. She no longer felt the pain in her shoulders and neck.
She could no longer fedd Gymn pressing againgt her heart. Bardon had said no pain was bad, not good.

It'sall right, shetold him. Let’s go.
“Thisway,” said Librettowit. He pointed to the floor in front of one of the gateways.

Bardon’smind registered the letter sfor south, and Kae read his momentary relief that the tumanhofer



was not choosing agateway at random. Then shefelt hisrenewed fear of the unknown asif it were her
own. She d learned much about controlling the influence of others' thoughts and emotions. She'd learned
to keep hersdlf protected from an overload of sensations emanating from those around her. The poison
sabotaged her effortsto put up the guards.

| don't think I’ll make it, Bardon. I’ m too weak.

Themusclesin hisarmstensed. He barked an order. “ Y ou will makeit, Leecent Kale” Renewed resolve
coursed through his body and transferred to Kale.

A sghof relief caught in her throat. The small choking noise captured Librettowit’ s atention. He turned
back and scowled at them. Without aword, he hastened his departure.

Thelight in the gateway sparkled as Librettowit stepped into it with Toopka. The shimmering glow clung
to them both for amoment, and then he passed through, out of Kale' ssight. Metta flew into the portal
and disappeared too, in the dow, distorted way Librettowit had.

Bardon took a deep breath, tightened his grip on his burden, and plunged ahead.
Kae saw the explosion of tiny lightsaround her. The air pressed in al around. She could not breathe.

Only a second. She repeated the words several times. But only a second was a second too long.



8
REGIDOR
Wailing. Long, loud moans. Sobs.
A hissvibrated intheair. “Shl Sh! Shl”

Kaletried to open her eyes. She wanted to protest. I1t’s not me. I’'mnot crying. Don’t shush. | want
to deep.

Crying. Soft, muffled whines. Sobs.
“Blasted, caterwauling beast! Go for awalk.”
Metta sang sweet songs. The melodies soothed Ka€' sraw nerves.

The bawling subsided to gentle weeping.

Shiversracked Kal€ sbody.

“Ah! That'stheend of it now. She'll live.” Wizard Fenworth' s voice crackled next to her ear.
Another blanket covered her shaking body. Kind hands wiped perspiration from her brow.
“Get that sniffling, whining cresture out of herel”

She smiled. Fenworth was crotchety indeed.

Kaedid not want to open her eyes. She knew she could, but it felt wonderful to just lie on the soft
cushions.

I’'min Fenworth's castle, and I’ m safe.

She could smell the woody fragrance of thewals and floor and ceiling. She' d been in this castle before.
A tangle of massve, hollow trees composed thewizard' s castle. Large limbs encompassed halways
leading from treeto tree. In each towering tree, rooms stacked one on top of another, each dightly
smaller than the one below. Circular stairs carved out of wood spiraed up through each room.

Fenworth owned aworld-famous library. More rooms held books than beds. Pillows stuffed in niches
and comfortable chairs scattered throughout each room offered abundant places to curl up and read. The



beds were either hammocks hanging from the walls or rowboatlike frames made of what looked like
gnarled roots. Colorful cushionsfilled these knobby platformsto the brim.

Kae breathed deeply, relishing the earthy odor and knowing that when she did open her eyes, shewas
aslikely to see afox or an owl asaperson in the room.

Gymn snuggled on the pillow with his chin resting on her shoulder. His healing powers flowed through
her. Only acomfortable feding of laziness kept her in bed. Vagudly wondering how long she' d beenill,
she stretched her legs out straight and then rolled onto her side. Gymn shifted with her.

Metta sang. Her voice energized the air in the room. Asaways, the dragon sang in syllableswith no
recognizable words. A ripple of music touched Kae as gently as amother’ sloving hand. She could
imagine the mother she' d never known stroking her cheek, teasing her to awaken.

Even without lyrics, the cheery melodies echoed through her thoughts, taking avay some of her lethargy.
She pulled her mind out of a pleasant drifting and puzzled over Metta s song.

What is that tune?
She remembered one phrase: monkey tree.

Andthen afew lines

climbing and jumping and scrambling around.
They flip and flop

and skip and stop,

but ne-ver touch the ground.

Da-dee-da-da

dee-da-dee-da-dee,

orange and purple monkeys in the monkey tree.

What are the words for the da-dee-da-da part?

Kae furrowed her brow and concentrated on her surroundings. Something was not exactly as she
expected it to bein Fenworth’s domicile. She shifted dightly on the bedding and sighed.

Someone held her hand. Smdll fingerslightly clasped her pam. Toopka? No, the hand was too big for
thetiny doned and too small to be Librettowit’ s or Wizard Fenworth’s. Too rough to be her friend Leetu
Bends s hand. Too scaly to be Bardon. Scaly?

Kae seyesflew open.

A diminutive creature, alittle bigger than Toopka, sat beside her on the bed, peering at her with
impatience. Histrousered legs were crossed, and his pointy toes wiggled restlesdy on his bare feet.

Hewore atan linen shirt, open at the neck and showing apale blue, scaly chest. His chin jutted out abit
more than an o'rant’s, and hiswide mouth definitely sported thin reptile lips. His nostrils were ditsinstead



of round holes, and his squarish nose dominated hisface. Black oblong pupils danted across hisgreen
eyes, and ingtead of hairy eyebrows, hisface folded in alizardlike brow. His hairless head and neck were
shaped like an o' rant’ s but were covered with lustrous blue scales without visible ears. He leaned
forward a thewaist, staring at her.

Out of histoothy mouth, abass voice rattled from deep within his chest. “ She' sawake.” The creature's
ddighted cry sounded like it belonged to a blacksmith.

“Regidor?’ Kale asked.

“That’sme. Y ou' ve been adeep forever.” The childlike wordsin the voice of agrown man made her
laugh.

Gymn and Metta spread their wings and took to the air. They flew into the space above her head and did
an acrobatic dance. Shelistened in on thejumble of excitement in their minds. To her, it was asif they
were both speaking a once. Ther thoughts bubbled with anticipation. The two tiny dragons zoomed out
the open window, intent on telling the others that she was awake.

“Fenworth’ smad,” said Regidor. “But that’ sdl right. He' saways grouchy. Librettowit brought you
through the gateway, and Fenworth fixed you. I’ ve been playing with Gymn and Metta. Toopkataught
meto play marbles. | taught her the letters | know. | know all of them. She doesn’t know how to read
yet, and she'sold. We' refriends now.”

“How long have | been adegp?’
“Forever.”
“Oh yes, you said that before.”

“But now you' re awake, and we can be friends. We re going to learn to be wizards together, if Fenworth
doesn't throw meto the mordakleepsfirst.”

Kalesat up and looked at Regidor’s hand still resting lightly in her own. Four fingers and athumb.
Narrow nailsthat just missed being claws.

So thisis a meech dragon.

She looked into hisfriendly, eager face. “Wizard Fenworth won't throw you to the mordakleegps,” she
assured the young creature. “He doesn't like mordakleeps.”

“I know.” Regidor shrugged narrow shoulders. “When he saysthat, | go climb in the branches. Later he
makes tea and daggarts. He makes good daggarts. And nordy rolls. | like nordy rolls.”

“I don't remember Wizard Fenworth cooking much.”

“I know.” The dragon shrugged again. “ That’ s because Dar was here. | know al about Dar and the
quest for the meech egg. The meech egg was me. And Wizard Rigto. Risto isbad. And Librettowit burns
things, because he readsingtead of tirring. I’ m going to learn to cook. | can aready maketea. If you
bring Fenworth acup of teawhen he' s cranky, he says, ‘ Thank you.” He does it to model good
behavior. Librettowit saysthey have to modd good behavior. | haveto do good behavior but not model
it, because there is no one to watch me modeling. Except now maybe | will model good behavior for
Toopka.”

“Y ou don't have to model good behavior for me.” Toopka entered the room and bounced onto the bed,



scooting up closeto Ka€e sother side and glaring at the meech dragon. “1 have excdllent mannersfor a
street urchin. Bardon said so.”

Regidor shook his head. “He wasjust being nice.”
“Was not!”

“Was 0!

Kaesat up. “Enough foolish arguing.”

The two stopped glaring at each other and turned frowning facesto her. For amoment she frowned back
at them, not because of their quarreling, but because she had just heard hersalf sounding exactly like
Mistress Meiger, the woman who had overseen her lifeasadave.

A light tap on the door drew their attention. Bardon stuck his head around the wooden frame, and when
he saw her ditting up, he camein.

“Y ou'relooking better.” He stopped at the foot of the bed, towering over them. “Are you hungry?’
“Yed” said Toopka, springing to her feet and dancing among the cushions that made Ka €' s bed.
Kae and Regidor laughed, but Bardon scowled at the little doned. “I was speaking to Kale.”

Toopkaturned her expressive face to Kale. Her earstwitched. “Y ou’ re hungry too, aren’t you? | can go
to the kitchen and bring you atray. There' sal sorts of wonderful food in the pantry.”

With agloating smile, Regidor waved afinger at her. “ Fenworth told you to stay out of the pantry.”

Toopka addressed her adversary, her small fists propped on her hips. “ That was to keep me from having
too many snacks. Getting food for Kaeisdifferent.”

Regidor let go of Ka€e s hand and sivung hislegstoward the floor. She stared at histail. It protruded
from adit in his neatly sewn trousers and seemed much too big for the meech dragon’ssmdl frame.

With a swish of the awkward tail, Regidor knocked severa cushionsto the floor as he scooted off the
bed. Stepping over them, he headed for the door.

“You'd drop thetray,” he said over his shoulder to Toopka. “Y ou’re way too puny to carry abig tray.
I’ll helpyou.”

Toopka scrambled to catch up, sprinting over the covers and legping off the end of the bed. Asthey
reached the door, she dipped her hand into the meech dragon’s. With her head tilted, she grinned at him.
“Doyou smel nordy rollstoo?’

“Yes, and Librettowit said thereis parnot jelly in the top cupboard.”
“The top? How we gonna get it?’
“You leavethat to me. It will take ingenuity.”

The two friends turned the corner into the hall.



9
PALADIN'SVISIT
Kae shook her head in dishelief.
A meech dragon is not at all like what | expected.
She noticed Bardon staring at her.
He' sasrude as ever!

Shetried to think of something to say. Her mind was still too fuzzy to come up with much of anything. |
wish he'd go away.

She nodded toward the door where Regidor and Toopka had exited. “How old ishe?’
Bardon shrugged and stroked his chin with hislong fingers. “ About five weeks.”

“Thet' sincredible!”

“No, typicd.”

She shook her head. “1 used to take care of babiesin River Away. Babies do not talk at five weeks.
Babies do not walk at five weeks. And he said he taught Toopka her |etters.”

“He' sameech. It' stypicd for ameech to mature rapidly.”
Kaleflopped back on the bed, suddenly exhausted. Shelet out a moan.

Bardon moved swiftly to the side of the bed and took her hand. “Areyou dl right? Should | call Gymn
and Fenworth?’

She opened her eyes and frowned at him. “No, | just realized I’m supposed to ‘guide’ Regidor, and he's
probably much smarter than | am.”

Bardon released her hand as suddenly as he' d grabbed it. “More than * much smarter.” He sagenius.
But he' still just achild. He needsafriend.”

“I can’'t do this, Bardon.” She put both hands over her eyes asif she could hide.
“Of course you candoit,” he barked at her.

The contrast from the more relaxed tone he' d been using shocked her. He sounded like the Bardon who
ordered leecents around at The Hall.

Kae dropped her hands and glared at him. “How can you say that? | don’'t have any training. | wasa
dave. | don't know anything about anything, and | especidly don’t know anything about meech
dragons.”

“Librettowit will help you with knowledge.” Bardon paced around the room. “Paadin gave you thisjob,
S0 you can do it. Wulder will supply the means.”

She wanted to argue, but weariness from her illness cloaked her with despair. A tear escaped and rolled



down her cheek. She brushed it away, checking to seeif Bardon had noticed. Fortunately, he had
stopped next to alarge knothole window and stared out.

Kae closed her eyes again, hoping she could deep. Shetried to remember what her dreamsfor the
future had been when shelived in River Away asavillage dave. Surdly it had been something about
growing up and getting married and having ahome of her own. She remembered wanting akitten.

Never had she wanted specid talents. She never dreamed of walking hundreds of milesto go to the
biggest, most important city in the realm. Paladin and Wulder were only names people used in
storytelling. Now she' d been to the capital city and alot of other places aswell. She'd met Paladin and
experienced Wulder’ s presence on more than one occasion. She' d met people from each of the seven
high races and more creatures from the seven low races than she ever wanted to mest.

Somehow, she was no longer adave, but aleecent. She had adestiny, which once she thought was
thrilling, but now she often thought was uncomfortable. Having Paadin claim you as his own meant you
had to deal with grumbly wizards and tumanhofers, hard-nosed lehmans, precocious meech dragons, and
dreet urchins. Being adave wassmpler.

She had no desire to cope with Regidor’ s needs, Bardon’ s stiffness, and Toopka s odd perception of
right and wrong. Kale was supposed to go to The Hall and train for service to Paladin. Instead, she went
on quests, had adventures, got attacked by Creemoor spiders, and ended up in awizard’ s castlein The
Bogs with too much going on to learn anything!

“Kde? Bardon'svoiceinterrupted her list of complaints.

“Hmm?’ Maybe if she acted as drowsy as she felt, he would go away.
“Hewasthere. Do you remember seeing him?’

She opened her eyes. “Who?’

Bardon whispered the name. “ Pdadin.”

Kae shivered in response to Bardon’ s reverent tone. In the past, when she' d met Paladin face to face,
she, too, had been awed by his presence. “Where?’

“Inthe gateway.”

“That’ simpossible. A gateway istoo narrow. Y ou step in. Y ou step out. Thereisn't enough room to
meet someone.”

“Hewasthere”

Bardon turned to look at her, and when she saw hisface, she believed him.

Severd emotions caught her by surprise. A touch of anger made her clamp her lipstogether.

Why didn’t Paladin wait until | could talk to him? He' d know how much | want to see him again.
Through her nose, shetook a deep breath and blew it out dowly.

When | met Paladin, | felt wonderful. Bardon looks worried. She sent him acrosslook, but he had
turned away again. What' s the matter with him?

Shetried to keep theirritation out of her voice when she spoke. “What happened?’



“He put his hand on my shoulder, and | could breathe. He touched your head, and | could see you were
breething again.”

“What did he say?’
“That you would live. That we had work to do.”

Kaewatched Bardon' s face and realized he was [aboring to keep that blank mask covering his
emotions.

Is he excited? Scared? No, Bardon wouldn’t be scared. Maybe nervous, but not frightened.
“Isthat al?’ she asked.

Bardon sighed. “No.”

Shewaited only amoment. “Well, are you going to tell me?’

“Hetold me to be courageous. That Wulder is awayswith us—and some other thingsjust to me.”
Kaelay quietly, wondering what she should say.

Bardon cleared histhroat. “He said to trust him.”

She nodded.

“Hesaid to trust you.”

Her eyes grew big, and she amiled.

“Kde?

Histone of voice wiped the grin from her face. “What?’

“Heknew.”

“Knew what?’

“That I'm afraid. Not just afraid, right then, of going through the gateway, but afraid of leaving The Hall.
Afraid of doing something different from theway I’ d planned to spend the next few years.”

Kaegasped. “Metoo! Oh, Bardon, that's funny!”
“Funny?’ Hisface clouded over, and he gave her adark look.

“Yes Don't you see? We're so different, and yet we both are afraid. | sometimes makeit sound likeI’'m
angry, but I'm redly afraid. Just now | was griping to myself about having to be hereinstead of & The
Hal.”

Bardon took several long strides and crossed the space between them. He towered over her with his
arms akimbo.

“I’'mnot acoward,” hesaid. “I don’t want you to think that. The mordakleeps and fire-breathing
dragons, evil wizards, grawligs, and bisonbecks are foul creaturesto be fought. I’'m trained to fight. |
excel with asword, spears, and abow and arrow. I’m not afraid of combat.”



She spoke softly. “You're afraid of not being good enough. That’ swhat I'm afraid of. Paladin gave mea
jobtodo, and I’'mafraid I'll fail him.”

Bardon stared at her for amoment and then nodded in one hard movement. “True.”
“He said to be courageous, and Wulder iswith us.”

Bardon nodded again.

“Maybe we should think of that as* Be courageous because Wulder is herewith us.””
Bardon continued to look at her without speaking, but his face began to relax.
Kaesad, “I won'ttel if youwon't tell.”

He frowned.

“That we'reafraid,” she explained.

Bardon grimaced. “ Paladin knows.”

Kae plunged ahead with what she wanted to say. “ That'sal right. And maybe after awhile, we'll get as
brave aswe're pretending to be.”

“ M @/mn

A crackly voice from the door interrupted them. “ Good, then, that’ s settled.” Wizard Fenworth tugged at
his beard. He didodged atiny bird, and it flew out the window. Fenworth watched it with apuzzled air,
then shook himsdlf asif ridding himsdlf of the distraction. He grinned at Bardon and Kale, then rubbed his
hands together. “Now we can explore the Creemoor caves and find out who sent those spidersto plague
Vendda”



10
RESEARCH

“Research.” Librettowit thumped histankard down on the kitchen table. “ That’ swhat’ s needed for a
venture like this. Research, plenty of research and planning.”

Ka e watched the tumanhofer with interest. She lounged on a sofain Fenworth' slarge common room.
Metta sprawled on her lap, and Gymn snuggled on her shoulder againgt her neck. Every oncein awhile,
the small dragon raised hisrough chin to rub affectionately against her cheek.

Librettowit’s commentary on what he already knew about Creemoor continued. He talked of the
wind-scul pted towers above ground and the catacombs carved by underground riverslong gone, the
history of desolation, and hungry creatures desperately seeking food and water.

“There salot more information needed to aid in this proposed quest.” Thelibrarian eyed the dozing
wizard. “Caution, prudence.”

Librettowit grumbled under his breath, but Kale heard him. “Treachery brewsin Creemaoor.”

He sipped from histankard and raised hisvoice. “I’'m as eager as anyoneto dig out any bit of
information. Of course | want to discover who instigated the spider attack on Vendela. But I'vea
librarian’ssoul, and | prefer to find out by some means within the strong walls of Fenworth’s extensive

library.”

Librettowit turned his short body on the wooden stool and surveyed the room. Regidor sat on the sofa
with Kae, histail pulled around and into hislap where he fingered the scaly ridges. Toopka had been
tucked infor the night in ahammock strung between beams opposite the kitchen end of the common
room. Bardon sat in a corner next to bookcases and a branch of bright lightrocks. He wasreading a
book called Knightsin Service.

Fenworth snoozed. He sat in acomfortable chair with ayellow light globe suspended inthe air over his
right shoulder. One hand held amug, and an open book rested in the other.

Kaewatched Librettowit study each of his comradesin turn. She wondered what he was thinking but
refrained from reaching into histhoughts. It was bad mannersto eavesdrop on private musings. She
averted her eyes when the tumanhofer turned his gaze on her, but she il felt a subconscious blush under
his scrutiny. She deliberately focused on the homey room.

Pools of cool blue light emanated from lightrocks hanging in fixtures from the wall and sitting on tables.
Breezesfredy came and went through the open windows, large round holesin the tree walls. The damp
air carried the tangy fragrance of swamp flowers. Night birds hailed one another as the moon rose over
The Bogs. Kaerdished the peace.

Truthfully, I'm siding with Librettowit. | don’t want to explore the caves of Creemoor. For one
thing, | don’t feel strong enough. Gymn’s healing has always been quicker than this.

She rubbed her hand. The skin itched.

| wonder if something iswrong thistime. It's been hours now since | awoke, and | still feel like |
fell out of a treetop. My arm’ s weak, and it aches.



Librettowit cleared histhroat and wagged afinger at the wizard. “Mind you, Fenworth, | am not tagging
along to be your portable encyclopedia. I'll give you facts, maps, and the probabilities, but | am not
going with you. I'm alibrarian, after dl, not aknight or awizard or an adventurer.”

Toopkaleaned forward and almost fell out of the hammock. She swung precarioudy for amoment
before her bed settled into a steady rhythm and she could ask her question.

“Who will tdl us gtoriesif you don’'t come dong?’

The tumanhofer offered her afierce growl, but the child just giggled. He drew his brows together more
fiercdy. “Y ou're not going ether, soit’'samoot point.”

“Whowill Sng?’ sheperssted. “You sing dl theold, old folk songs. Metta only knowsthem if she gets
them from you. It will be boring without you and Metta singing after supper.”

Regidor got up from the sofa. His bulky tail knocked over an end table piled with books. While everyone
inthe room held their bresths, he sat down beside Librettowit without toppling anything else.

Fenworth harrumphed. Opening one eye, the wizard glared at the mishap. Thetablerighted itself. The
spilled books legpt back into neat stacks.

With none of hisusua buoyant attitude showing on hisface, Regidor studied hisfolded hands. His
shoulders douched as he sighed heavily.

Librettowit ignored Fenworth and placed ahand over Regidor’s. “Don’t worry about him. Truth be
spoken, you'’ ve done the old man aworld of good.”

Fenworth grumbled something about “old man” and pointedly stuck his nose into the smal volume of
woodland lore he held.

Librettowit chuckled. “A month ago it would have taken Fenworth fifteen minutes of concentrated effort
to recall the backup spell. Now he does it without thinking. All because of you, Regidor.” He patted the
dragon’ s hand once more. “Y ou’ re good for him. Keegping his mind sharp.”

“Harrumph!” Fenworth put his mug down and turned a page.
“Am to beleft at home?’ asked Regidor. “Do | haveto stay with Toopka?’

“You get to stay with me, my boy,” said Librettowit. “We' |l sudy geography. Maybe do sometraveling
through the gateways. Learn abit about our country. Go to afestiva or two. Autumn isagood time for
traveling—weather’ s not too bad and lots of harvest galas happening al over the place.”

Regidor pouted. “1 want to go on the quest.”
“Metoo!” Toopkarocked her hammock wildly.

Mettaand Gymn sat up abruptly and let out atrill. Kale forced herself to concentrate. The dragons
thoughts pushed into her weary mind.

“Cdise?’ Kade draightened. Thelittle dragonslesgpt into the air and flew out the open window into the
night.

“Celisse and Merlander!” Kale exclaimed and struggled to her feet. A smile spread across her face as
she went to the window and peered out. The limbs of Fenworth’s castle obscured some of the sky, but
she could see twinkling stars and the moon’ s soft glow on the towering bog trees.



Kae crowed. “And Dar! Dar’ s coming too!”
Toopkatwisted over the edge of her hammock, dropped to the floor, and trotted across to the window.
“Where? Whereishe?” She pulled on Ka€e sdeeve. “Lift meup. | want to see.”

Bending to pick up the child with her stronger arm, Kale shook her head. “Y ou can’t seehim. He' sfar
away, riding on Merlander. They haveto land outside The Bogs, and Dar will walk in.”

“The big dragons won't come here? Why not? |s Fenworth mad at them, too?’

Regidor jumped out of his chair, knocking it over, and shouldered hisway into a position where he could
look out the window. Kale had to step aside.

Bardon looked up. “Bad manners, Regidor.”
The dragon muttered, “Excuse me.”

He poked his nose out the window and sniffed. I don’t smell anything but The Bogs. | smell sweet
mallow vine, water, wet wood, water, and more wet wood. | don’t smell any other dragons. Or this Dar
person, either.”

“He' stoo far away,” said Toopka. “Kae sad s0.”

“Then how does she know he' scoming?’

“Thelittle dragonstold her,” Toopkasaid, sticking her chin ouit.
“Yes, that'sright,” said Kae. “But | can dso fed their presence.”
“Teach meto do that,” demanded Regidor.

“Manners,” said Bardon.

Regidor turned to glare at the lehman. “It' sawaste of timeto put in al those extrawords just to sound
good.”

“If you want to bein service to Pdadin, you must follow hisexample. Article seventeen—'graciousin
every word."”

Exasperated with Bardon' s rules, Regidor hissed through thin lips, “Please, teach meto do that!”

“I don’t know that | can, Regidor,” answered Kae. “It’ sataent given to me by Wulder. Leetu Bends
taught me how to useit, but Wulder gave the talent to mefirg.”

“How do | know if He gaveit to me?’
“Wall, close your eyes, then try to reach with your mind to thingsthat are beyond thisroom.”

The meech dragon obediently closed his eyes and stretched his neck out through the window. “1 don't
think thisisworking.”

“Bequiet. Giveittime”

“It'snot working.”



“You aren't being quiet.”

“Do you haveto be quiet?’

“It works best when I'm quiet.”
A moment passed.

“I dill don't think it' sworking.”

She clamped her jaw shut, biting back a sharp retort. Regidor wasjust like the smal children she had
tended asavillage dave. “Y ou have to wait two whole minutes before you can say it' s not working

agan.
Regidor’ seydidswrinkled as he squeezed them tighter. Histhin lips clenched in adetermined grimace.
Kae gazed out the window with a contented sigh.

Hello, Dar.

“Hi, there. Guess I’ m not going to surprise you.”

I’msurprised. I'malso glad you' re coming, but why?

“We had a battle against an onslaught of Creemoor spidersright after you left. | happened to be
in the thick of things and got a medal for bravery. Seems kind of ridiculous to give a fellow a
medal for trying to stay alive.”

Oh, Dar! That’swonderful. Now they must realize doneels are capable of being warriors. Now
they won't be so reluctant to allow you to train at The Hall.

“ Actually, I’'m not going to continue training there.”
But that’s what you’ ve wanted for half your lifetime. You told me so your self.

“ Paladin said the medal shows | don’t need the training, and he has another job for me. He gave
me an honorary commission. You may haveto call me ‘sir’ now.”

Kaelaughed. Sr Dar?
“ Exactly.”
What isthe job?

“ Determining the intent of Risto’ s two henchmen, Burner Sox and Crim Cropper. They' ve been
involved in some mighty peculiar enterprises of late. Maybe even the spider drop on Vendela.”

We were there.
“ When the spiders attacked?”

Yes, we hadn’t gone through the gateway yet. | was poisoned, and it’ s taking a long time to get
well.

Therewas apause. “ Kale, very few victims of Creemoor spider poison survive.”



Paladin helped—and Gymn and Fenworth.

“1"m glad you made it. We' re landing now, west of The Bogs. We' |l camp tonight, and I' [l walkin
tomorrow. | can’t wait to see you, my friend.”

Give Celisse a hug for me. I’ ve already greeted her and Merlander. | wish | could fly out to meet
you all.

“1 am not going to hug Celisse, but I’ll give her a pat and maybe scratch behind her ears.”
Kaelaughed again. It was going to be good to have him around.

“Mordakleeps!” screeched Regidor.

“Where?’ Kd e searched the shadowed |andscape outside the castle window.

“Not here. There. Where that man Dar is and the two dragons.”

Dar! Kae screamed the warning with her mind.

“Mordakleeps!” camethedoned’scry.

Fenworth came out of hischair in one swift, powerful motion and stretched asinewy arm into the air. “To
the rescuel” he shouted, and the room began to spin.
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LEFT BEHIND

Beams of light surrounded them, shining brighter and brighter until Kae had to close her eyes and duck
her head. Strong winds rushed through the room. Kae put her arm around the meech and pulled him to
the floor. She crouched there with Regidor and Toopka.

“Now thisismorelikeit!” shouted Fenworth. “First, off to rescue the doned, and then on to the caves.
Spiders, beware!”

One after another, smellsrose around them and then blew away. A flower garden, abakery, piney
woods, and gpple cider vinegar.

Fenworth sounded very close. “Did that doned fellow say he was east or west of The Bogs?’
Kaetried to ydl “west,” but arush of wind filled her mouth and tifled her shout.

“Wes, you say, Kae? | believe you reright. West makes sense. Thank you, my girl. Be good now. We
shan't belong.”

Librettowit wheezed near her ear. “Let go of me, you confounded wizard.”

Fenworth didn’t answer him, but atrumpet blew the quick notes of a charge, and the wizard' s voice rose
above the quacks and brays and oinks of barnyard animals. “ Prepare for battle, Bardon!”

“Yesdgr,” thelehman answered.

His voice sounded muffled. Kalefelt as though she wasfloating in avast empty space but knew better
than to open her eyes. Thelight il turned her eyelids blood red with its brilliance.

The light began to fade. The force of the wind eased. Normal swamp noisesfilled the night air. Kale
opened her eyes, expecting to bein afield just outsde The Bogs.

Beneath her knees, broad planks formed asolid floor. Her body curved over the huddled figures of
Toopkaand Regidor. She patted their backs and straightened up.

“It'sdl right now,” Kde said, but she glared a her surroundings.

Flames crackled in the fireplace. Bardon’ s book lay open on thefloor. Librettowit’s mug il sat onthe
kitchen table. The wizard' s hat was gone from the hook by the door, and so were the three
men—Bardon, Librettowit, and Fenworth.

“WEe ve been left behind,” said Regidor.

“No!” hollered Toopka. She scrambled onto the windowsill to peer out asif she could see Wizard
Fenworth departing with Librettowit and Bardon. “No, no, no! Thisismy first adventure. Kae, do
something!”

“Whet?’

“Take usthere. You' reawizard.”



“I'm awizard without any training. | can't take us anywhere.”

Regidor pounded afigt in the pam of hisother hand. “ Then we' Il walk. If Dar could walk in, we can
walk out.”

“Through The Bogs?’ Ka€' s voice squeaked. “ At night? With mordakleeps attacking?’
“I'm not afraid of mordakleegps,” said Regidor, planting hisfistson hiships.

“Meeither.” Toopkajumped down to stand beside her friend, mimicking his stance and his obstinate
glare. “Y ou chop off therr tails, and they die. I'm not afraid.”

“Ligento me.” Kde stood and faced the two children. “Mordaklegps are dangerous. They don't let you
chop off their tails. They try to surround you and cut you off from everything. They'refierce and fast and
deadly.”

Regidor ran to the kitchen and grabbed a mest cleaver. Toopka followed and soon waved a paring knife
infront of her tiny figure.

“We Il gowithout you,” shesaid.
“No, youwon't.”

Kae brought images to her mind that she suppressed at al other times. Mordakleeps had attacked while
shewastraveling with Dar and Leetu Bends. She projected to these woul d-be child warriors the images
of dark, oozing crestures looming out of the trees.

Kaleremembered black shadows rippling and becoming hideous monsters. Their bloblike heads silently
wagged back and forth. Asthe mass of dreadful shadows became more distinct, she saw that each
mordakleep had two thick legsand athin tail disappearing through the lesf floor of cygnot planking.

The mordaklegps trudged slently toward their victims. Small red eyes glared from gray hollows.
Grotesgue mouths chomped, and green tongues flicked over sharp, yellow teeth and thin lips.

The mordakleeps' great weight made the cygnot planking undulate like waves on an ocean. Kale waited
for amonster to lumber close enough for her to hit. Two more mordaklegps emerged through the cygnot
floor. Kal€e sattention focused on the ugly black dime menacing her. In spite of its Sze, the monster
twisted and turned cleverly.

Along with the hideous vision of the swamp creatures, Kae conjured up her terror and desperation as
she and her comrades battled a force much stronger than their own. When she reached the despair she
had felt at the end of the struggle, she jerked away from the emotions, cutting short the glimpse of horror
she had given Regidor and Toopka.

Toopka clasped Regidor’ s arm with both hands, her eyes wide with fear. Regidor looked pale but stood
draight, clenching hisjaw.

Toopka shuddered. “They’ re bigger than | thought.”

Kae opened her arms, and the doned! ran to her. Scooping the little girl up, she hugged her close. “Who
told you about mordaklegps?’

“ Sittiponder. He' s an orphan tumanhofer, and he used to live in the mountains, and he knows all sorts of
stories about mordakleeps and grawligs and bisonbecks and al the seven low races and dl the seven



high races, too. He sits under the wooden steps of an old warehouse near the docks. He' ll tell you a
gory if you bring him something to eat. HE sblind.”

“Oh dear,” said Kale.

“Harrumph,” said Regidor, sounding exactly like Fenworth. “ Seems you better learn to read so you can
tell if hisgtoriesaretrue or not.”

“Oh, pooh on your old reading. | don't haveto read ' cause you' Il read storiesto me. It'll savetimeif
only one of usisin charge of finding the best books.”

“I won't dways be around.”
“Why not?’

“I’m going to grow up.”

“Widl, I’'m gonnagrow up too.”

Regidor shook hishead. “I’m going to grow up fast, and you' re going to grow up sow. Pretty soon I’ll
be an adult, and you'll till be ababy.”

“That’snot true!”

“Yes itis”

“Can’'t be. I'm aready not ababy.”

“Y ou' rethe one clinging to Kaée sneck.”

Toopka sguirmed out of Kale'sarms and plunked hersaf down on the floor with her fistson her hips. “If
wewerein Vendda, you' d need meto take care of you. Y ou wouldn’t know where to get food or
where to deep or who to avoid to stay out of trouble. Y ou' d be hopeless unless| took you by the hand
and led you around.”

“Stop!” Kae shouted. “ Thisisfoolish arguing. Only fools argue foolishly, and you aren’t fools. Not
another word out of either of you!”

Another quote directly from Mistress Meiger’ slips, but Kale was too agitated to care. She strode across
the room and sat down in Fenworth’s chair. With her elbows on her knees, she put her chin on her figts.

“I’'m going to try to find out what’ sgoing on.”

Regidor and Toopka followed her. They stood on each Sde of the armchair, watching her with wide
eyes.

“You shouldn’t Sit there,” said the dragon. “ Fenworth gets hopping mad if hefindsmein hischair.”
“Please be quiet,” Kae answered. “1’m concentrating.”

“What are you concentratin’ on?” asked Toopka.

“Da.”

Regidor dropped to the floor and sat crossed-legged by her knee. “ Are you mindspeaking?’



“No, just trying to see what they’ re doing. They’ re fighting, and they don’t need metalking to them.” The
rapid succession of images she saw in her mind was hard to sort out. Questions from Toopkaand
Regidor interfered.

“Regidor, close your eyes and see what impressions you pick up. Toopka, be quiet for abit.”
Toopka put her elbows on the arm of the chair and put her chin on her fists, mimicking Kale.

Kae couldn’t touch Wizard Fenworth’smind at al. She knew from past experience that he guarded his
thoughts with a powerful spell. When she sought Librettowit, she found a mixture of rants against
mordaklegps and the wizard. Lehman Bardon’s mind was dmost devoid of thought, but she could fed
energy flowing into decisve moves of combat. He performed with drilled precison. Dar fought from
beneath a protective shell, his movements not as regimented asthe warrior trained a The Hall.

It was easiest to touch the minds of Metta, Gymn, and Cdlisse. Mettaand Gymn flew in sweeping dives,
spitting thick gobs of caugtic sdivathey used in battle. Each minor dragon became increasingly frustrated
astheir weapon proved ineffective againgt the mordakleeps. Celisse, with the minor dragons, fought from
the air. Her attitude was ferocious but aso cautious. She used her powerful tail to batter the mongters.
The dragon Merlander stood beside Dar.

Regidor nudged Kal € sknee. “ Fenworth istrying adehydration spell.”
“Y ou can mindspeak with thewizard?’ Kae focused on the meech dragon’ sface.

He closed his danted eyes and pursed histhin lips. He nodded in answer to her question. “ It won't work.
Hewantsto cast the spell around each mordakleep’ stail and sever the connection with the swamp
water. It won't work. It takestoo long.”

“Canyouhdp him?’
Regidor’s expression twitched in annoyance. “No. | don’t know how.”

His eyes popped open, and he stared at Kale. One word came out of his mouth in ahorrified hiss.
“Blimmetd”

Kae stood up. Regidor sprang to hisfeet beside her.

Toopka grabbed Kal €' s leg below the knee and squeezed asif nothing would pry her loose.
“I can’'t sensethem,” Kade sad, her voice shrill with fear. “Where are they?”’
“Comingtojoin thefight.” Regidor’ s grim words sent ashiver down Kae sspine.

“Areyou sure?’ she demanded. “No one controls blimmets. They tunnel through the earth a random and
come forth to devour anything aive only when they’ re hungry. They couldn’t have agod. They’reamost
mindless”

“They haveagod. It'sour friends.”
“It' simpossible”

Kaedidn't want to believe the destructive horde of weasd-like creatures could actually search for
victims. She reached out and put a hand on Regidor’ s shoulder, wanting to give him a shake to make him
change his opinion. As soon as her fingers rested on his shoulder, asensation hit her thoughtswith
whirling intengity. She saw the squirming mass of dark bodies burrowing rapidly toward the field west of



TheBogs. Shefdt the blimmets' collective desire to consume dragon flesh.
“We have to help. We have to warn Dar and the others.”

Kae leaned her head back and screamed. “Wulder, help!” In the same ingtant, she knew what He
expected. Wulder had chosen her to be that help.

“No, no, no.” She beat clenched fistsagaingt her thighs.
“ Open your hand, Kale, and | will hold it.”
Kale sucked in asurprised bresth. The voice belonged to Paladin.
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JOINING THE BATTLE
“It'suptous” Kaedeclared.
She looked from Toopka s wide eyes and open mouth to Regidor’ s serious expression.
“Regidor, tdl Fenworth the blimmets are coming.”
“How?
“Mindspesk. You candoit.”

Regidor dutifully closed hiseyes and scrunched hisfaceinto histhinking grimace. A moment later hiseyes
popped open. “1 did it!”

Kae hugged him and then dropped to her knees. She focused on the patch of worn floorboardsin front
of her and concentrated.

What should we do? If only Dar or Leetu were here.
Kae shook her head in frustration. “We haveto think of away to help.”
She looked from Toopkato Regidor. Both shrugged.

“Water,” Kale said asamemory struck her. “Fenworth drowned the blimmets when they attacked our
camp.”

Regidor’ sface brightened. “ There swater in the swamp.”
Kaenodded. “We haveto figure how to dump it on them.”
“Bucketdl” said Toopka, bouncing on her toeswith excitement.
“Too smdl,” said Regidor.

“Weather,” said Kale.

“Wesather?’ Toopka s and Regidor’ s voices harmonized, with Regidor’ s bass dmost burying thelittle
doned’ssqued.

“Yed” Kae clapped her hands together. “ Fenworth used a storm.”

Regidor ran out of the room. His footsteps rapidly pounded through a hallway and then faded away as he
ascended one of the many spird staircases. Soon the soft tattoo thudded back through the hollow branch
corridor, becoming louder as he jumped down the stairs. The meech returned to the common room,
holding a huge volume bound in exquisite blue leather and two smaller tomes covered in what looked like
MOSS.

“Westher spells.” He huffed as he dropped the heavy books on the short table between the sofaand the
amchairs.

He opened one of the smdler volumes and leafed through the pages. Kae bent over the largest, running



her finger down alengthy table of contents. Toopka picked up the smalest and held it against her ches,
her thin arms cradling the va uable book.

Tearsswamin her eyes. “| can't read,” she moaned.
Regidor curled alip and spoke through clenched teeth. “ That one has pictures.”

“Oh,” said Toopka and clambered onto the nearest chair. She nestled in and reverently opened the small
book. “Ooh, pretty. A rainbow.”

“Look for something helpful,” barked Regidor.
“Dumping water,” she muttered, and with ascowl examined the pages.

In the book Kae held, the chapters were in dphabetica order. She thought about turning to “ Chapter 3:
Clouds,” but scanned further down. Hurricanes seemed too big for two apprentices who hadn’t even had
one lesson from the master wizard. A short chapter, “Lightning,” attracted her attention just because it
was short. Shedidn’t stop to figure out what “ Noisy Weather” might be. “Rain” stood out in bold letters,
but atitle afew lines down caught her eye.

“Tornado!” Rapidly, she turned the pages, searching for number 549. Toopka dipped off the chair and
hopped to her side.

Regidor cheered. “We can suck up water from the swamp and dump it on the blimmets.”
“Yes, yes!” Toopkajumped up and down, clapping her furry hands.

Kaefound the chapter and began to read. A frown tightened her face.

“I don't understand dl of this” shesaid.

“Wedon't haveto,” explained Regidor. “Fenworth says Wulder does dl the work anyway. Being a
wizard means understanding His creation and working with His universal laws. Fenworth says Wulder
has systemsfor everything, and they dwayswork.”

Kae shook her head, not bothering to ask for explanations. She kept reading. Toopka continued to hop
beside her. Regidor moved to Kal€ s other side to peer at the pages. She dowly skimmed the brown
wordsin fancy script, faded by time.

“Hereitis” shejabbed her finger at a paragraph beginning with, Water spouts are devel oped by
creating a low pressure area over dense moisture and surrounding it with a strong circular wind.

“The swamps are dense moisture,” said Regidor.
“What'salow pressure area?’ asked Kae.

“I don’'t know.”

“How do we make circular wind?’

“I don’'t know.”

“Stirring!” said Toopka

Her toenails clicked on the old wooden floor as she ran to the kitchen table. She brought back



Librettowit’ s abandoned tankard with a spoon and placed them on the table in front of Regidor.
“Stir!” she commanded.

Regidor grabbed the spoon and whirled it through the creamy white liquid. The sweet smell of mallow
rose from the tankard.

Toopka climbed on the table and knelt, her head bent, nearly touching Regidor’s.
“Seg)” shesad. “Themiddleislow, and the mallowsap isgoing round and round.”
Regidor nodded. “But | don't see how thisisgoing to help.”

“Just concentrate,” said Kae. “Imagine the wind going round and round over the swamp, just like the
mallowsap inthe cup.”

Toopka closed her eyes dong with Kade and Regidor. Injust amoment, Kale felt aburst of energy tingle
along her spine. She opened her eyesto see Regidor’ seyesblink rapidly asif he had just felt something
truly gartling.

“Something happened,” he said.
Kae nodded, hoping hewouldn’t ask what happened, because she wasn't sure.

Shelooked around the room. Everything seemed norma, from the glowing lightrocks to the smdl firein
the hearth.

“What do we do now?’ Regidor asked.

Kae rubbed her sweaty palms over her breeches. “ Seeif you can pick up from Fenworth’ smind what's
going on there. I'll concentrate on the dragons.”

She reached with her mind to Gymn and found him hiding under abush. Terror shook hislittleframein
fiercetremors, but it wasn't the mordakleegps causing him to cower. A violent wind had plucked him from
the sky and hurled him to the ground. Metta, too, sought refuge. She burrowed into the soft wood of a
falen log. Cdisseflew rgpidly away from the storm, climbing higher and higher, seeking safety.

“Ohno,” gasped Kale.

Regidor cast her an uneasy glance. “Fenworth is still concentrating on that dehydration spell.”
“Where are the blimmets?’

“Closg, but they haven't broken to the surface yet.”

“Thewinds are battering our friends.” Kaewrung her hands. “We didn't think of that. The storm will kill
the blimmets, but it might hurt Fenworth and everybody ese”

Regidor squinted asif he could see something far away. “ The tornado is moving dowly, dower than the
blimmets”

“How do you know?’

Regidor shrugged histhin shoulders. “I can fed it. | can sense the movement of the blimmets, the
commotion at the battlefield, and the tornado’ s path.”



“What' s gonna happen?’ Toopka squedled, bouncing on her toes and flapping her handsin front of her.

Regidor answered, “ Tornadoes travel across the countryside and wipe out what’ sin front of them.” He
frowned at Kae. “Maybe we could stop it.”

Toopkawailed. “ But we were gonna drop the water on the blimmets.”

“We can't do both,” said Kde. “We can’t drown the blimmets without hurting our friends.”
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ANOTHER PLAN

Kaeran her fingersthrough her hair, grabbing hold and pulling asif she could yank the answer out of her
head.

“We haveto get the water above the blimmets. If the tornado’ s above them, maybe the wind won't blow
everyone to smithereens.”

“How?How? How?’ Toopka hopped with each word.
“Stop jumping,” barked Regidor.

“Jumping!” said Kae. “Regidor, imagine the tornado jumping! Hopping intheair, like Toopka.” She
clamped her hands on his shoulders and gave him ashake. “ Think of the tornado jumping into the air
over thefidd and hold that thought. Hold the tornado in the air.”

Kae grabbed on to the image with her mind. As soon as she touched the energy of the storm, she knew
it had aready weakened. Their skillswere not devel oped, and their minds certainly were not disciplined
for such atremendous task.

“Oh, Wulder, hdp.”

Regidor squeezed her arm. His clawlike fingernails pricked her flesh. Hisvoice came out in agravelly
whisper. “Thetornado is above thefield. The blimmets are dmost directly below and tunneling upward.”

“Hold the tornado,” begged Kale. Shefelt the energy of the whirling storm seeping away from her. “We
have to control the tornado. Wait until the blimmets break the surface, then rdleaseit.” She moaned. “It's

faling apart, unraveling.”
“Hold it, Kae! Theblimmetsare dmost to thetop.”

“It sweakening. | can't.”

“Just afew more seconds.”

Kae begged Wulder to take over. | can’t do it. I’m not strong enough. Wulder, | can't.
“Now!” screamed Regidor.

Kae collapsed on the floor and felt the tornado give way to a cloudburgt.

“What' s happening?’ cried Toopka

Regidor gave ahoot of triumph. “The blimmets are drowning. Asthey come out of the dirt, they get hit
full in the face with water, tons of it.”

“Tons?

“Wel, maybe not tons.” He looked at the tiny doned with annoyance, and then hisface relaxed into a
jubilant grin. He grabbed Toopka and whirled her around the room, dancing ajig and hollering. Hislong
tall knocked over smaller furniture, but the clatter only added to the joyful noise.



Kaetook deep breaths and scooted to sit with her back against Fenworth’s chair. She reached with her
mind and checked each of her comrades. Everyone was drenched but healthy. She even touched
Fenworth, reassuring hersdlf that he was dive, even though she could not delve into his thoughts.

They're safe. Thank You, Wulder.
A frisson of fear gave her goose bumps.
“Regidor?’

The dragon skipped to her side and plopped down on the floor, Sitting in his favorite position with hislegs
crossed.

“Wedidit, Kde”

She shook her head. “Where are the mordakleeps?’

Regidor closed hiseyes, and a puzzled expression wrinkled his scaly brow.

“They’'re strong. Stronger than before. The hurt onesarewell again. Uncut, unbruised.”

Kae dropped her head into her hands. Not wanting to listen, she did her pams over her ears. She dlill
heard Regidor’ s deep voice.

“Everything iswet and that helps them. Fenworth is till working on the dehydration spell. It'samost
finished, and he’ sgoing to cast it around their tails, one by one.”

Regidor grabbed Ka€e' shand and pulled it away from her ear. “Listen, Kae. Fenworth knows we
brought therain. Listen, he' s mindspeaking to both of us.”

Sheinclined her head and heard the wizard' s crackling voice.

“ Clever, that was. Unasked for, of course. Unneeded, for sure. But good thinking on your part if
not exactly thought through. Now, children, let’s seeif you can follow directions. | doubt it, but
we'll try. I'm altering this dehydration spell. Tricky business, throwing in a switcheroo at the last
moment. But I’m a wizard, you know. Quite experienced at adaptation.

“Now listen carefully, my inexperienced but worthy apprentices. Think of each of us here. Not the
mor dakleeps, of course. Not the blimmets, either, come to think of it. But us! Think wet on the
inside, dry on the outside. Normal in and out. Got that?”

Both apprentice wizards nodded asif the old man stood beside them.

“We can help, Kae.” Regidor squirmed closer to her sde and threw his arm around her shoulders.
“Fenworth sayswe can help.”

“Metoo,” said Toopkaand flung hersdf into Kale' slap.

“Heregoes,” said Regidor, hisvoicerising in excitement. “He sgoing to releaseit.”
“Arewe hdping?’ squealed Toopka

“Yedl” shouted Kae and Regidor in unison.

Kae squeezed Toopka s hand gently. “It’ skind of like mindspeaking. We' re al connected, and



Wulder’ s part of it too. HE sthe biggest part. Do you fed it, Toopka?’

Before she could answer, ashiver zinged through the three huddled on the floor. With their arms around
each other, the power sprang from one body to the next, linking them asit sped severd timesin acircle.
Exhilaration filled Kde asthe intensity ebbed away.

“Hedidit!” cried Regidor. “He dried up everything. Therain, thefied, their clothes. The mordakleegps
aredying.”

“Why?" asked Toopka. “Did he cut off their tails?’

“No. Their taillsare shriveling and bresking off. Thewater’ sal gone, and their tails have to be in water
because mordaklegps have gills and breathe like fish. The gillsarein thetails, but now thetailsare on dry
land. Oh yuck! Dead mordakleepskind of drip into the ground.” He wrinkled hislong squarish nose.
“Their bodieslose their shape and dissolve into amass of icky goo when they die”

A giggle escaped Ka € sthroat. A tear ran down her cheek. She remembered the last time she' d battled
mordakleeps. The dimy creatures oozed into the forest floor, leaving noxious fumes behind.

Giddinessfollowed relief. Kde leaned her head back on the seat of Fenworth’s chair and laughed. Soon
Regidor and Toopkajoined her with wild cackling and hiccupped giggles. Kaletried to stand, but
laughter weakened her knees. She collapsed in the big chair and wiped tears from her eyes. Toopkaand
Regidor rolled on the floor around her.

“Harrumph!” Wizard Fenworth stood in the door. Hisdry hair stood out wildly around his head. He
clutched hishat in his hand and shook it a them. Minnows flew al over the room and flopped around
wherever they landed. Fenworth frowned at the wiggling mess, waved his hand about in adistracted
manner, and the tiny fish disappeared.

The old wizard refocused on the three youngsters, glaring fiercely. He started to shake hishat again,
thought better of it, and instead shook the crooked branch he carried in the other hand.

“That’smy chair, and | have need of it. Away with you. What are you doing up? Sleep. No one deeps at
adecent hour anymore.” He scomped afoot. “1’'ll have discipline from those under my care. An
apprentice should show respect. Two apprentices should show twice as much respect. Out of my chair.
Away to bed with dl of you. You' d think thiswas aholiday.”

Kale heard Librettowit muttering behind Fenworth. The tumanhofer shoved the wizard unceremoniously
to the side and forced hisway into the room. Dar and Bardon followed, stopping to remove their boots
caked with dried mud.

“Tut-tut, oh dear.” Fenworth peered into his hat, shook dried leaves from the crown, and placed it on the
hook by the entryway. A couple of mice dropped from his cloak and scampered out the open door.
“We ve company here and more coming.”

“Who'scoming?’ asked Toopka.

Thewizard growled, glared at the child, and pointed his bony finger her way. Toopka ssmall framerose
into the air and floated across the room, landing in the hammock she called her bed.

“Tut-tut. Tomorrow, child, tomorrow.”

The lightswent out, and Kae found hersdf in her own bed with the cover tucked around her.



How did | get here? Fenworth! I'll never sleep. I’ mtoo excited. | want to talk to Dar. | even want
to hear what Bardon has to say about the battle with the mordakleeps.

In the background, she heard Toopka. “We didn’t get a bedtime snack.”

Regidor’ s voice rumbled from some distance away. “Y ou ate before you went to bed thefirst time.”
“But thisisthe second time. We didn’t have a second bedtime snack to go with the second bedtime.”
“I'll fix you a second bedtime snack in the morning. Y ou can haveit for breskfast.”

“Promise?’

“Promise”

Kae smiled and rolled over. She closed her tired eyes. They were suddenly too heavy to hold open. The
adventure seemed like something from abook. But no, it wasredl. She and Regidor had done something

Spectacular.

It'sa shame | don’t know how we did it.
Sherolled over and pulled the blanket up to her chin.

“I didn’t even get to say hello to Dar,” she grumbled and promptly fell adeep.
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LESSON ONE

“Timel” Wizard Fenworth entered the room lined with bookcases and stood with his hands folded over
his beard.

Just minutes before, the wizard had hushed their excited chatter and banished them to alibrary.
“Lessonsfirgt,” he'd said, quelling their desire to go over the spine-tingling details of the night before.

All the occupants of the room raised their heads from the books they held and stared at Fenworth.
Librettowit looked annoyed. Excitement quickly registered on Toopka s and Regidor’ sfaces, abit of
wariness on Dar’ sand Bardon's. Kale tried to touch the wizard’ s mind to see if she could pick up aclue
astowhat he meant.

“Tut-tut, Kale.” He shook hishead at her.
Shelooked down, dightly embarrassed but unrepentant. He' s not really mad at me.

She heard his distinctive chuckle in her mind and looked up to see him wink in her direction. She smiled
back.

Fenworth clapped his hands together and then rubbed them together vigoroudy. “What do you say?
Shdl webegin?’

Librettowit cleared histhroat. “ That depends, Fenworth. What isit you propose to begin? Preparations
for noonmea? A quest? The laundry? Research into the geographica structure of Mount Kordenavis?’

Thewizard frowned. “ At times, Wit, you are entirely too frivolousfor alibrarian. | refer to the
apprenticeship, of course.”

“Of cours2.” Thetumanhofer nodded and returned his attention to his book.

“Kale, Regidor, come.” The wizard grabbed the edge of his cloak and swirled it around him, turning in
place. “ Toopkaand Bardon, you may accompany us.”

Toopka sprang to her feet, tossing her smal book on the table in front of Regidor.

Bardon dowly stood. “I’m not a prospect for wizardry, gr. I've no talent.”

“No sense”’

“Nosgr. | said notaent.”

“No talent! No sense! Nonsense. Come, my boy. Y ou may observe.”

Bardon closed hisbook, Knightsin Service, and placed it carefully on Librettowit’ stable.
“Onyour feet, Kale, Regidor. We depart.”

They followed Wizard Fenworth onto the wide branches serving as walkways around histree castle,
They had to trot to keep up with the old man’slong, purposeful stride. He led them to the front door and
into the common room.



Kae leaned against the doorjamb and watched Fenworth, Toopka, Bardon, and Regidor. Bardon had
immediately settled in one of the chairsin the Sitting area. Regidor balanced on histoes, his attention
riveted on the wizard. The wizard stood next to the worn kitchen table, patting hislong beard. Toopka
hopped onto athree-legged stool, put her elbows on the table and her chinin her hands. Her eyeswere
glued to the old wizard. Clearly, she thought thiswould be more interesting than Regidor’ slessonson
reading.

“Regidor,” Fenworth commanded, “ get us abowl big enough to put our little doned in.”
Toopka s eyeswidened, and she sat up straight, placing her hands demurely in her 1ap.

“Our firg lesson in wizardry” —Fenworth looked purposdly at Regidor and then at Kale—"will be
transforming existing materid supplied by Wulder into adifferent form.”

Toopkadid off her seat and edged toward the door.

“Stay, my little Toopka.” Fenworth bestowed upon her his most charming smile. “Y ou will be needed.”
Toopkashook her head warily. “Librettowit’ s gonna help mewrite my |etters.”

“Y ou told Regidor at breskfast you had learned them al.”

Toopka gulped, took a step closer to the door, and nodded. “All the capitals.” Her bobbing head
stopped midmotion and became side-to-side denid. “1’m not doing very well with the small ones”

Fenworth gestured for her to return to her seet. “ Time enough for that later. You'll learn abit here, being
inthethick of things”

Fenworth perched on ahigh wooden stool and folded his armsinto the deeves of hisloose silken robe.
Hisface twitched in annoyance, and he brought out one hand. A gray mouse dangled by itstail from his
long fingers. He leaned over, set the animal on the floor, and waved hishand in awide circle over the
cowering creature. “Begone!”

The mouse scurried away.

Fenworth resumed his posture on the stool, with hisarms crossed and hidden in hisrobe. The color of
the fabric shifted from red to orange to purple and settled in a blue darker than the evening sky. A myriad
of twinkling stars dotted the robe. A few pinpoints of light dusted his shoulders, but as the materia
flowed to the ground, the stardust grew more dense until the hem glowed brightly with starshine.

“Wewill need,” said thewizard in solemn tones, “the fine powder ground from the annua grasses of the
classof Triticum. And three ovaof Gallus domesticus.”

Regidor narrowed his eyes. “We need flour and three eggs.”

Kde ligtened as Fenworth gave convoluted instructions and watched Regidor assemble the ingredients
for an ordinary cake. She had seen women in River Away bake just such a cake.

Sighing, she relaxed againgt the frame of the door and |et her gaze roam the room. Bardon soon picked
up abook and didn’t even pretend to be interested in the cooking class. Regidor nodded serioudy at
Fenworth when given ingtructions, then winked at the donedl child at every chance. Kale moved quietly
into the room and sat beside Toopka.

“Hewasjust fooling.” Toopkagave her atoothy grin. “I’m not going to be part of the cake.”



Kae nodded. She couldn’t see that this baking had any wizardry to it. She watched al the more carefully
to see how Wizard Fenworth might surprise them with atwist of magic in the making of one two-layered
round cake. Nothing but the extravagant names he gave for ordinary baking powder, butter, sugar, and
vanillawas any different from the way any marione mistress put together a cake for Sunday dinner.

While the cake baked in the old oven, Kale, Toopka, Wizard Fenworth, and Regidor sat around the
table playing benders.

Toopka s cards kept falling out of her hands. Regidor patiently helped her sort them and get them back
inorder.

“Shel swon,” he said as he again helped rearrange her hand. “ She has each of the seven high races and
two wizards”

“Two wizards, you say?" Fenworth rubbed the beard at his chin. “An excess. One wizard sufficesfor
amost any task. Kae, take the cakes out and let them cool.”

The wizard rose from the table and put the cards back on the shelf. Standing over the cakes, he rubbed
his hands together.

“Shall we have malow or cream frosting?’
“Chocolatel” squealed Toopka.

“Very well.” Hewent over and sat in hislarge cushioned chair, nodding to Dar and Librettowit asthey
entered. “Dar, be agood fellow and teach them how to make frogting.”

Soon the wizard was snoring as the group around the table measured and stirred.
“Do we get to eat it when we finish?’ asked Toopka

“Of coursewe do,” said Regidor.

Librettowit shook his head. “Maybe not.”

Both Toopka and Regidor stopped to stare at the tumanhofer, disbelief written clearly on their young
faces.

Librettowit cleared histhroat. “ Remember Fenworth said we had company and more company coming.
He could intend thisfor our guestswhen they arrive.”

Toopka leaned acrossthe table, eyes bright and a grin touching her black lips. “Who's coming?’

Librettowit cast asidelong glance at the deeping wizard and lowered hisvoice. “He hasn't said, but it
stands to reason that if you' re about to embark on adangerous quest, Paladin would send warriors.”

Bardon dropped hisbook in hislap and sat up with ajerk.

Fenworth’'s snores ceased abruptly. Without opening his eyes, he spoke. “ Supposition. What need have
we of Paladin’swarriors? We have awizard, two apprentice wizards, two strong, able men, and a
librarian.”

“Not me,” objected Librettowit loudly. “Count me out. I'm staying with the books and the comfort of
home. I'm not going questing.”



Kale remembered the fiasco of their attempt to create and control atornado. The creating part had gone
al right, but nothing afterward had gone as planned. “Pardon me, Wizard Fenworth, but | think your two
apprentices are inexperienced.”

“Nonsense!l” Fenworth stood, stretched, and turned to the table. He came across the room and stood,
patting hisbeard. “ Tut-tut, you have no confidence in yourselves. Y ou' ve aready had your first lessonin
wizardry.”

Toopka sface folded into afierce scowl. “Baking a cake iswizardry?’

“Oh dear, oh dear, | seeyou don't fully comprehend.”

“It'sjust acake,” said Toopka Her words directly reflected Ka€' s thoughts.

“Harrumph. Toopka, when you turn and look at the counter, what do you say then, dear little doned?”

All eyes shifted to the plain wooden counter aong the kitchen wall. There sat another cake, the exact
duplicate of the one they had just made.

Fenworth’'s eyes twinkled as he watched the expressions on their faces. “ And then there' sthe cake on
thetablein front of Bardon.”

Again, everyonein the room turned as one to see athird cake, which had appeared out of nowhere.
Regidor harrumphed. “That till doesn’'t mean Kale and | can make cakes appear dl around the room.”

“It doesn’'t?” Fenworth tilted hisgray head to one Side asif considering the matter. He stood that way for
amost aminute, long enough for avineto shoot out atendril from hisbeard. “Areyou sure, Regidor?’
He considered the young meech dragon. “Have you tried?’

Regidor’ s eyes narrowed in suspicion. He shook his head dowly.

Fenworth clgpped his hands together, a smile breaking across hiswrinkled face. “ That doesit, then. Y ou
must try. Tut-tut. Can’t say you can’t until you' vetried. Kale, come here and stand next to Regidor.”

Kae hurried across the room and stood shoulder to shoulder with her fellow apprentice.
Now he' s going to teach us! Shegrinned at Dar across the room.

“Close your eyes, both of you,” commanded Fenworth. “Ficture in your mind the milk and eggs being
dtirred into the flour and baking powder.

“A batter forms. Sincethisisone of Wulder’ s principles, thereis nothing you can do to stop this
particular combination from turning into cake batter.”

Kae heard Bardon come to stand behind her. Sheinhaed the citrus smdl of another o' rant. All her
people carried the same tart fragrance.

Do all my people have an innate ability to perform wizardry? Could Bardon be an apprentice too?

“Tut-tut, your mind iswandering, Kae.”

Ka e squel ched the annoyance she felt. Bardon’ s presence had distracted her. She paid gtrict attention to
Wizard Fenworth’ s deep, rough voice.



“Imagine pouring the mixture into pans and placing them in the oven. Yes, yes, that’ sright. The heet
causes the batter to rise and solidify, another handy edict from Wulder.

“Think, think, children. What comes next? Oh dear, oh dear, don’t jJump ahead to the frosting, Regidor.
Cool your cake.”

Kae heard Bardon expd abreath of air and felt the hair on the back of her head stir.
| will not let that bother some lehman get me in trouble. | will pay attention to my teacher.

“Wizardry isdl amatter of appreciating Wulder’ s creation, taking the time to understand the intricacies
of the universe and then applying that knowledge. Quite smple, redly.

“Sowly, dowly, step by step. Wulder has established what will go together and what will not. Y ou are
merdly following Hisdirections”

Toopka s high-pitched squeal pierced the room. “Oh! Look! Look!”
Kae opened her eyes. Two more cakes sat on the table beside thefirst.

“Excdlent!” Fenworth beamed and clapped his hands. “ Enough wizard' s cake for company, | should
say. Unless Pdadin sends us more than one urohm.”
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THE COMPANY ASSEMBLES

The guests did not arrive that evening, which meant the cakes could not be eaten. Fenworth finaly
relented and cut one cake into nine small pieces. The eighth piece was shared by Mettaand Gymn. The
ninth piece was given to a big blackbird named Thorpendipity, who landed on the windowsi | when
Fenworth whistled.

Toopkawent to bed grumbling over the cakes going stale and woke up with abad ssomachache. A
second cake had disgppeared during the night, with only afew crumbs left to testify to itsformer
existence. Those crumbs dotted Toopka s bed covers.

The only ones awake to witnessthe little doned’ s suffering were Dar, Kde, and the minor dragons. Dar
shook his head and put asmall copper teakettle on the old stove.

“WEel scold you,” Kale said, “after you' rewell enough to listen. I’ ve got something Granny Noon gave
me. It'll makeyou fed better.”

“I won't ever eat awhole cake again,” promised Toopka. “I won't ever eat anything agan.”

Gymn curled up on Toopka s shoulder while Kae fetched the moonbeam cape and spread it out on the
kitchen table. She reached into a hollow and handed a packet of dried, pink leavesto Dar to brew.

“Something iswrong,” she muttered, running ahand over the front pockets. Six of them held unhatched
dragon eggs.

Toopkagroaned loudly. Kaeignored her and took out the eggs, one by one, placing them carefully on
theinsdefolds of the cape. The sight of the eggs struck awe in Kal€' s heart. Paladin had charged her to
tend the unborn dragons and rai se them once hatched. She’ d even been called the Dragon Keeper. The
responsibility seemed too enormousfor aformer davegirl.

The fourth pocket held a stone, not an egg. When Kale saw the irregular shape and dark gray color, she
dropped the offending rock on the table and moved on to the last two pockets. In only afew seconds,
Kaelooked with dismay at the row of eggs. She had five dragon eggs and one smooth stone.

Toopka s groaning subsided to awhimper.

Dar cameto stand beside Kale, putting acomforting hand on her stiff arm. “Nothing can be stolen froma
moonbeam cape. Did you movethe egg?’

Kae shook her head dowly.

“Then the only way it could have been takenisif you alowed someone to ride within the cape, and that
someone took the egg.”

Toopka s noise ended abruptly.
Dar and Kae both turned to look at the forlorn figure huddled beneath alight blanket in her hammock.

Kaetook astep toward the doned child. Thelittle girl’ s ears perked upright on top of her furry head,
and she dove beneath the covers.



“Toopkaand |,” said Kae as she continued walking, Dar beside her, “went for awak severa days ago.
It began to rain, and Toopka rode back under my cape.”

Dar put his hand on the blanket and tugged, but Toopka held fast from underneath.
“I'msick,” shewalled.

Dar growled. “Because you got up in the middle of the night and stole awhole cake, it ssemsyou are ill
acommon sreet thief.”

“I didn't stedl theegg.” The muffled protest quivered.
“Thenwhereisit?’
“I just wanted to see ababy dragon hatch. | didn’'t mean any harm.”

Kale patted the trembling hump of blanket. “The egg hasto quicken before it begins the hatching
process.”

Toopka s eyes appeared at the edge of the covering. They were big and full of wonder. “It quickened.”

Kale gtifled amoan. Pdadin had trusted her with the eggs. If this egg quickened under the warmth of
Toopka s body, who would the egg bond to? Kae could only imagine the kind of mischief Toopkaand a
young dragon could ingtigete.

Dreading the answer, Kale asked, “Who quickened the egg, Toopka?’
“Youdid”

“Me?

“Yes, it'sunder your pillow.”

With aflutter of leasthery wings, Gymn and Mettaraced out of the room.

Toopka sniffed and ducked her head. “1 thought you' d be mad at meif | held it until it quickened. | was
right, wasn't 1? But you' re mad anyway, 0 | guessdl that figuring out how to do it without getting into
trouble didn’t work. I won't bother figuring next time.”

“There better not be anext time,” warned Kde. “Why didn’'t | fed the egg?’

“Because | put it under your pillow after you went to eep and took it out before you woke up. Only last
night, when | came back in here, | saw the cakes on the counter, and | wasjust going to have one piece,
but it was so good.”

“And thismorning,” said Dar with ashake of hisfinger, “you were too Sck to retrieve the egg.”

The chittering of excited minor dragonsinterrupted Dar’ slecture. Gymn entered the room doing
aerobatics accompanied by wild, shrill whistles. Mettafollowed more sedately. Her wings whooshed the
ar in asteady rhythm. Between her front legs she held the missing egg.

Kae stretched out a hand. Mettalanded on her wrist and placed the egg in her upturned palm. For a
moment the egg lay cool againgt her skin, then it began to warm. A dight tingle raced up Kale sarm, and
in her hand, the egg began a gentle thrum.



Metta scampered to Ka€e' s shoulder, singing asong of joy in her soft, cooing voice.
Kaesamiled. Yes, the egg has quickened. And it already connectsto me. | can fedl itslife.

She rummaged through ahollow in her cape and came up with the same red pouch Mistress Meiger had
given her to carry thefirst dragon egg she' d found. She dipped the egg into the safety of the soft cloth
and hung it around her neck by the leather thong. She tucked it under her blouse.

“Attention! Attention!” Wizard Fenworth’s voice boomed from behind his bedroom door. “ Does no one
around here pay attention to details? We could be surrounded by the enemy, overwhemed by evil,
blasted to smithereens by ravagers of utmost depravity. Attention to your surroundings, that’ swhat's
needed. We could be undone!”

Bardon, Regidor, and Librettowit barreled into the room from one of the corridors just as Fenworth’s
door banged open.

A frisson of apprehension raised bumps on Kae' sarms and shivered her spine. Shelooked around the
room at the faces of her companions. Bardon glared, his hand on the hilt of his sword. Librettowit looked
annoyed. Regidor had asilly grin on hisface. Dar scowled, and Toopka dove beneath the covers again.

A knock brought &l eyesto the massive front door.
“See”?’ Fenworth whispered. “Didn’t | tell you?’

Bardon drew his sword and approached from one side of the room as Dar armed himsdlf with two
be eweled daggers and came at the door from the other side.

Kae reached with her mind to discern who stood on the other side. She gave an exclamation of surprise.
“It' sLeetu Bendsand Lee Ark!”

Librettowit threw the old wizard alook of disgust.

Fenworth bristled, shaking his robes around him and clasping his beard. “1 never said the enemy was
here. | merely noted that no one was on guard. Our guests have arrived, and they very well could have
been atroop of bisonbecks. Intentional attention to detail isessentia in al quests. All questsat dl times!”
Heraised his eyebrows and looked down his nose at the occupants of his common room. “ Someone
open the door.”

Librettowit sscomped across the wood floor and threw open the door.
“Greetings,” he said and promptly stepped aside to alow the two soldiers of Paadin’ sforcesto comein.

Lee Ark entered the room with Leetu following. His brown uniform covered a short, bulky body typical
of the marione race. His forthright stride proclaimed power of muscle and confidence in leadership.

Leetu' sdight feminine form was likewise clothed in the earth tones of Pdadin’sarmy. Kade hoped she
would have the chance for along talk with the young woman who had guided her through the initia
stages of her last quest. She counted Leetu asared friend.

I’mglad you're here. Kae spoke directly to Leetu’smind.

Without an outward flicker of acknowledgment, the emerlindian answered. “ Friend, we have another
adventure ahead of us. Paladin issued a call for warriorsand for you in particular.”

Kae nodded and carefully watched her comrades from the previous quest.



Both the officers were of the same height, yet Lee Ark embodied tension and alethal force waiting to be
unleashed. Legtu displayed grace and tranquility.

They answered Bardon' s salute with atap of afist to the chest, Lee Ark’ s sharp and Leetu’ s casudl.

“Welcometo my castle” Wizard Fenworth stepped forward and clasped both of Lee Ark’sarms at the
elbows. Lee Ark grasped the wizard' s lean forearms.

“I bring urgent news,” he said.

Fenworth nodded. “ Y es, yes. Urgent, deadly, insdious. Theworld isin peril, and we must rise against
evil.” The old wizard released the generd and patted him on the shoulder. “Teaand cakefirgt, don't you
think?’
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WIZARDRY LESSON TWO

“Now, the universe, children, ismade entirely out of threethings.” Fenworth dusted crumbs from his
beard and didodged alizard. The creature grabbed a chunk of Ieftover dessert and darted under the
wizard' schair. Ignoring the skittering reptile, Fenworth looked around the table where the members of
the quest had assembled for tea and cake.

“Threethings so smdl that they cannot be seen by the eye of anyone but Wulder.”
Librettowit nodded in agreement and sipped histea.

The wizard closed one eye and stared with the other at a point above the empty cake platter. A cloud of
green mist formed, hovering over the middle of the large wooden table. Its color faded to white, and then
an image became clear aswisps of cloud drifted away.

Kaewatched the trand ucent, three-dimensiond picture of abowl tilt dightly so they could al seethe
creamy batter within.

“Harrumph.” Fenworth cleared histhroat and patted his beard. “ Thisis batter for pancakes.”
Toopkalicked her lips.

“Add three eggs,” said Fenworth. Three eggsfloated into the image, tapped on the sde of the bowl, and
emptied with aplop, plop, plop into the batter. The shells disappeared. A wooden spoon stirred. “And
now you have batter for crepes.”

The spoon lifted and thin batter dripped into the bowl.

“Add flour,” said Fenworth. Two glass cups of flour appeared over the bowl and dumped their white
powdery contents into the batter. The spoon stirred. “ And you have cake batter. Add more, and you
have dough for daggarts.” Another measuring cup came barreling out of nowhere and jettisoned flour into
the bowl. The moment the glass cup was empty, it shattered, but the smithereens vanished into nothing.

Fenworth cleared histhroat. “Y ou see how changing the amounts of the ingredients changesthe
substance?’

Kae nodded her head but had no idea how thisrelated to the three very small things Fenworth said
made everything inthe universe.

“Wulder took three ingredients and made the world,” continued the wizard. “Of course, He also crested
the three ingredients. One is 0zoic, the second is azoic, and the third isezoic.”

The picture above them changed to three round dots, one red, one blue, and the other white.
“In thefirst ement we will examine, we have one ozoic and one azoic.”

The bowl regppeared, and the red dot and blue dot fell into it much as the eggs had.

Except he didn’t crack them on the edge. Kae suppressed agiggle.

“Don’t let your mind wander, Kale,” thewizard' s voice entered her thoughts, reprimanding her.



Yessir.

The bowl disappeared, leaving the two colored dots suspended in midair, clinging to one another. The
whitedot circled the pair.

Librettowit looked up from hismug. “ A smple substance. Same three ingredients which make up all
substances, only in different combinations. A wizard, with the right knowledge, can cal together ozoics,
azoics, and ezoics”

Fenworth harrumphed and glared at the librarian. “My lecture, | believe, Wit.” He patted hisbeard and a
dew of dots shot out from the grizzly curlsto join the picture above the table.

“Whenawizard,” Fenworth cocked an eyebrow at Librettowit and continued, “ placesthese zoicsin
close proximity with each other, they assume the positions that Wulder has ordained and become the
substance they are meant to be.”

Dar durped histeaand ignored Leetu’ sfrown a his manners. “Only Wulder can create the primary
ingredients.”

“Of course!” The wizard nodded. “ And they can only be combined in amode prescribed by Wulder. A
wizard isonly asgrest as his understanding of the complexity of Wulder’ s established order. Within those
parameters, awizard can do amost anything.”

He heaved amelancholy sigh and shook his head. His shoulders drooped. His gaze lowered from the
busy image hanging over the table to the empty plates and scattered crumbs.

“Where Risto and his comrades have gone astray,” Fenworth said, “isin the belief that they can create
primary ingredients. And that they have no need of following Wulder’ sdictums.”

Kaeforgot the swirling dots above the table and eyed the wizard. He looks old—and tired—and so
very sad. Is he sorry for Risto? No, that couldn’t be. He's mourning for all those who have lost
loved ones at Risto’ s hand. He' s sorry for the pain Risto hasinflicted on others. He can’'t be sorry
for Risto.

Fenworth shrugged. As helooked back at his picture hanging above the table, his expression brightened,
and he clapped his hands.

“It'sgone,” said Toopka.

“No, little one. I’ ve replaced the illusion with redlity. Now, inits natura size, only the eye of Wulder can
behold it. But wait, | an adding toit.”

Over thetable agleam of light reflected off anarrow strip of meta that had not been there seconds
before. The metal expanded and took shape.

Toopka clapped her hands and bounced in her chair. “ A blade!”

“Yes” sad Fenworth. “ All made from the same configuration of zoics you observed before. Then you
couldn’t see them because they were small. Now there are so many of them you can seetheform | have
created. | will add other configurations to make the hilt.”

No sooner had he spoken hisintention than a dark mass began to form at the blunt end of the shining
sword. A hilt took shape with gold swirls embedded in aleather grip and alarge ruby at the pommd. A
gold emblem of Pdadin’sarmy shone on the crossguard.



Fenworth reached up and plucked the sword from the air. He presented the sword to Bardon, but
Bardon did not raise his hands to takeit.

With hiseyesfixed firmly on the magnificent sword, the lehman said, “I cannat, Sr. Itisaknight’ ssword,
and | have not earned theright to carry it.”

“You will need it on the quest.”

Kae held her breath. Fenworth’s giving Bardon permission to take the sword. Should he take it?
Wll he?

Bardon squared his shoulders and stood from the table. “1t would not serve meif | carried it under false
pretenses.”

“Aye,” concurred Lee Ark. “Paadin will provide him with the appropriate weapon should the need arise.
The boy doeswell not to take the offering.”

Kae saw the approva in the general’ sface and hoped Bardon saw it too. But when she reached with
her mind to tell him, Good job, she was met by a swirling mass of dark emotions. She backed off, and
her glance swept around the table. Tension visibly stiffened the postures of her comrades. Everyone
waited. All eyeswatched the wizard and the young lehman.

Fenworth ignored Lee Ark’ sinterruption and continued to watch Bardon' s stondlike expression. Only
the lehman’ s eyes hungered for the sword.

“Y ou desire the sword just as you desire knighthood.”
“Yes,” said Bardon.

The sword shrank until it fit in the palm of the wizard' s hand. He tucked it in apocket of hisvoluminous
robes. “1 shdl keep it for you.”

“I'll not be aknight, Wizard Fenworth. Grand Ebeck said as much at our last mesting.”

“Redly?’ Thewizard turned to stare at Librettowit. “ Oh dear, tut-tut. No, | don’t think you have that
right. Oh dear, no, no, not right at al.”

He clapped his hands together and rubbed them with enthusiasm. He moved around the table to dap one
firm hand on Regidor’ s shoulder and reached for Ka€'s. She braced hersdf againgt the strength of the
blow and even then bent under the wizard’ s heavy hand.

One minute | think he’s a doddering ancient, and the next | think he could beat Brunstetter at arm
wrestling.

“Right you are, Kale, my dear. | amindeed a doddering wrestler of many weighty things. Not
Brunstetter, | think not Brunstetter.”

He squeezed hisfingersinto her shoulder and beamed at histwo apprentices. “Now that your lesson on
elementary wizardry isfirmly established in your minds, shal we proceed with our quest?’

“No!” shouted Librettowit. “We must organize, gather pertinent data, assign responsibilities.”
Fenworth |ooked astonished. “But Librettowit, that iswhat | have just done.”

“Only inyour mind, Fenworth.”



“No, no, Wit. Didn’t | just explain that until one masters certain knowledge one must content onesdlf with
being afollower and not aleader? | carefully explained the complexity of what must be learned and that
such knowledgeis attainable.”

“Only inyour mind, Fenworth.”

The wizard |ooked confused, but before he could voice an objection, the librarian pressed on. “We now
have seven comrades, two children, two minor dragons, and an unhatched third, and four major dragons
to congder.”

“Four?’ Fenworth wrinkled his brow.

“Celisse, Merlander, and the two dragonsridden by Lee Ark and Leetu,” Librettowit explained. “And
that reminds me, Lee Ark hasinformation of import.” A hopeful tone dipped into the tumanhofer’s
gpeech. “Perhaps his message will put off the quest to Creemoor.”

“I'm afraid not,” said Lee Ark.
All eyesturned to him. He stood and placed hisfists upon the table.

“Pdadin has given us arescue mission. Our god isto pull alongtime friend out of Burner Stox’ s clutches.
Until recently this devoted o' rant was relatively safe within Risto’s stronghold.” He paused, and his gaze
shifted to Kae. “Y our mother isin danger, Kae. She has one more task to perform for Paladin, and we
areto be at hand when it is completed. We will then bring her out of Creemoor to safety.”

Kae€ sbreath carried aquiet question. “My mother?’

Lee Ark nodded. Kale turned to look at Dar. He gave her a gentle smile and areassuring wink. She then
looked to Leetu. The emerlindian’s eyes held a sparkle of joy in her otherwise serene expression.

But aquestion marred Kae s anticipation. It hung in her mind like ablack thunderhead. Who isthis
“mother” who left her child in dlavery?
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PEACE?

They traveled on dragonsto the Valey of Collumna. Frigid air blasted them asthey flew over the
southern branch of the Morchain Range. Kae wrapped Toopkainside her moonbeam cape, keeping
both of them warm. Thelittle donedl pushed her head out to see the magnificent snow-covered peaks.

Kae noted the splendor of the dragons. The sun glistened off their scaes, making them look asiif
gemstones covered them from head to tail. Their huge wings beet in rhythm. The thurumph of each stroke
underscored the whistle of cool wind.

Celisse moved her strong, ebony wingsin perfect synchrony with Merlander’ s glistening red wings.

L eetu, with Librettowit, Bardon, and Regidor riding behind her, rode just ahead on amassive blue and
green greater dragon. Lee Ark, with Wizard Fenworth snoozing in a passenger basket, flew on another
of thelarger dragons. This one carried even more supply bundlesthan thefirst.

Lee Ark rode point, and Kale gathered from his position that he was in charge of the expedition. She
looked at the marione’ s square shoulders and thick neck, his black, windblown mane, and pictured the
kind, serious expression that dominated his features. Everything she knew about him made her fed safe
under his command.

Kae put her hand out to rest on the silver scales of Celisse’ s shoulder. Beneath her palm the dragon’s
powerful musclesrippled in amaestic rhythm. Shetrusted Celisseto fly straight and true.

A sigh escaped her lips as she stroked Celisse’ s strong neck just above the collarbone. We're on our
way. Another quest. Another adventure. Part of me would like to stay at home, safely reading
about others' escapades. That part islike Librettowit. But | also felt a thrill when the dragons
took off from the ground, and we were on our way. That’s more like Dar.

She looked once more at her companions. Her smilewidened into agrin.

The excitement continued to bubble inside her as she looked down on the verdant valley. Their first stop
would be where the smallest and largest of Wulder’ s creations lived side by side. An adult kimen could
deep in ether the hat or the shoe of any grown urohm. The two races had along history of working
together.

Dar?

e

Do you think we'll see Brunstetter? Do you think he' [l come with us?
“We might. He might.”

Gazing across the wingspans of the two dragons, Kae encountered Dar’ sfurry grin. The wind ruffled the
white linen cravat at his neck and sent thetails of hisfancy jacket trailing behind him.

Kae scowled. What' s so funny?

“You didn't want to come on thislittle excursion.”



This part of the excursionisto aland I’ ve heard about all my life.
“Infairy talesand legends.”

Yes! And I’m anxious to find out what is truth and what is make-believe. A year ago | thought
gatewaysweren't real.

Dar’ sfacetightened into afrown. “ Some of the things we'll find to be real won't be very nice.”

I know, but that’ s later, when we cross the Dormanscz Mountains into Creemoor. All the stories
about Ordray are fun. And Fenworth says we have to wait here until Paladin sends
reinforcements and gives the order to rescue my mother.

With thelast two words, Kae shifted her eyes avay from Dar. She didn’t want him to see how
important it had become to her to find her mother. She had alot of questions, but most of dl, she wanted
to know what kind of mother herswould be.

In the village where she was raised, the mariones showed little affection for their offspring. Parents spent
alot of time training children but very little time enjoying them. The mariones shehad met in Lee Ark’s
home, though, hugged and laughed and played games together.

Sheforced her mind away from the disturbing image of a mother who ordered her around like Mistress
Meiger.
Her friends, dl but Fenworth, sat at attention, eagerly watching the beautiful landscape below. The dope

of the lead dragon’ swingspan tilted, and Lee Ark guided the small company northward. To theright,
Kale caught glimpses of blue-green water dong the horizon.

Again, the lead dragon banked, and the troop turned more to the east.

They sat down in a pasture through which a stream flowed. Meadow grasses swayed in a pulsating
breath of warm air, greeting them with the scent of flowers and fertile earth. Walking away from her
friends, Kalefollowed the sound of water splashing over rocks.

She stopped in her tracks when she saw a miniature three-tiered waterfall. The water flowed over the
ledgesin an even stream without froth and foam at the base of each diminutivefall. At other pointsaong
the brook, water swirled and bubbled asthe flow hit rocks and roots. But the water over thefals
unnaturaly bent to the angles without any disturbance.

“Kimenfdls” said Lee Ark from behind her. “ An amazing sight, isn't it?’
“I’ve heard about them in songs sung at the tavern, but to seeone...”

Gymn and Mettaflew from her cape with squeds of delight. They landed in the water and let the stream
carry therr tiny bodies over thefdls. With musicd trills, the two minor dragons rose from the water and
flapped their leathery wings, showering droplets about them.

Toopka struggled againgt the confines of the cape and broke away. In only aminute, she had her tiny
boots and socks off. She shed her clothes down to her white drawers and splashed into the stream with
the dragons. She floated on her back and bumped down the steps like a child on a staircase.

Kaelooked up at the generd. “ Did the kimens make this?’

“No, thisisimpossible,” answered Lee Ark with asmile. “Impaossible creations spring from the hand of



Wulder.”

Metta and Gymn teased Toopka by darting at her and shaking water-soaked wings above her head.
They tired of the game long before the little donedl and took off looking for a place to sun themselves.
They flew around the bare branches of atree and chittered asif discussing this new oddity.

The rootup tree looked upside down. A dense bush surrounded the base. From the center, |eafless
branches reached upward, intertwined tightly. From a distance, they appeared to be asolid trunk. At the
top, these limbs spread apart, just like aroot system waving in the gentle breeze.

Toopka came dancing over the green grass, doing ashimmy every few stepsto rid her fur of water.
“I' likeit here,” she announced as she grabbed her shirt and scrubbed her face dry.

“I likeit heretoo.” Kaerested her hand on the pouch hanging from her neck. The egg within thrummed,
reflecting her present mood.

By the time the sun dipped behind the Morchain Mountains, the party of travelers had settled in around a
blazing campfire. Leetu Bends had taken the larger dragons off for afeed and returned to est her own
dinner cooked by Dar. Songs and stories followed the medl. Dar played anumber of instrumentswith
Metta s cooing voice harmonizing.

The music fascinated Regidor. The meech dragon inssted on holding each instrument as Dar put it down
and pulled another out of hisbags. He concentrated on Dar’ s every movement and mimicked him when
he had a chance. Remarkably, he was soon playing accompaniment to every song Dar performed.

While Fenworth dozed against a pile of satchels and parcels, Librettowit and Lee Ark sang the wordsto
the old ballads. Then they spun tales, trying to outdo each other in agood-natured rivalry.

At last Kae curled up in her bedroll. Though she wastired from the journey and the worrisome
anticipation of entering Creemoor, her mind dwelt on an unknown mother and destructive spiders. She
couldn’t banish the image of abeautiful, sad woman the evil wizard Risto had once shown her.

The woman looked like a queen sitting in a castle tower and gazing wistfully acrossthe forested
countryside. Risto had said the woman loved her, but Risto wasfull of lies. Kale knew what to expect
from Creemoor spiders. She didn’t know what to expect from her parent.

Gymn snuggled against her cheek, but Metta could not relax so long as there might be another song. She
skittered up and down Kal€' s prone figure from her shoulder to her ankle.

From across the campsite, Toopka suppressed ayawn. She got up from the rock where she' d been
gtting and cameto Kae.

Kae hdd out the blanket, inviting thelittle doned to crawl in beside her.
Toopkashook her head. “No, I'm not tired yet. It' sjust the rock ishard. Can | sit with you?’

Kde patted the grassin front of her, and Toopka plopped down. She leaned her back againgt Kale's
somach. Thetiny child fit likeasmal puppy in the crook of Kale' sbody.

“What kind of dragon will hatch?” asked Toopka, stifling another yawn and wiggling closer.

“I don't know,” Kaewhispered so as not to disturb Librettowit’s “ Fable of the Fortunate Farmer.” She
stroked the side of thelittle girl’ s head wherelong, silky hair grew across her jaw line,



Toopka s smdl fingers played with the edge of the blanket, pulling a aloose string. “Y ou could ask
Gymn and Metta. They might know.”

“No, they don't.”
“You could ask Librettowit. He knowsalot of things.”
“I don't think he can seeinsde an egg.”

“Y ou could ask Wizard Fenworth. He' d know for sure. He can probably seeinto the egg and into
tomorrow or even next week.”

“He might be ableto, but he doesn’t answer questions very well.”

Toopkagiggled. She leaned her head back against Kae. “I bet it' sagirl baby dragon. | bet it’ sthekind
that likes other little girls. | bet it’ s not as smart as Regidor and not as hard to play with. | bet it's ababy
dragon who will want to ride with me most of the time’ cause you' re o busy.”

“ | 1 m W!
“Yep. You'relearning to be a princess.”
“Princess?’

“No, a princess. But | don’t understand why Wizard Fenworth is giving Regidor lessonson being a
princesstoo.”

“Theword is*apprentice, Toopka. It means someone who islearning atrade. Regidor and | are bound
to help Wizard Fenworth, and in exchange heis obliged to teach us histrade.”

Toopkawas slent for amoment. She shifted dightly, and Kale moved the blanket over thelittle doned’s
shoulders. The child relaxed into aball.

“I think it would be more fun to be aprincess,” she sighed just before her breathing evened out.

Kaeran afinger over onefurry, tufted ear. “ It depends on whether the princess can stay at home or
must go out to save her country.” Kalelet along breath flow from her lungs and took another onein. “It
depends on alot of things, like who' s the queen, and whether sheisgood or evil.”
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MOTHER

Ka e wandered through the mushroom grove looking for the particular type Dar wanted for cooking. She
repested the description to Metta and Gymn asthey flew around her. Metta, in particular, could not keep
theimage in her mind. Instead, she sang mushroom songs with such avariety of lyricsthat Kale had to
shush her to keep her own thoughts clear.

Kalerepeated the ingtructions out loud. “Thetop of the cap is navy blue, mottled with purple. The fleshy
undersideisarich brown, and the stak is creamy tan with veins of green. A mature specimen will be a
least four feet tall, and we are only to bring the cap.”

Metta began singing a song about three children afloat on the Pomandando River in the cap of a
blue-green mushroom. The words formed clearly in Kale smind, dthough her ears heard only atune
sung in the syllabic language of the minor dragon.

“Metta, stop!” she commanded. “Y our songs are beautiful, but they are not helping.”

The purple dragon let out along trill. Kale tensed in anticipation. A singing dragon who felt unappreciated
could sing arias that scraped across one' s nerves.

Gymn flew to hover next to Metta. Kae interpreted the cooing noises Gymn made. The mae dragon
encouraged the ruffled Mettato put up with the insengitive o' rant.

In mock anger, Kae put her hands on her hips and frowned at the two. “Don’t forget | hear everything
you say.”

Gymn poked the she-dragon with hiswingtip. Mettagiggled and did a Sdeways maneuver that
unbaanced the green dragon enough for her to race off. He chirruped with glee and gave chase.

Ka e pushed the moonbeam cape off her shoulders so that it hung down her back in anarrow curtain.
Trying to keep an eye on their quick, darting flight, she squinted in the brightness of the late morning sun.
She sent amessage that only Gymn would hear.

Thank you, my little friend. Keep her happy and out of the way while | find this blue and purple,
green and tan, edible delight for Sr Dar.

With asigh of relief, she resumed her search. She enjoyed walking among the colorful toadstools. Most
were as high as her shoulder and had aleathery texture.

Dar said the younger ones would be more suitable for cooking, and those would be closer to the
forest edge, under the shadows of the tall trees.

She made her way toward the woods but without any hurry. She had plenty of time since Dar would
prepare the mushroom stesks for the evening meal. The colors and shapes of the growth around her
enchanted her eyes. Even therich, earthy smell pleased her.

An unfamiliar feminine voice spoke with hushed urgency into her mind. “ Kale. Kale, is that you?”
Who's speaking?

“ Over here, Kale, under the armagot tree. | dare not come out in the open. I’ m not supposed to be



here. Oh please, come to me, Kale. | can’'t stand the waiting any longer.”

The gentle voice pulled at Ka €' s heart. She took afew steps closer to the towering trees and tripped
over asmaler mushroom, breaking the cap off as shefdl. Sherolled to the Sde, dusted off the knees of
her breeches, and picked up the large, bowl-like piece of mushroom. Dark brown folds of moist and
tender substance clung to a smooth, dark blue shell mottled with adeep purple swirl. Kale sood with the
prizein her hands.

“Cometome.” A sharp note struck in the command. “ Oh, forgive me for my impatience. It has
been so long, and still they keep me from you. But | must see you. Kale, | must touch you, and then
| can bear the few more days we must wait before we can be together.”

Mother?
“Here, Kale, come quickly. | must return before my absence is noted. There is danger.”

The soft words soothed her doubts away. The urgent plearan through her like ashiver of fear. She
clutched the mushroom cap to her chest and hurried to the shade of the huge trees.

A dark-haired woman stepped from the shadows to greet her. Her elegant white dress shimmered in the
sun with the radiant softness of apearl. Trimmed with roya blue cording, the formfitting bodice sparkled
with silver threads. An embroidered high collar caressed the woman’s pale cheeks. Elaborate deeves
puffed dightly at the shoulder, then followed dender armsto adeep ruffle a thewrigts. Thefull skirt
rustled as the woman took a hasty step back into the shadows and beckoned Kaeto hurry.

Kale stopped in front of the lady. She wanted to throw her arms around her mother, but the absolute
perfection of the person before her stifled the urge.

Her thoughts churned, matching the turmail in her heart. | am far too ill-bred for someone so refined as
this woman.

“No, never say so.” Thewoman touched her cheek with smooth, cool fingertips. Her gray eyeslatched
onto Kae€e's. “I am Lyll Allerion. Y ou were torn from my arms as a babe, but you are nothing lessthan a
noble Allerion. Y ou were born to grestness. Soon we will be together, and together we will follow that
road of destiny.”

Kae garted to step forward, longing for her mother to embrace her. But the hand that had tenderly
cradled her cheek lowered and braced againgt Ka€' s shoulder.

“No, | cannot hold you. You are soiled.”
Kalejerked back asif dapped.

Lyll Allerion tilted her head and laughed lightly. The gesture erased the momentary stern expression. “I
must return to the palace, and | would be hard-pressed to explain smudges on my gown when | was
supposed to have retired to my room for amoment of rest.”

Kaesdlently agreed. She' d glimpsed wedlthy women, richly dressed, in Vendela. None of them
compared to her mother. Her heart squeezed, and she swallowed alump in her throat. Tears flowed
down her cheeks, and she hastily rubbed them away with the back of her hand.

“You veleft streaks of mud across your cheeks.” Out of her deeve, the eegant woman pulled an
embroidered lawn handkerchief and pressed it into Ka€' s grubby fist.



LylI’ sfairylikelaugh rang like winsome bdlls, and Kale' s humiliation increased. Carefully guarding her
thoughts as Granny Noon had taught her, Kale fumed. She didn’t want this woman to hear her thinking.

She' safraid I’ [l smudge her fingertips. Granny Noon wasn't afraid of my dirt.

Granny Noon invited hugs. Shelived in aholein the ground and wore homespun clothing. Granny Noon
had trimmed Ka € shair and provided food, clothing, and vauable toolsfor the quest. The old
emerlindian had given afrightened o' rant girl assurance with her words of encouragement and sage
advice. Thiswoman had given Kae nothing.

A amilelifted thewoman’slips. Her eyes shone with affection.

Kaesghed. | can't give my mother anything. She came looking for me. She wanted to see me. But
I’mnot much to look at, am |?

She dropped her head and gazed at the tiny points of blue satin shoes peeking from under the hem of the
skirt. Blue satin that hadn’t picked up the forest floor’ s accumulation of decayed leaves. A hem that
showed no signs of dust or dirt.

“Kae.” A mae voice boomed over the grove of mushrooms.

Lyll diffened.

Again theloud cdll reached their ears. “Kde, where are you?’
Kaelooked up at her mother’ sface. “1t's Bardon.”

The woman aimed a cold glare of anger over her daughter’ s shoulder.
Kale shuddered.

Anirritated growl rumbled in her mother’ sthroat. “1 know thisboy.” The clipped wordsfdt like pellets
agang Kae' sears. “Keep him at adistance, Kale. He will interfere with our plans.”

Kaewhispered, “What plans?’

Thefiery gaze shifted to Ka € sface, and for amoment Kale withered under its blaze. Then the light
under the trees shifted, and with the fickle shadows, Lyll’ s expression changed. The tenderness flowing
from her mother’ s face was o different from the previous venom, Kae doubted she' d really seen hatred
inthe woman'seyes.

“Plansfor our happiness, dear Kale. We ve had our share of suffering, haven't we? It stime for our
reward.”

The woman gathered her skirts and turned away. She took a step into the darker shadows of the forest.

“Tell no oneyou saw me, Kale. Paadin would be displeased with me for coming here.” Another step,
and she was gone. Not just hidden by shadows, but gone. “ Soon, dear Kale, soon.”

“Oh good. Youfoundit.”
Kaewhirled around to face Bardon.

“Found it?’



“The mushroom.” He pointed to the cap clamped under Kale' sarm. “Be careful not to damageit. Dar
would just send you out for another.”

Kale nodded.

“Areyou dl right?’

“Me?

Bardon scowled and looked around her into the trees. Kale stepped forward.

“I'mfine” Shetook hold of hisarm and turned him toward the colorful grove of mushrooms.
Bardon shook her hand off. “Y ou didn’t sample any of thisfungus, did you?’

“Of course not.” Kae gave him a push and started back the way they had come,

“Y ou're acting strange, and you look kind of odd.”

“I haven't eaten any of the mushrooms, and therefore | am hungry. Very hungry. Let’ s get back to the
camp.”

She trudged through the shoul der-high mushrooms, no longer admiring the wide variety of colorsand
shapes. To her annoyance, Bardon made two attempts at conversation.

“Theminor dragons came back without you,” he said.
Shedidn’t answer.

“Wizard Fenworth has been deeping so much, Librettowit’ sworried he'll turn into atree and not be able
to turn back.”

“Librettowit aways frets about something,” she answered and then marched on.

Her mother had said not to get close to Bardon. She wanted to talk to him, to talk about normal things,
and avoid thinking about what had just happened. Her mother had said not to tell anyone. Kale wanted
most to tell Dar and get his opinion of the episode.

Her mother was beautiful, but that didn’t make Kale fed good. By comparison, she was aworm. Her
mother’ s eyes had filled with love. But they could aso look cold. Her mother’ s touch had brought
fedings of longing and fedings of dread. Having amother, having this mother, complicated her lifewith
too many confusing emotions.

Back at the camp, the minor dragons flew to greet her but veered off before they landed on her
shoulders. They sat instead in anearby rootup tree and made mournful noiseslike doves cooing before
the rain. When Kde bit into the tasty meat pastry Dar served for noonmeal, the egg hanging in the pouch
at her neck bumped and twisted. Her stomach felt the samejitters, and she put the food down unfinished.

After noonmedl, she helped Dar with the dishes and then, dongside L eetu Bends, busily polished the
magjor dragons scales. Celisse stretched out her neck, and the dragon’ s deep contentment numbed some
of K€ sanxiety.

“Areyou dl right?" asked her emerlindian friend.

“Yed” Kaemoved to the other sde of Celisse so she wouldn’'t haveto look at Leetu’s puzzled face.



Kae concentrated on her dragon and tried to soak in the pleasure emanating from Celisse.

“Kae.” Dar cametoward her with the mushroom cap in his hands. He carried it with the brown side up
and stopped just afew feet from her. “What color wasthe stalk of this plant?’

“I don’'t remember.”
“Wasit acreamy tan with green veins?’
“l said, ‘I don’t remember.’”

Dar shook his head and looked carefully at the cap. 1 don't think it could have been. Thissmdllslikea
musk melon, and the mushroom | sent you for should smell more nutty.”

She shrugged and went back to rubbing Cdlisse' s ebony scaes. “Does it matter?’
“Oneisedible, and another might not be.”
She shrugged again and did not look her friend in the eye.

Dar turned the mushroom cap over in his hands, examining it. “ Thisis bruised, and there sdirt in thefolds
of the underside.” Hetook a step closer to Kale. “What happened out there?’

“Nothing.”

“If 1 could mindspesk, thisisonetime I’ d be tempted to invade your privacy.”
“I don’t know what you' re talking about, Dar. Nothing happened.”

Dar gave her adisgusted look and walked away.

A chill ran down her spine, and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. She cautioudy looked
around, wondering whether someone was watching her, whether someone who could listen in on her
thoughtswas doing so at that very moment.

Leetu busly buffed amgor dragon’s sdewith a polishing rag.

Fenworth dozed under the shade of the other large dragon’ s lesthery wing. Kae looked more closdly. In
the tangle of vines and branches that would transform into beard and hair when the wizard awoke, an
open eye stared out of abark-encrusted face. One eye, open and staring. One eye, trained on her,
unblinking and eerily focused. The eydid closed, and Kalelet out a breath she had not known she was
holding. Fenworth was adeep. He didn’t know.



19
HIDDEN TALENTS

Kae heard Dar and Bardon fencing long before she wanted to leave her bedroll. The questing party had
been camped by the kimen fallsfor almost three weeks, and each dawn Dar and Bardon engaged in
mock combat. She knew Leetu Bends and Lee Ark would soon step in to give ingtructions.

At firg, dl of them had tried to get Kaleto join in. They might try again today if they knew shewas
awake. Sherefused to open her eyes. Birds twittered in the branches of the rootup trees. She covered
her head with the blanket.

Metta and Gymn awoke within the folds of their pocket-dens. They squirmed toward the opening,
disturbing Kae as they wiggled between her and the bedroll. They reached her clenched fists and butted
their scaly heads againgt her fingers.

| don’t want to get up, shetold them sternly but loosened her grip so they could dither out. One of them
stepped on her nose. Gymn. Histail dapped her cheek as he took off to find a better place to watch the
mock battle.

A weight landed on Kale' sside. Too big to be aminor dragon. Toopka.
“Dar’ sgoing to teach meto use asmdl sword right after Bardon beats him.”
Kalethrew back the covers. “What?’

“Bardon aways beats him. He' s had years more training.”

“Not that. What did you say about fencing with asmall sword?’

“I’m not big enough to fence. Dar’ s going to teach me how to duck and jab.”

Kae propped hersdf up on an elbow and glared at the two warriors asthey parried and thrust with
practice swords, weapons made of wood but capable of leaving nasty bruises. “Y ou’ re too young to be
doing any such thing.”

Toopka s eyebrows scrunched together in aserious frown. “We' re going on aquest,” shesaid. “It’ s best
to be prepared.”

“Y ou aren’t going on the dangerous part. You'll stay herein the camp.”
“Robbers could come.”
“Not in Ordray,” said Kde. “The urohmsand kimensrun atidy province. Thereis next to no crime.”

“Next to no crime. That meansthere is some, and crimeislikely to happen where innocent people are
unprepared.”

“I'm not going to argue with you.” Kale threw hersalf back down and jerked the blanket over her head.
“Bardon says you should be honing your skillsas afighter.” Toopkawaited for aresponse.
Kae pressed her lipstogether.



“Bardon asked you to spar with him. Y ou really should. He might have to report to Grand Ebeck.”

Kae pushed back the covers again and sat up, knocking Toopka off her perch. “What made you say
that? Did you hear something?’

Toopka gave an exaggerated shrug and purposefully studied the two young men.

“Toopka.” Kae poked her furry arm.

She sighed. “Wizard Fenworth says you' re mopey. Mopey o' rants don’t make agood princess.”
“Apprentice.”

“Librettowit saysyou are suffering emotiond srain.”

“And?

“Leetu Bends says you need akick in the pants.”

Kale rubbed the deep from her eyes and studied Bardon and Dar as they circled each other. Dar swept
in, attacking the taller man’slegs. Bardon legpt in the air and landed out of the doned’ sreach.

Kaescowled. Where have | seen someone move like that? He wasn't an o' rant. Not a marione
either. At Lee Ark’s! Two emerlindians did a demonstration match.

Kae stood and moved closer. She curled her toes against the chill of the dew-drenched grass. The
moonbeam cape kept her body warm, but still she wrapped her arms around her torso.

Lee Ark and Leetu aso approached the impromptu training field from their tents. Even before they
reached Kal€' s side, Leetu cheered when Bardon lightly jumped over Dar’ slow swung sword.

“Dar, vary your approach,” ordered Lee Ark. “You're too predictable.”

Fenworth strode over the rise and advanced upon the two practicing with swords. “Let’ s see what
Bardon doeswith apole”

Kae had been among Paladin’ s soldiers long enough to know that the emerlindians, not o' rants, were
masters of the pole and longbow.

Startled, both Dar and Bardon turned to the old wizard. Fenworth held asix-foot prime-pole in each
hand. He extended one arm to offer aweapon to Bardon.

Dar looked up with agrin on hisface. “Do it, Lehman. | bet you'regood at it.”

Bardon' s usud stoic mien relaxed. He clapped Dar on the shoulder, handed the donedl his sword, and
took the weighty pole from the wizard.

“What arethey doing?’ asked Toopka, clinging to the leg of Ka€ strousers,

Kae put her hand on the soft fur between thelittle girl’ sears. “They are going to battle with prime-poles.
If they had two shorter sticks, that would be lackey-canes. And shorter lackey-canes that have a strap
attached to one end are called dodgerods or dodders.”

“| want adodder.”

“They'refor fighting. They’ re dangerous.”



“I want to be dangerous.”

Kaelooked at the big brown eyes staring up at her. She clamped down a grin that would betray her
amusement, but she couldn’'t help teasing.

“Should abisonbeck warrior ever catch sight of you with aweapon in your hand, he' d turn tail and run
for the hills, howling dl theway.”

Toopka s expressive eyes widened for afraction of a second and then narrowed. “Harrumph.” She
turned back to watch Bardon and Fenworth readying.

The tyke sounded so much like old Wizard Fenworth that those standing close enough to hear burst into
laughter. Toopka put her hands on her hips and stomped afoot.

Lee Ark, who had many children at home, swooped thetiny doned up into the air and settled her on his
shoulder.

“Watch, littleone,” he said. “ The men are wrapping soft leather around the knuckles of each hand. That's
to protect against blows.”

“Will Bardon beat the wizard? Bardon aways beats Dar.”

Lee Ark tilted his head to look up &t her. “He' s never beaten me.”
“Y ou fight with swords and those hadwig thingies.”

“Still, he' snever beaten me.”

“But you are only old. Wizard Fenworth isoldest.” The marione genera chuckled and patted the
doned’ sknee with hislarge, broad hand.

Kae gave Toopkaa hard |ook. Sometimes she suspected the child said things more out of orneriness
than innocence.

Toopka, how old are you?
Toopka s head jerked around to find Kale. “ | told you | don’t know.”

Did you mean to be disrespectful to General Lee Ark? You should know better than to tell a
person he's old. It s not polite.

Toopka s lower lip jutted out in an angry pout. “ 1 don’t think it’ s fair for you to expect me to know
things that we didn’t learn on the streets. No one ever talked about being polite. We talked about
which shopkeeper had too much fruit in his stand, and when the brown spots were coming on, so
we’ d know where to forage.”

“Watch now, Toopka,” Lee Ark said, unknowingly interrupting. “ They’ Il touch their poles once at the top
and then once at the base, then the match will begin.”

Wizard Fenworth and Bardon stood straight, gave a ceremonious salute, nodded solemnly, and shifted
their feet into the fighting stance. Each man tilted the top of his pole forward. A sharp snap echoed across
the meadow as the wood made contact. The men then angled the bottoms of the polesforward. The
second snap sounded stronger than the firdt.

With no more preliminaries, the men attacked with full vigor. The poles clacked and snapped with an



occasond thud from aglancing hit.

She winced a couple of timeswhen it looked as though Fenworth was about to land astrike, but Bardon
whirled gracefully out of the way and returned aclout against the old man’spole.

The fighting intensified. Bardon began to swesat. Water dripped from Fenworth’ s brow, and hisrobe
soon bore dark streaks where perspiration soaked the cloth. The more he sweet, the more limber his
body became.

Fenworth missed Bardon twice in quick succession and grinned. *Y ou watz, young man. Y ou should
vigt the courts of theland, not the battlefields.”

Bardon rained arapid rat-a-tat-tat on Fenworth’s well-coordinated defense. 1 must admit, Wizard, |
expected your movesto be tiff.”

“I’ve dways been known for my fluid touch.”

Kae shook her head and laid ahand on Lee Ark’ sarm. “ Something iswrong. I’ ve never seen Wizard
Fenworth actudly fight. Even when surrounded by blimmets.”

The generad grunted an assent. “I’ m amazed by both of them. I’ ve never watched Bardon againgt such a
skilled opponent. Fenworth’ sright. He has the grace of a dancer. He moves more like an emerlindian
than an o'rant.”

She nodded, watching Bardon’ s moves through an intricate attack. “ The other students made fun of him
because his style of fighting didn’'t match theingtructors’ criteria. But he sgood. | think they
bad-mouthed him because none could beat him.”

With her eyes on the bog wizard in front of her, she jumped when his booming voice resounded at her
shoulder.

“Thisisridiculous!” Fenworth’s gnarled hands pushed Kale and Lee Ark aside. The old man glared at
the combatants. “Who told you you could borrow my form?’

The wizard sparring with Bardon turned toward the interruption. Bardon’ s pole had been positioned for
an onward thrust. He could not stay his hand when his opponent suddenly abandoned the match. The
young lehman pulled aside, but not enough. The pole struck the old wizard' s shoulder. To Ka€ shorror,
it sank into the coarse cloth and on through flesh and bone.

She blinked. As Bardon withdrew hisweapon, the wizard' s body appeared to ripple outward from the
point of impact, much aswater does when astone isthrown into a pond. The ripples reversed to
converge on the center. The wizard merely brushed the spot asif he were wiping away dust.

Wizard Fenworth pounded hiswalking stick upon the ground. Bees swarmed out of the top notch and
flew away inamass.

“I demand you release my form thisingtant. It' s bad enough having two wizards, but two wizardsin the
sameformisridiculous. Show yoursdlf, man.”

The other wizard casudly waved ahand in Fenworth’ s direction. Water sprayed over Fenworth and
those standing behind him. “1 would like to change into something more comfortable.”

A misgt arose around the stranger until the air was so dense with moisture, he couldn’t be seen.



“Aha” said Fenworth. “Just as| thought, and | can’t say I’ m happy to seeyou.”
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A MIXED BAG OF COMRADES

“Now isthat any way to greet an old friend?’ A short man emerged from the mist. He strode forward,
gtill holding the prime-pole, which towered above him. The cloud of fog settled toward the ground and
trailed away aong the drying grass until it dissipated atogether.

Wizard robes in shades of blue covered his smal frame. Wire-rimmed glasses perched on ameager nose
and did nothing to hide the penetrating azure eyes behind them. He wore afloppy hat like Fenworth’s
and carried asatchd. Damp wisps of fine white hair hung over his ears and around his shoulders. A thin
beard grew from his chin, but no whiskers adorned his cheeks. He had a luxurious mustache that parted
directly under his nose, flowed outward around his mouth, and joined the scraggly beard. Hiseyes
quickly took in every member of the assembled party.

Bardon stood with his pole resting againgt his shoulder and alook of confusion on hisface. Thewizard
thrust ahand toward him.

“Name's Cam Ayronn, lake wizard and cousin to Fenworth here”

Bardon shook the man’s hand and then wiped hisfingers on his pant leg. Kale couldn’t resst the urge to
look into the lehman’ s thoughts. She wrinkled her nose when she redlized Bardon’ s hand had been damp
from the moisture he’ d gathered from the wizard’ s palm.

“Harrumph!” said Fenworth. “A distant cousin, a very distant cousin. Ninth cousin, twenty-two times
removed, at least.”

Wizard Ayronn cocked an eyebrow at the older wizard and grinned. “ Second cousin, not once
removed.”

“Bah!” exploded Fenworth, with awave of hishand. A stream of bats hurled out of hisbulky deeve and
squeaked piteoudy in the stark sunlight asthey flew away.

Cam Ayronn chuckled and turned to Lee Ark. “Y ou' re the commander of this expedition, | takeit.
Pdadin sent me to reinforce your misson.”

“I’'mtheoldest,” said Fenworth. “I amin charge.”

“Ohyes” returned the newcomer, not in the least discommoded by the old wizard' s abrupt manner. “I
understand you' rein charge of the wizardry elements of the operation, but certainly not the military
aspect. How digtasteful, to command legions of sweaty, belligerent soldiers.”

Kaesent alook of inquiry to Dar. Legions?
“ Diplomacy,” he answered with alook of polite interest on the face he showed his comrades.

Fenworth’'s head bobbed in one short nod of agreement. “ Quite right. Much prefer the intellectud. Astute
asever, Cam. You'll do.” Hewaked away afew steps, but did an about-face to shake his staff at his
cousin. “Mind you, you are under me—younger, waterlogged, from apesky branch of thefamily. You'll
remember I'min charge.”

“Certainly,” said Cam with a sober expression. “1 wouldn’t usurp your authority, not when Paladin has



sent meto help.”

Fenworth turned again, grumbling. “Where' s bregkfast? Y ou' d think with the sun in the sky and birds
sanging, onewould smdl apiece of bacon frying.”

Toopka pulled on Cam Ayronn’s blue robe. The wizard looked down, adjusted his spectacles, and
smiled & thetiny doned.

Toopka s eyestwinkled. “ Are you wet because you' re alake wizard?’
“Yes, dear.”
“When Wizard Fenworth sits ill, he grows things. What happens when you sit ill?”

“I drip. Leave apuddle. Makesit difficult to have dinner in fine palaces. I'd much rather have breskfast
with you beside the campfire.”

Toopka hopped and clapped her hands together. “ Dar makesfried mullins. You'll love mullins, especialy
if you like mordat.”

“I love mordat, and | know where we can find amordat grove.”
Toopka squeded and grabbed the small wizard’ shand. “Let’sgo!”

“Not quite yet, little one. | must confer with the adults before we indulge our sweet tooths with Dar’'s
ddicdousmullins”

A gravdly voice interrupted their conversation. “ Shouldn’t that be sweet teeth?’
The wizard spun around to face Regidor. “My goodness!”

Regidor grinned, hiswide mouth opening to show his expansive row of pointed teeth. “My nameis
Regidor. 'ma—"

“—meech dragon,” said Cam Ayronn.
“I was about to say, ‘ gpprenticewizard.””

“Ah, yes.” Thewizard pinched his mustache between thumb and knuckle and repeatedly pulled at it. He
stuck out his hand in greeting. “Nice to meet you. Do you enjoy mullins? | do hope so, because Toopka
has promised usfried mullinsfor breakfast.”

Toopka gasped. “How’ d you know my name?’
“I'mawizard, my dear.”

“Do you know everybody’ s name?’

“I only bother to know the names of important people.”

Regidor harrumphed in the manner of Fenworth. He eyed the wizard, who was no taller than himself.
Kaefrowned at her friend, who peered intently at the visitor.

Regidor cleared histhroat. “ Areyou friend or foe, Sr?’” he asked.
Cam Ayronn threw back his head and barked alaugh. “ That’ s like saying, ‘ Are you truthsayer or



decaiver? If | amevil, | will lieabout it. If | am benevolent, | would say the same as amalefactor.”

“Perhaps, but | am testing out my talents. | believe when you say what you are, | shdl know if you tell the
truth. I’ m glad you' ve come aong, because | am having difficulty testing my theory on those | dready
know.”

“Then| shdl say | amfriend.”
Regidor gave asmdl nod, and his mouth spread in histoothy grin. “I think you havetold the truth.”
Librettowit sdled up next to the meech dragon. “What isthis, my boy? What talent?’

Regidor’ s attention shifted to hismentor. “I’ ve discovered if | squint acertain way, | can percelve ahaze
around living organisms. The haze shimmerswith different hues and varying distinctions of dlarity. |
believe this rainbowlike apparition reflects the purity of the being’ s soul.”

“Incredible” Thelibrarian’ sface lit with enthusiasm. “ That talent is, of course, mentioned in ancient
writings, but we' ve always assumed the ability was myth rather than fact.” He hooked hisarminthe
dragon’s, and they walked off, heads bent together. “What are you doing to measure different degrees of
attributes? For that matter, how many attributes do you think you can distinguish?’

Kale shook her head. Just a short time ago, | woke up to hear Metta singing nursery rhymesto a
young meech dragon. Now he’ s developing skills that amaze even Librettowit.

Regidor and Dar set to work fixing breskfast. Bacon fried in one skillet, mallow brewed in atin pot, and
Dar dropped mullin dough into akettle of hot lard. Kale' s somach grumbled loudly in response to the
ddightful aromas.

“Look,” called Toopka “They’ re coming thisway.”

Sheran to Kale with her arm stretched out and atiny finger pointing to the eastern horizon. Kae shielded
her eyes againgt the morning sun and saw black specks like flying geese. Shefirst protected her mind
from any evil influence and then concentrated to determine what might be approaching.

Her face brokeinto agrin. “Brungetter.”
“Kimens and uronms,” Leetu Bends announced at the sametime.

Five beautiful greater dragons, loaded with supplies and warriors, landed in thefield. Even after ayear of
seeing dragons dmost daily, Kae marveled over the beauty of these graceful creatures.

Brungtetter threw hisleg over the arching neck of his milky white steed, Foremoore, and did to the
ground. In acascade of bright colors, five kimens dighted from the same dragon.

Brungtetter looked the part of anoble. He wore a crest upon hisleather vest, and acirclet of gold held
his blond hair back from his patrician face. He bowed formaly to the elders of the quest. Shimeran, a
leader among the kimens, stood at hisankle, looking equally dignified.

Decorum could not contain the other four kimens. Seezle, Zayvion, Veazey, and D’ Shay tripped lightly
over the grass and surrounded Kae and Dar. Kale grinned at the kimens she had not seen for many
months

“Who isthis?" asked Seezle, patting Toopka on the arm.

Zayvion shook Dar’ s hand vigoroudy while Veazey danced around Kde. “Do you have any more



hatched dragons? Do you have eight now?’

Kaeintroduced Toopka and explained how she and Dar were thelittle doned’ s guardians and that
another egg wasincubating. The rapid-fire questions and the kimens' eager responses made Kale forget
for awhilethat she had been feding uncomfortable in this bizarre setting.

Brungtetter went off with Lee Ark for a conference, but the rest of the assembly gathered around the
cooking fire where Dar and Regidor busied themsel ves making more of everything. The smells of bacon
and fresh frying mullinsfilled the air. Kimen laughter rivaled the birds' songsin merry notes of plessure.
The sun warmed them as the breeze played among the visitors, fluttering Dar’ sfancy coattails and lifting
the kimens wild hair.

Kale poured another cup of mallow, stirred to coal it, and carried it to where Toopka sat next to Wizard
Cam.

Out of the pleasant peace of the morning came an urgent voice.

“Kale”

Mother?

“You must come to me.”

We have visitors, and | can’t just walk away. Not without anyone knowing.
“ Come.”

Ka e handed the cup to Toopkaand noticed Wizard Cam’ s piercing blue eyes examining her. She smiled
awkwardly and turned her attention to the little donedl, hoping to hide her confusion.

“Toopka, be careful. It' s till hot.”

“Come, Kale.”

Can'tit wait? Just a few minutes.

“In the forest, by the mushroom glade, in ten minutes.”

Kae sank down abruptly on one of the logs they used for seating. She smoothed her swegting pams
acrossthe knees of her pants, then clenched her trembling fingersin atight curl. If sheleft right at this
moment, she could get to her mother by walking quickly. Another minute or two and she would have to
run.

“Come.”

Kaelooked around at her friends and the soldiers. They sat in groups, talking, laughing, enjoying the
breakfast. Brungtetter and Lee Ark sat somewhat apart, but they too were conversing in an easy manner.
No one seemed interested in what she was doing.

She stood. A wave of dizziness swept over her. Shedidn’t move for amoment as the fedling subsided.

She looked around once more. No one seemed to notice. Except the lake wizard. She turned her face
away from him and strode over to Celisse. She patted the dragon’ s neck. A shiver coursed down Kae's
spine, dmost causing her kneesto buckle.



“Come.”
Celisse jerked under her touch, and her huge head swerved around to look Kalein the eye.
Kae ducked her head. “Nothing’swrong,” she answered the unspoken question.

Mettaand Gymn flew to her, but instead of landing on her shoulders, they circled her head. Their frantic,
jumbled thoughts bombarded her. She waved her hands a them asiif to brush them away.

Kae saw Wizard Cam rise to hisfeet and take afew stepsin her direction. She scurried to the other side
of Celisse, using the dark dragon’ s pronefigure asashield.

1] Corm.”
I’mtrying.

Brunstetter’ s deep voice resonated across the camp. “1 have news from Paladin. News of more peril in
theland.”

Kae shook violently. She turned to look at the distant forest.
The urohm noble' s message kept her from moving. “We have our misson at last. We will—"
“ Come now. Come, before all islost.”

Kale stepped toward the open field. A hand fell on her shoulder and turned her back. Wizard Cam stood
before her, hiseyesboring into hers. Directly behind him, Fenworth stood rigid and unsmiling. A gutturdl
noise rumbled from matronly Celisse. The minor dragons swooped and called in agitation around her
head.

“Come!” the voice shrieked through her mind, making her cringe. The pressure of the old wizard' s hand
tightened on her shoulder.

He' s going to stop me. He' s going to do something to stop me. | stand under the authority of
Wulder. | call upon His protection!

Her mother’ surgent call dropped into silence. The light dimmed around her, and shefdll to the ground.
Sobstore from her throat as she grabbed ahandful of grassand pulled it from the dirt. The sweet smell
of the broken green blades acted as atonic. Sheinhaled deeply and looked up to seethe othersina
circlearound her.

“What happened?’

The doned put afurry hand upon her other shoulder. “We dmost lost you.”

Wizard Cam helped her stand. “ Something evil lured you away.”

“No.” Kae stepped away from him and Dar. She backed into Bardon’ s solid form.

She turned and jumped away from him. Shedidn’t like the expression on hisface. He looked sorry for
her.

“No!” shesaid again, louder.

Lectu came forward and laid acalm hand on her arm. Y ou used the name of Wulder to banishiit. You'll



bedl right now, Kde”

No, they don’t understand. | broke the spell Wizard Cam had on me. It isn't Mother who is evil. It
must be him.

Shelooked at the smaller wizard' sface, his eyesfilled with kindness, his mouth barely curvedina
resssuring smile.

Or that wasn’t Mother calling.

She shivered and let her head drop. “ Thank you for helping.” Her teeth sunk into her lower lip as she
forced the flow of tearsto stop. Just who am | thanking? Who tried to control me, and who made it
stop?



21
TWO TRICKSTERS

Kaewent through the motions of preparing for the next leg of their journey. She followed Leetu Bends,
redistributing the new supplies among the dragons.

Brungtetter assigned the warriors. Three troops would enter Creemoor, each from a different direction,
and trap anest of spidersthat had been located. Some spiders would go deep into the mountain and
probably escape, but many would be destroyed.

Following Leetu, Kae bumped into asmal knot of kimens. They giggled and parted to let her through,
watching her al the while. Shefrowned at them. They giggled more and scurried away. Kale tramped
after Leetu. It happened again. A different group of kimens, but the same stares and laughter.

“What' sthe matter with the kimens?’ Kae asked L ectu.

Leetu put down her load, placed her hands on her hips, and looked around. All the kimens were engaged
in the business at hand. “What do you mean?’

Kae scanned the busy campground. No one stood idle, and no one stared her way. Still she protested.
“The kimens have been coming by to look a me.”

Leetu sface tightened. She bent to pick up abundle sheintended to strap on Merlander’ s saddle.
Hoisting the load, she said, “1 doubt it. Why would they want to ook at you? That sounds rather
ridiculous, doesn't it?’

Kaedidn't answer. It did seemridiculous.
L eetu nodded toward the bundle she held against the saddle. “Hold thiswhile| strap it.”

Kae stepped forward to help. She glanced over at agroup of kimens dividing packages of food. No,
they aren’t interested in me. Why would they be? | guess | just feel odd because of what happened
this morning. What would | think of someone who had been [ured away by an evil force? Does
everybody think I’'m some kind of bumpkin who falls for evil trickery?

Kae picked up another pack and held it in place for Leetu.

Suppose it wasn't an evil force. Suppose Wizard Cam made me think my mother was calling me.
uppose he wanted me to look ridiculous.

“Kade, grab another bundle,” Leetu snapped.

AsKale held another parcel against the saddle, she searched through the crowd and found the short,
damp wizard.

He' sarguing with Fenworth. Fenworth doesn’t trust him. He' s probably here to sabotage our
mission. If Paladin really sent him, why didn’t he come with Brunstetter?

Kae glanced at the urohms. The giant men stood beside one of the mgjor dragons, but they weren't
working.

Now they’re staring at me. Nobody trusts me anymore, and it’ s that wet wizard’ s fault.



Kdeglared at thewarriors. They immediately went back to work.
A quiet voice entered her mind.
“ Come to me now, my dear Kale. Everyone’ s busy. No one will notice you dlip away.”

Kaehdd thelast pack in place while Leetu bound it. Then, instead of following the emerlindian across
the camp, she strolled to the trees banking the stream. Gymn and Mettazoomed past her.

I’mgoing for a walk, shetold them. There are too many people here. I'mtired of their staring.
Thelittle dragons circled her head. She flinched and hurried her step.
They do not like me. They think I’'m evil.

Their chirrups of darm raked over Ka€ s nerves. “Leave me aone. Go back. | want to go for awalk by
mysdlf. Istha so horrible?’

Kaefdt the hurt and bewilderment from the minor dragons. Their emotions only intensified the confusion
in her heart. She wanted to yell or cry or do both. Instead, she kicked over afoot-high toadstool. She
stomped into the forest, leaving behind the fluttering dragons, the warm sunshine, and the smell of
wildflowersinthefied.

Armagot trees towered above her. Last year’ sfoliage crunched under her feet, cushioned by an
accumulation of decomposed |eaves underneath. The springy carpet rel eased an earthy, pleasant
fragrance. Sparse underbrush surrounded some of the older trees. Kale wondered if the taleswere true
that kimenslived in such trees with their doors hidden by the bushes.

Asthetree trunks grew more massive, the distance between the armagots increased. Eerie, diffused
green light fell among dappled shadows on the forest floor. Kale dowed her steps.

A squirrel scurried down atrunk, across an old log, and up another tree. A bird cooed. She walked
deeper into the gathering of ancient armagot, hearing only the shush of her footsteps through the fallen

foliage
“Mother?”

| ought to turn back. Shelooked behind her. Walking through the leaves hadn’t |eft much of a path.
Could | find my way? She stopped. Mother?

“Herel am, Kae”

Kde sucked in a breath as the woman stepped onto the path.

A cold smile crept over her mother’ s beautiful face. “1 didn’t mean to sartle you.”
Kaeforced her voiceto leave her throat. “You caled me.”

“Yes, it' stimeto leave that riffraff with whom you trave.”

Ka€e sneck muscles and shoulderstightened. “They’ re my friends.”

Lyll Allerion gestured with an impatient wave for Kaeto follow and Started away without waiting. “ They
may be your friends, Kae, but you don't have to follow them wherever they lead. Think for yoursef for a

change”



Kae hestated.

“Well, comeon. | haveto get you tucked away before my absenceis discovered, and before your
meddling comrades sart looking for you.”

Kaelicked her lips. Do | want to go?

She followed. Her mother’ s heavy dressrustled. The blue and gold cloth of her elaborate gown
shimmered. Each time her mother’ s high headdress passed through thin shafts of light coming through the
thick branches, the white materia sparkled.

Kale examined her own practica outfit and Lyll’s spotless attire. Well, Mother’ s not exactly dressed
appropriately for a hike in the woods. At least my breeches don’t ook out of place.

She hurried to catch up. “Where are we going?’
“There sasecret room in the castle tower. You' |l be safe there”
“Safe from what?’

Lyll Allerion stopped so quickly Kae bumped into her. She stepped back, expecting her mother to have
afew critica words about being touched by her grubby daughter. Instead, Lyl paused and leveled an
inquisitiveeyea Kae,

“Risto, of course. What did you think?’

Kdelooked at the creamy white skin of her mother’ s hand. Rings with glittering stones encircled each
paefinger. Thefingernalls curved to delicate points.

Kae clenched her dirty handsinto balls and averted her eyes just enough to gaze past her mother to the
woods beyond. A clear trail meandered into athicker gathering of towering trees. A rising wind rustled
the dry leaves on the ground and stirred up aspicy fragrance from the forest floor.

Just beyond where Kae stood with her mother, a puff of air laid bare asmall patch of dirt. Shadowsfell
over the path, darkening the soil asif it were wet.

A hiss of movement reached Ka€' s ears even as the wind eddied among the trees. Slithering out from
behind atrunk, avine grew at a phenomenal rate and headed for their feet.

Kae opened her mouth to speak, but her mother’ s cold expression stopped her. Lyll’s manicured fingers
sgueezed Ka€ sarm, then released her.

Her mother whirled around in arustle of brocade and silk. “Come!”
“Walit!” cried Kae. The path had become abog.
Her mother took one step and pitched forward, landing in awallow of mud.

“Oh!” Kae stepped over the thick vine, avine that had not been there amoment before. Bewildered, she
hovered at the edge of the muddy patch and reached to help the older woman in her courtly gown.

Her mother planted her fistsin the mud and pushed her face and shoulders up. “Don’t touch me!” She
sprayed mud out of her mouth.

Kae put her hands behind her back.



Lyll raised up on her knees and struggled to her feet. She turned to face her daughter. Gray eyesglared
out of her mud-coated face. Kale blinked and held il asif to avoid an attack from awild animal.

The woman’ s gaze dropped to the vine.

Without using her talent, Kae knew exactly what went through her mother’ smind. Thevinedidn't
belong. It didn’t match any plant growing in the forest.

The sharp caw of ablackbird broke the silence. A large ebony crow swooped between Kale and Lyill.
Thebird flew directly at Lyll. Shethrew her handsin front of her face and leaned back. The abrupt
movement unbalanced her, and she toppled backward. The bird roosted on a branch above.

“Tut-tut. Oh dear. Tut-tut.” Twittering, it preened its shiny wing with asharp yelow besk.

Kae placed ahand on the pouch that carried the unhatched dragon egg. She felt athrum from within,
and alight, giddy fedling passed through her.

Her mother sat up. The elaborate headdress sat at an odd angle on her head. Clean blue cloth ran down
the sides of her dress between swaths of brown mud.

Lyll once again struggled to her feet on her own. She stepped over the vine and brushed past Kale.
Lifting her heavy skirtsto keep from tripping, she walked away from the walow.

“Tut-tut.” The bird ruffled hisfeathers, swayed back and forth on yellow legs, and dipped his head. “Oh
dear.”

The egg under Ka€ s hand buzzed. A gigglerosein her throat, and she clamped her free hand over her
mouth.

“Follow me, Kade.” Her mother’ s command sent a shiver down her spine. The urge to laugh departed.

She saw another rapidly growing vine snake through the trees and across her mother’ s path. The woman,
with her chin held high and her headdress wobbling precarioudy, did not seeit. Once again, she landed
flat on the forest floor. When she rose to her knees, leaves dotted her gown, stuck in the layer of mud
adhering to her clothing.

She screeched and stood. Turning, sheimpaled Kae with awicked glare. “Come,” she bellowed and
stomped her foot.

Up from the ground where her foot had made itsimpact, ageyser sprang full force. The spray of water
hit Lyll in the face, blasting off astreask of mud. She shook her figtsin the air and again ssomped afoot.
Another geyser erupted. Lyll Allerion whirled in afit of temper. With each ssomp, anew jet of water
spurted from the earth. She spunin acircle, shrieking unintdligible words of fury. Thear around her
crackled and spat sparks, and she was gone.

The bower fell slent. Kale stared at the geysers asthey quickly subsided, until the last bubblein the mud
disappeared.

She sghed, releasing the tension that had gripped her shoulders. Again the egg in the pouch responded
with apeculiar thrum. With the corner of her lip twitching toward a smile, she remembered her mother’s
second landing in the mud and the oozy brown glop on her face.

Shegiggled.



The hat had bobbled as her mother stood and pulled her feet out of the thick mire.
Kaegiggled alittle louder, and the egg answered with alouder thrum.

A sucking noise had accompanied each step her mother took.

She laughed. She sat down on the thick carpet of old leaves and laughed until she cried.

“Do you suppose she' sdemented?’ Fenworth’ s scratchy voice startled Kae.

“Oh no, | wouldn't think s0,” answered Cam. “1 do believe her egg is about to hatch though.”

Kaewiped the tears from her eyes and grinned up at the two wizards. Cam’ s robes hung damply around
him. A lizard darted in and out of Fenworth’s beard.

The wizard’ swords registered.
“Hatch?” She opened the small red pouch and dipped the egg into her hand.

A crack appeared. The wizards sat down with their backs to an armagot tree and discussed the lements
needed for avariety of spells. Kale gazed at the egg asit teetered in her hand.

A large piece of shell broke away, and the tiny dragon somersaulted out into her palm. Hiswet scales
glistened in shades of yellow and orange. Kde frowned, trying to remember what the textbook had said
about the talents of the orange and yellow. He rubbed his chin against the base of her thumb and then
turned and wiggled on hisback asif he needed a good scratch.

“Laughter,” said Cam’ s deep voice beside her. “Histaent islaughter.”
“HisnameisDibl,” said Kdle.

“A good name.”

“Of what useislaughter on aquest?’ asked Kde.

The dragon flipped over and put his smal front legs down and proceeded to do a push-up. He stretched
his chin high and yawned. Histiny eyes opened, and he gazed into Ka€'s. The sngp of connection
secured their bond. Kae sighed with contentment. Thelittle dragon’ slips pulled back, showing two rows
of tiny pointed teeth.

“He sgrinning!” said Kae.
“Soheis,” agreed Cam.
Fenworth joined them.

“Best thing to have on aquest,” he announced. “Never know when agood laugh will savethe day. Glad
you thought to bring him adong, Kae.” He turned to the shorter, wetter wizard. “ She’ smy apprentice,
you know. A bitimpulsive, but trainable, | think.” He patted his beard, and amoth flew out. “Best we get
on with this questing. Right, Cam? Can’'t say | want to spend the rest of my lifein thisforest. Unpleasant
place sprouts geysers and runaway vines.”

The old wizard took alook at the dragon stretched out in Kale' s hand, then threw back his head and
laughed.



22
A DIFFERENT DIRECTION

AsKale and the wizards returned from the forest, the entire camp came out to greet them. The dragons
knew of Dibl’s birth and spread the word. Paladin’ swarriors from the seven high races greeted the smal
yelow and orange dragon with smiles, laughter, and songs of joy.

Kadesat onalog by asmall copse of dender heirnot trees. Asthe troops of soldiersfiled past to look at
the dragon, some admirers merely gazed upon Dibl curled in the palm of her hand. Some stretched out a
finger to touch him lightly.

Asthe afternoon progressed, the camp became quieter. Kae pulled her attention away from the
newborn long enough to notice that most of the troops had departed. The huge greater dragons carrying
supplies and men had spread their wings and lifted into the air with quiet grace.

A shadow darkened her small spot at the edge of the meadow. She looked up to see Brunstetter looming
over her. His massive fourteen-foot frame completely blocked the sun.

Brungtetter’ s handsome face always |ooked gentle to her. Laugh linesfanned out from his clear blue eyes
across tanned cheeks. Hislips often twitched with suppressed humor. And Kae had seen this giant man
tenderly scoop up awounded kimen with as much care as amother lifting ahurting child.

She smiled back at her friend. “Where have they gone, Lord Brunstetter?’

“Tothar fighting postions.” Hisrumbling voice held anote of sorrow. “We engage the enemy
tomorrow.”

“Areyou leaving too?’

“Inafew moments.” Brungtetter touched thetip of hisfinger to her cheek. “We shdl not see each other
for sometime. | have amessage from my heart to yours.”

She blinked back sudden tears and nodded.

“The gift of laughter before the storm strengthens our resolve. It isgood that Dibl came to us now.”
Brungtetter moved his hand to rest it like acap over her head. “Y ou, little Dragon Keeper, are important
inWulder’ s plan. | would give you wisdom if it were like agem to be plucked from one of my crowns.
But I can only whisper caution. | can only say, ‘ Be still when dark clouds thresten. Listen for the word of
Wulder.”

He stroked Dibl, then stood and strode away to his magnificent dragon.

The group around the campfire that night had dwindled to the same number as before the landing of
reinforcements. The peaceful atmosphere occasionally bubbled with friendly laughter.

Kae held the deeping Dibl in her hand while Gymn lay curled around her neck. Histail flicked up to
tickle her left cheek as he kept time to the music. Dar and Regidor had served a cold med of field greens



and diced jimmin poultry, flavored with a spicy dressing. Now the two chefs played lighthearted tuneson
variousingruments from Dar’ s pack.

Toopka danced around them with M etta sometimes balancing on the little doned’ s head and sometimes
doing her own aerid dance above the merrymakers.

Leetu read abook, holding alightrock to illuminate the text. Bardon, Librettowit, and Lee Ark played a
game of benders. The two wizards rested against Merlander’ s massive side and could be heard to say
things like “Remember old Hoobenanny? | wonder where sheis now.”

Kadeamiled. “I just thought of something funny, Gymn.”
The green dragon stretched and lifted his chin to rub againgt her neck.

“If Chief Councilman Meiger and his goodwife, Mistress Meiger, were here, they’ d be scowling and
harrumphing and muttering about al these people. Master Meiger would say any ninny knows that
wizards don't exist, and donedl's and tumanhofers keep to themselves. Mistress Meiger would say
emerlindians don’t speak alanguage anyone can understand, ’ cept themselves.”

Little Dibl rolled into abal in her cupped hand and spun himself like atop until he twirled over the edge
and fell into her lap.

“Dibl thinksit' sfunny too.” Shelifted him up and held his cool body next to her face. She giggled. “I
assumed the marionesin the village knew amost everything there was to know. Now that I’ ve been
questing, | seethey knew next to nothing, just likeme. I’d like to go back and show them who' s smarter

Quick asaflicker of flame, Dibl reached out and nipped her chin.

“Quch!” Shejerked him away from her face. “Why’d you do that?’
Thelittle dragon gave athroaty growl.

“What ishetrying totdl me, Gymn?’

Theimpression flowed into her from both dragons.

“Mean-spirited?” She clamped her jawstogether. 1 think it would be fun.”
Thistime Dibl bit her on the back of her thumb.

“Stop that!” She switched the dragon to her other hand and put the tiny wound to her mouth. “Y ou need
to go to bed.”

She dipped the dragon into the pocket that had once held his egg.
For the second time that day, tearswelled in her eyes. “I think we're dl tired.”

Gymn jumped to safety as she shifted onto her side on the blanket pallet and determinedly closed her
eyes.

“Good night,” she said through clenched teeth.



Kaefet atouch on her forehead like akiss. The pleasant warmth of the caress amost woke her. But the
cool, damp mist of morning al around urged her to pull the moonbeam cloak closer and deep. A thought
like adream told her to rise from bed and search for something. Sherolled over and sighed.

Again the urge to get up and seek someone or something disturbed her dumber. She looked around the
gray dawn. Only ash-covered emberslay in the campfire bed. She could make out the forms of tents and
deeping comrades. Fog obscured the countryside beyond the camp.

Celisse’ s head moved from side to side as she kept watch, but the dragon did not reach out to her rider.
When Kaletold Celisse that something had prodded her awake, the dragon answered that no one had
gtirred from their beds.

The hush of night hummed like alullaby. Kae stood and stretched. She wanted to enjoy the sensation
alone and walked toward the kimen falls. Following the sound of the stream, she came to the odd
cascade.

She sat on the damp grass, her cape protecting her from the chill.

“I wish | could play aflute like Dar or Regidor,” shewhispered. “1 can hear ameody in my heart. The
music says Wulder iswonderful, full of peace and wisdom, banishing worry and strife. If | were Metta,
I’d know asong to sing.”

Thegray migt swirled, thinning for amoment on the opposite bank of therivulet. Kale saw afigure
gtanding away from the bank.

“Who'sthere? Legtu?’
Sheroseto her feet, reaching with her mind.

Her pulse quickened, and she took in a sharp breath. In only amoment, she' d found the stepping sones
and crossed to the other side. She could now see the flowing cut of acourt jacket, the froth of lace at the
cuffs, the dark boots that came up past the man’ s knees.

“Pdadin,” shewhispered.
Heturned, and hisface shone asif moonlight touched him.

Thefirg time she had seen him, Kae had thought he was very handsome. But now sheredlized his
attractiveness came from his expression rather than hisfeatures. Oddly, Paadin and Risto resembled
each other—dark hair, blue eyes, astraight nose, astrong chin, and ahigh forehead. But Pdladin’ sface
held laugh lines and tendernessin his gaze. Risto’ s brow was furrowed with stern lines, and his haughty
expression and cold eyes made her shiver.

Pdadin held out one hand, and she stepped into his embrace. She rested her cheek againgt his chest and
listened to him bresthe.

“Paladin, | needed you.”
“I know, my child, and | need you.”

Shetilted back her head to look up at his solemn face. “ Are we going into Creemoor to rescue my
mother?’



“No, Kae, you must go another way.”
13 Bljt—”

“I knew thiswould be hard for you to understand, so | choseto talk with you first. You'll go to
Prushing.”

“WM!
“Here come the others. We'll talk together.”
Out of the mist came Dar, Regidor, and Bardon.

The three men saluted their leader. In spite of the formal greeting, they looked bemused asiif they too had
come up out of their beds and followed asummons they did not understand.

“Gentlemen,” said Pdladin, “your talents are needed elsewhere. Y ou will go to Prushing to rescue
someone from Risto’ s clutches. Histrail will be hard to follow.”

“Prushing?’ Regidor tilted his head as he thought. “ The capitd city of Trese, located north of the Odamee
Channd, and noted for afishing industry and trade with the Northern Reach.”

Pdadin smiled. “Yes, Regidor.”
“Who are werescuing?’ asked Dar.
“ Another meech dragon, one almost the same age as our Regidor.”

“Another!” Regidor’stail came up around his side, and he grasped it between two scaly hands.
“Another?1’m the only meech dragon born in over ahundred years.”

“It seems we were misaken. Thereis another.”

Dar nodded his head dowly. “And Risto has him.” He thumped onefist into the palm of his other hand.
“That'swhy Risto let us get away with Regidor. That'swhy he didn’t unleash hiswrath.”

“I thought Wulder protected us,” said Kae.

“Waulder did, but the fight could have been longer. Risto could have caused trouble after the egg was
ddlivered to Fenworth.” Dar searched Paadin’sface. “| dways suspected there was too little hubbub
when Risto lost his prized possession. He had another egg. Was Regidor just adecoy?’

“A decoy?’ Regidor tugged on histail. “Nothing as grand as ameech dragon can be a mere decoy.”

Pdadin placed a soothing hand on the young dragon’ s shoulder. “ Risto wanted you, al right. Hisplan
wasto use your lifeforceto create another race. The other meech hatched around the sametime asyou
did, Regidor. From our sources, we know that he bonded to Risto.

“Wulder has been quiet on the matter of this dragon. We proceed with care, seeking His counsd. We
won't gand gtill and wait, since we know that Wulder is ever opposed to evil. But without clear
direction, wetake smal steps, only doing what we know will cause no harm.”

He let his gaze move over the selected warriors. “Risto’s plan for this other meech dragon isto control al
orders of dragon in the land. He will maneuver this meech into a place of leadership and be the power
behind the figurehead. With that knowledge, we moveinto position to sop him.”



“Couldn’t | stop him?” Regidor grinned at the prospect. “ Could I command the dragonsto follow me
ingtead?’

Paadin shook his head. “No, Risto has enhanced this dragon’ s charismatic persondity with aspell. At
this point heis capable of gaining dominance over the dragons and causing havoc.”

Bardon placed his hand upon the hilt of hissword belted at hiswaist. “ Then we find and destroy this
meech dragon before Risto can use him for evil.”

“No, Bardon, my friend. Thisisarescue misson. Y ou are to bring the meech dragon out of the hell he
was borninto.”

Dar shook hishead. “I’d rather fight Creemoor spiders. Smpler.”
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LAST-MINUTE CHANGES
The sun burned away the morning mist.

Paadin had said they would leave this morning. But for now Paadin sat with Wizard Fenworth and
Wizard Cam, Librettowit, Lee Ark, and Leetu Bends. Kae resisted the urgeto listen in on their
conversation using her mindspesking ability.

I’'mglad we'releaving. I'm not sure | could stand this waiting much longer. Kae looked off toward
the wood. But I'm not sure how | feel about going to Prushing.

“| get to go with you?’ Toopka asked again.

“Yes” Kdegavethe doned’ s solid little body a hug. “Paladin said you would be helpful in the city. Dar
knows about the aristocracy, and you know about the street people.”

“I'mgoing to cdl Dar ‘uncle;” but | am not going to cal you ‘aunt.” No one would believe you' re my
aunt. Y ou could marry Dar and be my aunt, but that wouldn't be believable either.”

“Why wouldn’t that be believable?’
“You're so different. You' d fight dl thetime.”

“Not necessarily.” Kaletried to remember something she had read in one of the textbooks a The Hall.
Something about Wulder making people different so they could work together more efficiently.

Toopkatugged on Kale' sdeeve. “ Y ou don't know how to cook or sew or play music. Dar can do all
thosethings”

“Waulder gave different talentsto people. Imagineif Dar and | fought over who would fix our medls, what
amessthat would be. Thisway | leave him to do what he does best, and he leaves me to do what | do

“What do you do best, Kale?’

The question stunned her. | was a good slave. A hard worker, obedient, quick. And | really liked
taking care of the children.

Kaelooked into the trusting eyes of the young donedl on her lap. With agrin growing on her face, she
sad, “Tickle” and gently dug her wiggling fingersinto Toopka s sdes, making her squed and squirm.

The two toppled over on the grass, and Kae pinned Toopka.
“You'refun, Kae. You d make agood mommy.”

“I’'m along ways away from being amother.”

“Wulder could fix it S0 you could have babies now.”

“Y es, but Wulder wants usto get ready to do atask so we'll be counted good workers—like Dar and
Bardon practice for battle. Wulder would want me to learn more before being a mother. He would also



want meto have a husband.”

Kaelet Toopkast up. Kale smiled as she watched thelittle girl smooth her blouse and pick grass off her
breeches, reminding Kade of Dar’ s fagtidious attention to grooming.

Toopkalooked at Kae and wrinkled her nose. “Rules! Wulder should just cross out some. That would
make it easer to remember the important ones.”

Kae laughed. “Fenworth says Wulder made His rulesfor good reasons. He doesn’t ever rearrange His
rulesonawhim.”

“On awind? Like asandstorm? Sittiponder said sandstorms arefierce. They’ll shred your skinlike
diding down agrave pit.”

Kaetried to capture an elusve memory. “I’'m sorry, Toopka. | don’t remember who Sittiponder is.”

“He sthe blind wisdom speaker who lives alone under the sairs at the warehousesin Vendela. | used to
bring him food, not just because of the storieshe' d tell, but because | liked him.”

“How did he get so wiseif helived done? Did he go to school 7’

“Hesadif hewasdill, he could hear the words spoken in The Hall, and at night he collected wisdom
while hedreamed.”

“Someday I’ d like to meet Sittiponder.”
“So Wulder uses wind to change things when He wantsto?’

“What? Where did you get such astrangeidea? Oh no! | said, ‘whim,” not ‘wind.” A whimisacareless
idea, oneyou didn’t think about very much, and it islikely to get you into trouble.”

“Wdl, Wulder wouldn'’t go around thinking whims. I’ ve decided you can’t marry Dar.”
Bardon’ s shadow fell acrossthem. “Marry Dar?’

Toopkagrinned. “But Kale could marry you, Bardon. Then you could adopt me, and Dar could still be
my unde”

A look of horror destroyed Bardon' s usualy guarded expression.

Toopka, you said that on purpose.

“ Of course | said it on purpose. How can you say something on accident?”

| mean you said that deliberately to embarrass Bardon—and me!

“Kdeist-t-too young to marry,” Bardon ssammered. “And I, | have no profession.”
“You'reaservant of Pdadin.” Toopka planted her fists on her tiny hips. “l1sn't that a pro-fes-son?’

“I wastraining.” Bardon ran his hand aong the side of his head, smoothing the dark hair that never
seemed mussed or at all uncombed. “1 never got to the important preparation.”

Toopka stepped closer to him. “Paadin said | could go on the quest because | would be useful. | didn't
have any training. Soif | am useful, you must betons useful.”



Dibl came and landed on Bardon, next to his muscular neck. Bardon jerked and turned his head to eye
the bright dragon perched on the brown materia of histunic. The warrior took in aquick breath, and as
he released it, his face softened. He smiled. Then his shoulders shook gently, and alaugh escaped his
lips. He patted the indignant doneel on her furry head and looked to Kale.

“I cameto ask you,” hesad, “if you're ready to go. Paladin saysthere' s no gateway inside the city.
WEe |l haveto enter the countryside.”

Kae stood as Dar approached with two packs sung over his shoulders. Librettowit followed.

The tumanhofer nodded to Lehman Bardon. “I'm not needed on the Creemoor expedition. Cam will
watch after Fenworth. | asked to return to my library, but Paladin sends me with you instead.”
Librettowit shrugged, shifting theload on hisback. “No matter. | believe the rare book shopsin Prushing
will be worth the bother of trailing amiscreant meech.”

Regidor trotted over to join them. “I’ll be able to sniff him out. What better person to find ameech
dragon than another meech dragon?’

Toopka clapped her hands and bounced on her toes. “ A sneaky little doned. That'sme.”

Bardon scooped the child into hisarms. “ Y ou are to stick like arock pine cone to Kae and stay out of
trouble. I am your commanding officer, and you are to obey orders.”

Toopka seyesgrew big. “You'rein charge of al of us?’
“No, Dar is, but | outrank you, little ninny-nap-conder.”
Regidor cleared histhroat. “| don’t believe I’ ve seen that word in any of Librettowit’ sdictionaries.”

“Ninny-nap-conder refers,” said the librarian, “to one who appears to be aninny, and one who seemsto
deegp through what is happening, unaware of what isgoing on. But in actudity, it meansacon artist, one
who manipulates those around her. In this case, ninny-nap-conder isaterm of endearment. Bardon is
saying Toopkaisalittle scamp.”

Toopka cocked her head and frowned. “1 don't think | like being endeared that way.”

Kae chuckled as she snapped her fingersto draw the foraging minor dragons’ attention. “ Then you'd
best deal more honestly with your friends. Gymn, Metta, we' releaving.”

Thedragons, including Dibl, flew to Kae and pushed their way benegath the folds of her capeto find their
pocket-dens. Kale stooped to roll up her bedroll.

In amatter of minutes, the party of questerslined up before Paadin. The second company of
adventurers, who would go to Creemoor, stood beside them.

“One more thing beforeyou go,” Pdadin said. “Kae, | must see the dragon eggs you still havein your
keeping.”

Kae swiftly lowered her pack to the ground and removed the eggs from the pockets sawn into the
moonbeam cape. The three minor dragons came out, chittering excitedly.

Paladin crouched on the other side and dowly examined each of the five eggs Kade lined up dong the top
of her bundle of belongings.

“Thisone,” he said, picking up the middle egg. He handed it to Kae. “Place thisone in your hatching



pouch.”

The small dragons zoomed into the air and did somersaults above the assembly. Dibl dove into Wizard
Fenworth’s beard and did not regppear.

“Here now,” protested the old man as he patted his beard. “Come out of there. Y ou're eating, aren’t
you? Take care you eat the bugs and not my buttons. I’ll not have my robes falling off because some
inexperienced glutton devoured bone buttonsinstead of beetles. Y ou could be useful whileyou're at it
and et that drummerbug that keeps me awake at night.”

A bumblebee buzzed out of the curtain of gray hair at tremendous speed with Dibl right behind it. The
dragon snatched it, chewed, swallowed, and gave out atrill of joy.

“Quite!” agreed the wizard and nodded knowingly at those around him. “ Sweet. A delicacy. Very filling.
But they tickle on the way down.”
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THE JOURNEY BEGINS

Kae and her friends mounted the dragons. Paladin took the point, leading them to Brungtetter’ s castle.
Flying over the countryside reminded Kae that thisrolling prairie held animalslarger than in any other
part of Amara. Traveling on land, they might have seen chickens aslarge as dogs, dogs as big as cows,
cows astdl as horses, and horses she could have waked under without bending.

The sun reached its peak, and the urohm city of Blisk appeared on the horizon. They landed in adragon
field and rode in wagons to the center of the metropolis.

Lady Brungtetter, a dark-eyed, stately woman, served the questing party anoonmedl. Dar and Regidor
savored the meal with agood ded of lip-smacking. Kale kicked the donedl under the table after one
especidly loud durp of soup.

“Ouch!” Heturned to glare at hiso'rant friend.

Lady Brungtetter laughed, her eyes twinkling with merriment. “I know exactly how you fed, Kae. Butit's
their custom, and donedlsthink it not rude but complimentary to eat noisily. The problem iswhen my
doned friends|eave after an extended visit. Then | haveto retrain our children in the manners of our

people.”

Asif to prove her point, one of the children took abite of roasted venison and smacked loudly before
dabbing grease from his chin with alinen ngpkin.

The meal was quickly dispatched. Paladin thanked their hostess for her graciousness and ushered the
questing party into a chamber behind the throne room.

A gateway shimmered againgt asolid sonewall. Kae held Toopkawith the little doned’ s arms wrapped
around her neck. Librettowit stood in the shadows against aside wall in the smal room. Bardon held a
position by the door, his posture stiff, his hand on the hilt of his sword, and hisjaw rigid. Kaeintercepted
aglance her way and smiled at him. He looked away without acknowledging her gesture of
encouragement.

It'sall right, Bardon. We're all nervous.
He blinked, but didn’t respond.
Regidor held histail in one hand. White knuckles gleamed on each scaly finger.

Kaelooked at the stone dab floor and wished for Leetu Bends. Sheisn’t always friendly, but she sure
acts like nothing bothers her. On the last quest, | thought | was safe just because she was there.

Paladin nodded for Dar to go first. The doned diplomat stepped before hisruler.
“| pledge again my loyadty to you, my lord. May Wulder kegp me humbly in your service”

Pdadin rested ahand on Dar’ s shoulder. “I commission you to stand strong against the enemy of our high
and mighty Wulder, to stand true to Hisword of hope, to stand with wisdom over Hiswarriors entrusted
to your guidance, and to seek justice and mercy in this quest.”

Dar bowed dightly and strode through the gateway.



Regidor marched forward. “Do | get acommisson? Do | get specid ingructions?’

“Your commissionislike Dar’s. Each member of the party isto uphold Dar’ s leadership and to accept
his misson astheir own.” Helooked around the stone-walled chamber to include each member of the
questing party. “Y ou may decline a this moment.”

No one moved to take up the offer.

Pdadin turned back to the meech dragon. “Regidor, you will grow in knowledge, stature, and maturity in
very short order. Do not think that you outpace your comrades. Wulder has placed each one within your
circle of influence for your good and for their own. Be mindful of your rank. Y ou are neither the head nor
thetail of thisexpedition.”

“I understand, my lord. We are dependent on each other.”
“Precisdly.” Pdadin clapped him on the shoulder. “ Go.”

Assoon asthelightsin the gateway faded from Regidor’ s passing, Pdadin held up hisarm as afaconer
would to invite hisbird to land.

“Come, little ones.”

The three minor dragons crawled out of their pocket-dens and flew to him. They perched on the elegant
deeve and gazed studioudy at Pdadin. After looking each onein the eyefor severd moments, theruler
gave hissmal subjects permission to fly through the gateway.

Kaeredized that some of her anxiety had drained away.

| don’t know what he said to them, but it must have been wonderful.
She heard Paladin’ srich chucklein her mind.

“1 told them to behave.”

Kaegrinned. That's all?

“1 did remind them that Wulder cares whether they do well or not, and will always be with them.”

Ah, that comforts me as well.

Pdadin gestured for Librettowit to come forward. Thelibrarian shuffled to his pogtion in front of the
ruler. Paladin placed a hand on each shoulder.

“My friend, you are dways the reluctant hero. What would we do without you?’
Librettowit’s head snapped up, and he scowled.

Pdadin’s face showed no humor, only sincere respect. “ Go, my learned comrade. Mind these young

rgpscdlions.”
Librettowit jerked his head in an affirmative nod and pushed through the gateway.
“Bardon,” cdled Paladin.

The lehman stepped forward and saluted. “ At your command, my lord.”



“Trust inwhat you have dready learned, Lehman. Y our foundation will serve you well.”

Pdadin nodded his dismissa, and the young warrior drew near to the gateway. He hesitated only a
moment before striding through.

Kaelooked at Pdladin, wondering if she would be called next.
Theruler’ sfacelooked unusualy stern. “Toopkal”

The small donedl hopped down from Ka€ sarms without aword and ran to stand before the ruler of
Amara, king to some, bane to others.

Sheremained silent but looked cautioudy at Paladin.

What' s going on? thought Kale. I’ ve never known Toopka to be at a loss for words.
“I am not so pleased with you as| would liketo be,” said Paadin.

Toopka ducked her head and stared at the floor.

“I commission you from this day forward to walk in truth, not only in spoken word, but unspoken aswell.
In deed aswell asword. Even in your thoughts, for you deceive yoursdlf as often as you deceive others.”

Toopka s smdl furry head bobbed in acknowledgment of the command. She sniffed and, with one furry
hand, wiped atear from her cheek.

Pdadin scooped the child into his arms and embraced her with awarm hug, kissing the side of her face
as she sobbed. Resting his cheek against the top of her head, he said, “Y ou must not use your sad
beginning as an excuseto travel the wrong path. Wulder has given you much. Give back, dear child, give
back. Don't hoard infear that thisisdl thereis. Givefredy, and you will be given to. Wulder hasan
abundant supply.”

He stood her on the floor, pulled awhite handkerchief from his pocket, and dabbed away her tears.

He then smiled and kissed her on the top of her head. With agentle hand on her back, he scooted her
toward the gateway.

“You will befine, Toopka. Trust and be trustworthy.”
The doned disappeared through the gateway.

“Now, my child and friend, servant and keeper of the dragons, it is your turn. Come forward.” He held
out a hand, and Kale stepped forward to taket.

“Tdl mewhat you arethinking.”

“Y ou dready know.”

“Tdl me”

“I don’'t know my friendsas| thought | did. Dar is much more important than he appears, isn't he?’
“I agree.”

“Toopkaand Bardon have secrets, don’t they?’



“Yes. You will need to be afriend to both.”

“Librettowit istired.”

“AsisFenworth. Wearedl tired of the fight againgt those like Risto. But ill, we will persevere.”

“What do you charge me with, Paadin? Tell me exactly what you want meto do, and | will do my best.”

Paladin smiled and tenderly cupped the Sde of her facein hiswarm hand. “Asaways, Kae, | ask for
you to do the good you seeright in front of you. That isall.”

Kaeblinked hard, trying to keep tears from spilling down her cheeks. “Why can't you just tell me?’
“Because then you would know my strength in Wulder instead of discovering your own.”

Not redlly understanding, she nodded and turned toward the gateway. She hesitated. “Is there anything
ds=?

“Enjoy thejourney.”

Kaetook adeep breath, stepped into the thick air exploding with light, and stepped out of the gateway,
graight into the arms of Granny Noon.
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FEAST OF FRIENDS

Kae squeded and hugged the emerlindian, lifting her tiny frame off thefloor. “You're herel You're
herel” Shetwirled the old woman around and set her down. “Oh, Granny Noon, you' re the very person
| wanted to see.”

Granny Noon cradled Kal€ s face with her dark brown hands and |ooked deep into her eyes. Thewise
woman'scam joy flowed into Kde, dowing the girl’ sracing heart and giving her peace.

Then Granny Noon stepped to her side and dipped an arm around her waist. “ Come, we must talk.”
Kalelooked around the room she had entered through the gateway.
A marione home!

Her feet dowed, but Granny Noon gently tugged her toward a square door. The memories of reticent
mariones she had known while adave made her uneasy. But she had aso met logquacious marionesin
LeeArk'svillage.

What type of mariones live here, | wonder. Warm or cold?

Kae breathed asigh of relief as soon as the heavy wooden door siwung open to the sound of laughter
and music.

A crowd mingled in the large entryway to a country manor. Dark, rustic beams accented white plastered
walls. A huge fireplace dominated one end of the room. Kale saw two massive square doors opened to a
front carriageway and lawn.

Along with her eight comrades, many mariones of various ages participated in some kind of celebration.
More visitors arrived and were greeted by the host and taken to a buffet of aromatic foods.

“The party isto cover your departure from this house,” explained Granny Noon. “ The enemy may or
may not know that thereis agateway in the back room. They’ re definitely suspicious of thefamily’s
activities”

Gymn sat in the cupped hands of an ederly woman in arocking chair. Kale knew he was soothing away
the aches of her arthritis. Metta, Dibl, and Toopka had joined the crowd around Dar, who was playing a
harpsichord. Regidor eyed the musicd instrument asiif it were a delectable dessert. Librettowit and
Bardon sat in acorner, the librarian holding atankard and scowling, Bardon just scowling.

Irritated, Kae called to him. Bardon!

Hiseyesflicked her way, and the line of hisjaw relaxed.

Stop scowling. These people arerisking their livesto help us.
“1I’mnot scowling. I’'m merely observing.”

Fromthis side of your face, it looks like you’ re scowling.

Dibl left the music makers and perched on Bardon' s shoulder. The solemn lehman lifted afinger and



stroked the yellow dragon’ s belly. Dibl hummed, closed his eyesin pleasure, and leaned against
Bardon’s neck. Bardon smiled and winked at Kale.

Granny Noon tugged at Kale sarm. “ Don’t frown so, dear. These are your friends.”

She guided Kadethrough the greet hall to a gtting room where three comfortable chairs and a settee
surrounded an elegant table.

“I’'m redly not hungry, Granny Noon,” Kale said as she sat down. “Wejust ate at Brungtetter Castle.”

Granny Noon sat as well, lifted the china teapot, and poured into delicate cups. Her homespun dress
draped gracefully over her shoulders with soft folds of materid.

“Just acup of tea, then, to settle your nerves.”
“My nerves arefine now that I” ve seen you. Can you go with us?’
Granny Noon chuckled. “No, dear. I’'m much too old for adventures.”

Kaetook asp of thewarm, sweet tea. She closed her eyes asit went down her throat, delighting in the
way it refreshed her degp down inside. When she opened her eyes again, she sighed and tackled the
subject she most wanted to talk about.

“Granny Noon, | saw my mother.”
“Didyou, dear?”’

“Yes.” Now that she had decided to talk to Granny Noon about her mother, even against her mother’s
wishes, she couldn’t hold the words back. “ She called to me from aforest near our campsite. She' sthe
most beautiful woman I’ ve ever seen.” Kaelooked down to the drink in her hand. Benegth the dark
amber brew, tiny specks of tealeaves floated near the bottom of the cup.

She shook her head dightly. “But | don't like her, Granny Noon. Shetold me not to tell anyonethat I'd
seen her. The second time she called me, it felt awful. When Paladin said | had to come here and not go
to Creemoor to rescue her, | wasglad.”

Her hands shook, and the teacup rattled on its saucer. She hagtily put the fragile pieces of chinadown on
the table. Baling her handsinto fists, she placed them on her knees.

“What' swrong with me?’

Kaeglanced at Granny Noon, but averted her eyes before redlly seeing the old woman’' s expression.
She didn’t want to see her disapproval. “Asadave, | know I’ m supposed to obey. I’ ve always been
good about doing what I’'m told to do. But | didn’t obey Mother. And | don’'t want to find her or stay
with her. I’d rather be with Dar and Regidor, Librettowit and Wizard Fenworth, my friends.” She
sobbed.

“I understand what you' re saying, my dear.” Granny Noon took another sip of tea. “But | don’'t
understand why you' re crying.”

Kae peeked a Granny Noon and saw the emerlindian was not looking at her with disgust. Shetook a
deep breath, trying to control the sobs. She must explain how she had failed and was doomed to
continued failure. “I’m not good a questing. | don't have any taentsthat will help my friends. I’ll do
something stupid and get them killed. | don’t have knowledge like Librettowit. | can’t fight like Dar and



Bardon. | don't even know as much as Toopka does about living in acity. And I'm abad person. |
don’'t even love my mother.”

Granny Noon managed to look sympathetic even with asmile on her lips. “Y ou' re not a bad person,
Kae. You're not obligated to love awoman you don’t know. Y ou’ re not bound to obey awoman
who' s done nothing to demondtrate that she' strustworthy.”

“But she' saservant of Paadin. She' s been doing adangerous job for years.”

“Thewoman you describe does not resemblethe Lyll Allerion | knew years ago.” Granny Noon paused
to stir her tea. “Living in the stronghold of evil doestakeitstoll on anindividud. People change.”

“Sometimesfor the better,” Kae put in, thinking about how much she had learned since leaving River
Away.

“Yes, and sometimes not,” said Granny Noon. “We will wait and not evaluate her character without
knowing more. Wulder will reved her heart.”

Granny Noon stood. Kae jumped to her feet. This sign of respect she did not begrudge her emerlindian
mentor.

“Our timefor talk,” said Granny Noon, “islimited, Kae. | must give you and your friends the thingsyou
need to dwell in the city. But you've said somethingsthat | cannot let pass”

She swallowed at the sound of Granny Noon's stern voice. She is disgusted with me.

“1 amnot!” The voice snapped in her mind. “Now listen to me. Y ou referred to yourself asadave. You
are never to do so again. Y ou said you had no talents of worth to your comrades. In this you mock
Wulder' swisdom.”

Kae gasped.

Granny Noon nodded. “Precisely so. It isagrave error to belittle the talents given to you by Wulder.
Judge accurately the vaue of those talents. Y ou must know exactly what you' re worth so that you do not
fail your friends. Thiswould be an inadequacy in your spirit, not in your ability.” The emerlindian gathered
her skirtsin her hands and headed for the door.

“WEe rerunning late. | want you to be able to enter the city by tomorrow afternoon, which meansyou
must leave before this day turnsinto night.” She stopped with her hand on the doorknob. Her voice
softened. “Kale, remember to useto the fullest the talents given you and enhance your skill with every
opportunity Wulder provides. Y ou are the Dragon Keeper, and none of your giftsareinggnificant.”
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AMBUSH

Kade rode on top of astack of trunks and luggage strapped to the carriage roof. Bardon sat beside the
driver, amarione named Bruit, with Toopka tucked between them. Librettowit, Regidor, and Dar rode
ingde. With ingructionsto stay out of sight, the little dragons dept contentedly in their pocket-dens.

Granny Noon had given the adventurers bags of coins, letters of introduction, lists of contacts, and akey
to an upper-class resdence. The questing party would not be trooping through mountains, valeys, and
hidden caves, but through the streets of ametropolis and the homes of the wealthy. Regidor would be
disguised as aforeign abbot whose monastery indulged in trade for the benefit of their demesne.
Librettowit, an art dedler. Dar, butler and vaet. Bardon would play the part of household sheridan, a
specia servant armed to protect family and property. Kale and Toopka were ordinary servants.

Granny Noon had given Kale apiece of slver, arather odd, flat disk with two irregular pie shapes cut
out of the sides. Granny Noon said it would help her identify people. Kde turned the shiny silver piece
over and over in her callused pam.

“How?" she had asked.
“| don’t actualy know, dear. But Paladin said it would come in handy, so do your best not to loseit.”

Kae kept the disk in the pouch with the egg Padladin had picked. Now, as they bounced aonginthe
warm afternoon sun, the small metal piece wasdl but forgotten.

A giant draft horse pulled the carriage. The urohm-bred animal had no difficulty hauling the load up and
down the cultivated hills. On either Side, cropslooked reedy for harvest in carefully tended fields. Farm
carts, tinkers, and smaller carriages passed frequently on the wide, well-graded road.

Asthey approached awooded area, Kale relaxed against a softer bundle with her hands behind her
head. She gazed at white, puffy clouds drifting lazily in ablue sky.

Thisisn't going to be so bad. No mordakleeps. No blimmets. No grawligs. No schoergs.

An arrow whizzed by Ka€ s head and penetrated one of the trunks. The shaft vibrated with ahard hum,
causing the hair on the back of her neck to stand up.

Shouts erupted from other travelers on the road. A horse neighed, followed by the sound of hoofbests
gdloping avay.

Kaeheard Bardon yell, “Get down!” and saw him push Toopka off the seat onto the floor of the driver’s
perch.

Bruit fought to control the frightened horse, pulling it to astop. In the next moment, Bardon had abow in
his hands with an arrow nocked and ready to shoot. He aimed at atarget ahead and released the arrow.
With afluid motion, he pulled another arrow out of hisquiver.

Kae peered forward over aridge of luggage. A band of tattered bisonbecks plowed into the walking
travelers. They siwung clubs, grabbed parcels, and threw their victimsto the side of the road. Women
screamed, children cried, and men tried desperately to protect their families and property from the large,
brutal robbers.



Bruit il struggled to keep the horse from bolting. Beneath Kale, the doors to the carriage flew open.
Librettowit and Dar rushed to lend aid.

Drawing a deep breath, Kale pulled her small sword from its scabbard. The carriage jerked asthe horse
reared and scomped angrily, protesting the chaos around them. She waited for astill moment between
lurches and vaulted over the side of the carriage onto the back of a bisonbeck bandit.

Her blade plunged into the highwayman’ s shoulder and struck bone. The bisonbeck howled and grabbed
at Kae. Shejerked her sword free and did down his back to the ground.

Ashe whirled around, she braced herself as she had seen Dar do in his mock combats with Bardon. The
beast’ s momentum drove his leg past her blade, dicing his caf. Sherolled away, taking her bloodstained
weapon with her.

Theman fdll with athud to the dirt road. Kale looked back to see him squirming away from the wildly
rocking whedls of the carriage. Bardon landed on his feet beside the downed outlaw. Kae turned away.

Librettowit swung a hadwig. The spiked metal ball tore across the side of an attacker. The bisonbeck
roared and faced the tumanhofer. With an adept change of the swing, Librettowit clipped thetaller manin
the face. The brigand leaned forward, grabbing a hiswounded cheek. The next swing of the heavy
weapon caught the back of hishead and laid him out on the road.

Kdejoined Dar, who stood between two ugly bisonbecks and afamily of farmers. The marione farmer
stood his ground with a strapping son beside him. But with no wespons except their walking staffs, they
must have welcomed the sight of the feisty donedl. The two scruffy bisonbecks reevauated the odds
againg four determined fightersand ran.

Kae, Dar, and the two farmers waded into the battle alongside atinker fighting to keep hiswagon. When
those ruffians dispersed, Kae looked back to see Bardon fighting with asword. She only had a moment
to appreciate his grace next to the awkward attacker before a shout called her attention to a bisonbeck
man carrying off atumanhofer woman toward astand of trees.

Kaefollowed. Heirnot trees stood with their dender trunks spaced far enough apart that she had no
problem catching up with the villain abducting the woman. She launched herself at the man’ s knees and
brought him down with a solid tackle. Then sherolled away and came up again with her smdl sword
ready to swing. Neither the man nor the maiden stirred.

She eyed the mass of disheveled clothing, waiting for some sign of life. She panted from the run, but
nothing in the mound moved with any indication of bresthing. As she watched, the garments shrunk asif
they had lost their stuffing. The woman and her abductor were gone, leaving no more than a pile of
ragged clothes.

Kde straightened from her fight-ready stance and glowered. Reaching with her mind, she didn’t connect
with anything. Taking a cautious step forward, she kept her siword pointed at the curious heap.

A growl warned her an instant before amassive body dammed into her from the side, knocking her
down. She managed to keep agrip on the sword as the attacker pinned her arm to the ground. Struggling
under hisweight, she felt hersaf pushed deeper into the old leaves. A huge hand pressed against her
skull, and she thought she would suffocate in the damp mulch.

She became aware of the distress of the minor dragons trapped in her cape. M etta sang an outraged
battle song she had never heard before. Gymn sent wave after wave of strength to Kae, but it was not
enough to topple the man off her back. Dibl giggled asimages of squashed berriesflitted through hismind



and therefore hers.

The bisonbeck grunted, jerked, grunted again, and rose off Kale. She forced her arms underneath her
and pushed to pry her body out of the muck. She turned on her side to see Bardon deliver afisted blow
to the disarmed assailant. The man sank to hisknees and fell over.

Bardon stood with his sword ready, scanning the area around them for other attackers. “Areyou al right,
Kde?

She nodded, mumbling, “Yes”
The dwindling sounds of fighting told her the skirmish wasadmost over.

Dibl flew from her cape and landed on their rescuer. Bardon stroked his orange belly. A twinkle lurked in
the lehman’ sblue eyes. He offered ahand to help Kalerise.

“Next time,” he said with agrin, “try attacking your opponent from the top instead of the bottom. It gives
you an advantage.”

She jerked her hand out of his. “That wasn't funny.” She brushed at the leaves and dirt covering her.
“Dibl thought it was”

Her eyes came up to meset his. *Y ou heard Dibl mindspesk?”’

Bardon’ s brow furrowed more, and he shook his head. “No, it was only an impression.”

“Animpressonisal you usudly get fromaminor dragon,” Kae explained. “Images. Thoughtstheat are
amost words, but not quite.”

“I don’t mindspeak.”
Sheignored his objection and continued to puzzle over how Bardon had “heard” Dibl.

“Dibl isbonded to me. | can mindspesk with him. He would converse easily with someone el se adept at
mindspeaking. In a desperate Situation, one of my minor dragons could probably get a message through

to someonerather inept at the art.” Kale studied Bardon, someone she had aways considered densein

the ways of wizardry. She shook her head. “But you heard Dibl.”

“l didn’t.”

“Did you think of that quip about mefighting from on top instead of the bottom?”’
Bardon nodded with asmug smiletightening hislips.

“What was Dibl’ s reaction?’

“Helaughed.”

Kaerasad afinger and shook it at the staid lehman. “He didn’t laugh out loud.”
Bardon’s scowl returned, but he didn’t spesk.

“How many of Paadin’s servantsat The Hall mindspeak?’

“Someingructors. Grand Ebeck. Maybe ahdf dozeninal.”



“So maybe you never had a chance to develop the talent.”

“Maybeyou refull of foolishness”

They glared at each other, each with their hands on their hipsin ano-nonsense, straight-legged posture.
Dibl flew to Ka€ s shoulder.

She blinked and relaxed. “Thank you.”

“What for?’

Sheleaned over to wipe her blade in the leaves, cleaning off the blood. “For saving my life”
“Oh, that.”

Shelooked up and giggled. “ Yes, that.”

Bardon smiled.

She ducked her head, concentrating on polishing her weapon.

He smiled, and Dibl isn’t even sitting on his shoulder.
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STRANDED TRAVELERS

“Anilluson?’ Librettowit considered the matter of the disappearing bisonbeck and maiden. Bardon,
Toopka, and Kale had joined Librettowit, Dar, and Regidor insde the carriage as soon asthe skirmish
with the bandits ended. Dar had ordered Bruit to turn off the main road to take a shortcut avoiding the
smadll city of Tourk. The coach rocked and bounced over rough roads, making dower time than they had
ealier.

With each sway of the carriage, the crowded passengers leaned into each other. In his nervous Sate,
Regidor’ stail took up more room than usua. The meech dragon had to keep afirm hold on thetail to
keep it from twitching in hiscomrades’ faces.

Librettowit interlaced hisfingers and rested his hands on his ssomach. “ Thetrick was designed to lure
someone away from the crowd. Wasthetrick aimed at just anyone, or at Kade, in particular?’

Bardon nodded. “Was this arandom group of footpads, or were they paid to waylay our party?’

Regidor’ stall flicked out of his hands and dapped Librettowit dongsde the head. The librarian scowled.
The meech dragon grabbed histail and pulled it back into hislap.

Regidor voiced hisopinion. “1 would have said random had they not lured our Dragon Keeper into the
woods.”

Dar studied Kae with athoughtful eye and hisarms crossed over hischest. “I agree with Librettowit. |
think it wasanilluson.”

Kaefrowned at her friend. “But when | hit the man’slegs, they were solid and folded just like you' d
expect.”

Bardon joined the discussion. “The people disappeared from the pile of clothes, then the clothes
disappeared during thefight. Illusion!”

“Yes,” agreed Dar. “Kale, did you use the words Granny Noon gave you to protect yourself before you
entered the fray?’

Her eyes opened wide. | stand under the authority of Wulder. In Wulder’ s service, | search for
truth. My thoughts belong to me and Wulder. | haven't repeated those things since before the last
encounter with my mother.

Dar nodded, knowingly. “So you haven't been protecting your mind.”
Kdeglared a him. Do you read my mind?
“No!”

Dar sighed. Since she was aready connected to Dar by the brief interchange of mindspesking, Kae felt
his frustration ease out of him. It flowed out of her aswell. Thiswas her good friend. She trusted him.

An emotion transferred from Dar, and Kae amost gasped when sheredlized it was love. The warm
feeling embraced her. It resembled the peace she experienced when she was with Granny Noon.



A new redlization struck her. Thisis how | feel when I’m aware of Wulder’ s presence. Only thisisn’t
asgrand. When | felt Wulder near me, | didn’t see Hislove. It wastoo big. This small feeling is
mor e comfortable than Wulder’ s majestic, commanding love. A shiver of contentment raised goose
bumps on Kae sarms. Wulder loves me.

She could not recal ever being aware of another’slovefor her. Lyll Allerion’s professions didn’t count.
Something about that relationship continued to rattle her peace of mind.

“Kale” sad Dar, pointing afinger at her, “you’ re subject to evil influences because you' re aspiritud
being. Y ou must dways be on your guard.”

“On guard?’
“The enemy targets one he fedsis furthering Pdladin’ s agenda.”

Toopka bounced on Bardon’ s knee. “Maybe Kale should let hersalf get caught. Then she can mindspesk
to usand tdl uswhat’ sgoing on frominsde.”

“Inddewhere?’ Kale asked.

Toopka shrugged. “I don't know. Insgde Risto’ s castle, or inside the prison where they’ re keeping the
other meech, or ingde the army headquarters.”

“I’'ve been insgde Risto’ s castle.” Kae shook her head. “And | don’t careto go back. | don’t think
they’ re keeping the dragon in a prison, because he’ s supposed to be out influencing other dragons.”

“And,” interrupted Librettowit, “the bisonbeck army’ s headquartersisin Risto’ s castle.”
Bardon cleared histhroat. “Where Ka e does not careto go.”

The lehman sat scrunched between her and the carriage wall with Dibl on his shoulder. Kdetwisted in
her seat to look at Bardon' sface. She didn’t see any amusement in his expresson, but ashimmer like an
unvoiced chortle passed through her mind. She narrowed her eyes a him, convinced that the ripple of
suppressed laughter had come from him.

At that moment, the door to the driver’ s seat above their heads opened. Kae looked up and saw the
back of the driver’ s boots and trouser legs.

“Begging your pardon,” Bruit said with a country drawl, his voice raised over the noise of harness and
horse, “but there' s a disabled landau in the road some distance ahead. Do you want me to stop?”’

Bardon tossed Toopkainto Kae' slap, grabbed the top edge of the open window at hisside, and
dithered out of the crowded coach, climbing to the roof.

His voice came down to them, loud and clear.
“Three o'rant femaes and amale marione driver. The women are dressed like landed gentry.”

“We must stop,” announced Dar. “Kae and Toopka, up on the roof with you. Can’t have the lower
servantsriding in the coach. Y oung Dibl, remember you are to stay out of sight.”

Kae pushed Toopka through the window and up to Bardon’ s waiting hands, then crawled o,
clambering to lie on the luggage.

Bruit pulled back on thereins, saying, “ Steady, Romer. We re gonna stop for aminute or two and see



what these folks need.” The horse leaned back against the breeches. The harness jangled.

Kae gared a the fancy carriage, shiny black with yellow whedls. The roof had been lowered to dlow
the passengers to enjoy the pleasant autumn afternoon. Two young women perched in the seat facing
forward. An older lady roosted in the matching seet that faced the rear of the vehicle. Thedriver satin
the dirt beside awhed, mending astrip of |eather.

The youngest of the ladieslifted ahand in greeting. Kae dmost responded before she remembered her
place as a servant. Although she couldn’t hear the words spoken, Kale recognized when the ol dest
woman voiced a strong reprimand. The younger girl bit her lip and lowered her head.

Kae explored their thoughts to determine whether this was another ambush.

The mother’ smind listed household detail s that were being ignored because of their delay in returning
from afternoon socid cdls.

The oldest girl bubbled with delight that the exceedingly boring day had ended with an encounter with a
splendid man, obvioudy the household sheridan. This sheridan’ s amazingly handsome face made her
heart flutter.

Kaeblinked twice when she redlized the young lady was batting her eyelashes a Bardon.

The younger Sster, too, found Bardon attractive, so attractive that she could only peek up at him. With
each glance, she blushed and demurely looked down to her gloved hands folded in her lap. She hoped
their mother would invite the party to their manor so she could watch him al evening long.

Kae studied her companion. Bardon' sframe was long and lean, alittle taller than the average o' rant. His
muscles bulged under the smple garment of aservant. Hisface held hisusua reserved expresson. His
clear blue eyes under dark eyebrows were startling, but Ka e thought they too often looked aoof, not
friendly at dl. But to befair, she admitted Bardon had warmed up lately.

Romer dowed and stopped beside the landau. Dar jumped down from the carriage and held the door for
Librettowit to descend.

“Good afternoon, ladies,” Librettowit bowed. “ Trevithick Librettowit at your service. May we be of
assistance?’

The oldest woman spoke. “ The breeching came loose in the harness. Our driver will haveit right in short
order.”

Thedriver had risen to hisfeet as Dar and Librettowit approached. He tipped his hat to the men.

Kaetransferred her atention to the thoughts of the driver. His mind was on the impossibility of
reconnecting the rotted leather in his hands. Kae conveyed that information to Librettowit.

“Ahem!” said the tumanhofer, looking over to the frustrated driver. “May | have our driver assst?
Perhaps we have a piece of |eather to graft into the harness.”

The older o' rant woman looked to her driver. He nodded, and she looked back at Librettowit.
“Very wdl.

Bruit handed the reinsto Bardon and climbed down from his perch. Kae felt the coach rock as the man
shifted from one position to another, but she aso felt Regidor move within the carriage after their driver’s



feet were on the ground. She suspected he sat by the partialy opened small door that allowed the driver
to speak to those insde the carriage.

It took some time for the two driversto improvise the connection between the crupper and breeching.
Dar remained slent. Asabutler, he could not enter into the social exchange of his betters. Librettowit
maintai ned the conversation, though somewhat giff in hismanner.

The mother introduced her girls, Miss Addl Gransford, Peony, and herself, Mistress Gransford. Kae
watched as the young ladies tossed flirtatious glances at Bardon.

Librettowit explained their journey to Prushing.

“I’'min search of arare book | heard has been seen in Dottergobeathan’ s Antique Emporium. My
traveling companion Abbot Gidor remainsin the carriage. | beg you to forgive this gpparent discourtesy,
but heisareligious man from the Northern Reach. He goes about with his head covered and barely

speaks.”

Mistress Gransford cast adisapproving look to the closed carriage. “What possible business could the
man havein Trese?’

“His monastery produces fine glass dishes and articles of art. The trade of these items supplementsthe
income of thelr modest community.”

Thewoman'seyeslit up, and Kae received an impression of greed. Librettowit had unknowingly
touched on asource of Mistress Gransford' s pride. She collected fine dishes.

Shetwirled her parasol and looked at her older daughter before speaking. * Prushing is another day’s
travel. Y ou will betoo late coming into Broadfiord to find an inn. Since aiding us has caused your delay,
may | offer you the hospitality of my husband’ s manor? It is but two miles avay, once we turn at the next
crossing.”

Kale stared at the back of the donedl’ s head, seeing his earstilt forward at the woman’ s suggestion. Dar,
isthis good?

“Yes. We might as well start gathering information from the people about any unusual activity
among the dragons. Tell Librettowit I’'min favor of accepting her hospitality.”

Kae conveyed Dar’ s message to Librettowit, and the librarian graciously accepted the invitation.

“1 don’t like this,” said Regidor, mindspesking to Kaleaone. “ The glow that surrounds the girls
and the driver seems to indicate nothing unusual, but the mother’ s luminescence istinged with a
dark undertone.”

Tell Dar.
“1did.”
And what did he say?

1] Be Wary.”
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QUARTERED WITH THE ENEMY
“ Bring me some food!”

Kde jumped when Regidor’ s voice bellowed in her mind. She glanced around the spacious kitchen to
seeif any of the manor servants had noticed. The mixture of mariones, o' rants, and tumanhofers worked
sdeby sdein afriendly atmosphere. They had made Kae, Bardon, and Toopka welcome around their
plain wood table.

Kale addressed her meech friend. You don’t have any food?
“ A crust of bread, a hard hunk of yellow cheese, and a tankard of watered-down cider.”

Shefdt the meech dragon’ sdisgust asif it were her own. She knew immediately to whom Regidor
attributed his meager medl, therefore, hisrant didn’t surprise her.

“Dar told them my order of monks rarely eats meat or vegetables or such luxuries as salt and
sugar. Only the plainest of food would meet my stringent dietary restrictions.”

Kae grinned, imagining the pleasure Dar got from his orneriness. She saw Bardon lift an eyebrow in her
direction.

“What are you scheming?’

The question cameinto her mind dong with the redization that she had not initiated the conversation.
You' re a mindspeaker, Bardon!

“1 amnot. | merely respond to what you say.”

But | didn’t say anything. You asked a question.

“You were looking at me and that opened the communication.”

You're stubborn.

“You're wrong and don’t want to admit it. That’s stubborn.”

Regidor’ s voice bellowed into her thoughts. “ And while you argue pointlessly, I’ m starving!”

From within her moonbeam cape, three more voices radiated to her mind. The minor dragons wanted
food too.

All right, all right!

She stood and marched out of the kitchen, not bothering to explain her sudden departure. Quick steps
through the cool night air brought her to the stable. She entered the barn and nodded to Bruit Sitting with
the manor’ s stablemen around atablelit by alantern.

Climbing the wooden ladder to the loft, she mentally told Bardon to be quiet as he chastised her for rude
behavior. She also told Regidor to be patient. He expounded upon the lack of consideration the others
showed him by leaving him aone and hungry in adreary room in the massve, drafty stone house. At the



top of the ladder and out of sight of the men below, she pulled the minor dragons from her cape.

“Stay out of sight,” she whispered. “Y ou can forage al you want up here. I’ll be back to deep in the loft.
If anyone comes up, remember—stay out of sght!”

Kae climbed back down the ladder and nodded at the men who glanced up from their game of cards.

She shivered as she recrossed the open space between the stables and the huge stone manor. A cold
wind whipped under her cape.

Regidor responded. “ Brr. It's cold in here. Be sure what you bring is hot.”

She stomped back into the heated kitchen and went to warm her hands by the hearth.

“ Seeif you can find an extra blanket, too.”

First let me seeif | can get a bowl of stew. Then I'll think about bedding.

She casudly surveyed the other peoplein the room. Only Bardon seemed aware of her presence.
“1"ll cover for you while you take something to Regidor.”

Her eyes popped open. Hisvoicein her mind proved her point. Bardon could and did mindspeak. His
talent would have to be addressed.

Does he know the etiquette Leetu Bends drilled into me? Does he know how to protect himself?

Kaelooked away from the bothersome lehman and spied a clean bowl on a preparation table. She
crossed the room, picked it up, and returned to the fire. No one seemed interested in her actions. Many
of the workers had finished their choresfor the day. They relaxed around atable, enjoying their supper
and swapping bits of household news. Other servants il carried trays of food to the dining hall and
brought back empty dishes.

The gleaming platters on large polished trays held delicacies she had never seen before. The aromafilled
her nose like a promising potion.

Kaeladled stew, chunky with large cuts of meat and vegetables, into the bowl. Shethen sat inan
out-of-the-way corner and pretended to eat, watching the activity around her. At an opportune time, she
dipped out the door to the main part of the hall and followed a shadowy corridor to sairsthat led to the
bedrooms. With her mind on her meech friend, she followed the instinct that would lead her to hisroom.

I’m coming, Regidor.

“ Good. I’'m famished.”

I’ve got a large bowl of stew. It’sdelicious.

“ Can you find me?”

| think I could find you in a tumanhofer mine with all its twisting, turning tunnels.
“Kale, your talent istruly remarkable.”

She stopped in the dark hallway. Remarkable?

“ Yes, remarkable, but keep moving. I’'m hungry.”



Regidor sent her animpression of hisrumbling ssomach. She grinned and quickened her steps.

Once she had to duck into an acove to avoid passing amaid coming back from an errand. Twice she
passed rooms on tiptoe, knowing someone was working within. A dog rose from guarding another
chamber and challenged her with a soft growl.

“It'sdl right, fella,” she said as she approached. “I don’t want to go into your master’ sroom.”

The dog settled down again. It watched her walk by with only itstwitching nose indicating it was
interested in the bowl of stew.

She hurried to the end of ahall and turned down agloomy passageway lit by one flickering sconce. A
door at the end opened, and she hastened to where Regidor waited.

“I don't likethis place, Kale,” he said as he took the bowl. He crossed to a stool and sat down quickly,
aready spooning the broth into his mouth. “Mmm. Thisisgood.”

She sat on the edge of ahard cot covered with athick, scratchy blanket. “What don’t you like about the
manor?Isit just because they put you off in secluson? That's Dar’ sidea of ajoke.”

“No.” Regidor durped abig chunk of potato off his spoon and smacked hislips as he chewed.
“Remember | told you about being able to see something about people. | think it hasto do with how
much at peace they are with their existence.” He was devouring the stew at an impressverate, talking all
thewnhile.

“But you' ve been shut in thisroom by yoursdf.”
He shook hishead again. “No, I’ ve been gtrolling the hdlways.”
“Regidor!”

“Don’'t worry. | had my tail curled around and tucked into the belt under the robe. | had the cow! up over
my head. My arms were crossed and hidden in the deeves. | looked just like amonk on ameditative
wak.”

She’ d seen him practicing his disguise. He strolled with a measured step, his head bowed, and hisentire
person enveloped in the clerica robes. Granny Noon had provided the costume, and Kaefelt postiveit
held secret qudlities.

Regidor had grown at a phenomenal rate. He stood tdler than she now, and histail, which had been such
acumbersome nuisance to him when he was just weeks old, now fit the rest of his body. He looked so
much like an o'rant it made her wonder where meech dragons had come from. They were neither one of
the high nor thelow races.

“What did you see?’ she asked.

“Most of the inhabitants of this manor are just what they seem, hard-working servants. But afew vibrate
with an expectation of great wealth. Some battle with memories of misdeeds. Others shy away from
contemplation of what exactly they must do to gain thisfortune.”

His spoon paused over the bowl. “ And the glimpse | got of the master of thismanor...” The meech
dragon shuddered. “He sevil. Thedriveto fulfill hisdesireroils out ahue of turbulent purples and black.
The colors dlash and spark, setting off streaks of lightninglike disturbance in the air around him.”



Regidor sat the spoon down in the near-empty bowl. “It troublesme, Kade. Thereisstrength inthisman |
can'texplan.”

“Oneof Rigo’'sminions?’

Regidor nodded soberly. “One would assume.”

Theloft of the stable functioned as guestroom to the visiting servants. Only Dar, as Librettowit’ s valet,
had aroom inside.

With their ssomachs full of delicious supper, al the travelers were ready for agood night’ srest. Bardon
and Bruit bedded down at one end where a couple of low-ranking stableboys also dept. At the other
end of theloft, Toopkaand Kae curled up on a coarse blanket with the moonbeam cape spread over
them. The minor dragons hid in their pocket-dens.

In the middle of the night, Kale awoke. She listened for some unusua noise that would have roused her
from avery pleasant deep. Soft snoring filtered between the floorboards. A horse stirred and blew.
Another horse ssomped nervoudy, bumped the gate of its stall, and snorted.

She sat up.

A window spread a broad band of moonlight across the loft. Ghostly white hay almost divided the room
in half, but Kae could see the men deeping beyond.

Bardon, wake up!

Thelehman hunched a shoulder and relaxed again on his pallet.

Bardon, wake up!

He sat up and looked across the space, directly at her.

There' s something down below. Something besides the horses and stable-hands.

Bardon pulled on his boots, drew his sword from the scabbard beside his palet, and shifted sllently to his
knees. He crawled toward the edge.

Shefollowed hislead and crept to meet the lehman at the top of the ladder.
At first she saw nothing but shadows.

“There!”

Her eyesfollowed Bardon’ s pointing finger.

A shadow moved.

She held her bresth.

A form moved away from the wall and crossed to the large barn door. He stood inside with the door
dightly gar, his attention riveted on something outside.



What is he? she asked.
“Aropma.”

Kaetried to remember anything she knew about ropmas. Other than they were one of the seven low
races and usualy occupied themsdlves herding animals, she knew nothing.

They're harmless, right?

“He could be.”

What do you think he’ s doing here?

“You' re the one who can find out.”

Me?

Kaefdt theripple of exagperation from her comrade.
“Kale, go into hismind and find out why he's here.”
on!

She pressed her lipsinto astraight line and instantly threw up aguard so Bardon would not hear her
fuming. Of course, she should have thought of it fird.

No more stupid mistakes. My thoughts belong to me and Wulder. | stand under Wulder’ s authority
as| search for truth.

She concentrated on the shadowy form by the door. His thoughts were smple. Only one thing mattered
at thismoment to the ropma. He must follow orders.

He' swaiting for someone, Bardon.
1] \AA,]O P b

That’ s not clear. It's someone he' s never seen before, and that’s hard for him. He has a very
simple thought pattern.

“Who is he waiting for?”

She bit back an angry retort. It wasn't easy plucking an answer from amind that had only a vague notion.
Instead of snapping at Bardon, she focused on the man-beast below.

Small.

Covered in hair.

Important.

Nice clothes.

Ka€e shand moved over to Bardon's arm. Her fingers dug into hisdeeve.

Bardon, he’ swaiting for Dar.
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DIRT
What should we do?
“Intercept Dar.”
Good idea.

Kale turned away from Bardon and faced the house. Not that she needed to in order to reach Dar with
her mind, but Bardon aways flustered her. Most of the time his cool, trained attitude reminded her that
he had been in Pdladin’ s service since he was a child. And she hadn’t even completed three weeks of
traning.

Dar, where are you?

“1n my chambers. Why? What’ s wrong?”

There’sa ropma here in the barn waiting for you.

“He' searly.”

You' re expecting him? She turned to Bardon. He' s expecting him.

Hisface looked as though he' d swallowed a peppernut. “ Yeah, | heard.”

Kaetook amoment to gloat. So are you going to quit denying you can mindspeak?
Helooked away, ddiberately studying the dark form below them. “ Dar, thisis Bardon.”
You don't have to tell himwho you are. He can tell by your voice.

“Bequiet, Kale”

Kdedifledagiggle. | ambeing quiet. | haven’t spoken a word.

“You know what | mean. Leave me alone. Thisis not the right time to harass me.”
Kale allowed the seriousness of their Situation to sober her. She nodded.

Bardon ignored her. *“ Dar, what do you want us to do with this ropma?”

“ Keep him from getting caught. He isn't the ripest berry on the bush. I'll be there as soon as|
can. By the way, hisname is Dirt.”

Kae furrowed her brow. Dirt?

Bardon put his hand over hers. Her fingers il rested on hisdeeve, and shefdt aflush go up her neck as
sheredlized she' d been holding onto him al thistime.

“1"ve never met a ropma, but according to the books, the parents name their children after things
in their natural surroundings—grass, cloud, rock, stone, rain, bird, bug.”



Kaelistened to Bardon's steady voice in her mind. How quickly he returned to astate of control. Kae
knew she wastoo easily ruffled and stayed ruffled too long.

She decided she could learn to be stoic under fire.

All I have to do is devel op the tendency, right? Well, I’ mjust going to work on it.
“What are you talking about?”

I’m not talking. I’ m thinking. And you shouldn’t be listening. It' s rude.

“How am | supposed to not listen? You'reright here!”

He stopped glowering at her and surveyed the area below. He pointed to one of the stalls. A man stood
and groped for the latch to the dl gate. He stumbled out of the small enclosure, heading for the back
door.

Kae€e s head siwung back to where the ropma had been standing. Dirt had moved. She couldn’'t see him,
but she located him using her talent. He was crouched behind two stacked baes of hay.

The stableman who had awakened went out a door at the back.
Bardon, the ropma is going to run. He s scared.
“We have to stop him. Dar wants to talk to him.”

She siwung aleg over the top of the ladder, speaking loudly enough to ensure the ropmawould hear.
“I’m going to go get adrink. Y ou coming?’

“Sure,” Bardon responded after only asecond’ sdelay. “ That stew at supper was good, but salty.”

They crept down the ladder. The wooden rungs creaked under their steps. Kae cast an anxious eye to
the stall where more men dept and at the door at the back of the barn. The other man would return.

Bardon and Kae walked toward the front door asif they intended to go out to the well. When they
passed the ropma’ s hiding place, Bardon sidestepped to come up behind the man-beast, as she went
over thetop of the baesin front of the creature.

Bardon clamped a hand over his hairy mouth. The lehman’s strong arm encircled Dirt, pinning his
scraggly armsto his sides. The man-beast ooked like alarge rag doll in Bardon'sarms.

Kaewent before them, opening the door, then shutting it when Bardon had dragged the kicking,
struggling ropmaoutside. A bright moon in acloudless sky bathed the barnyard with too much light. They
hurried to the back of arow of storage shedsto get out of sight.

Shedid aquick sweep of theimmediate vicinity. The only person up and about was the man who had | ft
to take care of anatural need. He now headed back to his bed of hay.

Sheturned to look at the ropma. His dark eyes, fringed al around with long, black lashes, widened. Kae
could see hispanic aswell asfed it with her talent.

“WE re not going to hurt you,” she assured the frightened man-beast. “We work with Dar. He wants you
to stay here”

Bardon spokeinto Dirt’sear. “If | let you go, you must not make any noise. Agreed?’



Dirt nodded. Bardon cautioudy removed his hand from the creature’ s mouth and |oosened his grip on the
wiry body.

The ropmaopened his mouth and squeaked, “Please, please, don’t hurt Dirt. Dirt do what you say.”
“We don’t want to hurt you,” Bardon whispered. “ Just stay here until Dar comes. He son hisway.”
“Sir Dar niceman. Sir Dar save Dirt'slife. Hdp Maand Da. Sir Dar nice man.”

“Yes, heis” Kale patted Dirt’ s trembling arm, wondering how old he was. Surely hewasn't a child, but
he acted like a scared boy. “He Il be herein just aminute, and you can talk to him.”

Dirt’s head bobbed up and down, and his mouth opened in awide grin, showing remarkably straight
teeth glowing whitein the moonlight.

“Sir Dar be happy. Dirt remember everything. Everything. All thelittlethings. All the big things. Dirt
remember. Dirt important.”

Bardon sighed and put his hand on the man-beast’ s shoulder. “I'm sure you are. Sir Dar didn’t want you
to leave before he could speak to you. He's coming out of the manor now. I'm telling him where we
ae’”

Dirt hopped from onefoot to the other in his excitement. When Dar came around the corner of the last
shed, Dirt fell down on hisknees. “Master, master, Dirt tell you everything. Y ou be happy, master. You
be happy with Dirt.”

Dar gently patted the ropma’ s head. “ Get up now. Y ou don’t need to grove with me.”

On hisfeet, Dirt stood a head taler than the doned. “Grovel,” the man-beast repeated the unfamiliar
word. “Grovel. No grove with Sir Dar. No grovel. Just tell Sir Dar everything. Big things. Little things.

Everything.”

“Yes. What do you have to report, Dirt?’

“Report?”

“Let’sgart with the big things.”

The ropmashifted from foot to foot and stared at the ground.
Dar laid ahand on hisarm. “Don’t worry, Dirt. Y ou won't get it wrong. | won't be angry.”
“Sir Dar nice man.”

“Yes. Tell me about the meech dragons.”

“Far away. In the north.”

“How many?

“Ten. Far away.”

“Arethey free?’

“Can't buy them.”



“No, | didn’t mean we should buy them. Are the meech dragons able to come here?’
“No. Far away. In the north. Far away. No come today.”

Bardon sighed and paced afew stepsto the corner of the building. He took up a position to watch the
yard.

“This could take a while.” Histhoughts entered Ka€' s mind as a gentle whisper.

She agreed. But that wasn't what was on her mind. Bardon, did you see how well we worked
together? | knew exactly when you were going to grab Dirt. | knew you wanted me to block his
escape to the door in case he slipped out of your hold. When we came out of the barn, | knew
where you wanted to take him. You weren’'t mindspeaking to me. | just knew.

“Yes, | noticed.”
What do you think it is?
Bardon kept his eyes on the expanse between the manor and the barn and shrugged.

| couldn’t even do that with Leetu Bends, and she’ s always been the easiest person for me to
mindspeak with.

Hefdl slent. Kade reached to hismind and met the swirl of confused thoughts. Theimpressions she
received indicated the lehman loathed everything about mindspeaking.

Why are you so angry?
“I'mnot.”

You' re angry because you can mindspeak, and you can think with me when we do something
together, so we don’t even have to try to communicate. It makes you mad.

“Mad. Angry. Those aren’t the right words, Kale. I’ ve always known what | was going to do in
my life. | was going to be a knight, a plain, ordinary knight, serving Paladin to the best of my
ability. Now what am 1?”

You're still a servant of Paladin. You're a skilled warrior. You're an honorable man. You just
don’t have the word “ knight” in your name someplace.

The ropmajumped up and down. His squeaky voice screeched inthe night air. “No, no, Sir Dar. You
not go to there. Far away. Many bad people. Bad ropma. Bad bi-becks. Bad grawlies. Bad high people.
Not go.”

Dar patted the excited ropma sarm. “It’ s dl right, Dirt. | have alot to do before | could go to the
Northern Reach. Tell me about the dragons.”

“Bad. Everything bad. Dragonsbad.” The ropmadug hisfistsinto hiseyes, grinding away thetearsfaling
down his hairy face. His nose ran, and he swiped it with a scraggly arm. “ Dragons bad. Eat Da' s sheep.”

“Arethe dragons dways bad?’ Dar asked.

Dirt scrunched up hisface, obvioudy thinking. After amoment, he struggled to put wordsto his thoughts.
“Nice dragons bad. Not happy. Nice dragons not happy. Nice dragons bad.”



Dar nodded asif hefully understood the garbled words. “ The dragons who used to be nice were happy.
Now those dragons are not happy so they are bad, not nice. Right?’

Dirt’ seyes brightened, and he grinned. “ Sir Dar nice man. Smart man.”

Dar patted him on the arm again. “ Y ou are agood ropma, Dirt. A good man. Go back to Maand Da
Tdl them Sir Dar is happy.”

Dirt made anoisein histhroat that might have been a giggle and took off acrossthefield.

In amazement, Kae watched him run. He sped across the grassy pasture and leapt afence with the ease
of agazele.

Bardon' s voice rumbled at her back. “Dar, you don't look happy.”

“I’'m not. Dirt has brought us very bad news.”



30
MEECH DRAGONS

Kaedrew in asharp breath. How could Dirt with hislimited vocabulary convey anything but the most
basic information? What could be the bad news?*“ Dar, are you talking about the dragons turning bad?
We dready knew that.”

Dar shook hishead. His earslaid back, asure sign he was disturbed.

“We expected the dragons to become uncooperative as they fell under Risto’ sinfluence. The bad newsis
that early on acold morning, the colony of meech dragons was attacked and driven into the Northern
Reach.

“There sacolony of meech dragons?’ Kale looked at Bardon to see her surprise mirrored on hisface.

“There was a colony of meech in Wittoom. They secluded themsalvesin the Kattaboom Mountains.
Occasiondly, amember of awarm-blooded race was allowed in to quicken an egg. | believe that is how
Risto got wind of Regidor, or rather the egg that was Regidor.”

“Explain,” said Bardon, his voice cool.

“A meech dragon sent out arequest for someone to come quicken an egg. Thiswould have been a
message to a specific person, not agenera announcement. But Risto heard of it, followed, or had the
person followed.

“The doned traveling to assist the meech died on hisjourney. Soon after, abattalion of bisonbecks
descended on the colony. The fact that it was early in the morning aided the attackers. No dragon moves
very quickly on acold morning when woken from adeep deep. During thisraid, Risto acquired the
meech egg. The entire cluster of dragonsfled to the north.”

“And at thistime,” said Bardon, “the second egg was dso solen?’

“Apparently. My people have not had contact with the meech dragons since they abandoned their homes
and escaped. An envoy discovered the disaster on aroutine diplomatic visit. Of course, he had no way
of knowing two eggs were stolen.”

“How did he know one was stolen and where the dragons had gone?’ asked Kale.
“There satribe of mountain ropmain the same vicinity. He questioned them.”
Bardon rubbed hisfingers across hischin. “I take it meech dragons are not warriors.”
Dar grimaced. “Totaly usdessin afight.”

Kae smind went to her meech dragon friend. Regidor dumbered. Kae touched hisdream of atable
laden with rich foods and dismissed it. Sheturned to Dar. “ So Regidor has parentsin exilein the
Northern Reach?’

“Yes” Dar replied.

“Will we rescuethem?’



“That’saproblem for another day.”

Bardon put his hand on the hilt of his sword and looked to the manor. “What did Librettowit find out
from the Gransfords?’

“That many of thelocd farmers are having difficultieswith their dragon comrades. That is, except the
Honorable Mr. Gransford, who claimsto have a superior ability to manipulate the dragons. That Mistress
Gransford has an unpleasant desire to better hersdlf at the expense of her neighbors. That the girlsare
empty-headed, vain crestures with no book learning whatsoever. That has disgusted our librarian more
than the magter-of-the-house' s pride and greed.”

Dar paused. “1 sugpect we have uncovered amember of Risto’s network to debilitate Amara s economic
Sructure.”

After amoment, he continued, “ The dragons are an integra part of Amara's commerce. Dragons carry
messages and products. For centuries, dragons have worked willingly alongside the seven high races. A
dragon’ s nature requires it to develop ardationship with one person or one family. This bond nurtures
their hearts. Without this connection to someone outside its pecies, adragon will become depressed and
waste away.”

Kaeleaned against the rickety wooden shed, crossed her arms, and stared at the shining white globein
the almost black sky. “1 wonder why Wulder did that? Wulder crested the dragons, and He created a
deep need in them to connect with the high races. He must have a purpose behind His design.”

Dar winked at her. “Wulder dways has a purpose. But sometimes Hisway of doing thingsis so far
beyond anything we can comprehend, we praise Him without complete knowledge. Then there are those
things that seem harmful. For those, we must wait for an explanation. And until that day, wetrustin His
wisdom and goodness.”

Bardon spoke with aflat voice. “Wulder isdwayswise, dways good.”

Dar looked at the young lehman with afurrowed forehead above his shaggy eyebrows. “Very few
people are privileged to learn that in their hearts. We dmost dwayslearn it in our headsfirst, and then
Wulder revedlsit to our hearts.”

Kdeturned on Dar. “There! Youdid it again. Only thistime it was Bardon. Y ou heard what he was
thinking.”

Dar chortled. “No, Kae. | do not have the talent of mindspeaking.”

“But you knew Bardon was concerned, because he can say the principles of Wulder but doesn't fed!
them.”

Dar shook his head dowly. “Kae, some thoughts are common to those who seek to follow Pdadin.

Each individud tendsto think that his problemsin understanding hisrolein life are unique. But no. Wulder
has made us smilar even in the placesthat cause usto ssumble. For that reason, we are better equipped
to help one another.”

Bardon picked up astick and examined it. Kale watched him, flooded with the fedings that coursed
through the proud young man' s heart. The ondaught came too quickly and with too much intendty for her
to decipher.

Odd. He looks so detached. So cold. Yet these feelings arefierce. If they were my own, I'd be
wailing.



At that moment, Bardon looked over at her. Their eyes met, and she read disapprova. Hadn't shetold
him earlier that delving into another’ s thoughts was rude? She turned away, unsureif the reprimand had
come from Bardon or her own conscience.

She quoted Granny Noon, My thoughts belong to me and Wulder. She shook her head to disperse the
confusion of Bardon' sfedingsjumbling her mind and tried again. My thoughts belong to me and
Wulder.

Pdadin had told her she could dwaystak to Wulder. Wulder? Shouldn’t Bardon’ s thoughts belong
only to himand You? | don’t really want to be this closely entangled with his mind. What’ s going
on here?

“Discipline” Dar’ svoice broke through her musing.

Both Kale and Bardon studied the little doned. Their eyesroamed over the shorter man’s earnest face
and the way he had hisfists shoved up againgt hiswaist above the hips.

“| see now why Paladin put you two together. Y ou’ re going to have to help each other.”

Kae saw Bardon'sjaw clench at the suggestion and dmost laughed. However, the prospect of being
caled upon to help the lehman set her teeth on edge aswll.

“Bardon, have you been reporting back to The Hall on Kale€' s progress?’

“Y es, up until when we parted from Wizard Fenworth. | no longer have a means to communicate with
Grand Ebeck.”

Kae bristled. She' d forgotten that Bardon was to keep an eye on her and tell of her development.
Dar continued. “ And what was the preva ent theme of your reports?’

Bardon lifted his chin and looked straight at the doned. “ That she lacked...” He hesitated.
“Discipling” Kaefinished the sentence for him. “Y ou told them | lacked discipline.”

She stomped her foot on the sparse grass and growled. “1 have discipline. Y ou can’'t be adave for years
and not have discipline.”

“| agree,” said Dar. “However, that discipline was enforced by those in authority over you. Bardon is
referring to discipline that comes from within. That you still need to develop. And thereis none better to
help you than Bardon.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and glared, first a the donedl and then at the lehman.

Dar grinned. “But to ease your displeasure at such an onerous endeavor, Kae, don't you have something
you fedl you must bring to Lehman Bardon' s attention? An areawhere he needsingruction?’

Shefelt her mood lighten. She couldn’t hel p the smug smile that settled on her face. “ Y esl Bardon hasthe
gift of mindspeaking and doesn’t know how to useit or containiit.”

Dar cocked an eyebrow at the strong young man standing so straight in the moonlight. Bardon jerked a
nod at the doned .

Dar turned to Kde. “Y ou remember Lectu Bends singructions?’



She nodded. “ And Granny Noon's.”

“Wadll, then,” said Dar. “1 think thiswill be afair exchange of ability.” He clapped his handstogether ina
gesture of satisfaction.

The diplomat turned to the lehman. “Bardon, you will be surprised at how much self-discipline Kale has
developed in managing her talent for mindspeaking.” He smiled at Kae. “Kae, you will benefit from
applying that discipline to other areas as Bardon revea s to you how that can be accomplished.”

He took a deep breath of the cool night air. “Now, let us return to our beds. Tomorrow, we have along
journey to Prushing. And then our adventure redly begins”



31
PRUSHING

Kae entered the gates of Prushing on the roof of their carriage. Sitting on top of the luggage gave her an
exceptiona view. She could see dl around the coach, over the head of the horse Romer, and even into
some of the second-story windows. She compared the seaside city with the three cities she had seen
before, and Prushing lost in the comparison.

Venddashonelike ajewel on the landscape. With gleaming white walls, azure blue roofs, and colorful
spheres, globes, spires, and turrets, Vendelalooked like apainting of aresplendent roya metropalis.

The sately urohm city of Blisk rose out of the plain with walls of yellow. The shades blended together in
perfect harmony—saffron, tawny cream, sunshine, and adeeper color that hinted of sunset. People of al
the high races roamed the wide, cobblestone streets. They dressed in neat, clean, colorful attire and
greeted each other with good cheer.

In the tumanhofer city of Dadl, where Kae had ventured with her friends the winter before, underground
lighting made the smooth streets gleam with acharming warmth.

She shook her head when she saw aman shove apile of debris on the sdewalk out of hisway. Her lip
curled in distaste. Librettowit had said, “ Prushing is one of the oldest citiesin Amara.” And it looked it.

Dreary gray walls surrounded the fortress city perched high on arock cliff above the northern end of the
Odamee Channel. Darkened beams patched the wooden gate like battle scars. Insde, wagon wheels
clattered over the rough Streets. Bricks falen from the ancient walslay in disheveled hegpsin dank

dleyways.

Donkeys brayed, street hawkers shouted the merits of their wares, harnesses jangled as people hurried
to their destinations without a kind word or greeting to anyone they passed. Mostly marionesand a
surprising number of bisonbecks walked the streets. Kae saw only afew tumanhofers and o’ rants and
not one urohm or kimen.

With every bregth, she reminded hersdlf that the sea breeze blew over the city. But in the canyons of
gloomy streets, the putrid air dmost choked her.

Bruit drove them gtraight to the house they were to occupy. He unloaded them quickly and bade them
good fortune.

“What' syour hurry, Bruit?" asked Toopka

“City lifedon’t suit me,” he explained. “1’d as soon be out the gate and down the hill to alittle tavern |
know outside the Port of Prushing.”

“I’ve never been to aport,” said Toopka. She cast ahopeful look at Kale.
“Boats come into the docks on the Pomandando River,” Kae pointed out.

“But that wasriver traffic,” Dar responded with awink to Toopka. “ The boats in the Port of Prushing
come from al over theworld.”

Kaetried to imagine the degp harbor with ships from different nations, flying flags she’ d never seen



before. No clear picture cameto her mind. She smiled a Toopka. “We'll go soon. But | don’t think it
will betoday. Let’s explore the house.”

The square manson was built around agrassy courtyard with vine-like flowers climbing thewalls. On the
first floor facing the street, four rooms and an entryway served to welcome guests. In the back, dong the
aley, the kitchen and three servants rooms offered sturdy, comfortable furnishings. Upstairs, more
bedrooms and a study made up the square. Dar, Regidor, and Librettowit would deep there, while Kale,
Toopka, the minor dragons, and Bardon would deep on the ground floor.

The comrades congregated in the spacious kitchen.

“Thereisn't astable,” observed Bardon looking out aback window.
“Thereisn't acook,” objected Toopkawith her arms crossed over her chest.
Dar examined the pantry. “Worse than that, my dear Toopka, thereisno food.”

Toopkajumped onto athree-legged stool beside atable. “Kae and Regidor can make us cake. They’ve
hed that wizardry lesson.”

Kae looked to the meech dragon, who had pushed his cowl back from hisface. He shook his head. She
nodded agreement, and then looked with sympathy at the little doned!.

“Regidor and | can’t do that without the ingredients, Toopka. We re apprentice wizards, after al.”

Toopka hopped down and smoothed her blue apron over her black servant’ sdress. “ Then let’sgo to the
market. We'll need food. And | think we should get more servants. Thisisabig house. | don't want to
do dl the dusting and washing and scullery things by mysdlf.”

“More sarvantsis an excdlent ideg,” said Dar.

“I want to go to the market,” said Regidor, putting his cowl back over hishead. “I’ ve never been to
one”

“It'snot going to be as nice asthe onesin Vendela, | cantell you that.” Toopka grabbed her short
woolen jacket from where she' d thrown it earlier and shoved her armsinto the deeves. She headed for
the back door and stopped before she turned the handle. “Whao's coming?’

Regidor, Kale, and Bardon followed the little donedl into the dley. Toopka skipped down the dingy
passage to the front of the house, taking no notice of the debrisand clutter. At the main Street, she
stopped and looked both ways. Without hesitation, she approached the nearest person strolling down the
broken pavement.

“Excuse me, Midress,” the little doned addressed the marione matron. “Could you tell me where the
nearest market is?’

“That' d be High Hill, but you'll be cheated there, that’ sfor sure.” The old woman stopped and pulled her
thick, knitted shawl closer around her bulky figure. With amittened hand she gestured down the road.
“Best to go down awaysto Higgert Street’ s End. The prices are better, and the produce fresh from the
countryside. But don’t buy your fish or poultry there. Go to Bless Me Court for your mests and such.”

“Yes, Migtress. And the direction?”’

“Go to the next corner where the clock tower be sitting in the middle of the road. Turn south four blocks.



Turn east two more. That would be Higgert Street’ sEnd. I’ m glad it’ s your young feet going the distance
thislateintheday. | ache from my big toeto my elbow.” She sighed and flexed her arm asif working out
akink. “Come back by Dolly Road, and you'll pass BlessMe Court. It'sal uphill and down. Thereisn't
away to get anywherein this city without stretching your legs.”

“Thank you, Mistress.” Toopka bobbed a curtsy. “I hope you have a peaceful evening by thefire.”
“You'readear child. Don’'t be wandering the streets by yourself come dark.”

Toopkagrinned. “I won't, Mistress. | have friends.” Thelittle doned gestured to Kae, Bardon, and
Regidor sanding inthedley entry.

“Ohmy,” the old woman whispered. “That one looks peculiar.”

“He'samonk, sort of. But he' s no bother. HE s dways medicating. Even when he' swalking around,
he’ s medicating. He just thinks high thoughts and never asksfor things the way the others do. And he
doesn't get fidgety when it takes you awhile when hefinaly does ask for something.”

“| see” said the old woman, keeping her eye on the strange figure. “ Y ou staying in number 4697
“Yes, Migtress. We just arrived today.”

The marione straightened and hefted her bag back on her shoulder. “I best be getting on.”
“Thank you for theinformation.”

“You'rewecome, I'm sure. Y ou have good mannersfor aserving girl. You'll dowdl.”

Toopka bobbed another curtsy as the woman continued her trudge up the road.

“That waswell done, Toopka,” said Bardon as he stepped out from the alley. “ The information you gave
her will be common knowledge by tomorrow noon.”

Toopka s head nodded rapidly. “I know.”

Kaetweaked her furry ear. “ And since you' ve never once waited on Regidor, it isamazing how much
you know about his habits”

Toopkashrugged. “1 have great mag-nation.”
“That’ simagination. And monks mediitate. They don’t medicate.”

Toopka hopped up and down in the cold and tucked her hands under her arms for warmth. “1 bet some
medicae.”

Kae shook her head. “Y ou don't even know what that means.”

Toopkatossed her asassy grin, shrugged again, and skipped off in the direction of the market.

By the time the four comrades trooped back down the street with their arms laden with foodstuff, the sun
rested on the horizon. A glow il illuminated the western sky, but the first star had appeared in the



darkened east.
“Don’'t they have alamplighter inthis city?” Toopkaasked in disgust.

Kdefet aprickle across the back of her neck. Somewhere in the shadows lurked evil men. She stopped
moving in the direction of the house and tried to pinpoint their location.

“Bardon?’

“I know, | fed them.”

“Who?" asked Toopka.

“Thieves,” answered Regidor.

“I told you | needed aweapon,” said Toopkawith astomp of her foot.

Out of the dark dleys came adozen ruffians dressed in black.

“Toopka,” Kdeydled as she drew her smal sword, “go get Dar and Librettowit.”

Toopka dropped her burden, hunched down, and ran between the legs of the attackers. In an instant,
Bardon and Kae were back to back, fighting with their swords. Three men swarmed Regidor.

Regidor threw back his cowl. His eyes glowed green in the semidark. He whirled with both arms
outstretched and two of the assailants went down. The long brown monk’ s robe pulled |oose of the
meech dragon’ sframe, revealing his plain tunic, trousers, and muscular body. Regidor’ stail lashed out,
no longer bound to historso by the belt. The third thief yelped asthe thick, scaly tail knocked him to the
ground.

Regidor twisted just in time to bash one more man with afist and a second with histail. He kicked high
asathird approached, landing afoot on the man’s chest and launching his own body into the air. He did
abackflip and landed solidly.

Four men with menacing clubs circled the meech dragon. Regidor growled deep in histhroat, and the
next ingtant fire streamed from his mouth.

The attackers screamed and bolted for the shadowy aleyways. Even the two fighting Kae and Bardon
took off.

Regidor stood with histwo feet firmly planted, ready for another assault. Histail whipped back and forth
in anger. His shoulders rose and fell as he took in deep, rapid bregaths, fueing his body for action.

Bardon and Kae turned toward the rapid footsteps coming from behind. Dar and Librettowit were
running from the house to their aid. With their swords drawn, they cameto a standstill beside the two
o'rants. Toopka, out of bregth, joined them.

Up and down the narrow street, men in black garb lay crumpled in defeat. Occasionally, one would
moan. Two got up and staggered away.

Regidor reached for his monk’ srobe, shook it out, and donned it once more.
Kaerased an eyebrow at Dar.
“Yousaw?



Dar nodded.

“| thought you said meech dragons were usdessin afight.”
“Apparently the traditions are wrong.”

Bardon cleared histhroat. “He moveslikealizard.”
Librettowit nodded. “Agilelikealizard.”

“I don't think I’'d tell him that,” said Toopka, eying Regidor with new respect. “He might not likeit.”



32
GETTING DOWN TO BUSINESS

“I’'m hungry.” Toopka picked up the parcel she had thrown down when she ran for help. She stooped
for another. “Arewe going to eat dl this stuff we got, or just stand around in the street?” Her voice
quivered. Tucking the second package under her arm, she reached for another. “1 want to play with the
little dragons. | want Dar to play music and Librettowit to tell stories. | want to eat awhole lot and have
fun and go to bed.”

Bardon put his sword away and scooped Toopkainto his arms. The packages tumbled to the ground as
she threw her arms around the lehman’ s neck, burying her head in his shoulder.

“I’'m not big and strong. I’m not brave. Can we please eat dinner?’
Bardon patted her back. “Yes, we can. | think that isagood ideafor all of us.”

After the medl and the sSinging and storytelling, Ka e tucked Toopkainto the bed they would share. The
little doned curled up with the minor dragons. Gymn snuggled next to her neck. Metta nestled on the
pillow, crooning into her ear. Dibl played at the foot of the wide bed, doing somersaults and backflips.
Kae knew he would eventualy settle down. She kissed Toopka and whispered, “ Sweet dreams,” then
went to help Bardon clean up the kitchen.

“Y ou were nice to Toopkatonight,” Kae said as she put platters away.

“Y ou told mewhat to do.”

“I did not.”

“Ohyes, you did. | just followed your prodding.”

“I don't remember any such thing. I do remember thinking she was scared and needed comforting.”
“And so | picked her up.”

She sat down in achair by thetable. “Bardon, we ve got to talk about this. What passes between you
and me goes beyond mindspesking.”

Bardon sat down opposite her. He laced hisfingers together and rested his hands on the tabletop. His
serene expresson denied the fedings she ft swirling within him.

“| agree.” He spoke dowly, deliberately. “And | must tell you something else I’ ve discovered.” He
paused and stared at his hands.

Sheresigted the urge to delve into histhoughts and pull the next sentence out of him. As she blocked the
temptation to fredly gather information from hismind, shefelt an ebbing of the torrent of hisemotions.

He stretched histwo index fingers out straight so they pointed acrossthe table at her, but she doubted he
was conscious of thelittle gesture.

I’m going to lose all patience and shake him.

A smiletwitched at the corner of hismouth. “ Sorry, Kae. I veirritated you again.” He heaved abig sigh.



“I"'ve discovered that | cannot mindspesk if you' re not in the vicinity. Whatever gbility | have seemsto be
linked to yours.”

“That isodd.” She drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “1 wonder if Librettowit has any knowledge of
what' s going on between us. His books cover amost every aspect of life. | mean, | wonder if there'sa
record of it happening before.”

“We could ask him. But hisbooks arein the castlein The Bogs.”

“So we must practice, or explore, this ability on our own.”

“Gain control,” ingsted Bardon. “But let’ s till ask Librettowit and Dar for any wisdom they can give us”
“Yes” sheagreed. “I think we can learn to manage the ability, given enough time.”

“And we should have sometime here. Dar sayswe will gather information about anything unusua
happening in the countryside.”

She shook her head. “Why can't we just be out in the countrys de where things are happening? Why sit
inthisdismd city when we could be out tracking that meech?’

“Prushing isthe best place to collect tales and gossip since much trade comes through here. We can
pinpoint the other meech’ s whereabouts by watching for a pattern.”

| don't likeit. I’d rather be doing something.

“We have plenty to do. We aren’t nearly ready to proceed. We must prepare.”
You sound like Librettowit.

“Not such a bad thing.”

She smiled at the lehman across the table. They had entered into a conversation by mindspesking
naturaly. If Bardon weren’t such apain in other ways, she could enjoy him. She clasped her hands
together, trying to keep her nervousfingerstill. “What did you think of Regidor’ sfighting skill?’

“Spectacular.”

She nodded. “ Surprising.” She moved a basket of fruit from the sde of the table to the center. She
picked up aparnat, turned it over in her hands, and then returned it to the basket. “1 think it upset him.
Hewasquiet al evening.”

“Maybe that monk businessis rubbing off on him.” Bardon grinned at her, and she noticed alock of dark
hair had fallen forward, out of place.

She looked away. “When are we going to work on fine-tuning our mindspeaking abilities?’

“Tomorrow.”

The next day, Dar took on the persona of the butler and hired servants to come in the afternoon and
work through the evening.



The band of comrades soon fell into aroutine. In the mornings, Dar, Bardon, Kae, and Regidor sparred
in the courtyard, perfecting their skills and learning from one another. When Dar suggested the regimen,
Kae offered no resistance. Still smarting from Bardon' s assessment of her attitude, she determined to
show him she had discipline.

Regidor continued to mature at a phenomendl rate. He grew to afoot taller than Bardon and soon
outmatched both Dar and the lehman in hand-to-hand combat.

In the afternoon, the servants roamed through the house doing their chores. Librettowit |eft the house with
Dar, and they sought information from the upper class aswell asthe merchants and academicians.
Librettowit used hisletters of introduction and his ability to tell agood story to garner socid invitations.
Dar visited the taverns where the upper echelon of servantstook their afternoon break.

After noonmed, Regidor retired to his quarters aong with the minor dragons. The hired help never
caught aglimpse of the“monk” during his meditations each afternoon.

Kae and Toopkaworked aongside the servants and gathered news. Bardon talked to the maids and
occasiondly helped with heavy lifting, but as the sheridan he did no housework. Kae thought again how
oddly females behaved around Bardon. And it wasn't just the young, giggly maids. The older
housekeeper and the cook blushed when Bardon spoke to them.

Also, during the long afternoons, Bardon and Kale sequestered themsalvesin Regidor’ s chambers and
practiced mindspeaking. Kale demongtrated for Bardon the things that Leetu Bends had shown her. The
more she remembered and practiced these exercises, the more her own proficiency grew.

Regidor grew enthusiagtic about their endeavors and joined them. He constantly thought of new twistsfor
the old techniques. Some of them were outrageous, and if Dibl were in the room, the results were pushed
to absurdity. The meech dragon “confused” Kal€ stongue so that anytime shetried to say something, the
only thing that came out of her mouth was, “I' m arapid rabbit.” She convinced Bardon his pants were
soaking wet through a series of mental pictures that made him think he had spilled ajug of water. He
would laugh at their antics, but the serious lehman never ingtigated any mischief.

Kdeinsgsted they dso practice the proper etiquette for mindspeaking. Regidor often had trouble bending
his own formidable will to Wulder’ s principles. He challenged the need to respect another person’s
private thoughts.

“Article ninety-three,” said Bardon with authority. “‘ Preserve dignity by honoring privacy.’”

The three became very adept with their mindspeaking skills, although Bardon' staent lay dormant
anytime he and Kale were separated. Bardon and Kale could meld their minds and work as one, or
totally ignore each other at will. She found it much more comfortable than her earlier experiences of being
flooded with amaelstrom of hisemotions.

In the evening, the compani ons came together to compile bits and pieces of the information they had
acquired. Librettowit had a map on which he recorded their findings.

“Treseisdefinitely losing the dragons cooperation.” The librarian pointed to the center of Trese, near
Bartal Springs Lake. “The latest reported incident was at Bealour, asmall village on the eastern shore of
the lake. Two dragons destroyed crops and disappeared from the area. Five additional dragons flew off
to the north and never returned.”

Dar pointed out the last three areas of discontent. “ The pattern indicates that someone is moving from
place to place. See how they’ ve followed this trade road?’



“Shouldn’t that tell uswhere the meech dragon is?” asked Kale.

“It should, but for one puzzling thing,” said Dar. “No one has reported seeing the meech dragon. And a
meech dragon is pretty hard to overlook.”

“So he' stravdingmuch as| am,” said Regidor. “He sin disguise.”

“And doing agood job of it,” said Librettowit. “Most people would remember you as the monk
shrouded from head to toe in your clerical robes. This meech is disguised so that even hisdisguiseis
unremarkable.”

Toopka squirmed on her chair. “ Can we go and look for ourselves?’

“No,” said Dar. “First we must gather information from the port. We haven't yet extracted what news
they might have.”

“Humph,” said Librettowit. “ The Port of Prushing is dangerous with many unsavory characterslurking
about.”

“Exactly!” said Dar with awidegrin.



33
FORAY INTO A DEN OF EVIL

Kaetried to leave the minor dragons at home, but Gymn reminded her that they’ d proven useful in
dangerous Situations. Dibl just took up residence in his pocket-den and would not be didodged.
Librettowit stated he was alibrarian and did not approve of dangerous expeditions. Toopka strangely did
not object to being left a home with the tumanhofer.

Cool mist swirled around Kae, Dar, Bardon, and Regidor as they trod narrow streets heading toward
the docks. The atmosphere differed from the bright and colorful markets Kae had visited with Toopka
during the day. The Port of Prushing apparently led two differing lifestyles. The one shown during the day
resembled acarniva. At night, the air hung heavy with treachery.

Dar led them to The Horn, anoisy tavern in aramshackle wooden structure. Loud music and the thump,
thump, thump of rhythmic and enthusiastic dancing welcomed them.

Inside, lanterns hung dong the walls giving a greenish glow to the smoky air. Numerous round tables
crowded the edge, while energetic dancers, including some urohms, ssomped and twisted in a central
area.

Kimens! And minor dragons! Look, Dar. What are they doing here?
“ Hopefully, they will be providing us with some much-needed facts.”

| mean, what would kimens be doing in a raucous place like this? | always thought of them living
in quiet, remote areas.

“Don’'t you remember that kimens have taken on the role of watchers?”

Yes, and | suppose the best place to observe evil iswhere evil isactive. But Dar, suppose some of
these kimens are in league with Risto’ s forces.

“ Then Regidor will senseit. You probably could too, Kale, if you tried.”
| don’t see auras around people.
“No, but you can enter a person’s mind and observe the kind of things they think about.”

Dar, you don’t know how draining it is to mindspeak. And when it’s with someone who's evil, |
come out of it with a nasty feeling.

“No, | guess| don’'t know anything about it except what 1’ ve read or been told.”
Kaeglanced sdeways at her friend.
Along with the minor dragons Sitting among the patrons of The Horn, other animals sat at afew tables.

What an odd assortment of pets. Some look bored, and some look more intelligent than their
OWNers.

Kaeidentified two monkeys. A few dogs sat in their masters' 1gps, and some curled up adeep under the
chairs or tables. One bisonbeck had a massive, catlike creature on aleash. Large, colorful birds perched



on shoulders. And animals Ka e could not begin to identify also accompanied afew of the
rougher-looking men in the room.

Kae stepped closer to Regidor where she felt safer. The meech dragon had shown reassuring skill in
numerous forms of combet.

From the band in the corner of the room, adrumroll drowned out most of the chaotic noisein the
spacious hall. A large curtain across one wall parted in the center and opened in short, jerky movements.
Kae saw a stage and knew this entertainment would not be like anything she had ever seen a the tavern
in River Away.

“Let’sfind atable and order some supper,” said Dar. “Kale, ask the minor dragons out so they can
gather information too.”

They sat at the only table available with four vacant seats. Two bisonbecks occupied the other chairs, but
they had surrendered to amultitude of hefty tankards of strong ale. One snored, and the other drooled on
the table. After the questing party had seated themselves, a urohm came over and hoisted the two
bisonbecks out of their seats. He dragged them to a side door and tossed them out. A quick and efficient
marione mopped up the table with alimp, grimy rag. Right behind her came amarione wearing superior
clothes.

“Rosey, bring aclean rag and wipe this table again. These are fine gentlemen, come from Grester
Prushing, no doubt.”

He bowed before Dar. “What would be your pleasure, sir? We have fish from the ocean, beef from the
pastures of Trese, aduckling purchased only yesterday.”

Dar ordered amed for dl of them.

Kae knew Regidor would have been better pleased had their seating been more in the shadows. He
could have loosened histail from the belt that confined it. And he would have been ableto eat more
comfortably without exposing his reptilian-featured face.

The minor dragons crawled out from the moonbeam cape but didn’t venture forth to explore thisloud
and colorful new place. They sat on Kale' s head and shoulders and scowled at their surroundings. Even
Dibl hunched his shoulders and dug histiny clawvsinto Ka€e sscap.

“Ouch!” Kdelifted the yellow dragon from her hair and gave him to Bardon to hold.

The performers came onto the stage. Three singers harmonized well and sang loud enough to be heard
over the continued chatter of the patrons.

Mettadid off Kale's shoulder and stretched out on the deeve of her blouse. Thelittle dragon relaxed.
Her tail swept back and forth, and her head bobbed to the beat of the music.

Metta! You are not to remember the lyricsto this song.

The end of the purple dragon’ stail twitched in annoyance.

Of course you can help it! insgsted Kae. Think about something el se.
Metta sat up and glanced over her shoulder at Kae.

| know the tune is catchy. Why don’t you make up words we can share with Toopka while you



listen to the music?
Thelittle dragon stretched out her neck and nodded. Then she returned her attention to the stage.

Kae breathed asigh of relief. Metta did not take correction easily. Kale congratulated hersdlf for steering
the stubborn minor dragon away from learning the lurid lyrics sung by the three on stage.

Next, jugglersthrew plates, bdls, painted clubs, and knivesin the air with dazzling skill.
“I'm going to try that,” murmured Regidor.

A row of dancerskicked their hedls up behind aman singing. Then another man with afemae assistant
came out on the stage with dogs that performed amazing tricks.

The noise in the room fell during the snging but gained strength during the anima act. Kde had to lean
closeto Dar to spesk in hisear. “ Toopkawould love this.”

“What?’
| said, Toopka would love this.
Dar nodded. “ But soon we should get down to business.”

Kae€e sheart sank. She' d dmost forgotten their mission for the night. Talking to the maidsin the safety of
the house they had rented did not frighten her. She asked probing questions without one thought of being
chdlenged on her inquigtive nature.

Once she had the young women thinking along the linesthat might reveal an important fact, Kae often
used her talent to gather any other information that never reached the maids' lips. She found most of the
relevant factsflitting through the girls minds. A cousin moved to town because |abor was hard on afarm
where the dragons refused to cooperate. No cloth had come from the factory town of Nordante because
the dragonswould no longer carry the market wares.

But herein thisrowdy crowd, Kale dreaded approaching strangers to strike up conversations. She knew
she could not probe the minds of so many people with her talent. Such an endeavor would exhaust her.

Regidor reached acrossthe table to put his scay hand over hers. “ Don’t worry about dealing with this
riffraff. I’ll take care of going from table to table. Probing minds doesn’t drain me the way it does
you.”

What can | do?

“You keep an eye on the minor dragons.”

Dar scooted his chair away from thetable. “1’m going to join a card game in one of the back rooms.”
“How do you know there are card games back there?’ Kale asked.

“My dear, there are dways card gamesin placeslike this”

“Oh.”

Dar winked and strolled to one side where anumber of doorsled out of the hall.

Bardon stood. “I'll order adrink at the bar.”



Kaewatched him weave through the tables to along counter where men served standing patrons. She
turned to find her meech friend, meaning to mindspeak with him. She found him dive with curiosity and
determined to examine every speciesin the room. Kae laughed to herself as she observed histactics.

Regidor, with cowl covering hisface and arms crossed and tucked into the opposite deeve, strolled
about the room, pausing at each table. But as he progressed around the room, his attitude changed. From
the outside he gppeared no different, but even with the distraction of this chaotic environment, Kae could
fed agitationrisng in Regidor.

Shedidn't like Sitting by herself with only the minor dragons to keep her company. She moved to lean
againg thewadl besde athick supporting column and felt safein its shadow.

From this vantage point she noticed that none of the animals roamed the room.
I”’m not going to send the dragons out to spy. We'll just view the room from here.

Bardon held athick mug in hishand. He put it to hismouth and tilted it. But Kade didn’t see him swallow.
She smiled. Bardon wouldn’t be losing any of his sharpness because of a strong brew.

One of the women who had danced on the stage sashayed up to Bardon and maneuvered hersdlf into the
amal space next to him. She smiled at the lehman and said something.

Kde stopped herself just before she used her talent to eavesdrop.

| don’t want to know. | don’t want to hear what Bardon is thinking right now. And | certainly
don’t want to be involved in his feelings.

Sheturned away to watch Regidor. Hislean figure, draped in the somber garb of amonk, stood in sharp
contrast to the dovenly agppearance of most of the men and women sitting around the tables. Hisdow,
deliberate movements and the air of calm that surrounded him accentuated the incongruity.

Kae noted that several men grew uncomfortable asthe cleric stood near their tables. One o' rant poked
the bisonbeck next to him and pointed at Regidor. Laughter rose from the table. Another bisonbeck
sneered at the robed figure. One man roseto hisfeet asif to chalenge her meech friend, but his
companion urged him to St down.

Kaehit her lip. Regidor concentrated on the task at hand. He was oblivious to the changing mood of the
crowd.

Regidor, these people don’t like your roaming around the room. They distrust you.
“What, Kale? Why did you interrupt me? These people are wallowing in disturbing lies.”
The people, Regidor. They—

“Hey, monk!” A grubby marione stood swaying before Regidor. “Y ou got areason to be here? Y ou
cadgting aspdl on us or something?’

“No,” said Regidor in his deep, resonant voice.
Two more men joined the drunken marione, atumanhofer and aurohm.
The tumanhofer spoke. “No matter. We retired of you gawking at us. We re throwing you out.”

“And what if | choose not to leave?’



No, Regidor, no! Just walk out.

“Curseyou! I'm the first mate on the Rondamoor. No one crosses me.”
A murmur went through the crowd. One man spoke up.

“No one beats him in afight, either. Y ou best go, monk-man.”

Regidor pulled hisleathery-skinned hand out of the deeve. Sowly he raised onefinger, itsnaill dmost a
claw, and pushed the hem of the cowl up. The hood inched upward, revedling agleaming smile of many
sharp white teeth.

“| chooseto stay.”



34
A BRAWL

The room grew quiet. The band stopped playing. The customers ceased their babble. The workers
behind the bar deftly removed glasses and bottles, shoving them under the counter.

Regidor undid the sash around his robe, unfastened the top button, and let the garment fall to the floor.
Histail dipped out of the bdlt at hiswaist. A plain white shirt covered historso, but didn’t hide the
bulging brawn of hisback and neck. With his shoulders back and his head held high, he looked more
than his seven feet in height. The black trousers he wore had been |oose two weeks before. Now they
stretched over his muscular thighs and calves. The upper portion of his shiny black boots molded around
his legs with supple legther, but the soles and dight heels were hard enough to be letha wegpons.

He tapped histoe on the wooden floor in adow rhythmic beeat that made the hair on Kale sarms stand
onend.

“What are you, anyway?’ growled the tumanhofer.

“A meech,” answered Regidor, hisvoice arumblein the quiet room.

The urohm ran ahand through his greasy hair. “Y ou mean, like ameech dragon?’
“Indeed.”

The urohm swallowed hard and looked down at histwo chums.

Themarione bristled. “ Ain’t no such thing as ameech dragon.”

Regidor chortled.

The marione bounced on the bals of hisfeet, his cenched fists shaking. “We can take him. There sthree
of us”

The tumanhofer roared, lowered his head, and charged. His two buddies followed on his hedls.

Regidor leaned back on histail, swept one foot up in an arc and struck the attacking man with a clean hit
to the side of hishead. The meech completed the arc, landing on the same foot. He brought histail
around to land ablow to the marione’ s midsection.

A dozen men joined the urohm in the fight. Kae grabbed a candlestick and entered the fray, swinging.
Before she reached Regidor, the rest of the room erupted into ariot. A few picked up their drinks and
made for the front door. Some struggled to pass through the belligerent crowd and legpt onto the stage,
disappearing with the performersinto the dark nether regions of the building.

Mettaand Gymn soared above the ruckus. Dibl flew to a crude chandelier made of six lanternsand an
old wagon whedl . He perched on one of the spokes and called out with noises that sounded like cheers.

Kae pressed through the dugfest, il trying to get to Regidor. She soon redized he didn't need any
assigtance. No one landed a blow on the twirling, lashing warrior. He struck his opponentswith fist, foot,
andtall.

Two brawling men fell into her, knocking her to the floor. She struggled out from under them and crawled



beneath atable. From there, she watched the pandemonium as booted feet scuffled around her. A thud
from above warned her someone had landed on the table. The wood creaked, and she scrambled out
just before the table collgpsed in an explosion of splinters.

Kaejumped to her feet to avoid getting trampled. She dodged where she had to and shoved when she
needed to in order to make her way to the bar. Bardon defended himsalf against two scruffy bisonbeck
sailors. Kae jumped on the back of one as he raised hisfist to smash the back of Bardon'shead. The
bisonbeck bellowed and began to spin. She held on, thinking she would be catapulted like arock in a
ding. Bardon dispatched one lant and turned his attention to the sailor carrying Kae on his back.

Mettaand Gymn swooped in, spitting green and purple sdliva at the bisonbeck. The sticky goo stung
when they projected it into his eyes. Unfortunately, he bobbed and gyrated wildly and made a poor
target.

Kae held on with one arm wrapped partway around the man’ sthick neck. She dug the fingers of her
other hand into the fleshy outer ear, twisting and pulling with al her strength.

The bisonbeck yowled. He dowed his spin, making a ham-fisted grab for her hand. Bardon took the
opportunity to smash the bigger man’s nose. The lehman landed another blow to the sputtering sailor’s
windpipe. Kale dropped off hisback and ran to Bardon's side. The bisonbeck went down on his knees,

coughing.

We' ve got to get Regidor out of here.

“We can’'t get anywhere near him.”

Not physically, but we can with our minds.

“What do you suggest?”

Work together. Both of us tell himto get out to the street.

“ And when we get to the street?”

I’m not sure. Oh, where is Dar when we need him?

“We can do this, Kale. You're right. We'll get Regidor out to the street and away from the fight.”
Kae poured forth a stream of persuasive prattle.

Regidor, we must get away from here. Thisis pointless. Sop fighting. Go out the door. Regidor,
we must leave. No more fighting. Get out the door. The front door, Regidor, to the street. Leave
thisriffraff behind. Out. Out! Get out!

Regidor eased toward the door.

Kae and Bardon dodged swinging fists and sidestepped as many of the combatants as possible. Bardon
cleared the way for her until they reached the swinging doors. The minor dragons came to roost on the
two o'rants as they waited by the exit for the meech.

Regidor burst through aknot of wrangling men and shot out the doors. Kae and Bardon followed, the
dragonsflying above them.

On the street, men fought with knives.



Oh no! Thisisworse.
“Don’'t worry. WEe' re getting out of here. Regidor, to High Street before Kale gets hurt.”

Regidor landed a blow to one marione and kicked the knife out of another’ s hand. The dragon caught a
tumanhofer who had theill judgment to tackle the meech from behind and tossed the short man onto the
overhanging roof of astorefront porch.

Regidor flashed atoothy grin at Bardon. “Let’sgo!” he shouted.

Three ruffians noticed their retreat and began hurling debris from the street. A bottle whizzed by Ka€e's
ear. A smal stick bounced off her back. She feared for her minor dragons and wished she carried them
safdly insde the moonbeam cape.

She heard athud, agrunt, and saw Bardon stumble. Regidor scooped up the injured lehman and tossed
him over one shoulder. They ran until the sounds of pursuit faded.

Regidor ducked into an dley and put Bardon down. The unconscious lehman dumped againgt the wall.
“Y ou take care of him,” the meech ordered. “I’ m going back to find Dar.”

Panting from her long run, Kae dropped to her knees beside Bardon. The young man did out of his
haf-gtting position and fell with hishead in her Iap. She put her hand on his chest and felt him breathing.
“Regidor, those men are probably searching for you.”

“They can't hurt me.”

“That isn't the point. You'll hurt them. There' sno sensein stirring up trouble.”

“I'll stay out of sight. When | reach The Horn, I'll mindspesk to Dar. | want him to bring my robe.”
“Now you need your robe?’ She couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

“Granny Noon gaveit tome.”

“Oh.”

She watched Regidor dip into the street and dash for another shadowy spot that would hide him.
Metta settled on her shoulder, Gymn on Bardon's chest.

Head wound? At the minor dragon’ sdirection, shefelt the back of Bardon’ s head. Shefound alump,
and her hand came away wet with blood.

She struggled to reach inside her moonbeam cape. She sat in an awkward position with itsfolds trapped
beneath her legs. As soon as she had the flap pulled back far enough, Kae asked Mettato enter a
hollow and find something to use as a pad to hold against the wound.

The purple dragon returned in short order with awad of linen materid. Kae pressed this againgt the gash
with her fingersresting on his scap. Gymn curled his body around her hand and Bardon’ s wound.

While the energy of healing moved in acircle between the little green dragon, the injured lehman, and
hersdlf, Kae touched Bardon' s cold and clammy chin. The dark shadows prevented her from seeing his
color, and she wondered how pae he must be. She brushed his straight black hair from hisface, and her
hand lightly grazed his ear. The shape surprised her.



Exploring with her fingers, she found the ear again and ran onefinger around the curve of hislower ear,
up the back, and to the top where adistinct point peaked and then tapered down to histemple.

Thetip was not as pronounced as Granny Noon's, Leetu Bends's, or Grand Ebeck’s, but it definitely did
not round off at thetop like an o'rant’ s ear.

Shetook aswift breath in and whispered as it came out. “Bardon, you're ahdfling.”
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MISSING PERSON

Five minutes passed. Then ten. Kaefocused on the hedling circle. Gymn relaxed as the bond between
the three deepened. Shefelt the pain ease away from Bardon’ s head. At the sametime, afresh current of
lifeinvigorated her spirit. This paradox of renewal while the act of hedling drained her physical body
brought astrange feding of lazy peace. She could easily dip into a contented dream state.

Metta sat on one of her shoulders, humming. Dibl sat on the other.
Bardon’ seyesfluttered open. “Kae?’

“Y ou got hit on the head with abrick or something.”

He sat up.

Gymn rolled off Bardon’ s head, bumped his shoulder, and did down his back. When he hit the ground,
he stood on wobbly legs, shook his head, and then cast adisgusted ook at his patient.

On Kaeé sshoulder, Dibl did alittle dance that ended with aflip. Kale giggled.
Bardon quirked an eyebrow at her.

“Gymn s put out because you dumped him after he healed you. To make it worse, he was most adeep.
Dibl, of course, thinksit'sal very funny.”

Bardon twisted to look behind him. He picked up the disgruntled green dragon.

“I’'msorry, Gymn. | didn’t redlize you were ngpping on my head.” With one hand he reached up and felt
for thewound. “All that' sleft isdrying blood.”

Kaewrinkled her nose. “ Sounds attractive.”
Bardon looked around. “Where are Regidor and Dar?’

The migt turned into adrizzle. She pulled her hood over her head. “Good question. | never saw Dar
during the brawl. Regidor went back to get him and his monk robe.”

“Why in theworld did he gart the fight?”
“You think he darted it?’

“Hedidn’t have to chalenge those drunks.” Bardon stretched his arms out, testing his muscles. “Regidor
could have just walked away. But no, he throws off his disguise and starts beating the pulp out of them.”

“Areyoudl right?’
HY$H

Kaefdt her musclesrelax as she watched him flex hislimbsto restore their vitaity. She closed her mind
to theincredible link between them and thought of something else.

“Regidor is amazing. Have you ever seen anyone that quick?’



“No. He seemsto roll into his punches, fly toward an opponent. Oh, | give up! There' sno way to
describe how he fights—like a circus acrobat and adancer al in one.”

Kae remembered Wizard Cam saying Bardon fought like adancer. She remembered hisears and
quickly shuttled her thoughts down adifferent line.

“Areyou sureyou'redl right?’
“| fed abit lazy.”
Shelaughed. Theterm lazy just didn’t fit Bardon.

He stood and stretched. “Let’ swalk back toward the waterfront and see if we can find Dar and Regidor.
| have an uneasy notion.”

“Isthis notion based on your mindspesking talent or reasoning?’

“Reasoning. Don't you think it odd that Dar didn’t gppear during the fight? He' s never been shy to lend
his sword to ajust cause.”

“But therewas no just cause. It wasa sensdessriot.”
Bardon raked hisfingersthrough his hair, smoothing the sdes over hisears.
“Maybe thisrain will wash the bloody mat out of my hair.”

Again, she kept her thoughtsto hersalf. Bardon had areason why he didn’t reveal hisdua heritage. She
fought the urge to ask questions.

“Kae, where smy sword?’
“I guessyou dropped it in the Street.”
“Somebody probably picked it up, but let’s go back and see.”

Kaegot to her feet and shook the mud from the bottom of her moonbeam cape. The top now glistened
with raindrops. Gymn landed on the front of the cape and darted insde. He apparently wastired and
wanted anap in his pocket-den.

Dibl perched on Bardon' s shoulder, and Metta flew above Kae. Briefly, Kae gave thought to theegg in
the pouch around her neck. And then she remembered the four eggs still kept in the pockets of the
moonbeam cape. She shoved aside the thought of eight dragons flying around her head sometimein the
future and trudged after Bardon toward a decidedly dangerous present.

Slick mud covered the remnants of a cobblestone pavement. Where lamplight shone through dirty
windows, apale square of light glistened, reflecting in the puddles.

The rain began to pelt them with greater intensity. Both Mettaand Dibl took refuge in the cape. They
passed under a streetlamp, and Kae saw atrickle of red water running down the back of Bardon's neck
fromtheblood in hishair.

The cape kept her comfortably warm, but she worried about Bardon. She knew better than to say
anything. Evenif heredlized he would be better off with a cloak, a cloak was not available.

The rain poured as they reached the lane where The Horn faced the docks. No one lingered out in the



torrent. Kale shifted the sweep of her gaze. She looked up and down the street, particularly in the
shadows, for would-be attackers. Then she surveyed the mucky street for the lost sword. She used her
talent to explore the area, hoping to detect any adversaries. But the buildings housed dozens of villains.
She could not identify any who had malicein their hearts aimed at her and her comrades.

Bardon!

“ What?”

| just realized something.

“You can't pick up on Dar’ s whereabouts.”

She nodded in agreement, even though she doubted Bardon could see her in the dark, rain-laden street.
Hewould know her concern even without seeing her.

And Regidor.

“ He' s disappeared aswell.”

Concentrate, Bardon. We should be able to find them.
A moment of silence followed.

Both Bardon and Kale began to run asaglimmer of Regidor’ s presence pierced the fog of evil shrouding
their surroundings. Past two empty docks and three with swaying black hulks of ships, the two raced
toward the strengthening beacon. They dowed as the sixth dock cameinto view. A ship bobbed in the
water besde alanding pier. Large crates lined the plank walkway, stacked in uneven rows. Lights
flickered from the portholesin the side of the foreign vessd.

Kae and Bardon joined Regidor in the shadows between two warehouses. Regidor mindspoke to them
both.

“ Dar’ s aboard that ship.”

Bardon identified the type of vessdl. “ Frigate, a high-speed, medium-sized, sailing war vessel. Too
bad we can’t see the flag. But | do know it’s from the Northern Reach.”

Kde surveyed the ship. | don't feel Dar’s presence. In fact, | don’t detect any occupants.

Regidor nodded. “ There's some kind of shield surrounding it, blocking our perception. | wonder if
we could figure out how to do that. We must try.”

Bardon glanced over a the meech. Kae knew his sentiments matched her own. It wasn't theright time
to indulge Regidor’ s curiogity over the way things worked.

Bardon gave ahaf grin to Kale and spoke to Regidor.

“Y es, my meech friend. But not now. Now we must figure out how to rescue Sir Dar.”
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FINDING DAR

At thefoot of the gangplank, asailor sat on abarrel. Another stood guard at the top. The heavy rain must
have driven all hands below. The samerain aided Regidor, Bardon, and Kalein their stealthy approach.
The three congpirators hid behind ahuge crate not more than six feet from the shivering sailor.

“ He' s about your size, Kale,” Bardon mindspoke to both.
Regidor scowled at the lehman. “ What does that have to do with anything?”

Bardon is going to knock the man out, Kale answered. 1’1l put on his coat and sit in his position, so
anyone on board will think the man is still on duty.

“ And you know this because you and Bardon think together.” Regidor tilted hishead. “ | really
want to know why that is. | haven’t found a thing in the books about such a phenomenon. But |
haven'’t finished researching.”

The sailor huddled miserably in alarge coat, with the collar pulled up around his neck and an oilcloth hat
pulled down over his head.

“ And what do we do with the man at the top of the gangplank?” asked the meech.

Bardon pointed to the more dert guard. “ Go into his mind, Regidor. Distract him with images he
can't resist. Right now | would assume that would be a cozy chair by a blazing hearth with a mug
of mulled cider.”

Regidor stared at the man for amoment. “ You' re wrong, Bardon. He' d rather be in his bunk below
deck. The man’s been too long at sea to be thinking fireplaces and comfortable chairs.”

“ Can you distract him?”
Regidor snorted. “ Leave himto me.”

Kae edged her way back to where the pier joined the land. She stepped out into the open and
approached the first sailor. When the old man noticed her, she projected questionsinto hismind.

What'’s she doing out on a night like this? Where' s she going? Does she think I’m going to let her
board?

She smiled and nodded at the befuddled man and strolled on by. Asthe guard turned his head to follow
her movement, Bardon dipped out and grabbed him. With ahand clamped over the sailor’ s mouth,
Bardon hauled him to their hiding place. Kale followed on the lehman’shedls.

Regidor stood in the shadows, his eyestrained on the figure at the top of the gangplank. Kae wondered
what method Regidor had used to trick the man’s mind into thinking nothing unusua was happening on
the dock. Sometimes her friend surprised her with something so innovative she couldn’t have predicted
hisactionsat al, and she was supposed to know him better than anyone else. Librettowit said this quality
made Regidor agenius.

The meech dragon had matured in ashort time. Was she till supposed to “manage’” him? Shedidn’t
think anyone except Paladin could actually control Regidor. At least he till listens to me when |



reason with him. But he is so much smarter than me, one day my opinions won’'t matter. He's such
a stubborn dragon.

The dragon watched the snared man struggle. With one finger, he touched the captive stemple. The
sailor passed out.

Bardon held the suddenly limp form. “What did you do?’

“Put him to deep.”

“Will hewake up?’ Bardon's sharp tone cut through the air.

“Y es, with aheadache.”

“Wheredid you learn to do that?’

“From one of Librettowit' sold books. But | hadn't tried it until now.”

Kaefelt tenson surge between the two. Bardon didn’t appreciate the dragon’ sinterference. Regidor
chafed because he knew he should have consulted the lehman before he knocked out the sailor.

“Enough,” shesaid. “We haveto get to Dar. Give methe hat and coat.”

She settled on the barrdl at the bottom of the gangplank. The man at the top remained obliviousto any
unusua activity. Regidor obvioudy controlled histhoughts. She hunched down, assuming the same
position asthe sailor. She pictured that man in her mind. They' d left him in ahegp behind the crate.

One down, one to go. But how many sailors are between us and Dar, once we board the ship?
That thought sent ashiver down her spine.

Shewalited for Regidor and Bardon to gpproach the second man. Thistime Bardon would make the
bold advance. Regidor would approach while obscuring the guard’ s vison of him through histalent.

Kaeshivered. My feet feel like they re encased in ice. My cape and the sailor’ s coat should be
keeping me warm. | bet the goose bumps are from nerves. Why are they waiting?

A noise behind her answered the question. Someone had come out on deck. Two men stood about
twelve feet behind her and some distance above her head. She heard the mumble of voices.

Dar!

Bardon’ s voice entered her mind. “ He's coming off the ship alone. We' Il find out what’ s going on
once he' s safely away.”

Dar came down the gangplank, hisfootsteps sounding light on the sodden wood. She peeked out from
under the hat to see the doned diplomat pass by. The transparent shield he used during afight was up
and repdling therain. He walked away without acknowledging her presence.

But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t know I’ m sitting here.

“ Regidor hasyou covered,” said Bardon. “ Come on.”

Kale hopped off the barrel and joined the two hiding behind the crate. She shed the sailor’ s coat and hat.
“Let’'sgo,” whispered Bardon.



“Wait,” said Regidor. He pointed to the crumpled figure at their feet. “We can’t leave this old man out
hereinthe cold.”

Bardon looked down. “What do you suggest we do with him?’

“Tekehimto TheHorn.”

“Why?" Theword exploded from Bardon'slips.

“Shh!” Kae hissed.

Regidor sighed. “Because that would be easier than tucking him into his bunk on the frigate.”
“But why move him at al?’ Bardon' s exasperation poured into Kae sfedings.

She shut them off. She wastired of her friends' bickering and wanted to go home.

“| fed responsiblefor him.” Regidor reached down and hoisted the limp figure over his shoulder. “ Come
on.”

Bardon looked at her for an explanation. She shrugged, pulled up the hood of her cape, and traipsed
after the meech dragon.

“Ohwel,” muttered Bardon. “ Perhaps we Il find my sword.”
Dar had vanished again.

This has to be the strangest adventure I’ ve ever been on. | don’t feel particularly frightened, not
with Regidor and Bardon beside me. But what is Dar up to? And Regidor? Why did he start that
fight? | sure hope someone is going to explain all this. And | hopeit’s soon.

Regidor marched up the two wooden steps to The Horn, tramped over the wooden porch, and pushed
in the swinging doors without one sign of trepidation. Insde, most of the clientele had gone home. Severa
workers were sweeping up evidence of thefight. They stopped and, with open mouths, stared at the
three comrades.

“Look here.” The marione who'd taken their dinner order came forward. He carried an unlit, broken
candlein hishand. “I don’t want any moretrouble.”

Regidor plopped his burden down in an empty chair and rested the sailor’ s head on the table. He then
turned to the man with a pleasant smile.

“No trouble. Just looking for my robe and my friend’ s sword.”

A sudden movement across the room caught Kae' s attention. She’ d found the man who' d picked up the
sword from the street. She glanced at Bardon, and he nodded.

The marione blocked their way and waved the candle in front of Regidor’ sface. “Y ou’ re not welcome
here”

The meech dragon continued to smile. “Would you like meto light that for you?’ He pursed histhin lips,
and with atiny blow, sent asmall stream of fireto ignite the wick.

Regidor stepped around the stunned marione and retrieved his robe from the floor. Bardon crossed to
the tumanhofer who had his sword across his knees under the table.



“My sword, please.” Bardon's voice sounded smooth and polite.

The tumanhofer swallowed hard. His eyestraveled to Kae and then to the meech dragon. Slowly, he
pulled out the weapon and laid it on the table.

“Thank you,” said Bardon. He examined the blade, then dipped it into his scabbard.
Kae breathed asigh of relief. Good! Now we can go home.

One of the doorways to the back rooms opened. Dar emerged, immaculately dressed with only adight
hint of dampness around the bottom of his pant legs. He surveyed the shattered hall.

“Seemslike you' ve been busy,” he said.

Regidor stopped with only one arm inserted into his monk’ srobe. “No less busy than you, Sir Dar. |
think it stimewe had atak.”

Dar cocked hishead. “Ah.” He looked closdly at the faces of histhree companions. “Yes, | think you're
right. But firgt let’ sfind a carriage to take us home. | think we can chat best at our own firesde.”
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GOOD NEWS, BAD NEWS

Kae s stomach rumbled as she rummaged in achest for her dippers. She' d removed her sodden boots
before tiptoeing into the little room where Toopka dept. Kae shushed her tummy, telling it to remember
the hearty meal she' d eaten a The Horn. She didn’t want Toopkato awaken. Thelittle girl dept soundly,
occasiondly snoring with a soft snuffling sound Kae had grown to love. The o' rant smiled as Toopka
grunted and turned over.

With warm dipperson her feet, Kale found the old pair of trousers Dar had once made for her out of a
skirt. She dipped those on, picked her discarded wet ones off the floor, and draped them over the back
of awooden chair. She hurried back to the kitchen, not wanting to miss any of the conversation.

Her comrades met by the warm hearth. Dar placed steaming mugs of mallow and a plate heaped with
fried mullins and daggarts on the large kitchen table. He aso put out poorman’s dessert for the minor
dragons. Even with the comforting touches of food and candldlight, the tension around the table could not
be ignored.

Librettowit crossed hisarms over his chest with hisfingers drumming the deeve of his dressing gown.
Bardon held amug but did not drink. Regidor held histail in hislap, stroking the scdes at itstip. Only the
minor dragons seemed unconcerned. They noisly durped their treet.

Kaelooked around the table a her comrades. They al faced the same uncertain future, but they handled
the tenson differently. Librettowit alowed gloom to settle on his features. Bardon put on astonelike
facade to hide hisinner turmoil. Regidor’ s nerves caused him to visibly twitch. Dar adopted his debonair
host persona.

Only Dar and the minor dragons |ook comfortable. Who do | resemble?
She surveyed the different faces once more.

Nobody yet. | guess | get to choose. Paladin is always saying to take care of what isright in front
of me. And | know what the problemisright now. I’'m hungry!

Kaetook atoffee daggart from the plate, which she pushed toward Regidor.

His head jerked up, and he looked at her intently for amoment. Then he sighed, grinned, and helped
himself to two daggarts before passing the plate to the librarian.

Dar sat a the head of the table. He wrapped hisfingers around hisdrink asif to warm his hands.
“Firg, | would like an account of thefight a The Horn.” His eyes shifted immediately to her. “Kae?’

“Some of the men took exception to Regidor.” She paused, not knowing how to describe the way
Regidor goaded the men into the fight.

Dar’ seyes moved to the lehman. “Bardon?’
“When the men challenged Regidor, he reveded hisidentity and ingtigated the fight.”

Dar’seyes narrowed. “And what provoked you, Regidor?’



Kae had grown so accustomed to the unusua pupilsin Regidor’ s eyes, she hardly noticed them. But
now the black pupils narrowed to athick line running down the center of each greeniiris. The green
glowed asif afire burned within. Kae tensed, wondering if the meech would explode once again.

“They taked of dragons, among themsalves and in the stupid rumination of their drunken minds.”
Regidor’ s deep voice rumbled like thunder announcing awild storm till some distance away. “ Dragons
areto be blamed for every ill of society. Poisonous dander. Mdiciouslies. These men plot to murder
dragonsworking side by side with the high races. Their words inflame the fears of ignorance. Kill.
Destroy. Mam. Imprison. These are their solutions to a nonexistent problem. Crush the eggs. Slit the
throats of newborns. Burn the carcass of any dain dragon. Bounties have already been offered in
Northern Trese. The daughter has begun.”

Kaetried to ssem the panic flooding her. The minor dragons left their dessert and crawled into her arms
where she cradled them, holding their fragile bodies asif to protect them from this unseen danger.

“Fools,” barked Librettowit. “ For centuries Amara s economy has depended on cooperation between
the high races and the dragons. The dragons have aways been unsdlfish in their willingnessto facilitate the
production and marketing of goods. How do these vigilantes propose to conduct business after they have
annihilated our worthy friends?’

“Yes” Dar spoke with ponderous gravity. “ This narrow-minded propaganda.is poisoning the thinking of
too many people. The problem escaates by careful planning. Rabble-rousers spread these venomous
ideas. And the dragons themsalves act in anirrational manner that strengthens the rumors.”

Kae cuddled her three dragons. “What are we going to do?’ Not even Dibl passed encouragement to
her worried mind.

“I have newsfrom my meeting tonight,” said Dar. “We can a last leave thisdepressing city and go in
search of the meech dragon. We have adefinite lead.”

They leaned over the table toward the doned .

“Onewagon of itinerant merchants has been noted to have been in each location where an outbreak of
radical dragon behavior has occurred. The meech dragon must be traveling with this band of thieves.
They sl dixirs, potions, balms, and concoctionsto hed, relieve, and assuage any problem you could
name. Of coursg, it'sal asham. | believe their poison harms men’sminds aswell astheir bodies. We
shdl track down these swindlers and see what they carry in their wagon besides chicanery.”

“Frg,” said Regidor, “we have another issue to discuss.”

All eyesturned to the meech dragon. Kale picked up the suppressed anger emanating from her friend.
She cast aglance at Bardon to seeif he, too, recognized the danger. The lehman’s body tensed. He
pushed his chair afoot away from the table. His focus remained on Regidor’ s stern expression.

The dragon glared at the doned. “ Dar, you will not lieto usagain.”
“Lie?" Thedoned clenched afigt. “Explain this accusation.”

“Y ou told us that you were going into aback room to play cards.” Regidor paused. He ground out his
next words. “Y ou were not playing cards.”

Dar nodded. Hisfigt relaxed. “| see your concern, Regidor. I'll explain.

“| entered the game of cards, hoping to pick up some useful gossip. However, one of the playerswasthe



first mate from the frigate Breedoria.

“I knew that a messenger had intended to board the ship in Dascarnavon. So | asked the first mate if they
had taken on a passenger from that port. He said they had, but the man wasill. | excused mysdf from the
game and went to the Breedoria. | boarded and found our informer was not ill but wounded. He gave
methe news| have shared with you.”

Dar’ scold delivery of the facts made Kde shiver. She did not like this stern, controlled man who had
taken the place of her fun-loving friend.

Librettowit dammed his empty mug down on the table. “ Good news and bad. Good that wefinaly have
aclear direction for this quest. Bad that we must leave the relative comfort of this house to pursue the
reprobates. | prefer my library to thewilds of Trese.” He rose from hischair. “I propose we pack in the
morning and leave as soon as the dragons are summoned.”

He shuffled out of the room, shutting the hal door with athud. Kale saw aquiver of asmileplay on Dar’s
lips. Sherdlaxed ahit.

“Thewilds of Trese?’ sheasked. “I wasraised in River Away in Trese. The countryside consisted of
farmland and foret, very tame forest with hardly any wildlife you would cal wild. No grawligs, no
blimmets, no mordakleeps. In fact, the seven low races are considered to be afable by most of the
citizensof Trese”

Dar chuckled. “Anyplace that has no libraries, no bookstores, no ingtitutions of higher learning is
consdered uncivilized and wild to our tumanhofer.”

“Summon the dragons?’ Bardon' s eyes glinted with excitement.
“Yes, Celisse and Merlander will fly to meet us, then carry usto our destination.”

Kae sheart skipped over the dread of their quest and landed with joy at the prospect of being reunited
with the two dragons.

“To bed, then,” said Dar.

They stood and cleared the dishes from the table. Each onetook a candle to light the way to their
chambers.

“Kde,” said Dar as he pushed open the door, “there’ s one thing that | should perhaps mention to you.
Thefirst stop on our journey iswhere the wagon of potion peddiersis expected to vidt next. That would
be River Away. Y ou shdl soon be seeing the masters of your youth.”

Kaeblinked. Oh, that’ll be just great. The only thing to make this trip better would be if my
mother showed up.

Dar winked at her. “And Fenworth will be there aswell. He and his companions have rescued your
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LEGEND OF THE PAST

In the morning, Dar went out to arrange transportation while the others gathered their belongings. Soon a
freighter knocked on the door to speak with Librettowit. The tumanhofer hired the man to take boxes of
books to a ship in the harbor. The ship would take the cargo south, around the coast, to be delivered to
afriend who lived just outsde The Bogs. Librettowit’ sfirst thought had been to fly the parcels by greeter
dragon, but the freighter said the dragons had been unrdigble of late.

Toopka skipped around trying to be helpful but actualy getting in the way. She hadn’t liked being
cooped up in the city, and she chattered incessantly about the quest, which would be exciting, and
Prushing, which was not.

“It'sdreary!” shesaid.
“But Toopka.” Kae packed achest with their clothing. “Y ou were born in the city.”

“Thiscity isdifferent. Vendda s pretty, and most of the people are nice. Here everything isgray and ugly,
and mogt of the people are cranky. Do you suppose they’ re cranky because they livein agray world?’
She climbed onto the bed and sat cross-legged with apillow in her 1ap.

Kaethought it over. She certainly hadn't been as happy here as she had been in Venddla. Could it be
that the atmosphere of Prushing had affected her mood? Or wasiit because she felt they were not making
progressin their quest? No matter how often Librettowit said their preparation wasimportant, the delay
felt like wasted time. Maybe the grayness enveloped more than just the city.

“Grayness could make people cranky,” she admitted.

Toopkasighed. “That seemswrong—to let agray place make your insdes gray too.” Sherolled over on
the bed, propping her chin on her figts. “And | think that the gray insides are too sad to try to make the
gray outside any different. So the gray outside stays the same or gets grayer, and the gray insides get
grayer too, and pretty soon there’ s no hope for anything bright and pretty.”

“Yes, | guessthat could betrue.”

“And,” said Toopkawith eyesgrowing big, “that’ swhy Venddawas different. If | had afight with
someone like Master Tellowmatterden, by the time I’ d walked two blocks, | would see flowers and
pretty painted carts and people smiling. Then Master Tellowmatterden would have been kind of covered
over with better things.”

“Doesdl thishave apoint, Toopka?’
“Yes.” Toopkasprang up on her knees and bounced on the bed. “I’ m glad we' re going to the country.”
Kae chuckled, but her own thoughts were not as cheerful.

I’m glad to leave Prushing, but | don’t know if | want to go to River Away. | guessit won't be so
bad. After all, I'm not a slave anymore. | have an important job. I’ ve even met Paladin, and no
onein River Away has.

Kae stopped folding Toopka s small tunic and stared at her hands. She no longer did daily chores a



different housesin asmdl village. At that time, her palms had been callused and her skin dry and rough.
A new callus showed how diligently she had been practicing with her smal sword.

Asadave, she had nailsthat were dways cracked, chipped, and stained. Now smooth white ends
peeked out over her pink skin.

Granny Noon told me to remember I’ m not a slave anymore. Won't Mistress Meiger be surprised?
I’m not shabby anymore, either. I’mtaller and stronger and smarter, too. And not only that, I'm
coming to save River Away from the destructive influence of Risto. I'm not a slave. | amthe
Dragon Keeper. Between Regidor and me, the wayward dragons will be rescued.

Shelifted ashirt from apeg onthewall.

Mother told me | had a destiny. I’'man Allerion. Mother’ s brave and does wonderful, courageous
thingsright in one of Risto’s castles. And she's beautiful. I’'m going to be like her. Someday Il
wear beautiful dresses and smell like a garden full of flowers. Mistress Meiger and all the others
will be in awe of my grandeur. Right now they don’t know how important I’ll be, but | do. | won’t
act likea dave. I'll act like I’'m one of Paladin’s most trusted warriors.

Her smile widened as she tucked the last of their meager clothing into her cape. Toopka still prattled on,
but Ka€ simagination conjured up the gratitude that would be expressed by her former masters.

A cariage pulled up in front of the house just before noon. Bruit grinned at them from his perch. He
clambered down and readily helped Bardon, Kae, and Toopka load the luggage and tieit down. Dar
then strode out of the mansion and opened the carriage door. Regidor, in hismonk’ s disguise, and
Librettowit waked out into the sunshine and climbed into the vehicle. Even at this point the Six
companions took care to preserve their masquerade.

Theride out of the city put all her comradesin agood mood. Once they had passed through the city gate
and begun the dow descent dong abroad highway to the valey, Bruit sang a the top of hislungs. They
swvung west at afork in the road and angled away from the Port of Prushing. Thick traffic made the going
dow, but Kale and Toopka chattered on about the different people they passed, the varied styles of
clothes, and the different types of wares piled into wagons and carts. Bardon listened to the old driver’s
songsand thegirls  pointless chaiter without participating in ether.

The minor dragons came out of Kal€'s cape and stayed on the bundles above the coach. From below,
they could not be seen. Dibl instigated a game of hide and seek with Toopka dways“it” and the dragons
aways hiding. Kaefet sorry for her three comrades who had to ride insde the bouncing, rocking
cariage.

In the late afternoon, they stopped at afriendly, clean inn to spend the night. Asthey traveled north and
west the next day, they noticed a subtle depression in the countryside. The crops|ooked

underdeveloped. Fewer carts heavily laden with goods passed them on the way to market. The people
did not call out greetings. Riders douched in their seats. Walkers shuffled aong with shoulders stooped.

That night the inn did not seem so friendly. The comrades dropped their pretense of masters and
servants. However, Regidor gtill wore hisdisguise. They sat in acorner of the public room, having a
dinner of good roast beef and farm vegetables.

Almogt the entire clientele consisted of mariones, hardworking farmers, and merchants. Bitternessand
despair rankled among those dining and drinking and throwing darts at the four-colored corkboard on
thewall. Thetak in the room disturbed Kae and her companions.



One man waved histankard as he spoke. “ They say there' smore of those unnatural beasts north of the
border. They stand upright like aman, talk like aman, think they’re like one of the high races, but of
coursethey can't be”

“Yet they aren’t one of the low races either.” A farmer siood to make his point. “ So what are these
talking dragons?’

“ Something made up by one of those evil wizards, no doubt,” grumbled aman by the bar. “But it makes
no difference, don't you know?1 il lost my Clem—adragon I’ ve known al my life to be cheerful,
helpful, and full of goodwill turned sullen. Then he knocked down the barn and trampled my field of
winter wheat. Don’'t have athing to take to market. And he' sgone. Family’ s heartbroken. And they’ll be
more than heartbroken in the coming year. They’ll be hungry when we don’t get another crop in and
don’t take nothing to market.”

“How can you blame that on the meech dragons from the north?” asked the innkeeper.
“Ain’t never anything good come from the north,” muttered one of the men.

“They' scommunicating with their minds. That’ swhat it is,” said the farmer who'd lost Clem.
“Mindspesking between dragons?’

The farmer spoke again, “Well, sure, they’ ve dwaysdoneit.”

“But it wasn’'t abad thing, Spronder. Y ou know the dragons have never been bad. Just talking more
among themsdlves shouldn’t turn thelot of them bad.”

“All I'm saying isthe more Clem brooded about, the less | could communicate with him. It waslike he
went away in hismind long before he went on hisrampage, knocking things down, and then flying off like
hedid.”

“Maybeit' sasckness,” suggested the innkeeper. “Maybe you should take the matter to the wizard of
the lake. What' s his name?’

One of the patronsrattled off, “Ham? Cram? Cam? Sam?”’

“Whatever hisnameis, no one sdedt with him in hundreds of years. He could have gone over to Risto
like Crim Cropper and Burner Stox.”

“They didn’'t ‘go over,” man. They' ve dways been evil,” said an older, well-dressed man gitting by
himsdlf in the corner. “None of you know your history. Y ou must not despair. Wulder will send a
champion. Paadin will surface and strengthen our defenses.”

“Empty promises, parson,” said the innkeeper. “What you speak of isnot history but fable.”

Librettowit stood up. “1 agree with the parson.” He turned to the innkeeper. “Identify for me, man, the
duties of aparson.”

The man blustered, his eyes shifting around the room asif to find someone to help him answer. He
snorted and put his hands on his hips. “Hetaksalot and doeslittle of anything.”

Librettowit stood straighter. “Hethinks alot and sayslittle of anything until he knowswhat heistaking
about.”

Severd people laughed at the quick response. The innkeeper glared around the room, and the snickering



ceased.

Librettowit took advantage of the silence. “A parson examines the books of Wulder. He breaks the
passages down into components and andyzes the form, function, and ecclesiastic relationship of each
part. He does not do this on his own, but with the guidance of Wulder Himself and under the tutelage of
Pdadin. And | will tdl you, acommunity prospersin direct relationship to the number of parsonswho
adequately ingtruct the populace.”

“Bah,” said one of the men, awedthy landowner by thelook of him. “There you haveit wrong,
tumanhofer. Until recently Trese has led the country in economic prosperity. And we have few parsons.
This parson here used to be amerchant, but when he handed his business over to his sons, he had too
much time on hishands”

A smile curved Librettowit’ slips. “ He dowed down enough to assesswhat redlly isimportant. Wulder
does not count asociety wedthy by how many coins change hands. He measures by heartsfilled with
pesce, satisfaction, and joy.”

“Oh, | see,” said the innkeeper. “Y ou are aparson too.” He looked over the party at Librettowit' stable.
“| should have known. It looks like you travel with some foreign monk and two noble squires, male and
femde, likethe legend of Torse”

“So you know the legend of Torse?” Librettowit’s smile grew even wider. “And why did Torseleave his
castle and roam the countryside?’

Severd in the room sniggered again.

“Got you there, Bickket,” said Farmer Spronder. “Torse found agreat truth. He wanted to giveit away,
s0 he could go back to his castle and live the way he was accustomed. He took the monk with him, for it
was hewho firgt revealed the truth. Torse wanted to foist the monk off on some other household. And
much to Torse' sdismay, the monk kept attracting worthy young people. But even when they took the
truth out of Torse' s hands, the truth remained in Torse' s possession. It multiplied instead of diminishing.”

Librettowit nodded, the twinklein his eye softening his ancient festures. “ Thisistrue. And when did
Torsefind peace?’

A young man stood up from the table where he sat with much older men. “When he took the truth home
with him and put it in aplace of honor.”

The eager young man took afew stepsforward. “May | go with your band of comrades?’
Librettowit strode forward, put his hand on the young man’s arm, and turned him toward the parson.

“Go to thisman and learn. In the near future, there will be agreat conflict between good and evil. At that
time, Paadinwill cdl for ones such asyoursdf to join the fight. Y ou are of strong body. Prepare your
heart to be strong aswell.”

“A battle?” The question flew around the room on nervouslips.
Librettowit nodded solemnly.

“A war that has been secretly waged will erupt for dl to see. Y ou must make your choice. Stand and
fight, or do nothing. Choose the higher plane, or dwell on the lower forever.”
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ARDEO

Kaeawokein the middle of the night. She'd curled hersdf around alumpy pillow. One hip hurt where it
had settled into a crevice in the poorly stuffed mattress. For amoment she didn’t recognize the room
made of rough-hewn beams and plastered walls. Toopka dept in another narrow bed. Moonlight cast a
pale glow through the smal chamber. Only the corners hid in shadows.

Theinn.
Groggy with deep, shelooked at one window. Curtains hung over asingle glass pane.

Dibl’sgiggle shifted her attention. The three minor dragons perched on the back of awooden chair,
garing at her with joyful expressions. She blinked. What? She started to sit up, but adight weight on her
hip stopped her. She craned her neck to see what it was.

A small glowing mass balanced on the curve between her waist and her thigh. 1t moved. Kale squinted.
The bal of white light stretched, elongating into a neck topped with an angular head. Curious dark eyes
blinked a her. The small dragon continued to stretch, showing her his smdl pointed tail.

Kae€e shand flew to the pouch that dways hung around her neck. No longer round with the egg, the
flattened sdes and muffled crunch revedled the broken eggshell within.

A rush of joy caught her off guard. Shelaughed out loud. Scooping the shining baby into her hand, she
sat up. Her fingers glowed asif she were holding awhite lightrock. Gymn, Metta, and Dibl soared into
theair, expressing their ddight with achorus of trilling noises and fancy aerobatics.

Kaewatched as the baby performed an ingtinctive bonding behavior. Gymn, Metta, and Dibl had done
this same thing. The young creature rubbed his entire body leisurely over Ka€e s pam, thrumming
contentedly.

“What isyour name, little one?” whispered Kde.

Thedragon lifted his chin from her thumb and peered a her with eyesthat looked too large for histiny
heed.

“Ardeo! Your nameisArdeo.”

The flying dragons swooped around Kae' s head and shoulders. Their excitement transferred to Kale and
the newborn. Ardeo rolled in her hand. The dragon’ s luminescence blurred his features. She couldn’t
actually see hisface other than the dark eyes. A gleaming haze surrounded his entire form.

“Wow!” Toopkawhispered her excitement.

Kaelooked up to seethelittle girl standing at the end of the bed. Toopka crawled onto the hard
mattress and eased closer to the baby dragon.

“Can| holdit?’
“Him,” said Kae. “ And you can hold him tomorrow.”

“Heghines”



The radiance from the newborn reflected off the little donedl’ s pale fur. The baby settled down on his
back.

“Can| touch him?’

“yYes”

Toopkastretched out her hand and stroked the dragon’ s belly with one finger.
“What do you think histalent iS?” she asked.

Kalefurrowed her brow. “I don't remember a description in the books of awhite dragon who glows. |
gill have them, though. They' rein the hollows of my cape. Tomorrow we' Il look him up.”

“Maybe histdent isglowing.”

Kde held the creature up to her chin and rubbed him softly with her cheek. “ That would be enough.”
“Ohyes” said Toopka “But | didn't get to see him born.”

“Neither did I. I woke up, and hewas dready stting on me.”

Toopkaheaved adramatic sigh. “I guess|’ll never see ababy dragon hatch.”

“I have four more eggs, Toopka Surely someday you'll bein theright place at theright time.”
Thelittle girl nodded but didn’t seem to hold out much hope.

Kae scooted over on the narrow bed. “Here, you crawl in with me. We need to go back to deep. Inthe
morning, you can hold Ardeo.”

Toopka scrambled into the warm bed beside Kae. She squirmed a bit to get comfortable and then lay
with her head on Ka € s shoulder. She stared at the little dragon cupped in Ka€' s hands and resting on
her somach. “He sbeautiful.”

“Yes, heis. Helooks like the moon, doesn't he?’

A knock on the door woke the two slegping comrades and four minor dragons. Bardon spoke from the
hdll.

“We'releaving early thismorning.”
“All right,” Kale called back.

The dragons nested on top of her and the covers. When she shifted, they flew off with grumbles voiced
deep intheir throats.

Toopka had to be prodded to get up and move. Kale hurried to dress and get both of them ready to go.
The dragons crawled into their pocket-dens even before she put the moonbeam cape over her shoulders.
After abite of breakfast, the party of questers boarded the carriage in time to watch the sun rise over
frost-covered fields.



Toopka stood behind Bruit’s bench and hung over Bardon' s shoulder. A big bump tossed her forward,
but she caught herself by grabbing Bardon’ s neck. He disengaged her with aswift movement and placed
her in hislap. She snuggled into the warmth of hischest.

“Wehaveasurprise,” shesaid, with amischievous grin lighting her face,
Bardon roughed her hair. “What isit?’
“You haveto guess.”

Bardon glanced back at Kae and then down at thelittlegirl in hislap. He grinned at her. “Thisisn't
exactly fair, Toopka. Kae can’'t keep secretsfrom me.”

“Will you mindspesk with me? Do you think | could learn how to doit? 1 mean, start it. | can answer
when Kaetaksto meinmy mind, but | can’'t dart it.”

“After | seethisnew baby dragon, Toopka, I’ [l mindspeak with you. But | don’t think you can learn to
doit if Wulder hasn't given you the gift.” He stood and stepped over the back of the driver’ s perch.

Kale pulled out Ardeo as Bardon sat next to her.

“Ohno!” cried Toopka. “He' sdead!”

“No,” said Kae, but worry trembled her voice. “He snot dead. He' s breathing.”

“But he sugly, and he' snot moving.” Toopkaclutched Kale' sarm. Her eyesfilled with tears.

Blotches of gray mottled the baby’ s dull white skin. Kale stroked Ardeo’ s Side as he snored softly.
Metta, Gymn, and Dibl squirmed out of their pocket-dens and gathered around the littler dragon.

“They say he'sdl right. HE sjust deeping.” Kae reported the impressions she had from the minor
dragons.

“But he'sugly,” cried Toopka. “He lookslike acold lump of porridge.”

Ardeo gretched, yawning until hislittle mouth spread wide enough to cover the end of Kale sthumb. His
eyes blinked open, and he gazed around at his audience. He stood and stretched again, arching his back.
Spreading hiswings, he rocked back and forth on the palm of Kae' s hand.

Metta began to sing. Dibl did an uphill roll from Ka € selbow to her neck, then hopped, flipped, and
skipped on her head and shoulders. Gymn sprang into the air to dance above their heads.

Ardeo trilled and flew from Kae€' shand to her knee and back again. He then pounced onto Toopka,
then Bardon, and darted back to Kale.

“He' s hedthy enough,” said Bardon as Toopka clapped with glee. He turned to Kae. “ Why were you
worried?’

Last night he was beautiful. He looked like a dragon formed out of moonbeams.

“Well, he's a little worse than plain in the sunlight. What does your book say about this grayish
dragon?”

| haven't looked it up yet.



Kae moved back from the circle of activity and reached into the hollow of her cape. Thefirst book she
pulled out was Training for Performance: An Overall Guide to Dragonkeeping. Shelaid it asde and
searched again. Thistime she brought out The Care and Feeding of Minor Dragons. Resting the book
on her crossed legs, she thumbed through the pages, looking for the list of colors.

“Hereitis, Bardon.” She pointed to a paragraph near the end of thefirst chapter.

Bardon moved to sit beside her. He sat on ahigher trunk and looked over her shoulder. Dibl landed on
Bardon’s head. Kaeread aloud.

“The dappled whiteis very rare. An unattractive color in strong light, the minor dragon produces radiance
in shadows and darkness. Plainly, itstalent isto light the way.”

Bardon chortled. “Obvioudy.”

Kaelooked at the twinklein Bardon’ s blue eyes. “ Obvioudy,” she repeated and laughed.
“|s anything about dragons obvious?”

Oh yes. | think most of what they do islogical.

“Only to a Dragon Keeper.”
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ALIGHT ONTHE SUBJECT

Two more days of travel took them past many scenes of devastation. Evidence lined the roadways where
formerly placid dragons had used their mighty strength to wreak havoc. The minor dragons expressed
their dismay with long, sad chirrs of reproach.

On asunny morning with brown, crunchy leaves blowing from the trees, they came to a pasture where
four dragons awaited them. Kale rejoiced to see Celisse and Merlander. She wondered why the two
other dragons had been sent but knew Celisse would explain. One was blue and purple. The other,
shades of brown and copper.

Kaderan into the field and threw her arms around Cdlisse' s neck. Dar followed and greeted Merlander
with more reserved affection.

Kaeturned to wave a Bardon who remained seated beside Bruit. Hisface flushed, and sheheard him
with her mind ashe declared, “ Not me!”

Yes, Bardon, it strue. Paladin has sent Greer for you. Hisrider died in the recent battlein
Creemoor. He wants to serve again. Greer’s heart will break if he doesn’t find a rider soon.

Bardon climbed down from the driver’ s perch and walked dowly into the field. Grasshoppers and
drummerbugs scattered before him.

Greer arched his blue neck and swung his head toward his potentia rider. The mgestic dragon stretched
out cobalt bluewingsfrom aroya purple body and best the air with one mighty flourish. The draft blew
Bardon’shair back from hisface.

Kaetook inaquick breath. With hishair blown back, she saw Bardon’ s pointed ears. She glimpsed this
oddity all too clearly. She glanced at her comrades and even tested them with her talent to seeiif they had
noticed. No one seemed to have spotted what was so obviousto her.

The dragon bowed his head to Bardon now that the young man stood close. They looked each other in
the eyefor dmost aminute. She held her bregth.

Bardon put his hand forward, palm down. The dragon placed his chin next to the hand and nestly nudged
it, causing Bardon to turn his hand over. Bardon stepped forward and stroked the huge beast’ s neck.
Greer rested his chin on the lehman’ s shoulder.

Kae exhaed and squeezed Celisse' s neck.
It worked. They're going to be good for each other.

Shefdt therumblein Celisse' sthroat and laughed out loud. Of course | never doubted Paladin had
made a wise decision.

Toopkaran into the field and jumped into Kale€ sarms.
“There sone more dragon. Isthat one for me?’

“No, Toopka.” Kae squeezed thelittle doned in atight hug. “The brown one€' s nameis Bett, and
Librettowit will ride him. We need four because we don’t want to overburden our dragons with too many



passengers and too much luggage.”

They transferred their belongings from the top of the carriage to the backs of the dragons. Bruit held his
horse in check as he watched the questers take off. He waved hishat in farewdll.

“I'like Bruit,” said Toopkafrom her seet in front of Kale on Celisse.
“I likehimtoo,” answered Kae.

Toopkaleaned back, resting her head on Kal€' s chest, and sighed. “ Questing meansleaving alot of
people behind, doesn't it?”

“Wadll, yes. But it dso involves meeting alot of people ahead.” And tomorrow I’ [l be meeting people
from my past.

They flew until dusk, then landed in a devastated field. Bardon and Kae walked to anearby farmhouse
to gather news. An hour later, they returned to tell the others that the destruction by dragons was even
more widespread and more catastrophic in the north. The farmersin the areawere nervous.

After supper, Kale sat under a bentlesf tree, close to the trunk. Long dender branches drooped to touch
the ground al around her, creating a private bower. Only the sound of insects and arhythmic cal froma
beater frog invaded her solitude.

Thefour minor dragonsfollowed her into her little sanctuary. Her tense body relaxed as Mettabegan a
trilling song. She laughed as Dibl ran up and down her body in his excitement a being in anew place.

“Aslong as| haveyou for friends, | won't have to worry about being londy, will 17?7’

Ardeo sat in her lap, his glow as bright asthe moon. Kale stroked his sides. Metta sat on her favorite
perch on Kale s shoulder. Thelittle purple dragon leaned againgt her neck and nuzzled her chin. She
hummed a soothing song that apparently had no words. Gymn sat on the other shoulder, and Dibl chased
bugs. Ardeo gill hadn’'t shown any interest in hisfirst medl.

Kae remembered Fenworth'’ stirades about how uncomfortable quests could be. She agreed. Having an
unpleasant mother pop in and out of this quest made it even more uncomfortable. Kae wished she could
return to The Hall and escape the complications confronting her. But alittle reprieve with only the minor
dragons was the best she could get.

The other questers sat around acampfire. But Kale wanted to think and sort through her fedlings.
Tomorrow they would land a River Away. She would see the people who had raised her from an infant.

“You'll like Dubby Brummer,” shetold Dibl as he somersaulted in front of her. “1 wonder how much he's
grown. When | saw him last, he was il in wrappers.”

Gymn tumbled off her shoulder and pounced on Dibl. They wrestled for amoment then went after more
bugs. “Bolley and Gronmere are fun to watch too. They wrestled in the town square to show off their
fighting ability. | wonder if | should offer to go around with them.” She giggled. “Wouldn't they be
surprised?

“Then thereé sMigtressMeiger. If nice meansfriendly, then Misiress Meiger is definitely not nice. But
she sfair.

“And Master Meiger isbusy, too busy to be kind or even interested in what adaveisdoing.”



She scooped Gymn into her hands and snuggled him under her chin. “ Just think how their eyeswill pop
when they see me dide off Celisse’ s neck and walk toward them in my leecent uniform instead of a
dave staters.”

Gymnwarbled in histhroat.

“No, we don't have to wear our disguises any longer. Well, maybe Regidor does. But the rest of uswill
look exactly like what we are—servants of Paladin, sent to help thelocal populacein their dire need. |
intend to look very official and impressve.”

She placed Gymn on her knee and pulled the pouch from around her neck. She shoved two fingersin
and pulled out apiece of shell. “Thefirg thing wewill dois clean out this pouch. Mistress Meiger gaveit
to meto carry Gymn.”

Sheturned the materid insde out, and pieces of shell fell to the leaf-littered ground. A glint of metal
warned her that the odd coin she’ d been given by Granny Noon had fallen too. Gymn climbed up her
body as Kae shifted to her knees and ran her fingers through the mulch. She found the shiny disk.
Holding it in the palm of her hand, she examined the two pie-shaped notches cut into its Sides.

A breeze whisked Kal€ s hair. Shelooked up to see the curtain of bentleaf branches parting. Her mother
stepped in. Her velvet dressin shades of purple with gold trim crowded the small bower. She had to
stoop, and Kale got the impression this annoyed her grestly.

“Surrounded by your pretty little pets again, Kae? Put them away for the time being. | have important
newsfor you.”

The minor dragons scurried to the shadows. Kale plucked Gymn from her shoulder and placed him on
the ground, stood abruptly, and bobbed a curtsy.

“Mother.”

“Yes, our friends have brought me safely out of Creemoor. My work thereis done. There' s no need for
meto remain in River Away. Fenworth and Cam have the situation well in hand. Now, let’sgo.”

“Go? Go where?’
“Vendda. Isn't that where you wish to be?’

Animage of the beautiful buildings, clean streets, and happy people popped into her mind. For two
weeks she' d been a The Hall and had a predictable future of training and service. Then she' d followed
Dar out the gate.

“No.” Kae shook her head.

Her mother’ s eyebrows arched. “No?’

“I"d like to go back someday, but not today.”

“That isnether here nor there. We'releaving.” Lyll Allerion held out ahand, waiting for Kaeto tekeit.

Mettaflew back to Ka€ s shoulder. Gymn took up a position on the other. Dibl and Ardeo dove into the
front of the moonbeam cape, seeking their dens. The instant Ardeo disappeared under the folds of the
cape, the bower fell into darkness.

LylIl’s hand snapped back. She hissed aword Kale did not recognize, and alight exposed the area. The



harsh glare made Kae blink and shield her eyes.
Her mother spoke another word, and the offensive light dimmed.
Her mother smiled, but the hard look in her eyes remained, making Kde fed wary.

“Asyou see” said Lyll Allerion, her voice smooth and persuasive, “1 have no need for those scrawny
cregtures. Y our collection of beasts will not be necessary in our palace. Instruct them to stay here.”

Kaefdt ashiver go through her heart, and her hands clenched into fists. The hard metal disk bit into the
flesh of her pam. Pain streaked up her arm. Kale released the grip she had on the odd coin and let it fall.

“Oh no.” She dropped down to her knees, looking for Granny Noon' s gift.
“What isit now?’ asked Lyll.
“I lost the coin Granny Noon gave me.”

“Y ou won't need that either. Honestly, Kae, step out of this dismal existence. Why be at the beck and
cal of amotley group of misfits when you can live in the splendor of wedlth and power granted by
Wulder Himsdf to the Allerion family? Come!”

Lyll extended her milk-white hand once more, and Kae saw the pointed tips of nails painted a purple hue
to match her mother’ s gown.

She ducked her head and stared at the ground. The coin lay among dry, crisp leaves. A tendril of smoke
spirded up from the edge of the metal disk. With acrackle, the smoke expanded and swirled into athin
tongue of fire. Kale'seyeswidened as the small flame encircled the coin and grew taller.

Gymn and Metta squeaked their darm. With awhoosh of cold air, Kale s mother disappeared. Kae
stomped on the fire with her boot. In amatter of seconds, the bower under the bentleaf tree was dark
and glent.

She squared her shoulders and fought the fear that almost buckled her knees. Dibl and Ardeo peeked
out of the cape. Ardeo gave atrill and dove to the charred ground. He picked up abug and popped itin
hismouth.

Kae gave anervous giggle. “ Roasted roach seemsto be Ardeo’ s preferred med.”

She bent over and carefully picked up the shiny meta disk. No heat remained. She clenched the cold
coin in her hand and felt no pain. Shetightened her grip and till did not fed the bite into her flesh that had
made her drop it before.

Opening her hand, Kale stared at the small piece of metd. “Now what does this mean?’
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HOMECOMING

Kae stepped out from under the shelter of the bentleaf tree and breathed the crisp, clear air. Stars
pricked the velvet Sky with brilliant pinpoints. The minor dragons danced in the air, displaying their joyful
mood.

She sensed Bardon nearby and searched for him. He stepped from behind another bentleaf tree. Armed
with his sword and a bow, he looked ready to defend the camp.

“Areyou on guard, Bardon?’

“It' saways good to be prepared.”

“Y ou were watching out for me.”

He nodded.

“Didyou see her?’

“I got aglimpse.” He hesitated. “ She certainly dresseswell.”

Kdelaughed.

Bardon watched the dragons' aerid bdlet. “ The dragons are happy. Does that mean you are aswell?’
“l am. 't that odd?”

“Because your mother was here, and sheisa...disturbing person?’

“Yes” Kde surveyed the countryside. The devadtated field didn’t look so harsh in the mellow light of the
moon. She Sghed at the beauty ill visiblein therall of the gentle hills. “I was contemplating how superior
| would fed when | seethe people | used to serve. Then my mother showed up, and sheredly is
important. And | don’t like her.”

Dibl landed on Bardon’ s shoulder, then flew off again. Metta’ s voice broke into asong of contentment.

Bardon put ahand on Kale' s shoulder and guided her to sit on aboulder. He crouched beside her. “ So
why do you fedl s0 at ease?’ he asked.

“Because| didn’t go with her. | knew | didn’t haveto. And tomorrow I’ m going to like seeing Mistress
Meiger. I'll be seeing friends, not masters.”

She gasped as alight appeared out of one of the bentleaf trees. “Kimens,” she whispered.

Bardon sat on the grass and leaned against the boulder. They watched as more of thetiny creatures
dipped out into the open. They danced benegth the minor dragons and sang with Metta. Their clothing
glowed in shades of lavender, yelow, and gold.

Unlikethefirst time Kae had seen thelittle people dance, she did not fed compdlled to join them.
Instead, she basked in the pleasure of their smple song and beautiful dance,

Bardon fdlt it too. The strong link between them startled Kale out of her reverie. From her perch on the



big rock, she looked at Bardon seated on the grass. She expected to see his back or shoulder touching
her. But Six inches separated him from her knee. Still, a steady vibration emanated from the lehman. The
sensation fdt likeacat’ s purr, and she redlized it matched, thrum for thrum, asimilar tremor in her being.

Harmonizing notesto Metta’ s song recaptured her attention. Acrossthe stubby field, Librettowit,
Regidor, and Dar sood with musicd instruments. The librarian played an oboe, the meech dragon played
aflute, and the doned drew abow across the strings of aviolin. Toopka skipped into the open areaand
joined the dancers.

From the center of the field, among the kimen dancers, aradiance grew. Like the colors of arainbow, a
poal of light ebbed and flowed, pulsating with the chords of music. With each pulse, the borders
extended out and returned, but the height of the image grew taller and continued to stretch upward.
When the melody ended, arainbow column soared far above their heads. For amoment the lights
quivered, and then the image streaked upward, disappearing like a comet into the heavens.

“What wasthat?’ asked Bardon.
“Worship,” Kaleanswered, her voice ill hushed with awe.

Bardon walked with her back to the tents. None of the questers spoke as they went to their beds. The
serenity following the musicd interlude hovered over them like a peaceful blanket.

Toopka settled on her pallet. But as soon as Kale pulled up her own covers and nestled down to deep,
thelittle doneel popped out of bed, scooted across the space between them, and dipped under the
blanket. Kale cuddled her little friend, and they dumbered peacefully through the night.

The dawn exposed a glistening frost upon the ground once more. The sun’srays infused thin banks of
cloudswith rich cora colors. The wood smoke from Dar’ s cooking fire mixed with heavy spiceshe'd
sprinkled in mugs of tea. Toopka hovered close, hoping to bethefirst tofill her plate with fried mullins.

The dragons tolerated the cold but preferred warmer wesether. They stroked the air with their leathery
wingsto gtir their duggish blood. Anyone who did not know thisritud prepared them for flight might have
thought they were doing homage to the rising sun.

After the companions ate breakfast and broke camp, Kale tucked Toopka inside her moonbeam cape
for the journey. The other companions dressed warmly in clothing lined with thick, knitted wool. Once
they werein flight, the warmth generated by the dragons' labor seeped through the leather saddles and
warmed the passengers.

They soared above the countryside for only an hour before they spotted the Guerson River. The dragons
descended, landing in aharvested field to the east of River Away. A farmer and histwo sons came out to
greet them.

Dar led the others to address the marione men.

“Good day to you,” he began. “We comein the name of Paladin. He has commissioned usto aid you in
your difficultieswith the dragons. My nameis Sir Dar. My companions are a meech, two warriors, a
historian, and achild. I would like to speak to your councilmen.”

The farmer looked to his sonsfor areaction to this speech. The young men nodded solemnly.



“I’'m Farmer Ded. These are my eldest sons, Mack and Weedom. We'll take you to Master Meiger,” he
sad. Then he looked at the four dragons standing in hisfield. “Y our dragons?’

“Safe” Dar assured him. “But if thelr presence troubles you, they are willing to wait for us elsewhere.”

The farmer nodded. He shifted hisfeet and glanced again at hissons. “Aye, | have afamily to protect.
Timesaren't asthey once were.”

“Thisisno problem, Farmer Dedl.”

Dar returned to Merlander’ s side and spoke to her. Soon the other dragons followed Merlander into the
sky and off to the east.

Kaewatched them go, knowing they would come quickly if summoned. She approached the marione
men. She had worked asadavein their household many times.

“Good morning, Farmer Ded.”
He examined her face before alight of recognition changed his expression. “Kae?’

She nodded and grinned. Mack stepped forward and pumped her hand in a hearty handshake. Weedom
pushed his brother aside and did the same. Neither young man voiced pleasure at seeing her, but her
hand fdlt asif al the bones had been crushed. She massaged her fingers and smiled.

“Enough of this” said Farmer Ded gruffly. “We ve businessto attend to.” Before he turned to lead the
way to thevillage, he patted Ka €' s shoulder. “ Y ou be sure to visit my goodwife. She was mighty fond of
you, and it would do her heart good.”

Goodwife Deel was fond of me? Kae pictured the farmer’ swife stopping during her choresto pick up
acrying child. The brusgue manner in which the mother administered ahug and akissand aword of
consolation demondtrated the fashion of her relationships. Not much tenderness flavored her life.

They strode the two milesinto River Away at aquick pace. Thefirg things Kale saw among the familiar

cluster of humble buildings were the chickens and glommytucks pecking in the yards and roadways. The
unpaved streets saw little more than foot traffic, afew goat-pulled carts and handcarts, and an occasiona
horse and rider.

On market days, either dust or grumbles hung thick inthe air. Traffic kicked up dust after adry spell.
Farmers bogged in arain-soaked road spit out grumbles.

They rounded a corner to the main street through town where the inn, tavern, and mercantile lined up
close together. On the bench in front of the tavern sat an old man talking to atree, which aso sat on the
bench.

Toopka gave awhoop and ran ahead, throwing hersalf into Wizard Cam’sarms. She hugged him and
smacked his cheek with aloud kiss, then turned to the tree.

“Wake up, Wizard Fen. We re here now! Wake up and say hello.”

The tree shuddered. Leaves fell on the ground and covered its exposed roots. A bird peered out of the
branches with a disapproving glare a Toopkaand flew away.

Toopka scrambled down from Cam'slap and took hold of one of the branches. She gaveit alittle tug.

“Come on, Wizard Fen. Don't you want to see us? Don’'t you want to hear about our ’ ventures? Regidor



canspit firel”

Cam placed ahand on thelittle doned’ s shoulder. “It’ s getting harder for him, little one. Givehim a
minute”

Thetreerumbled. “You reimplying I'm getting old. I’ [l wrap you in bogweed, Cam, and throw youina
lake! Can't aman rest after daying 2,356 Creemoor spiders?’

Fenworth stirred himself again. The woody |ook about him disappeared except for afew stray leavesin
hishair and beard.

Toopka clapped her hands and hopped.
Fenworth glared at her, but she just laughed.
“You, child, areimpertinent.”

“Does that mean hungry? Because I'm starved!”

Fenworth ignored her and turned giffly to see the others gpproaching. “ Good!” he exclamed. “ There are
my agpprentices. Thought I’ d misplaced you. And my librarian! What | wouldn't give for atankard of
mallow and agood book, a cozy fire and Thorpendipity cawing on and on about Bog news.”

He shook hishead. “But you' ve brought that pesky doned who's aways wanting usto do things.”

He stood and pointed afinger at Dar. “Y ou, stay here.” He pointed the same finger at Kale and crooked
it. “Y ou, comewith me. Y our mother’ s been worrying me like adog with an old bone. Let’s go meet
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MOTHER?

AsKaefollowed Wizard Fenworth across the threshold of the tavern, the dimly lit room brought back
memories. Fenworth stepped farther into the room, alowing her aview of the entirefirst floor. No
boisterous farm lads sat at the tables now. No travelers stood at the bar. No solemn men sat with their
tankards and discussed the business of market prices and fickle wesather.

Kaeknew thistavern well. A door led to the kitchen, an addition built onto the back of the
establishment. Stairs climbed aong one wall. On the second floor, three bedrooms quartered paying
guests overnight. On the third floor, two bedrooms and a sitting room accommodated Master and
Mistress Meiger. And at the very top, in the attic, asmall room housed the village dave. Kae had
climbed those sairs countlesstimes.

Noonmeal had not yet been served. Logs crackled and popped in the huge fireplace. In one corner, near
the murd, two figures sat in the only upholstered chairsin the room. The lamp on the table between them
had not been lit, so Ka€ s eyes, accustomed to the outdoor brilliance, could not make out who they
were.

Two women’ s voices seasoned the atmaosphere with a dash of lighthearted conversation. One of them
chortled, her humor evident in the robust music of her laughter. The other’ slaugh came reluctantly and
sounded rugty, asif not often used. Kale recognized the second as her former mistress. Thefirst was
unknown to her.

Kae stepped forward to stand beside the wizard. He patted her on the shoulder and left his hand resting
there in acomforting manner. She breathed deeply, smelling the old wood and the pine oil polish she
remembered rubbing into the bar and banister. The pleasant scent of smoke from the fireplace mingled
with afaint fragrance of stew from the kitchen.

The women stopped speaking.

Ka€e seyeshad adjusted to the dim light. She could now see the squarish form of her marione owner,
MistressMeiger. The other woman stood, and Kale sighed her rdlief. Thiswas not her mother. This
woman wastaller by severa inches than Mistress Meiger, but just asround. Her brown and gray hair
hung over one shoulder in athick braid. Simple homespun materia made up her neat but plain blue dress.
A white bib apron covered the front. The woman moved closer with hesitant steps.

In every way that her mother was e egant, thiswoman was not. Her double chin did not rise haughtily.
Her mother’ sback held her exquisite figure erect. Thiswoman stooped. Her mother’ sfinely chiseled face
reflected her moods in beauty. Thiswoman’ stears ran down wrinkled cheeks.

She held out ahand. “Firgt, | want to tell you | love you. Second, | must explain why it was necessary to
hideyou in asafe place.”

Kae€ seyes shifted to Mistress Meiger and then to Wizard Fenworth. Both wore expressions of concern.

The woman took Kal€' shand and pulled gently, guiding her to the seet she had just left. Mistress Meiger
vacated her comfortable chair and bustled out of the room through the door to the kitchen. Wizard
Fenworth took a seat on awooden chair by one of the few windows. The woman, still holding Kale's
hand, sat in Mistress Meiger’ schair.



“You'remy mother?’ Kal€ svoice came out in awhisper.
“I'mLyll Allerion.”

“My mother?’ Her voicerosein volume by just alittle bit, but the squeak made it seem louder in her own
eas.

LyllI’sfacewrinkled in puzzlement. “Yes, Kae, I'm your mother. | had to leave you here when your
father was taken captive by Risto. | knew Risto would try to find you, and use you, to coerce your father
into following hisevil ways”

Kde nodded dowly. “And where did you go?’
“Tofind Kemry, of course.”

“Kemry?'

“Your father.”

“Oh””

Kaesat ill, absorbing thisinformation. She studied the hand holding hers, then the face of thiswoman
who said shewas Lyll Allerion. Laugh linesradiated from the corners of her gentle hazdl eyes, but her lips
were pursed in aworried moue. Y et even with afrown, this mother looked loving, approachable.

“Didyou find him?’ Kae asked.

Tearswelledin Lyll’seyes. “Yes, but | could not save him.”
“He sdead?’

Lyll shook her heed. “ Adegp—in atrance.”

“Rigo?’

Lyll nodded.

“Then there still hope.”

The older woman sighed, her shoulders dumping.

Mistress Meiger returned, carrying a stack of linens. She placed these on atable and hurried to the o' rant
woman'ssde. “Lyll, you re exhausted. To bed with you. We Il bring you atray a noonmed.”

Lyll caught asob in her throat. She nodded mutely, fighting for amoment with her emotions. Sheinhaled
deeply and squared her shoulders. “ Y es, you' reright, Mern.”

Kaehdped Lyll stand. The older woman gave her ahug. “Wewill talk later, dear child.” She sniffed and
wiped atear from her eye with aplain handkerchief. “1 know you don’t know me, and | can’t ask you to
love me. But | hope we can bridge the gap of too many years apart.”

“Of courseyou will,” said Mistress Meiger as shetook Lyll’sarm and led her away. “Kae saways
been the best of children. Her heart’ sfull of grace. | never understood her. But | dways admired her
warm and generous ways, ways that reminded me of you, Lyll.”

Kaewatched her former owner walk her “maybe’ mother up the sairs, then sank into the cushioned



chair. She glanced over at Fenworth. He' d dozed off. Only a stubby tree sat in the chair. The minor
dragons dipped out of their dens. Metta climbed to her shoulder. Dibl sat on her knee. Gymn went to the
old wizard and took up a post, peering out from Fenworth'’s branches. Ardeo flew to the table to stand
beside the unlighted lamp.

Kae€e seyesrested on Dibl, and asmile grew on her lips.

“Yes, itisrather odd. Now | have two mothers when before | had none.”
Mettatrilled on her shoulder.

Sheanswered. “| like this one better too.”

Two young marione girls entered the tavern common room from the kitchen. They looked to be about
five and seven. Kale knew immediately that they had come to prepare the room for the dozen or so
customers who would soon show up to eat noonmedl. But the girls stopped just inside the door and
nudged each other, pointing toward the tree in the chair by the window.

Dibl hopped in delight, and Kae had to stifle agiggle asthe two serving maids cautioudy crept up to
Fenworth. They circled the oddity from asafe distance.

“It' satree, Cakkue,” said the smaller.

“What' sthat in the branches?’

Both girls stared at Gymn, who stared back, not blinking.

“Isitred?’ asked thelittler girl.

“I don't think any of it'sred, Yonny.”

“I think it salizard.”

Dibl rolled off Kale s knee, down her leg, and continued to somersault once he hit thefloor.

Gymn spread hiswings and flew to Kae. Thetwo girls squeded. Cakkue yelped, “I1t' sabat,” and both
dove for cover under one of the larger square, plank tables.

Between giggles, Kaetried to reassure them. “No, no. Gymnisaminor dragon.”

Y onny screeched and wrapped her arms around Cakkue' s neck in adesth grip. “ There' sthree more
over by that girl. They'redl over the place!”

Dibl stopped ralling and remained perfectly till. Kdefdt hisdistressashiscal for help cameinto her
mind.

“Oh please.” She stood and hurried to the table where she crouched and pleaded with the girls. “You're
upsetting Dibl. He loves fun, but he thinks he scared you, and that disturbs him very much. Please, come

“No, don't,” cried Yonny asthe older girl started to move.
Cakkue cowered and shook her head.

Kae amiled a them. “The dragons are friendly. Come out, and I’ll introduce you.”



Both girls shook their heads. With their faces so close together, she could seethey were Sisters.
Very silly ssters!

Shetried to hide her exasperation. “Y ou know you must come out. If you don’t get your work done,
Mistress Meiger will be most displeased.”

Metta began to sing. Y onny and Cakkue exchanged aglance. Kale knew she had made progress with
her warning about their mistress, and Metta s song soothed their fears.

Thetwo emerged dowly, till clinging to each other.

“You'll keep them from biting?’ asked the older.

“They don't bitel” Kdeexclamed. “Not evenin afight.”

“They fight?” squesked Y onny.

“Only if I'min danger.”

Y onny leaned forward to peer around her big sister. “ And the tree?”’
“He safriend of mine, awizard. HE snapping.”

The two young daves continued to eye Fenworth with skeptica frowns.
“Come” said Kae, “I’ll help you with your chores. Y ou' re behind now.”
Cakkue scowled at her. “How do you know what we have to get done?’
Shelaughed. “I'm Kae. | used to be the village dave here.”

With that announcement, both girlsrelaxed.

“Then|’d likethe help,” said the elder. She moved to pull slverware from adrawer. “1t's because you
|eft that we got to be village daves. At firgt, they dmost didn’t take us, because there are two of us, and
they said the village was only pros-per-ous’—she took care to pronounce each syllable

correctly—" enough to support one.”

Y onny nodded. “ Everyone knows about you. Y ou found adragon egg. Y ou're famous. I"d rather be
here than be famous.”

“You wanted to be the daves here?’ Kae asked.
Y onny nodded again. “We have ahome. Y ou don’t have ahome, do you?’
Before Kae could answer, the older sister explained.

“Yes, wewant to live here,” said Cakkue. “ Thisis much better than starving out on the farm. Our maand
dadied, and we only had one big brother to look after us. As soon as he saw us settled here, he went to
work on another place. He knows alot, but not enough to run an entire farm on his own. We couldn’t
keep up therent.”

Cakkue gave the silverware and cloth napkinsto her little sster. Y onny expertly wrapped afork and a
spoon in each square.



Cakkue went behind the bar to the crockery cabinet and set plates and bowls on the counter. Kae
brought out mugs and tankards.

“Soyou likeit here?” asked Kale.
“Sure” said Yonny. “We get to eat.”

“And,” said Cakkue, “we' relearning how to do things for oursalves. Madied before she could teach me
how to do things around the house. When | get married, | won't shame my family.”

Kaewatched asthe girls did the same chores she’ d done many times. She helped where she could, but
the ample tasks didn’t need three people.

Y onny polished the window glass as Cakkue put another log on the fire. Both of them passed the tree
and the minor dragons on tiptoe.

“I'll befreeto marry,” said Cakkue, “as soon as |’ m sixteen.” She brushed the palms of her hands over
her apron to remove the dirt she' d picked up from the log. Kae noticed old fabric patched the worn
material of her gpron.

A shadow darkened the room. Kale turned to see what blocked the sun. Regidor stood in the doorway
and beckoned. In hismonk robes, he looked like a dark specter with the sun blazing behind him. Y onny
gasped and scuttled next to her big sster.

The minor dragons raced through the air to greet him.

“He' sharmlesstoo,” said Kale as she moved across the room to follow Regidor. Before she stepped
outside, she heard Cakkue speak in aloud whisper.

“Strangers! Lately we' re overrun by strangers.”
Yonny replied, “It wouldn't be so bad if they weren’t such strange strangers.”

Dibl did aflip and landed on Regidor’ s shoulder. Both dragons, meech and minor, laughed at Y onny’s
reaction to them.

Kae caught up to Regidor and matched hislong stride.

“Did you meet your mother, Kae?' he asked.

“Yes, | think | did.”

“What did that girl mean when she said she would be free to marry?’

“Savesare only kept until they’ re sixteen. By then it s supposed that they’ ve been trained to lead alife
without being supported by thevillage.”

“When you talked of being adave, you never mentioned this.”

“Well, theideaistha adave girl would marry. | never thought any of the marione young men would be
interested inme.”

“Y ou could have goneto acity.”

Kae shrugged. “I suppose.”



“Soif you had remained adave, next year when you' re Sixteen, you would' ve been freed. Now you'rea
servant to Paladin, and next year you'll sill be aservant to Paadin, till sent on quests.”

“I can choose to do something el se, Regidor. Paadin explained that to me.”

“But you will till be aservant to Pdadin?’

“Y es, dways. Once you have pledged to follow him, you' re his servant, no matter what you do inlife.”
“Thisisan interesting concept. Do you look forward to this future?”

Ka e thought about the days she had spent with Fenworth, the friends she had made since leaving River
Away, and the feding she had of actudly having adegtiny, rather than alife ruled by chance.

“Yes, Regidor, | do.”
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GOOD NIGHT

“I have guestsin every room,” Migtress Meiger said. “Y ou share aroom with your mother, dear. She
should be |ooked after, and who better to take care of her if she be feding poorly?’

“She'sbeenill?” asked Kale,

“Not ill exactly, but worn out. | don't understand it dl. A lot of things have happened of late that | don't
understand. | do know your mother lovesyou, and I'm powerful glad you' re hereto visit, myself. Now
get on with you, and take those little creatures with you. They' re pretty things, but not what I'm used to.”

Kae climbed the stairswithout the usua candle. Ardeo sat in her hand and lit the way. She wanted the
minor dragons for company tonight. She didn’t look forward to spending the night with astranger.

Dibl stomped his hind feet on her shoulder, and she giggled.
“You'reright, Dibl, this mother is not as strange as the other mother.”
She tapped on the door and opened it when the person within responded, “ Comein.”

The o' rant woman who claimed to be her mother sat, propped up, in the bigger bed. Wedged between a
chest of drawers and the wall, another bed, smaller and harder, waited for Kale. She crossed the room
and laid down her bundle. The minor dragons flew about the room, looking for placesto roost. Ardeo
landed on the sconce attached to the wall. Metta circled the room and then returned to her shoulder. Dibl
sat on the pillow of her bed. Gymn landed on the older woman’slap, tilted his head asif examining her,
then climbed the front of her gown to curl up just below her double chin.

Lyll patted Gymn tentetively. “Well, | can't say I" ve had much experience with minor dragons.”
“You need hedling,” said Kde. “Gymnisaheding dragon.”

Lyll stroked thelittle green dragon’ s Sides. He soon turned over to have his belly rubbed. Kae grinned,
knowing Gymn enjoyed the atention. The smilefdl from her face with the next thought.

If I lie down with them and compl ete the circle, the healing will be faster and more complete.

She turned quickly away and hung up her moonbeam cape on a peg. Plunging her hand into ahollow, she
searched for a piece of pink sogp she had bought in Prushing. She' d bought it because Toopkaliked
pink soap. Tonight Kale thought pink soap sounded like awonderful way to wash away her troubles.

Asif any color soap would clean up thismessin my mind. | could probably use magic glasses so |
could see clearly. Or magic hearing so | could sort out the truth and not hear voicesthat lie. And
wouldn’t it be nice if Wulder were to write me a note and leave it on my pillow? Or better yet,
Paladin could be standing in the hallway ready to explain all this about mothers and renegade
dragons. | almost forgot the renegade dragons. That’ s what I’ m really supposed to be worried
about. The quest isto find and rescue a dragon caught in Risto’s schemes. | seemto be better at
finding mothers.

“I’m going to go take abath,” she said over her shoulder.

“That' sfine, Kale.” Thewoman’ s voice aready sounded more steady.



Dibl never passed up achanceto play in the water. He flew to land on her head. But she had to call
Ardeo to come light her way down the passage to the back steps. Gymn and Metta stayed with the
woman in the bed, which did not surprise Kale. She knew the dragons would fedl mellow and serene
after helping someone. Kae had felt that same contentment hersdf after being part of the circle of hedling.

She ssomped down the dark hallway, determined to have a bath, along soaking bath in nice warm water.

In the kitchen, hot water kettles sat on the stove. Behind a curtain in aroughly congtructed alcove, alarge
wooden tub served everyone in the househol d.

Kaefilled the tub with amixture of hot and cold water. She used the pink soagp and arough rag. Lyingin
the tub with her hair clean and her skin scrubbed rosy, she listened to the noises of the tavern.

The dave girls had been sent to bed long ago. A hired maid carried afew items from the kitchen to the
tavern room, but the time for supper had long passed, and most of the patrons drank cider and swapped
stories. No mingtrel performed tonight. On rare occasions, atraveling entertainer spent the night, paying
for hislodging with songs and stories. On Friday and Saturday nights, severa loca farmerswould come
inand play their fiddles.

But tonight it was quiet, too quiet. Kale had half expected Dar, and maybe even Regidor, to play for the
locds. But she hadn’t seen them since they ate together several hours before.

“It'stoo quiet!” Kae hissed. She abruptly stood, splashing over the rim of the tub as she climbed out of
the water.

“If they won't Sing asong to keep my silly brain from asking mysdlf the same questions over and over,
then I'll sng asong mysdif.”

She grabbed alarge piece of old blanket and scrubbed at the goose bumps rising on her body. Dibl flew
around her head, getting in the way. She barely opened her mouth and sang between clenched teeth.

“The general of the day,
He walked among his men.
He called them left,

He called themright,

He called them |eft again.”

Shivering, she dipped a nightshift over her head and wrapped awarm blanket around her thin frame. Dibl
enticed Ardeo to join him in aslly dance above her head.

“The king, he came to see,
The men he sent to sea.

He called them up,

He called them down,



He called them back to me.”

She sat on arickety stool to pull on onethick sock. Dibl left the area behind the curtain to go to the less
confining space of the kitchen. Ardeo followed, leaving her in semidarkness,

“ The cook, she had a duck.

She plopped himin the pot.

She dunked himin,

She pulled him out,

Whene' er the duck did squawk.”

Where is everybody when you want a distraction? Toopka chattering in my ear. Librettowit
complaining about being a librarian on a quest. Dar whistling or tootling on some fancy
noisemaker. Bardon looking like a statue and sending off emotions like a volcano. Fenworth
crawling with bugs.

Kaeleaned against the wall, sticking her bare foot between the floor and the bottom of the tub. A gap
wherethe floor met thewall let frigid ar in from the outside. She found the plug at the seam of the tub
with her toes, and then expertly kicked with the side of her hedl to pop it out. The bath water swooshed
out of the hole and ran out of the building. She wiped off her foot and put on her other sock. She then
snatched up the almost empty egg pouch by the leather thong and hurried out of the cold bath clost.

“Comeon, Dibl, Ardeo.” Kale charged up the back steps and down the hall, stopping before the
wooden door. She could hear Metta crooning. Looping the leather thong over her head, Kale tucked the
pouch insde her gown, then knocked.

“Comein.”

Kaedipped in and quietly shut the door behind her. She put her things away and got out her brush.
“Come st onthe bed, Kae. I'll brush your hair.”

“You'retootired,” she objected.

“No, I've dept most of the day, and your little dragons have been hedling my aches and pains. Come.”
The soft tone of her voice coaxed Kaeinto complying.

She st rigidly on the large bed. The former dave girl would rather do the brushing hersdf. Shetook care
of hersdlf very well. And besides, her hair tangled easily, and the wet curls could be stubborn. But the
woman eased the brush through the twisted locks. The bristles pulled gently through Ka€'s
shoulder-length hair. She relaxed with each tender stroke of the brush.

“Now, tell me about Dar and Toopka.”
Her mother’ s request startled her. “How did you know about them?”’

“Gymn and Metta”



“Y ou can mindspesk with them?’

“Kde, | amawizard”

“Ohyes” she duttered. “1-1 guess| forgot. Y ou don’t look like the other wizards |’ ve met.”
“Fen and Cam? No,” she chortled, “I don't look like those old men.”

The good-natured sound of her laughter set Kale even more at ease. At least Toopka and Dar are easy
to talk about. | guessit wouldn’t do any harm.

When she had finished recounting tales of the two donedls, she talked about two of the emerlindians she
had met, Leetu Bends and Granny Noon. Then shetold of Brunstetter and Lee Ark. Carefully she
avoided any mention of where these people were now. And she didn’t spell out how they worked for
Pdadin either.

The woman stroked Kal€' s hair with her hand. “ There. Y our hair is dry enough to deep on now.”
“Thank you.” Kaletook the brush from her hand and laid it on the bedside table.

“Will you tel me about the other woman who said she was me?’

She jerked around to look into the kindly eyes of the older woman. She sighed. “ The dragonstold you.”
Lyll smiled. “Yes”

“She’'snot likeyou at al. And | don't like her very much.”

“All this Gymn and Metta have told me. They dso said sheisdegant, refined, and beautiful.”
Kae nodded and looked down at her |ap.

“Would you like to be elegant, refined, and beautiful, Kale?’

She bit her lip. “Yes,” she answered after only amoment.

“BUt?'

“I don’'t want to be like her. She’ shard and cold and...”

“There are some things that pass from one generation to the next. Y ou have your father’ sbuild, strong
and lean. Y ou aso have my hazdl eyesand curly hair. If this other woman were your real mother, you
might find that you have the same shape of hands, or arch in your eyebrows, or adimple in the cheek.
But that does't necessarily mean you would be cold and hard.”

“If you are my redl mother, who isshe?’

“I have an idea about thet, but first | would like you to be convinced that | am your real mother.” She
spread her handsin a helpless gesture and shrugged. “But | have no way of doing that.”

“Paladin would know.”
“Yes, hewould.” Lyll yawned and covered her mouth with asturdy hand.

“Wulder knows.”



“Yes, andintime, Hewill makeit clear to you.” Lyll leaned back and pushed down into the covers,
resting her head on the pillow. “Do you want to deep in this big, soft bed with me? There s plenty of
room.”

“No, that'sall right. I'm used to deeping on apallet. I'll be comfortable over there”

Kaeleft the warmth of the downy mattress and thick quilts. She snuffed the two candlesin the room and
padded in sock-covered feet to the darkened corner. Snuggling into the smaller bed, she called the
dragonsto her.

“Oh dear,” said her mother.
“Can | get you something?’ asked Kae,
“No, it'sjust that, well, does Ardeo glow dl night?’

Dibl gavealittle hiccup of laughter from his place beside Kale' shead. She giggled. “Y es, he does.
There' sno way to put him out. | don’'t mean put him out like you would a cat or adog at night, but to put
him out like you would alantern. He can crawl under my coversif the light bothersyou.”

“I thought it might, but it’ srather comforting, isn'tit?1 think I'll like having his shining presencein the
room.”

Kae agreed. Gymn stood up, turned in acircle, then settled down again on her shoulder. She knew why
he was restless.

“Midress?’
113 YS?I
“Would you like Gymn to degp with you? You'll fed better in the morning if he does.”

Thewoman sighed. “Yes, Kde, | would likethat.”



a4
MORNING SURPRISES
“One, two. One, two, three, four. One, two. One, two, three, four.”

The chant penetrated Kale€' s deepy brain and roused her from awonderful dream about visiting apalace
in Wittoom where Dar was the principa chef. If she alowed hersdf to wake up, shewould missthe
banquet.

“One, two. One, two, three, four. One, two. One, two, three, four.”

Kae opened an eyeto view her mother’ sbed. Sunlight made a path across the crumpled linens. Dust
motes danced above. Metta sat on the far edge and hummed a tune that matched the best of the
unexplained counting. Gymn lay curled up in acomfortable bal on one of the pillows. But no woman lay
on the downy mattress.

With both eyes open and her lethargic body propped up on an elbow, Kale watched two feet appear
and disappear from the other side of the larger bed.

“One, two.” A right foot bobbed up, toes pointing to the ceiling. It dropped out of sight, and the |eft one
replaced it.

“One, two, three, four.” Both feet waggled above the horizon of the mattressin aquick flutter of activity.
“One, two.” Theright foot, left foot performance repesated.

Kae sat up in bed, didodging asnoozing Ardeo. Cold air hit her neck and shoulders. She shivered and
pulled the covers back up to her chin. “Mistress?’

“Did | wakeyou, Kae?I’m sorry, but it' sabeautiful morning, and I’ m feding so much better.
“One, two. One, two, three, four.”
Thisisridiculous!

Kaethrew the covers back and grabbed her clothes. She pulled on her pants and exchanged her
nightshift for ashirt. As she shoved one foot into a boot, she heard grunting. Her mother’ sarms lay
across the edge of the bed. In the next moment, she hoisted herself to aknedling position and stayed
there, watching Kale and panting.

Kaefelt her eyebrows shoot up as she gasped at the sight of the old o’ rant woman. Or rather, the
woman who should have been old.

“You' reyounger!” Kadeexclamed.

“Not asyoung as | used to be,” said Lyll as she struggled to rise. She began running in place as soon as
she had her feet under her. “Nothing like agood night’s deep to rguvenate the old bones. Give mefive
or ten minutes, and we' [l seewhat alittle exercise can do.”

Kade collapsed with athud on her bed. She had one boot on and the other onein her hand. As she
watched, the o’ rant woman counted to a hundred, lightly prancing in the space between her bed and the
window. Then she put her hands on her hips and bent at the knees. Her body descended, only to rise



again amoment later. She repeated this action, counting to twenty-five. Next, with her hands clasped
behind her neck, she twisted her torso. Then Lyll extended her arms straight above her head, bent at the
walst, swinging her armsin an arc. Her upper body bobbed down behind the bed and sprang up again.
Thethick braid hanging over her shoulder swung like apendulum.

Kaewatched with fascination as Lyll Allerion became younger and thinner with each round of up-down
moation.

“Therenow,” Lyll said, as shefindly stood still and took a deep breath. “ Getting back in shape takes
morework the older | get.”

She strode over to her dress hanging on apeg. She stopped in front of the garment and seemed to be
examining the materid.

“A bit soiled,” shesad.

The dressbegan to jiggle onits peg. Lyll left it to gyrate and crossed the room to ablack bag. She pulled
out abrush. Sitting on the windowslll, she undid her long brown braid and spent the next ten minutes
brushing and rebraiding the gorgeousfal of dark, curly locks. Mettaand Dibl watched with rapt
attention. Gymn stretched on the pillow, rolled over, and curled histail around himsdlf, never waking.
Ardeo climbed into Kal€e s lap, but she saw that he, too, Stared in fascination at the lovely wizard.

The dress on the peg ceased itslondly dance. Lyl finished tying aribbon on the end of her braid, hopped
off the gill, tossed the brush in the open bag, and returned to examine the dress.

“What color today?” She tapped ashapely finger on her chin. “I awaystrave light, Kale. One dressfor
day, and of course, anightgown.”

As she spoke the dress faded from blue to white and then turned pink, starting with ablush a the hem
that rose up the materia until the shoulders and deeves had taken on the cheerful hue. Asthe color
changed, so did the texture of the cloth. A patterned brocade replaced the homespun cotton. Lace
frothed out at the neckline.

“Now that’snice” said Lyll and took the dress off the peg. A plain white bibbed apron hung benesth.
Lyll took it aswell. “I won’'t need this.” The gpron transformed into asilk shawl of adeep rose.

Kae blinked and saw her mother was dressed, the nightshirt on the peg, and the dress and shawl on the
woman. Dibl rolled so fast in his excitement he nearly missed aturn at the edge of the mattress. He
swerved in time and circled the bed once more, thistime rolling directly over Gymn. Thelittle green
dragon squawked a protest and went back to deep.

“Well, Kde” sad Lyll, “I"'m famished. Let’sgo down to breskfast, shdl we? |’ m aso anxiousto see
what Fen and Cam have decided we should do about this dragon problem.”

“Sowejust St here and wait,” said Wizard Cam, leaning back in hischair at the bregkfast table. Hiswet
hair looked as though it had just been washed, but Kae knew he amost dways |ooked damp. Soon
therewould be a puddle under hischair, and if he sat in one place long enough, arivulet would wander
away, following any downdope.

Only teaand juice had been served thusfar. Dar and Bardon had not yet joined the gathering.



“The suspicious wagon should be heretoday,” said the lake wizard.
“Oh great,” said Toopka, apout pursing her lips. “ That meansit’ll be next week before they get here.”

Sitting next to her, Regidor tilted hishead. He till wore his clerical robes since the populace of River
Away had managed to accept atumanhofer, two donedls, and three wizards, but still had problemswith
awaking, talking meech dragon. “What kind of wisdom isthat?’

Toopka stood on her chair and put her hands on her hips. “It’ swisdom that comes from seeing how
things work. Things you want to happen dwaystake along time.” She pointed one little finger at the
meech dragon and shook it in hisface. “Y ou may read books and know bunches, but | have lived life
longer than you.”

Regidor’slipstwitched as he suppressed agrin.

Toopka stomped onetiny foot. “Y ou may get to be the smartest thing in al of Amara, but you' Il never be
older than me. That' sjust theway it is, and you'll haveto livewithit!”

Fenworth, who wasresting in the chair at the head of the table, stirred dightly, rattling his branches.

Cam cleared histhroat. “No need to be so pugnacious, Toopka. We are al cognizant of the importance
of seniority.”

Toopka sent apuzzled look Kae sway.

Kae patted the little doned’ s back and guided her to sit down again on the wooden box that had been
placed in her chair. “He means, don’t be so feisty, and we al know you' re older than Regidor, and yes,
that’ simportant.”

Toopka nodded triumphantly at her meech friend.

Kae glanced around the tavern. In the days when she helped serve breakfast here, anumber of regulars
sat at the same tables every morning except Saturday and Sunday. Only her friends waited for their mesdl
thismorning.

It's because of us, I'd guess. Peoplein River Away don't like to mix with people from outside.

Mistress Meiger came into the room from the kitchen. She carried a pot of tea. Y onny and Cakkue
followed with abasket of muffins and a platter of scrambled eggs and sausages.

Kae sformer owner put down the pot and picked up apitcher of fresh purpleberry juice. Sherefilled
empty glassesin front of her guests. When she cameto Kae, she said, “How’ s your mother this morning,
Kae?

Kae glanced over at her mother. With amischievous gleam in her eye, Lyll spoke up.
“Mern, I’'mright here, and I’ m feding more like mysdlf thismorning.”

Mistress Meiger’ s eyes popped. “ And here | was thinking these wayfarers had brought in another
Strange person during the night.”

Oh dear! That was rude. Mistress Meiger only uses the term wayfarers to name those guests she
believes are disreputable.

But Lyll Allerion did not take offense. “Now, Mern, you knew mewell asaregular traveler years ago



and enjoyed our viditsto your tavern. Don't be kerflummoxed by afew surprises.”

Mistress Meiger’s complexion blushed red. “I never would have thought that you and your dear husband
were one of them. In fact, you deceived us, Lyll Allerion. | thought you were marione. Y ou disguised
your true being.”

“Ah, yes” said Lyll, and her face grew solemn. “1 wanted to be your friend, Mern, and you would not
have let me. Y ou' re not fond of thingsthat are strange to your daily living. There are stranger things
coming to River Away. Soon you' || have to face the fact that Wulder isred and expectsyour loyaty.”

“Wulder’scoming here?’
Lyll sighed. “H€e sdready here”

The innkeeper cast alook over her shoulder asif she expected to see abogeyman. Cakkue and Y onny
moved closer to their mistress s skirts. They, too, peered into the shadowy corners.

Lyll reached out and patted her old friend’shand. “If you took time to know Him, you wouldn’t be
frightened by the prospect of His presence.”

The innkeeper tapped her two little dave girls on the shoulders and waved them off. “ Go back to your
chores,” she sad gruffly. She watched until the kitchen door closed behind them.

With ashudder, Mistress Meiger turned back to the elegant lady at her table. “Y ou’ re talking of things
that shouldn't be talked about, Lyll. There' re some things best |eft done. Taking *bout the Mighty Good
and the Mighty Bad will bring troubleto usal.”

“And who do you think isbest pleased by thislack of tak?’
Mistress Meiger stared, then shook her head.

“I know,” said Toopka. “ Pretender.”

Lyll shifted her attention to the doned child and smiled.
“That’ sright, and can you tdl uswhy?’

Toopkascrewed up her face. “ Because. ..because Pretender likes to jump out and scare you. If you talk
about him and know he’ saround, you aren’t aslikely to be surprised. But | don’t know about Wulder.”

“Woulder,” said Regidor, “likesto be familiar, Toopka. Like abed you' re used to. There you rdax,
trusting in the comfort and safety during the dark times.”

Toopka studied Regidor’ s face for amoment and then nodded.

The sound of horses clopping down the street interrupted the conversation. Theriders drew up in front of
the tavern. A moment later Dar and Bardon appeared in the doorway.

Dar doffed his hat and bowed to those present. “Our quarry approaches. Bardon and | went out early
thismorning to seeif we could locate the band of potion peddlers. Their wagon isafew miles east of
River Away. Our wait should not belong.”



45
BREAKFAST

Magter Meiger strode into the common room of the tavern with three distinguished gentlemen of the
digtrict at hisback. “We Il have no moreriffraff entering River Away and upsetting the order of our lives.
The council has met, and we have decided to request that you and your comrades leave our peaceful
hamlet immediately. Today!”

The three men behind him nodded their heads.

The companions around the breskfast table stopped eating and looked to the officia representatives of
the village and the outlying community.

Kaerecognized dl of them. She'd worked in their homes. | wonder if they count me as one of the
“riffraff.”

The four marione men had prepared themsalves for this confrontation by dressing in their best. They
didn’'t look asif they had been up al night, discussing the best course of action. But Kae knew that was
standard procedure for accomplishing anything through the council. They loved to meet and would
debate matters for countless hours.

Lyll' svoice entered Kale smind. “ Don’t be harsh, Kale. These men are concerned for their
families. And they don’t know what'’ s at stake. Remember, they treated you well. Extend the same
courtesy to them tenfold.”

Kae studied her mother’ sface, serene and gentle. To hersalf she admitted she had never been harshly
used. The mariones treated me fairly. Their own children didn’t get warm-hearted praise, and so |
didn’t either.

She examined Master Meiger and his friends, trying to be more objective. The men were not wedlthy,
but they’ d put on their grandest garmentsto carry out thisimportant mission. Although they till looked
countrified, Kaefound their determination made her proud. This surprised her.

But it shouldn’t. These families gave me a home and taught me to be self-sufficient. They did their
best for me even though I’'m an o’rant, not a marione.

Thetree at the head of the table snorted, shook with vigor, and rose. By the time Fenworth stood, he'd
regained the semblance of aman.

“You see!” Meiger’ s voice echoed in the open space of the nearly deserted tavern. “ That' s just the sort
of thing we don’'t do around here.”

Wizard Fenworth marched around the table. His staff hit the wooden floor with resounding thuds. He
certainly didn’t gppear to be an old man leaning on awalking stick. He looked more like awarrior
approaching the front line.

Chief Councilman Meiger stepped back, but only one step. He squared his shoulders and visibly
mastered his trepidation. Kae suppressed the urge to mindspesk to her former master. She wanted to
say, “Good show!” but knew avoicein his head would completely discombobulate him.

Fenworth towered over the marione men, and Kale thought he' d deliberately added afew inchesto his



gature. His hat, the point of which never sood straight up, brushed the rafters.

“Y ou dare oppose me. Do you know who | am? | am Fenworth, bog wizard. Do you think to cast me
and my party out of your lowly establishment?’

Councilman Meiger’ sface hardened. “ Y es, we'll not be bullied, whether you be bog wizard or king.”

Fenworth growled, and thistime Kale knew for sure he was casting apell, for his hat pressed against
the blackened beams of the ceiling. The marione men tilted their heads back to look up at the enraged
wizard. But none of them faltered. If anything, they looked more stubborn and ill-tempered than before.

Fenworth growled again, and afog seeped from under the hem of hisrobe. It rolled across the floor,
covering the worn wooden planks. “ And who among you do you think can force agreat and ancient
wizard dong with Sx mighty warriorsto leave? Hal Y our words are empty.”

Meiger giffened. “Y ou can strike me down, but there be three behind me, and unseen to you arefields of
workers, strong of arm and purpose. You' |l not overrun thisland without afight.”

A hissreverberated through the room, Fen shrunk to his norma size, and the fog scudded out the open
kitchen door.

Fenworth smiled at the angry mariones and nodded sagdly. “Just what | wanted to hear, my good men.
You'll do.”

He put hisarm around the cautious chief councilman’s shouldersand called to Dar. “ Sir Dar, teke these
fine gentlemen into our circle of confidants. We shall need men such asthesein the trying days ahead.”

Tilting his head down to Meiger, the wizard spoke out of the Side of his mouth in awhisper loud enough
to be heard on the streets. “Dar is an ambassador from Wittoom. A high lee generd, in fact. But traveling

incognito.”

Dar came forward and bowed to the men. “It ismy pleasure to enlist your assistance. Y our knowledge
of theterritory and its resources shall beinvauable.” He paused to look each onein the eye. “ Shall we
discuss defense strategies againgt the impending invasion, gentlemen™?’

“Wadl, now!” Chief Councilman Meiger looked uncertainly at his cohorts.

“It won't hurt to hear what he hasto say,” said one.

“We could discussit,” said another.

All four men nodded.

Chief Councilman Meiger ushered Dar and the councilmen out of the room.
Fenworth clapped his hands together. Leaves rustled as he walked back to the table.

“Now that’sdone. First thing on the list for the day crossed off.” He nodded to Librettowit. “ Make note
of that, Wit. Number one—recruit an army. Done.”

“Why do we need an army?’ asked Toopka.

Fenworth patted her on the head. She grimaced and ducked. The wizard did not seem to notice but
moved on around the table. “ Once we dissuade the dragons from aiding Risto,” he said, “Risto isgoing
to beahit put out.”



Fenworth sat down and surveyed the platters of food |eft over from the others bregkfast. “ Seems abit
of adoppy way to serveameal. But no matter. I'm starved. Fed like | haven't eaten in days. Thought |
heard adrummerbug. Turnsout it was my stomach. Pass the muffins. Passthejuice. Thirsty, too. | could
drink alake. No offense intended, Cam. Cousin Cam’s alake wizard, you know. Passthe eggs. Isthat

sausage?’

He bit into amuffin. “What’ s next on our to-do list? Ah! | remember. Confront the wagonload of
scalawags, and unmask the villain meech. Gives me ahearty gppetite just thinking about it.”

Lyll passed him the butter, and as he took it, he looked at her closely.

“Don’t | know you, dear girl? No, don't tell me. I’'m excdllent a remembering faces. Names are a bit of
abother. But I'll get it. | will.”

He dathered butter on his bread, took a bite, chewed, and twisted hisface in athoughtful expression.

“Almost got it,” Fenworth announced and stabbed a sausage with hisfork. He held the link aoft and
waggled thefork back and forth as he thought. “Got it! Lyll of the Mountains. Married Kemry Allerion of
the Hills. Some say she married beneath her, but of course, that wasjust nonsense.” He polished off the
rest of the sausage. “Kemry isaworthy wiz. Excellent Dragon Keeper. Haven't heard much of him
lady.”

“Rigo hashim,” Kae blurted out.

Wizard Fenworth quit chewing and leveled a serious eye in his gpprentice s direction. He pointed his
empty fork at her and used it as he would have shaken afinger.

“Tut-tut, dear Kae. Risto may think he has Kemry, but | daresay he doesn't.”
She was surprised to see Lyll nod her head in agreement.

Fenworth fed a crumb to abird that landed on his shoulder. “Now tell me about this expedition to
Creemoor where we' re going to see who' s dropping those ugly spiders on cities.”

Librettowit harrumphed. “ Already did that one, Fen.”
“Redly? Did you mark it off theto-do list?’
“No.”

“Wél, no wonder | didn’t remember. But | do now. Rescued lovely Lyll. Only pardon me, dear girl.
Tut-tut, you weren't looking nearly so well then asyou do now. Almost didn’t recognize you.”

“Sir?’ Bardon interrupted. “ Can we hear what happened in Creemoor? Who was responsible, and did
you catch them?’

“Mogt certainly.”

Bardon and the others waited expectantly. Fenworth buttered another muffin, took abig swig of
purpleberry juice from atall tankard, and smacked hislips.

Should | remind him of Bardon’s question? The trouble with Fenworth is you never know if his
thinking is going to go in a straight line.

Just before Kae opened her mouth to prod the old man, he spoke, “Crim Cropper and no.”



Lyll giggled. Fenworth glared at her, but shejust smiled in return, then turned to the younger members of
their party. “ Shall we take awalk, children?’

She pushed her chair back from the table. “It only took Bardon and Dar a couple of hours on horseback
to return from where they spotted the villains. It will take the heavy wagon agreat dedl longer to get
here”

She looked a Bardon. “I think | can tell you what you wish to know.”

Bardon stood abruptly, made polite excuses for leaving before the others were finished, and followed
Lyll Allerion out of the building.

“Waell, what are we waiting for?” asked Toopka, grabbing both Regidor’ sand Kae€ s hands. “ She said
‘children.’” | bet that’ s anyone under a couple of centuriesold. Let’sgo.”
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A PEACEFUL INTERLUDE
“Kalg, ign't therealittle picturesque pond close by?’ Lyll pointed north. “I believe in that direction.”
“Bdtzentor’'sPond,” said Kde. “It' sfed by acold spring.”

“Ahyes just as| remember.” Lyll set off down the street. “I can’t be sedentary for too long. | begin to
age.”

She smiled at the mariones she passed and stopped to pet afriendly dog. The minor dragons flew ahead,
making a bedline toward the water.

As she and her companions waked down the main street, Kadle saw some of the citizens avert their eyes
from the sight of a stately o' rant woman, astrange monk, and atiny donedl. Now that Kae had traveled,
she could see prejudice in her hometown.

In thisregion of the country, only kimens and mariones mixed. Because of the scarcity of thefive
remaining high races, mariones |ooked on them as peculiar. Most of her village friends extracted
information about those who lived in the distant parts of Amarafrom fables and fabrications. Some didn’t
even believe dl the high races actudly existed.

Their distrust of strangers flowed out of ancient history with no clear tiesto the redlity of present times.
Kaetried to remember specifics about why the other races were to be shunned and could think of none.

She did know that mariones farmed well and fought well. For fourteen years, her ownersdrilled the
ggnificance of these virtuesinto Kae€ sthinking. She till admired her friendsfor their industry and
fortitude, and she now knew of other virtues.

But ill, Lyll Allerion managed to evoke smilesfrom some villagers. Kade thought ingtantly of Dar’'s
charismatic apped. The doned could charm the most unlikely people. Toopka had some of the same
qudlity in her persondity.

And they seem happier than | am. I'd like to know what makes them different. It can’t just be the
smiles.

They reached Baltzentor’ s Pond. The body of water covered amost two acres. A small stream flowed
out of one end, and the surface congtantly rippled from the pulse of aspring benesth.

The village men had built severa wooden benches around the shore. Many used them for fishing, and
some of the fancier ones were used for courting. Bentleaf treeslined one edge, and late-blooming bushes
of erng brightened the view with tiny, Sarlike, pale ydlow flowers. Their cinnamon fragrance mingled
with the smell of autumn leaves crunching under the comrades’ feet asthey walked.

Ka e thought the scene was as peaceful as she remembered, but the waters |ooked darker. She glanced
at the sky to seeif acloud had cast a shadow on the pond, but the skieswere clear.

Lyll sat on one of the carved benches and pulled Toopkainto the seet beside her. Bardon and Regidor
stood, but Kale sat at her mother’ sfest.

Lyll smiled at the standing men. “Y ou, no doubt, want to hear al about the battles. For detailsyou'll have



to consult Cam. Of course, Brungtetter and Lee Ark will join usa sometime, and they’ | have more
preciseinformation. | can tell you that three forces converged on the Creemoor spiders favorite haunt
and wiped out as many asthey could before the creatures disappeared into the depths of the Dormanscz
caverns.

“Now | know from my work in the Creemoor region—mind you, | wasn't in the mountains but among
the populace—that Crim Cropper isintent on developing meansto control al beasts. He figured out how
to gather the spiders without injuring either those who herded them or the spiders themsalves. He bred
them in captivity, producing many more than nature would have dlowed. Y ou see, as soon asthelittle
spiders emerge from the egg sack, the parents devour them. About one-third escape the feast and skitter
off to hide and mature.

“Much to his disappointment, Cropper couldn’t control them. He wanted them to march asan army
under hisdirection. He got tired of the experiment and decided to berid of them. But instead of releasing
them back into their natura habitat, or daughtering them, he thought it would be more entertaining to
drop them on acity. Then word camethat Kale was a The Hall. He chose Vendela, because he didn’t
want the Dragon Keeper to interfere with his plansto subvert the dragons.”

Regidor threw back hiscowl. “So it was an attack on Kale.”
Lyll nodded. “Basicdly, yes”

For amoment, Kalefound it impossible to draw a breath. She flexed the fingers of the hand that had
been poisoned by the Creemoor spider. Her ssomach lurched.

His plan almost succeeded.

She turned to Bardon and saw his expression of concern. She swallowed hard but could not speak.
Bardon—

He abruptly looked away. “May we ask what your mission involved, Lady Allerion?’

Kae conscioudy took adeep breath. Bardon' s question had rel eased the overwhelming grip of fear that
had squeezed her lungs.

“I gathered information, which | sent to Paladin, and | encouraged those few poor souls who follow
Pdadin in secrecy in that region. Of course, | wasimprisoned during my entire service.”

Kae gasped. “Imprisoned?’
“Yes, anasty place. But it was the most wonderful placeto foil Cropper’s plansand, of course, Risto’'s.”

“| don't understand,” said Regidor. “If you werein jail and could not move around the country, how
could you be of use?’

“All the information came to me. Right under Cropper’ s nose. None of our underground workers had to
figure out where | was. | was dways in the same place. Cropper’ s soldiers guarding the prison also were
afount of information. Don't forget that | mindspeak.”

“Didn’'t they redlize you were awizard?’ asked Toopka

Lyll laughed. “1 told them | was Lyll Allerion, agresat and powerful wizard, but then when they asked me
to do something to proveit, I...wdll, | just never did. So they thought | wasabit loony. To them | wasa



meddlesome old lady who liked to visit al the other prisoners.”
“But why did you have to stay there?” Sympathy crumpled Toopka' sface.

“Because, aswonderful as Pdadin’ sarmy is, they’ re woefully inadequate in communication. But then
Risto’ sforces have the same problem.”

“Why did you get out?’ asked Toopka

“Because Crim Cropper is brilliant, but not very focused. Hiswife, Burner Stox, is not quite as smart, but
more practical. The last time she visited the southern castle, she noticed me. That wasthe end of my
ussfulness”

“And thelast job you had to do before you could be rescued?’ Regidor tilted his head.
“Arrange for my replacement to be accepted by my network of contacts.”

A thought invaded Kal€ smind, and she tried to shake it off. Shelooked to her mother and saw the
woman watched her closdly.

“Leetu Bends?' Kaewhispered.
Lyll nodded.
Kae shivered. Sheroseto her feet and pulled the moonbeam cape closer.

“Ugh!” said Toopka. She pointed to the reeds growing at the edge of the pond. “I saw something ugly in
there”

Everyone turned to look. Thewater on this side of the pond glinted black like a sheet of rippled ebony.
The water on the other side sparkled blue under the sun’srays.

The entire pond was dark before, but not as black asit is here.
Metta, from the nearest bentlesf tree, called out ashrill warning. Gymn echoed the darm.
Lyll rosefrom her seat. “Mordaklegps.”

Regidor shed hisclerica robe and drew his sword. Kale and Bardon aso unsheathed their wespons. Lyl
took two stepsforward, twirling as she did. Her dresstransformed into formfitting leggings, tunic, and
shirt. Oddly, these garments suited for fighting were till the blushing pink color.

Kae gared a her mother. Lyll held out her arm asif ready to wield a sword, but her hand held nothing.

Three creatures sprang out of the water. Black, huge, and menacing, they covered the few feet of grassy
bank in abound.

“Cut off their tails,” shrieked Toopka as she dove over the back of the bench.

Regidor and Lyll each fought amonster. The third rushed a Bardon. Kale and Bardon fell into a pattern
of synchronized attack. Bardon attracted the mordakleep’ s attention and angled it around so that Kale
could wield asavage blow to sever itstail. The huge body dissolved into a puddle and disappeared into
the ground.

Another monster loomed out of the pond. Kae ran to confront it. Thistime, she managed to maneuver



the cresture so that Bardon had aclear swipe at itstail.

Regidor danced around his opponent. He flipped into the air, landed behind the monster, and severed its
tail. The mordaklegp melted away.

With the stance of afencer, Lyll approached a mordakleep intent on the o' rant woman’s demise. The
lack of asword diminished her credibility asawarrior. Kae tensed, ready to rush to her mother’ sside.

Lyll leapt forward and sivung her arm. A gash appeared on the mordakleep’ s hand. Its mouth opened in
asoundlessroar. Lyll skipped back and circled to the left. She plunged the invisible sword into the
mongter’ s Side, then withdrew and circled to the |eft again. The nightmarish creature turned with her,
keeping itstail away from the swift and deadly blade it could not see. Lyll twirled with blurring speed to
theright. Her arm swept downward over the snakeliketall. It fell away from the mordakleep’ s body.
Both the deadly creature and its separated tail oozed into the earth.

Two more mordakleeps surged out of the watery reeds.

Kae and Bardon took on one, and by the same method of distraction, killed it. Lyll and Regidor
dispatched the other. The four warriors moved to form a group. For amoment they stood dert and

reedly.

Toopka peeked out from behind the bench. “ Are they gone?’

Lyll answered, “For now.” Shetook out a cloth from asmall satchel attached to her belt and made the
motions of wiping ablade. It looked as though she laid the sword carefully across her chest, cradled by

the other arm. She whirled. When the blur became recognizable again, she wore the dress she had
donned that morning.

Regidor turned to look directly at Lyll and bowed with the same grace Dar often displayed. “I admit |
held some doubts asto Lady Allerion’ s ability. | beg your pardon.”

She nodded gracioudly.

He paced to the edge of the pond and peered into the reeds. The sandy bottom showed through the
water now sparkling and clear. * Although we know the enemy is encroaching upon thisterritory, with no
bodiesit will be difficult to convince our hogts that danger isimminent.”



a7
WAYFARERS

The companions returned to the tavern. Fenworth and Cam had taken over the kitchen where they
created el aborate culinary ddights. Mistress Meiger muttered that she didn’t think her customerswould
take to such fancy food, but she sat at the table and sampled everything that appeared. Toopkajoined
her ance food dways claimed her interest.

Kaeled Bardon, Regidor, and Lyll to astand of trees near the road. She pointed to an empty field next
to thelast building, the Widow Ord' s cottage, on the edge of the village.

“Most wagons stop here, and the people walk into town. Thisiswhere the market is held once amonth.
We can't seeit from here, but there sasgn facing the road.”

Twenty minutes later, a colorful wagon rumbled toward the village of River Away. Just as Kde had
predicted, the driver pulled the house-vehicle onto the grass and stopped. She had seen these odd
wagons before, but they till fascinated her.

On top of arectangular wagon bed, ahouse built like abarrel on its Sde provided shelter for the
peddlers. Red whedls carried the blue box. Y ellow stars and blue stripes decorated the rear wheels.
Green curlicues adorned the blue box and the driver’ s perch.

The top had windows cut in the Side, and eaborate swirls and stars in blue and purple crowded every
spareinch. Y ellow curtains flapped out of the open windows. In the back, ared door alowed accessto
the odd home. Benesath this, a pan box hung. Kae knew that the pan box folded down to make a step,
but it dso held the cook’ singtruments for fixing meals over an openfire.

Thedriver of the caravan passed the reins to ayoung man stting beside him. He stood and stretched
before jJumping to the ground. He patted the horse closest to him on the rump and walked to its head.

“Thedriver certainly isn't ameech,” observed Bardon from their hiding place behind thick ernst bushes.
“Nor the young man. They look like father and son, don’t they?’

“Has anyone been able to penetrate their minds?’ asked Regidor. “I’ ve tried with no success. Thisfeds
much like the shield around the core of the ship Dar visited.”

“I can't get in either,” said Kae. “But | have detected Toopkatrying to sneak up behind us.”
Kaeturned and gestured for the little girl to abandon her hiding place.

“Fenworth said | could come,” she explained as soon as she plopped down beside Kale.

“You tricked him, then,” said Kae.

Regidor danted a disapproving glance Toopka sway. “Pestered him until he hollered at you to leave?’

She nodded solemnly, then smiled. She squirmed between Regidor and Lady Allerion, so she could see
through the bushes.

“Where sthe meech?’

“Wehaven't seen himyet,” said Kae.



“The door’ s opening,” said Bardon.

The older man |eft the horses and came to the rear of the wagon. He let the fancy steps down, and an
older woman with acolorful scarf wrapped around her head climbed out. She looked criticaly around
the open field and spoke. The old man frowned and gestured toward River Away.

“What arethey saying?’ asked Toopka
“I don't know,” answered Kale.
“Jugt aminute,” said Lady Allerion. “I think | canfix this” Anintent expresson invaded her eyes.

Kae€ seffortsto penetrate the shield had been so great that when her mother broke its power, aflood of
impressions burst with aclamor into Kale' smind. Shefell backward and landed on her backside.
Bardon snickered, and Regidor laughed.

“Shh!” hissed Lady Allerion. She looked over her shoulder at Kde. “I’'m sorry | didn’t warn you, Kale”
She cast alook of disgpproval at Regidor and Bardon who were till smirking. “We'll just haveto
assume that some of uswere not asintent on doing our jobs and didn’t need awarning.”

Kaegrinned a Bardon’slook of chagrin and Regidor’ s thin-lipped grimace as she returned to her
position.
“Where sthe meech?’ asked Toopka, her head till pushed into the bushes. “1 don't see the meech.”

“I think our meech isnow coming out of thewagon,” said Lyll.

The five became slent. Kae pulled her lips between her teeth and held her breath. A tall woman dressed
in adeep purple gown descended the steps. A round hat with awide brim covered her head. A dark
blue scarf draped over the hat, completely covering the woman's head and shoulders. She wore gloves
and carried asmall, beaded reticule.

“Waell,” said Toopka. “Where sthe meech?’

Regidor answered with awhisper of air, “ That is the meech.”

“He sagirl meech?’ Toopkaturned unbelieving eyesto interrogate her elders. “How can he be agirl?’
“Maybeit’ sadisguise,” suggested Bardon.

“No,” sad Regidor. “Heisashe”

Lady Allerion eyed her companions. “Let’s gather information before they redlize their ring of
containment has been penetrated. Kale, you take the woman. Bardon, the two men. Regidor and | will
concentrate on the meech. Do not forget to protect your own mind before you delve into theirs.”

Kaeasked for Wulder’ s protection and claimed her status as His servant searching for truth. The
woman's anger smacked Kale, and Kale had to mentally back up and approach more cautioudly.

“When did that man stop listening to me? If he’d done what 1’ d told him, we wouldn’t be in this
mess. Don't deal with that sleazy wizard. Don't take in that unnatural creature. Have we sold any
potion? Not hardly! Not enough to cover our expenses. Yet he thinks we're going to be covered in
money and living in a castle when we finish this ‘job.” What job? Carting her all over the
country?”



The younger of the two men had unhitched the horses. He constantly turned his eyes to the meech but
continued to do his chores. The older man got apadded chair out of the wagon and then placed it in the
shade. The woman pulled supplies out of a hidden cupboard beneath the barrel house.

“ Look at those men. Like father, like son. Crazy men! Obeying orders she doesn’'t even speak.”

Kaeglanced over at the femae meech Sitting motionlessin the shade. A breeze stirred the scarf veil. The
urge to know what the mysterious figure contempl ated tempted Kae to abandon the angry woman and
explore the meech’ s thoughts.

Toopkasighed. “ Aren't we going to do anything?”
“Yes, weare” answered Lyll.
Toopka's ears perked up.

Lyll turned away from the scene of the wagon and itsload of villains. “We re going back to the tavern
and report to Wizard Cam and Dar.”

Toopka s shoulders dumped. Ka e suppressed a giggle when she saw Regidor’ s shoulders do the same.

With Lyll in the lead, the comrades crept out of the wooded areaand circled the village to enter from the
other sde. They found Dar and the two wizards Sitting out on the benchesin front of the tavern.

Kaefurrowed her brow in puzzlement. Knowing the councilmen of River Away, she couldn’t imagine
Dar had been able to bring them to adecison thisquickly. Dar lifted ahand in greeting asthey
approached.

“No, Kae” hesad. “They are not convinced, but Librettowit has taken over for me for the time being.
He sgiving them the history of the problem.”

Kae planted her fists on her hips and turned to Lyll. “ Does he read my mind?’

Lyll laughed, ahearty laugh unlike the musical tinkle of the other mother’s. “I can’'t answer that. | will say
doneds are not known to be mindspeakers, but are renowned for their diplomatic skills. | imaginetheir
success in diplomacy stems from an acute discernment of others' temperaments.”

Wizard Cam laid ahand on the deeping wizard next to him. * Fen, wake up, old man. We have news of
the culprits. Y ou won't want to missthis.”

“Who areyou calling old?” The voice rumbled out of the leaves, but Fenworth did not resume his manly
form.

“You,” answered Cam. “Come now, Fen. We have work to do.”

Kaewatched asthe wizard opened his eyes. His other facia features emerged from the bark, moss
turned to hair, sturdy branchesto arms and legs. L eaves became cloth and a pointed hat.

No wonder the mariones of River Away are goosy about having wizards around. Cam |leaves a
puddle of lake water wherever he pauses for more than five minutes. Fenworth transformsinto a
tree. And he always has small creatures skittering about, climbing through his hair and clothing,
some flying out at unexpected moments. | think a year ago, | would have cowered at the sight of
him.

“Precisdly s0!” said Fenworth, looking her straight in the eye. “1’m amost as much of an oddity asyou



are. Tut-tut. How narrow we arein our thinking! Tut-tut, oh dear.”
“Thereport?’ prodded Dar. “Ladiesfirst.”
He stood up and gestured for Lady Allerion to take his seat.

When she was settled, she took Fenworth’ s hand as she spoke. She didn’t direct her wordsto himin
particular, but clasped hishand in afriendly manner. The old man beamed at her, and Kae remembered
Fenworth had said Lyll had once been his apprentice.

“We have found the cul prits. There are two marione men and two ladies. One woman isaso amarione.
The other isour meech. She has atremendoudy strong persondity. She believesin what sheisdoing.
Her driveto succeed isreinforced by her insatiable desire to win Risto’sapprova.” Lyll turned to Kale.
“Kde?

“The marione woman is bitter and angry. She resents the devotion her son and husband show to the
meech.” Kae turned to Bardon.

“The two men respond to the meech differently.” Bardon reached up and pulled alock of dark hair. He
smoothed it over his ear, agesture Kae had seen him do many times. Now she understood the
subconscious habit had asignificance that probably even Bardon didn’t redlize,

I’m glad Grand Ebeck sent him with us. Bardon has secrets, and | think he'll be better off once he
getsrid of them. | have secrets too. Only my secrets are hidden from me as well.

Shelooked at the woman who claimed to be her mother.
Ther€' s one mystery.

“Thefather,” continued Bardon, “is motivated by greed. The son adores the meech with an unnatura
devotion.”

Regidor unclenched hisfist and rubbed his palm down the rough materia of the clerical robe. “Her name
isGilda. She'sproud, vain, and deluded. She believes Risto isthe savior of the people of Amara. She
derives pleasure from her power over men and dragons. She enjoys giving ordersto destroy.”

Kaée smind had been puzzling over a problem, and she had to ask her question. “How does she
influence the dragons as afortunetdller?’

“She sets up the farmersto distrust their dragons. She foretellsthe dragons' defection. She warns of their
treacherous ways coming to the surface. Then at night, she visits the dragons and sows seeds of
discontent. She has a poisonoustongue.” He grimaced. “ She then confuses their thoughts so her victims
have no clear memory of where they acquired these errant idess.”

Regidor shifted hisfeet and took in adeep breath. “What | find most disturbing isthe smile on her face as
she contemplatesevil.”

“Y ou could see her face?’ asked Toopka.
“No, | could fed the euphoriain her physical being as her mental images conjured up destruction.”
“Not anicelady,” said Toopka

“But one Paladin wants usto rescue,” said Bardon.



Regidor clenched hisfist once more. “1t would be easier to destroy her than to change her mind.”

“Wadll then,” said Fenworth as he cameto hisfedt, “let’ sgo. Sounds like addightful challenge before
supper. Stimulate the appetite, or kill it. Interesting either way.”



48
CONFRONTATION

When the companions reached the market field, they discovered two tents had been set up. One sold
potions. The other, an elaborate green-and purple-striped canopy over yellow sides, was marked
Fortuneteller.

“She'sinthefortuneteler tent,” said Regidor.

“| suggest,” said Dar, “that Regidor and Kale go in to have their fortunestold.”
Lyll raised an eyebrow at thetwo. “| take it you do not believein such nonsense.”
Both Regidor and Kale shook their heads.

“Good!”

Dar looked up a histwo warriors. “I"m sending you because you have the best chance of influencing
Gilda. Regidor, obvioudly, because he'sameech. Kale, because she' sthe Dragon Keeper. Takethe
minor dragonswith you.”

Lady Allerion placed ahand on Kae' s shoulder. “Gilda s clever, and she'll likely uncover your true
identity quickly. Ded in truth, and she cannot hurt you. Any deceit will give her the advantage.”

While the wizards, Bardon, and Dar went to the potions tent, Regidor and K ale approached the
fortunetdler.

Regidor stopped at the opening, held the flap up, and gallantly gestured for her to proceed. “ After you,”
he said with atwinklein hiseyes.

“Thanks,” said Kale and stepped into the gloomy interior. With relief, she felt Regidor follow. Histall
presence behind her gave her courage.

The velled figure sitting at the back of the tent did not move. In front of her, one lantern sat inthe middle
of ablack table. Theflicker of the flame reflected in the highly polished top, making the table ook as
though fire danced beneath its surface.

“So you are the mighty Dragon Keeper.” The meech dragon’ s sultry voice floated across the room. “I
am disappointed.”

Kaetook two steps forward. In spite of the fact she knew Regidor had not followed her farther into the
tent, she spoke boldly. “Pdadin sent usto find you. He doesn’t want you to live in bondage to Risto.”

“Oh, | see. He wants me to be in bondage to him. How nice.”

“If you choose to break away from Risto, Paadin offers you freedom. He does not offer another form of
davery.”

“Strange, but your words seem attractive.” She remained motionlessfor amoment, long enough for Kae
to wonder whether or not she should say something tofill the sllence.

But Gilda spoke again. “Perhaps thisinexplicable attraction is the lure that makes you the Dragon



Keeper. However, | am not overwhemed by your influence”

The shadows in the room pulsated with her words. Although the lantern had not dimmed, the darkness
grew. Kale held her bregth as the dragon continued.

“| perceive that you speak out of an honest belief. Perhaps this isthe strength behind your persuasive
words.” Again the female meech retreated into Silence.

Abruptly she spoke once more. “What apity your belief isill-founded. Y ou areadaveto Pdadin
whether you are aware of it or not.”

The atmospherein the room thickened asif amist had infiltrated the tent. Kale looked down at her arms
expecting to see dew clinging to her skin. Goose bumps rose as the hair on the back of her neck stood
onend.

Shetried to keep her voicecdm. “It’ salittledreary in here, isn't it?”’

She wished Regidor would step up and take over. Since he seemed determined to stay in the
background, she'd call upon the minor dragons for mora support. She pulled her cape over her
shoulders from where it hung down her back. “1 brought some other dragons for you to meet.”

Gymn and Metta came out and perched on her shoulders. Dibl took his place on her head. Ardeo
snuggled in the crook of her arm, letting off areassuring glow. Thewholeinterior of the tent brightened.

“S0,” said Gilda after amoment, “does the Dragon Keeper keep pets or daves?”’

“Neither,” she snapped back. “These dragons are my friends.” Shelifted her chin. “And I’ m not
Padadin’'sdave. But | don't expect you to be able to understand that.”

She heard Regidor prompting in her mind. “ Wulder or Pretender? The Creator or The Destroyer?”

Kaenodded dightly and spoke more gently. “1 follow Wulder, who created the world. Y ou follow
Pretender, who seeks to destroy Wulder’s creation.”

The femae meech tiffened. “I follow only Rigto.”
“And Rigto follows Pretender.”

“You arewrong. Risto isour leader.”

Regidor stepped forward. “Now that’ safinetangle”

He removed his cowl to expose his distinctive meech features. Kale heard the sharp intake of bregth by
thefemde.

“What you have,” explained Regidor, “isausurper whose servant is planning to usurp him. Pretender
triesto seize Wulder’ sauthority, and Risto triesto move into Pretender’ s position. That’ sgoing to bea
nasty bit of business.” Hetilted his head in a gesture Kale knew well, and he spoke even more deeply.
“Andwhereareyou in dl this, Gilda? Y ou are apawn.”

He moved around the table, closer to the other meech. *“But Kae was making a point before we got
Sdetracked.” He knelt beside her. *'Y ou can choose, Gilda, whom you will serve. Crestor or Destroyer.”
Regidor looked down at the hands she kept so till in her 1ap. “ Put your hand on the table, and | will
show you the difference.”



Kae expected her to refuse, but after amoment’ s hesitation, Gilda put her gloved hand on the shiny
black surface.

“Will you removethe glove?’
Again, the hestation. Again, the compliance.

Asthey focused on the meech’ s hand with its scaly skin and fingernails that came close to being claws, an
image formed in the palm. A small plant unfolded. A stem stretched upward, topped by abud. The bud
opened with pae pink petas uncurling around a golden center. A shadow fell over the beautiful blossom,
and the plant shriveled to black stubble. Theimage vanished.

“Creator or Destroyer?” Regidor whispered. *Y ou can choose, Gilda.”

Gildaclenched her fingersinto afist. “ Y ou are afool, meech dragon.” She snatched her hand back from
thetable and held it againgt her chest. *Y ou have to clear the field before you can till the soil. Y ou haveto
break up the ground before you can plant the seed. Destruction is a part of the process.”

Regidor stood with asigh. “Y ou do not plow down afield of corn to plant weeds, Gilda. Open your eyes
and see”

Gildastood. Thetop of her hat came to Regidor’ s chin. With her shoulders squared, she looked poised
to attack. Kalefet energy building within the femal e meech’ s body. Kae tensed, ready to spring into
action should the woman strike Regidor.

Regidor spoke with urgency. “Why do you wear the veil, Gilda?’ He paused for an answer, but the
femae did not give him one. “Risto told you these people would shudder &t the sight of your face, didn't
he? He destroyed your self-confidence with afew words. He chained you to hissdewith lies.”

“You wear acowl.” Gilda' swords resounded in the tent like hammer blows.
“I have friends from each of the high races. My appearance does not frighten them.”

Kdefdt Dibl somp hislittle feet on her head, and she giggled. “I can tell you Regidor waskind of cute
asachild, and now | think he' srather handsome—for abad man.”

Regidor relaxed, threw her agrin, and waggled the hairlessridge that passed for eyebrows. “1 didn’t
know you befriended me for my stunning appearance.”

“It'sthe charm of your smile,” she answvered.

“Go!” Theword exploded from Gilda. “I do not welcome your presence. | do not believe this act of
camaraderie, meech dragon.”

“My nameis Regidor, and | am at your service.” With aswift movement, Regidor lifted Gilda' s clenched
figtto hislipsand kissed it. “ Open your eyes, fair lady. Do not be afraid of what you will see.”

She pulled her hand away from him and turned her back to the intruders. Regidor looked for amoment
asif hewould lay hishand upon her shoulder. Instead, he shrugged and marched out of the tent. Kale
followed.

Thethree wizards, Bardon, and Dar joined them asthey strode away from the tents and toward the
village
“What did we learn?’ asked Dar.



“They are very second-rate potion makers,” said Fenworth.

“But none of their productsistruly poisonous,” added Cam.

“They are overpriced,” said Bardon.

Lyll smiled. “The poor mother isjudtified in her complaints againgt her husband and son’ s foolishness.”

Da nodded. “Thesetidbits are interesting, but our main focus during Kale and Regidor’ svisit with the
fortuneteller wasto keep them safe.”

Regidor looked back at the two men now standing beside the ornate wagon. “Y ou kept them from
atacking?’

“No, we spoke to Wulder, requesting His protection be invoked on your behaf.” Dar turned to his
o'rant comrade. “Kale, what did you learn from the meech?’

“I learned nothing except I'm no good at diplomacy.”

Dar touched her arm. “ Often the results of our confrontations do not materiaize immediately. Y ou more
than adequately engaged her interest while our meech friend did his best on our behdf. Regidor?’

“Risto has gathered an army of bisonbecks and grawligsto the west of Bartal SpringsLake. Over five
hundred dragons have joined hisforces. He intends to swoop south three days hence. Hisgod isto
annihilate anyonewho getsin hisway.”

Kae stopped in her tracks, seized Regidor’ s arm, and forced him to face her. “Where and when did you
get dl that information?”

Regidor smiled. “ Directly out of Gilda s sweet little mind while you were first speaking to her. She could
barely contain her glee, knowing soon your annoying little person and your sensdess prattling would be
eliminated forever. She' sgot aheart of lead, that one does.”

“Humph! | couldn’t get past the block she had on her mind,” Kae admitted. *Y ou followed up with a
mighty pleasant speech for one who knew what she wasthinking.”

Regidor shrugged. “Wdll, Paladin expected usto try to persuade her away from Rigto.”
Fenworth spoke up. “And what would you say was your level of successin that endeavor, my boy?’
“Next tonil.”

They began walking toward the tavern once more. The minor dragons flew about Ka€' s head, trying to
draw her attention. She ignored them.

This means a battle.

“So after we have addiciousmed,” said Fenworth, smacking hislips, “and around of relaxing
entertainment—musc, | think—"

What kind of forces do we have to meet such an army?
“—and perhaps afew good tales and agood night’s degp—"

Fenworth said the mariones would turn out as an army to defend their land.



“—what do you fine comrades suggest we do with this sartling informeation?’
Cam patted his damp beard. “ Oh, | think we should go stop Risto’ sarmy, don’'t you?’

Sop them? Just us? What about the marione army? What about Paladin? Where are Brunstetter
and Lee Ark?

“Quite,” agreed Fenworth. “There' snothing like amission to save the world to liven up avacation.”
“We aren't on vacation, Fen,” said Cam.

Vacation! Ha! And thisisn’t exactly a quest, either. For a quest, you go find something and,
hopefully, bring it back.

“No, that was last week, wasn't it? Or perhaps the week before?’
“Last century, maybe.”

“Wasthat before or after that uncomfortably cold spell, Cam? | do haveto say my memory is getting
worse.”

“Could it bethat you are getting old, Fen?’
Senile! Both of you!

1] Na/a.! ”



49
PLANSTO PROCEED

“The problem,” said Lady Allerion to the group crowded into the River Away meeting house, “isthat
once we' ve made a gateway, there sno way to sedl it up. And the size of the gateway we're
proposing...wdl, hiding it isgoing to be a problem.”

“And what about those peddlers?’ interjected Master Meiger. “We don’t want them here, causing more
problems. We need to concentrate on our defense. With the peddiers and that fortuneteller in our midst,
we' d have to keegp an eye on them.”

Regidor nodded. “We should take Gildaand her cohorts with usto the battlefield.”

Kae sat at the head table, quietly observing her former neighbors. The assembly consisted of mostly men
and older boys, but afew women had turned out to hear Master Meiger define the threat and
recommend following the leadership of Ambassador Dar.

With their propensity for long discussions, Kae feared the mariones would talk for days and not get to
the point before the invading forces were a the door. But the people had surprised her. Once convinced
of the danger, they took action. The boys grabbed the charge to ride throughout the country, raising the
adarm and delivering a message concerning where the volunteer army was to assemble. Baking and
packing occupied the women not at the meeting. Older men, who would not be going to the front,
promised to care for the women and children, property and animals, of those who must defend the land.

A farmer stood in the back of the room and waved his hat to get Lady Allerion’s attention.
“Yessr?' Lyll nodded in recognition of hisright to spesk.

“I have alittle bog land that runs aong the river. Worthless bit of property, but no one goes there. Could
that be used for this giant gateway you spesk of 7’

“Tut-tut. Bog land worthless, did he say? Not avery intelligent fellow, I'm sure”
“Hush, Fenworth,” said Lyll. “Not al people understand your affinity for bog.”

Another farmer spoke up. “I'll vouch for the Site being inaccessible, but how we gonna get men,
equipment, and these dragons of yours through the bog to get to the gateway if we deliberately put it
someplace nobody can go?’

“We have abog wizard with us, gir,” said Dar. “ Are there any other suggestions for the location of the
gaeway?’

No one offered aword.

“Fine” said Dar. “That’ s settled. Let’ sturn to another problem. We need four volunteersto go with
Lehman Bardon, Regidor, and L eecent Kale to capture the peddiers.”

Four young men stepped forward, Bolley, Gronmere, Mack, and Weedom.

Dar nodded his approvd. “ Right. Report to Lehman Bardon when this meeting adjourns. Now, the boys
who' ve taken the charge to spread the darm and orders of procedure, meet with Wizard Cam for
ingructions. The gateway will be functiond in three hours. Those of you who will be fighting, gather at the



bog. Any questions?’

Dar waited amoment, surveying the room full of mariones, looking many of themintheeye. “This
meeting isdigmissed.”

The marione farmers and merchants rose from their seets and solemnly shuffled out of the building. Soon
they would travel to abattle, the likes of which none of them could imagine. Master Meiger had
presented the cal to arms. Dar and Librettowit had done a good job of preparing the men in short and
vivid speeches. But the concept of battling bisonbecks and grawligs seemed anightmare, anightmare
they didn’t want to see materidizein their own fieds.

Kae pushed past the boys gathering around Cam and hurried outside. A large armagot tree spread its
bare branches over one end of the road leading to the north of River Away. Kae strode over to lean
againg the wide trunk.

The minor dragons climbed out of their pocket-dens. Gymn sat on her shoulder and cuddied his head
undernesth her chin.

“You'reright,” she said, stroking the side of hisbelly with onefinger. “I fed sck. But | don’t think it's
anything you can cure”

Dibl and Ardeo foraged for bugs among the purple fall leaf blanket beneath the tree. But Metta
abandoned the hunt and flew to Ka €' s other shoulder.

“WEe re talking about going into battle, and I’ m scared.” She glanced around at the mariones dispersing
to do what had to be done and tried to swallow the lump in her throat. “ Do you think they know, Metta,
how awful it'sgoing to be? I’ ve only been in skirmishes. | can’t imagine afull battle. | don’'t want to.”

“Do you remember how | got my medd, Kae?’

Shejumped at the sound of Dar’ svoice at her elbow.

“Y our meda? For fighting the Creemoor spidersat The Hall?’

“yes”

“I remember.”

“Do you remember | said | got the meda when | wasjust trying to Say dive?’
Shenodded. “Yes”

“That' swhat it’slikein the big battles. Y ou’ ve fought before. Y ou don’t think about your fear. You just
try to say dive. And if you see achance to help acomrade, you takeit.”

She nodded again, but her throat had closed around that lump again, and she couldn’t speak.

Dibl cameto roost on her head, hislittle claws digging into her hair. Dar patted her arm. “Don’'t worry.
Wulder has given you what you need for this encounter, and He s given you aplaceto go if you don’t
livethroughit.”

Dibl pulled dightly on the hair wrapped around histoes. Kaerolled her eyesa Dar and dlowed asmadl
amileto lift the corners of her mouth. “ Thanksfor the comforting words, Dar.”

“Anytime.” Hewinked at her.



“Comeon, Kae,” Bardon caled. He and Regidor and the four marione men stood across the road,
ready to march to the market field.

She shoved away from thetree. I’ I get right in the middle of that knot of warriors and let them
protect me.

“That'saplan, Kade!” Dar beamed at her. “ Y our intelligence is a better wegpon than your brawn.”

She compared her skinny arms to the musclesrippling over the mariones' backs and arms. “What
bravn?’

“Exactly!” said Dar as he waved her off and headed back to the meeting house.

Shetook afew steps toward Bardon, stopped abruptly, and turned back. Dar strolled toward the
meseting house.

Did you just read my mind?

Hedidn't eventurn. “ Kale, you have more important things to occupy your mind.”
Did you?

“ Of course not. Bardon is waiting.”

“Won't they know we re coming?’ asked Bolley. “That femae meech can tell what you' re thinking,
right?’

Kaegladly answered. “Regidor can block her ability to know what our plansare.”

Bardon led hismen to the potion tent. Without waiting to watch that confrontation, Kale and Regidor
entered the fortuneteller’ s tent with the minor dragonsflying in attendance.

Gildaremained seated and did not move.

Regidor stood by the door. The dragons swooped around the room, inspecting all the darkest corners.
Gildaignoredthemal.

A surge of impatience rosein Kade. The woman swathed herself in thick clothing, moved only when
forced to, spread discontent among people who had done her no harm, and acted asif shewerea
queen.

But Paladin said the meech dragon must be treated with mercy. She was born into this situation
and needs to be rescued. Regidor made an attempt on our last visit. | suppose before we disable
her powers, tie her up, and haul her off with us, | ought to give kindness a try as well.

Kaewalked around the black table and stood beside Gilda s ill form. “I would like to see your face.”
Gildadidn't move.

“Redly,” said Kde. “I think if I could look in your eyes, | might be ableto at least begin to understand
you.”

Still Gildadid not respond. Kae put her hand on the femae meech’ s shoulder, and the clothing
collapsed.



Dibl did somersaultsinthe air, and Metta squeded her surprise.
“Very clever,” said Regidor.
“Whereisshe?’ asked Kae.

Regidor tilted his head and surveyed the room. After turning dowly in acomplete circle, he answered,
“She’sin thisroom but not in her own form. Let’slook around and see how she may be hiding.”

“She' s changed hersdlf into something?’

“I don't know if she hasthe skill to doit hersdlf, or if thisis Risto’ sdoing. Pick up that pile of clothing
and shakeit out. Seeif anything falsto thefloor.”

Kdedid as Regidor suggested. The hat fell out of the layer of veil. She peded ablouse from ingde the
dark purple jacket. Petticoats dipped out of the purple skirt. The half boots contained empty stockings.
She sighed with disappointment.

Dibl abandoned hisjovid air dance and set to work. He crawled aong the floor, nibbling on bugs as he
looked for clues. Metta sat on the back of Gilda s chair. Kale picked her up. Thelittle dragon shivered
with dismay over the disappearance of the meech. “We ll find her, Metta. It doesn’t look like anyone
hurt her.”

Kale continued to stroke Metta as she waked around the room. “What are we looking for?’ she asked
Regidor.

He spoke over his shoulder as he examined apillow. “Wdl, I’'m looking for that shimmer of light |
sometimes see around people. Herswas a particularly disheveled pattern.”

“I’ve never ssen any lights”

“Then | suppose you should look for something that’ s out of place, or something that’s here now that
wasn't before.”

“Wouldn't it be most logica for her to change hersdlf into aliving thing, like acat or dog, abird or
mouse?’

“That would be the easiest transformation, but Risto is above doing something smple.”

“Still, I'd be happier if Dibl would quit eating those bugs. Dibl, stop it. Y ou might eat Gilda.”

Dibl rolled on the floor and bumped into atable leg. He lay there with his sidesjiggling as he laughed.
“It'snot funny!” She pursed her lipsand tried not to smile a hisantics.

“I hardly think she'sabug, Kae.” Regidor prowled the room, looking in various boxes, trunks, and
under cushions.

“No, | guessyou'reright. She does't have the persondity to allow hersalf to be an insect.”

Ardeo and Gymn investigated the corners of the room. Ardeo’ slight brightened each dark cranny. Gymn
trilled in excitement.

She hurried to where the minor dragons danced around some object. “ They found something.”



A coin lay on the canvasflooring of the tent next to the cushions that must have been Gilda’ s daybed.
Regidor picked up the large disk and examined it as Gymn and Ardeo hovered around his shoulders.

“No, | don't think so,” said Regidor. Heflipped it in the air and tossed it on the table.

“What about this?” Kde pointed to asmdl, slanding mirror on an upright trunk. “This seems out of place.
Why would Gildawant amirror?’

Regidor started to cross the room.

“Never mind,” said Kale. “Mettasaysit was here before.”

She put her hands on her hips and surveyed the interior of the tent.
“Thisis hopdess, Regidor. What makes you think she' sill here?’

“1 know sheis. | canfed asort of vibration inthe air, onethat | noticed when wewere in the tent before.
| thought it came from her.” He shook his head and grimaced. “Maybe | waswrong.”

She dmost chuckled. | doubt that! He just needs to focus. “ Stop and be till, Regidor. Seeif you can
tell whether that fedling is stronger in one part of the tent.”

Regidor stood motionless for amoment with his eyes closed. Kae watched him breathein and out. It
occurred to her that Regidor, in thisamaost motionless state, reminded her of Gilda s restrained presence.

Regidor moved to the shiny black table. The lantern burned with aflickering yellow flame. A
handkerchief of whitelinen lay on the table where Gilda had been gtting.

Regidor picked up an earthenware jug with acork stopper. He gently tilted it from sdeto sde. Water
doshed within.

“A plain jug of water,” he said, histeeth gleaming white in the combined light of the lantern and Ardeo’s
glow. “Or the essence of one meech dragon.”

Kaesamiled. “You found her.”
“Yes, and unlesswe spill her, she should be easy to keep track of.”
Dibl gave atiny hoot. Gymn landed on Ka€' s shoulder and flapped hiswings.

“I believe shedid this hersdlf, Regidor,” said Kae as she looked at the finely shaped clay bottle. “If Risto
had been here and changed her, wouldn't he have taken her away?’

“That' sathought, Kae. But what if he wants her to travel with usand for usto think sheisharmlessin
thisgate?’

She considered the possibility. “ So we' d best be wary.”
“Itisadwaysbest to bewary.”



50
BUILDING THE GATEWAY

A widelane built atop alevee stretched into the bog from the main road. Neither the lane nor the levee
had existed severa hours before. Men, ready to fight for their homes, gathered on the main road.
Women and children stood by their men, waiting to say good-bye.

Kae saw Magter Meiger, and for the moment he didn’t have someone demanding his attention.

“Y ou gave agood speech today, Master Meiger.”

He blushed and looked away from her. “Not asfancy as some, but | said what | knew to be true.”
“You sad just theright thing, and these people believed you.”

“They’' veknown med| my life”

She wanted to say more, but words didn’t come to mind, and he looked uncomfortable at her praise.
She thought of another topic to broach.

“Thewizards haven't called you into the bog?’

“No, they told usto wait here until they had the gateway constructed. Evidently it’sarather complicated
business, and it will take dl three of them. That one wizard, Fenworth, he did that road al by himsdlf.
Amazing to watch.”

She nodded. “I’ll go in and see how closethey areto finishing.”
“Should you?’ asked Master Meiger. “I mean, interrupt them?’

“1 won't bother them.” Kale tarted toward the lane, but turned back. “Master Meiger, it might bea
good ideato warn these peopl e about mordaklegps. Remind them they haveto cut off their tailsto kill
them.”

The old marionelooked startled. “Yes. Yes, of course.”
She gestured to Regidor and Bardon. “1’m going into the bog. Want to come along?’

The two men exchanged glances. Regidor grinned. “Decided you didn’t want to run into any svamp
creatures on your own, huh?’

She grinned back at him. “That’ sright. Dar told meto use my brain.”
“WE€l come,” said Bardon. “I’m curious, too.”

They passed severd groups of men and afew families before they set foot on the new path. The springy
road looked like logs of various diameters woven together with sturdy vines. The minor dragonsflew
about them asthey walked. A feast of bugs swarmed over the murky bog water.

“Where sGilda?’ asked Kde.

“In my pocket,” answered Regidor.



Kaelooked at the smooth lines of hisclerica robe.
“It'sahollow,” explained Regidor before she could ask. “How did you give Toopkathe dip?’

“Shewas helping Cakkue and Y onny. She didn’t even seem particularly outraged that we didn’t plan to
take her dong.”

“That sounds suspicious.” Bardon laughed.
“| agree,” said Regidor.

Kae shook her head, haf agreeing with her friendsyet il believing her own eyes. “ She was changing
beds on the second floor when | |eft. Mistress Meiger finds Toopkajust abit unnerving because she's
not had any dealings with doneels. But Toopkais doing her best to impress her. | do wonder what's
going oninthat furry little heed of hers”

“Wall, she can be agood worker,” said Regidor, “but she’' saso conniving and too curious for her own
good.”

“And what would she say about you?’ asked Kale.
Regidor laughed. “ That I'm bossy and stubborn.”
Bardon dapped him on the shoulder. “ She' d beright then.”

A balyhoo hird cried out an objection to theinvasion of itsterritory with adigtinctive “ballyhoo,
ballyhoo.” Kae craned her neck, trying to catch sght of the blue and white bird. The smdl, quick bird
perched on alimb covered with cascading moss. Kale watched asit flitted from branch to branch.

Dry winter leavesrattled asthey ill clung to vines draped around the trees. With adeep breath, Kae
recognized the same damp smells asin Bedderman’s Bog.

But here, no cygnot trees linked together to make planking. These trees stood far gpart. Patchy, gray
bark hung loosdly on the trunks asiif the trees were shedding an outer skin.

Maybe the winters are too harsh here for cygnot trees. | don’t think it snows as far south as The
Bogs.

Thelack of cygnot trees dso meant no roots provided natura stepping blocks. Away from Wizard
Fenworth’ sfloating road, the foot-deep water combined with areedy vegetation. After they were
finished with the lane and it was destroyed, the bog would be difficult to trudge through.

But now, Kae dmost felt as though she were on an afternoon stroll. A breeze tirred the vines on the
trees, and the afternoon sky above provided a blue canopy. The road benesth them creaked and swayed

inan easy rhythm.
It all seems too comfortable to be the pathway to war.

“There sthe gateway.” Kale pointed at the three wizards, Librettowit, and Dar gathered at the end of the
temporary road. “It looks as though they’ ve finished.”

“No,” said Regidor, “the smaller one is complete, but the larger has one edge that needs to be more
tightly woven. Why are there two gateways? | only heard of plansfor one.”

Librettowit and Dar conversed solemnly while Fen and Cam sat on logs resembling roughly hewn chairs.



Lyll paced in front of the unfinished gateway.

Afternoon shadows stretched long across the makeshift road. Remembering that they had recently been
attacked by a peaceful pond, Kae shuddered and kept awary eye on the dark splotches.

Dar greeted Kae and the others. “We re just about to send Wizard Fenworth and Librettowit off to
summon Brungtetter and Lee Ark. Thiswill be one for the history books. If it works as planned,
Librettowit and Fen will bring troops through the different gatewaysto this central one, which will take
them all to the battle. Timeisshort.”

“And Padadin?’ asked Kale.
“He may show up,” answered Dar.
“Wecan't summon him?”’

Dar shook hishead. “Wulder will send him if heis needed. WEe ve no authority over either Wulder or
Pdadin. We cannot command them to appear.” Dar’ s expressive eyes brightened. “But we will not be
abandoned by them, that | can assure you.”

“Areyou coming?’ Librettowit caled to Fenworth. “I can do thismysdlf if you'retoo tired.”

“Tired? Harrumph! | only did athird of the work building these gates, and | could have doneit al. Of
coursel’m not tired.”

Fenworth got to hisfeet fiffly. Mice, lizards, and bugs skittered out of hishair and beard. He took no
notice of their departure, but smiled warmly at alarge blackbird flying through the widely spaced trees.
He landed on the bog wizard' s shoulder.

“Thereyou are, Thorpendipity.” Fenworth lifted ashaky hand to stroke the bird’ s glossy back. “1'd
begun to think you'’ d taken up with some other wizard. I'll be needing you. Glad you came.”

Fenworth strolled to the smdler of the two shimmering gateways and stepped through, till talking to the
bird.

Librettowit addressed Cam and Lyll. “I'll try to keep him in the background, but you know there’ sno
bending that will of hisonce he’ sdecided to do athing.”

Cam’sjaw clenched before he spoke. “We shal hope he doesn't think of leading the forces on the
batlefidd.”

Lyll wrung her hands. “ Try to convince him of the importance of gathering reinforcements. He' stoo fral
for therigors of war.” She pressed her lipstogether and blinked rapidly.

Librettowit put hishand to his hat and tipped it dightly. “I’ll do my best, my lady.” He entered the
gateway and disappeared in sparkling light.

Wizard Cam turned to thelarge, unfinished gate.

“What do you think, Lyll? Can wefinish this off?’

“I think we need help.”

Cam and Lyll turned to look at Kale, Bardon, and Regidor.



“Come,” said Lyll, “we need you three apprentices.”

Regidor and Kae stepped forward quickly, but Bardon hung back.
“Excuse me, my lady, but | am not one of Fenworth’ s gpprentices.”
“Bethat asit may,” said Cam, “come, my friend. Y ou may observe.”

Kale' s head jerked around to see Bardon' s reaction. Wizard Cam had said amost the exact words
Fenworth had once said when he wanted Bardon to take part in awizardry lesson.

Bardon wore hisinscrutable expression, and when she reached to his mind, he had a block up that
should have had asign reading, “ Go away, Kae!”

She made aface a him, and of course he didn’t respond.

Lyll touched Kale sarm. “ Stand by me. Regidor, you go next to Cam, and Bardon, take the middle
position.” Shewaited only amoment for them to follow her ingtructions. “Now, look at thiswall on the
right sde. Do you see the threads that have not yet been woven together?’

Kae's mouth dropped open as she nodded. Always before she had concentrated on the center of the
gateway wherethe air seemed to ripple, distorting the image meseting her eye. Now she could see long,
thick strands of almost transparent color dangling asif the edge of ahuge cloth had frayed.

She felt Bardon' s excitement surge and knew he saw the threads. His reaction overtook his
determination not to share this experience with her, and hisguard fell.

“Now watch carefully, children, as Cam and | weave the loose cords. Y ou can join in and help as soon
asyou seethe pattern.”

Regidor joined in firgt, followed by Kae. She knew Bardon saw the pattern soon after. But he hesitated,
because he didn't quite believe he could do it.

It’s like the beat of a drum behind the music, Bardon. Just react to the rhythm.

Hedidn't answer, but soon shefdt hisenergy flowing in time with the othersin the group. When Lyl tied
off the last strand, the five let out a collective Sigh. Thefeding of working in harmony dissolved, but Kale
felt asense of satisfaction. Sheturned to seeif Bardon fdlt the same way.

Hisface had taken on the stondlike expression she hated. She amost yelled at him. Can’t you just enjoy
something? The question tried to leave her tongue, but she clamped her lips over it.

“How can that happen?’ he demanded. “How can | be part of something like that?’

“Itian’t suchamysery,” said Wizard Cam. He turned away from Bardon to ask Kde aquestion. “Do
you have thetalent of heding?’

“No, Gymn does.”
“Y et you assist him when he has need of your help. Y our presence boosts his naturd talent.”
“Yes, | think that’ show it works.”

“And you sharein the joy, the satisfaction, after the work is completed, even though it was not your talent
that achieved the end?’



“Yes, and | fed very closeto Wulder.”

Cam nodded and refocused on the tiff lehman. “Bardon, you areto Kde as sheisto Gymnin this
instance. Y ou sustain her ability. Actudly, during this enterprise you supported the four of us. And
nourishing thetalent isjust as vauable as having the talent yoursalf. When you and Kde fight together, it
isshewho isbolstering, or one might even say multiplying, your skill and gbility.”

Bardon cast askepticd glance a Kade. Dibl chose that moment to circle his head, flying around and
around Bardon’s crown like a bee deciding to land on aflower. Kale grinned.

Bardon' sglare hardened, but Dibl plopped down on his heed.

Thelehman sighed, hisiff shouldersrelaxing. Kae heard hisvoicein her mind. * It' s difficult to stand
on your dignity with a yellow dragon in your hair.”

Maybe dignity isn’t always important.
A smile broke Bardon’ s grim expression.

Dar sgnaed Kae, Bardon, and Regidor to cometo him. “I’m going back to talk to Master Meiger and
hisfriends. Cam and Lyll will continue to fortify this gateway o that the dragons can safely pass through.
| want you three to go ahead. Scout the lay of the land, the location of the enemy camps, and their
grength. Then return. After you report, we should be ready to begin trangporting the warriors. If I'm not
here waiting for you, Kale, send one of your dragonsto locate me.”

“Yesdr. Da?

-

“Areyou redly ahigh lee generd as Fenworth said?’

Dar laughed and shook his head. “No, he was thinking of my father.”

“Areyou an ambassador?’

“We are al ambassadors, Kae. We represent something to someone every day of our lives.”

“Comeon, Kae.” Regidor tugged a her arm. “We veamission. Let'sgo see wheretheenemy is



51
INENEMY TERRITORY

“That fdt different, didn’'t it?” Kale said as soon as she passed through the gateway and faced Regidor
and Bardon. They stood in awooded area against arise of rocks.

Regidor nodded. “It did. | didn't fed like the air was squeezed out of my lungs.”

“I thought maybe | was just getting used to pushing through gateways,” said Bardon. “I didn't fed the
weight and gtickiness of the light as| have before.”

Regidor tilted his head and studied the gateway etched in the boulders. “| supposeit has something to do
with thedimensons”

Kaletook hold of the meech dragon’s deeve. “No, Regidor! We are not going to stop and andyze the
gaeN@/.”

Bardon chuckled. “ She sright, you know. We have amission to perform.”

Kale coaxed the minor dragons out of her cape. “ Come on, you can help. Just be careful not to be seen.”
Dibl trilled at her. “Very funny, but I don't think it will work.”

“What?" asked Regidor.
“He sgoing to pretend to be abird if any bisonbecks spot him.”

“Thisisserious business,” Bardon spoke firmly to the little yellow dragon as he zipped back and forth
acrossthe small clearing.

“It' susdessto reprimand him.” Kae glared. “He knows the Stuation is dangerous.”
“I don’t want him to compromise our misson.”
“Yéling a himwon't change histemperament.”

“All right,” interrupted Regidor. “ The two of you bickering won't help our attempt to scout the area
ether.”

Both Kae and Bardon clenched their teeth and answered, “Right.” Redlizing the synchronization of their
response, they stared at each other with widened eyes.

Dibl did two backflipsin the air and then buzzed around Bardon' s head. The lehman didn’t even bother
to wave him off. Helooked at the western horizon. “We have about an hour of sunlight left. Shall we split
up and meet back here?’

“Fine” said Regidor. “I’ll take this mountainous terrain since I’ m the most surefooted.”

Kae squared her shoulders. She didn’'t want her two companions to know how much she didiked the
ideaof going done. “I’ll go due north.”

“And I'll tekethe east,” said Bardon. “We Il travel until sunset and then retrace our steps. There should
be moonlight tonight, enough to navigate by. Kale, watch where the moon comes up, and use that to



keep your bearings on your return.”

“I know that.” She sgnaed the dragons to come and started into the woods before she unintentional ly
reveded her fearsto Bardon.

“Be careful.” Regidor’svoice gave her ameasure of comfort.

“Don’t do anything foolish.” Bardon’s voice made her jaw ache as she ground her teeth together.
She carefully guarded her thoughts as she stormed away.

Why is he so bossy all of a sudden? By now he should know | am at |east competent.

To refocus her mind on the task at hand, Kale planned her next moves. She sent the dragons ahead of
her, telling them to look for bisonbecks and grawligs and renegade dragons. Gymn came back first with a
report she could hardly believe.

She veered off to the left and followed him. She smelled wood smoke before they cameto aridge where
Gymn urged caution. Lying on her somach, sheinched into aposition to peer over the top. Her somach
knotted as she surveyed the wide valey below. Campfires dotted the darkening landscape. Thousands of
bisonbeck warriors crowded the eastern side, clearly organized in military units. A river marked a
dividing line. On the western banks and dl the way to the hills below the Morchain Range, grawligs
camped intheir typical helter-skelter manner. Kale examined the chaotic scene and located knots of
ropmas and schoergs here and there amid the grawlig encampment.

Gymn grumbled deep in histhroat.
“Yes, | seethem,” she answered.
At the other end of the valey, dragonsroved over ahilly landscape.

Kae gulped. “How many warriors are there? How many dragons? How do we determine where the
leaders are?”’

Mettalanded on her shoulder. She had come across the same scene and travel ed along the top of the
ridgeto rejoin Kale. Soon Dibl and Ardeo skimmed over the rocks and bushes to land on her aswell.

To thewest, the sun dipped bel ow the peaks of the Morchain Range. A blood red streak of clouds
announced the end of the day. A grawlig chant rose from the valey, making Ka€ s skin crawl. Even
though she could not distinguish the words, the beat of the tuneless mantrasounded like awar cry.

“Wadll, we' ve got something to report. We might aswell go back.”

Kae pushed hersdf away from the edge and did down the dope. Standing, she brushed debris from her
cape and trousers.

Thisis so much bigger than | imagined. How can a small, untrained army of farmers stand up to
that gigantic army? | hope Wizard Fenworth and Librettowit find Brunstetter and Lee Ark.

She started back through the woods. Ardeo flew just ahead, lighting the way. Metta, Gymn, and Dibl sat
on Kae. Not even Dibl found any humor in the Stuation.

Kae€ sthoughts were on how to phrase the enormity of what she had seen.

I’m sure Bardon and Regidor saw the same thing from their positions. | wonder if they went closer



to the enemy.

Shetripped over ahalf-buried, rotten log. As she sumbled afew feet, the underbrush caught at her legs.
“I don't remember the forest being this overgrown.”

She peered upward but could not see the sky. “Well, that iminates using the moon asaguide.”

Ka e reached with her mind to find Regidor or Bardon, but found her emotions and the nearness of so
many of the enemy hampered her ability.

Or maybe Risto knows we're here and has done something. The minor dragons found me easily.
Maybe they’ |l lead me to Regidor or Bardon.

Kae made the suggestion, and each of the dragons agreed they could find Regidor. When they started
off a a southwest angle, Kale got an impression of the meech dragon’ slocation and breathed a sigh of
relief. She didn’t want to spend the night lone and lost in the forest, especidly if Risto knew she and the
others had infiltrated histerritory.

“No!” She giggled asthe minor dragons bombarded her with objections. “Of course | know I'm never
aonewhen | have you around. And remember, Granny Noon said Wulder isaways with ustoo.”

She trekked confidently through the woods, but till tried to be as silent as she could, hushing Metta
when she hummed a marching song. The thought of running into an enemy patrol prompted her caution.

She heard Regidor spesking before she saw him. She urged the dragonsto return to her, and together
they crept up on the situation, not knowing to whom the meech dragon could be speaking.

She hid behind a boulder and peeked at Regidor.

He sat on the ground with the clay bottle between his knees. Hovering above him, Gilda appeared asa
tranducent, cloudlike figure. She was dressed in awhite, gauzy flowing gown. Her profile showed the
squarish nose and jaw like Regidor’s. But al her meech features held finer lines than the mae dragon.
Kdethought her strikingly beautiful.

“You say | was born into abad situation, Regidor.” Gilda s voice dripped with honey. “How do you
know you are not the one being deceived? Y ou and | are meech dragons. We shouldn't be fighting each
other. We have a kindred spirit. | can be your true friend. | can understand you like none of them. Their
brotherhood isa pretense.”

“Y ou'rewrong again. And you' ve pinpointed what makes the ‘ brotherhood’ unique. It has nothing to do
with being of similar lineage. The qudity of relationships among thisband isthe key, Gilda. | am trusted,
respected, and even cherished by those | associate with.”

“Rigo trussme.”

“He does?’ Regidor shook his head. “He trusts you so much that he put a spell on you. Should you
waver in serviceto him, you become avapor in ajug. That doesn't sound like trust to me.”

“The spell isto protect me from thelikes of you.”
“And what horrible thing am | supposed to do to you?’

“Degroy me.”



“Wadll, if you want to know thetruth, I’ ve figured out how to do away with you in thisform, but I don’t
planondoingit.”

“Y ou twist things, meech dragon. Come with meto meet Risto.” She hitched ashoulder and |ooked
down on Regidor with an expression of disdain. “Y ou don't dare see him face to face, do you? Y ou
know he could prove you' re wrong.”

“I know he’ swicked and very clever. I'd rather not ded with him at all.”
“Aha You'reafrad.”
“I'mintelligent, Gilda. Only afool would throw himself into Risto’s clutches.”

“I don't have any moretime for thisridiculous discussion. And since you know my weakness, I’ Il admit
I”’m beginning to dissipate. | must return to the bottle.”

Regidor pulled the cork from the top. Gilda drifted toward the opening.

“Think of what I’ve said, Regidor. You and | could be an invincible team under Rigto. Y our friends offer
you nothing but hardship ahead.” She detoured from her descent into the bottle to curl around her male
counterpart. Her mist draped around his shoulders and did toward the bottle. The sultry quality of her
voice deepened. “ Perhapsif we joined forces under Risto, we could one day surpass even him. Perhaps
thisisthe only way for you to defeat him. With me, Regidor. With one of your own kind.” Her cloudlike
image condensed and swirled into the bottle. Regidor firmly pushed the cork into the top.

“Y ou can come out now, Kale,” he said.

She straightened and walked around the rock. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

She waited awkwardly while Regidor stood and tucked the bottle inside his clerica robe.
“Youthink | shouldn’t betalking to her,” he said.

“I didn’t know you could talk to her, so | hadn’t formed an opinion on whether it swise or not.”
“Do you have an opinion now?’

“I think it's dangerous for the same reasons you' re reluctant to casualy visit Risto.”
Regidor’ slipstwitched into asmile.

“S0 you give me my own advice—stay away from evil.”

“It does sound like agood plan.”

Regidor shrugged. “Let’ sgo join Bardon.”

“Certainly.”

Kaefollowed the surefooted dragon over the choppy terrain. The rough rocks provided traction beneath
their boots. Sipping resulted from crumbling flint, not from a smooth surface. They reached more even
ground, and she dlowed hersdf to think about what she had just seen. Regidor might be tempted to
follow Gildato Risto, just to prove her wrong. Regidor would never succumb to Risto’s convoluted



reasoning, but he might be captivated by Gilda s charms and let down his guard. In the conversation
she’ d heard between the meech dragons, Regidor didn’'t seem particularly antagonistic to Risto’s minion.
Kaeworried about him being caught in an attractive trap.

Two of the minor dragons squedled an darm at the same moment. The other two echoed the cry. Kde
whipped her head around to see what had caused their shrieking. She smelled it first, the sickening, rotten
amdl of agrawlig.

She pulled her sword.
Regidor roared. “Behind you, Kae.”

She heard a swishing sound. Something dammed into the back of her head, jarring her body and
buckling her knees. The ground in front of her turned black with tiny bursts of light circling in erratic
patterns. A rough hand grabbed her hair. She closed her eyes and managed to utter, “Help!” before total
darknesstook away al the pain.
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MOTHER'SLOVE

A tender hand bathed the back of Ka€' s aching head with cool water. She lay on her sdein a soft bed.
Thelinens smelled fresh. A soft pillow cradled her head.

“Issheawake yet?’ The harsh voice pricked at her memory.

“I think she’ scoming 'round, my lady.” Kae knew she'd never heard those mellow tones before.
“Then move, you fool.” Thefirgt voice clanged in her brain.

Who isthat?

A swish of fabric and agtirring of the air told Ka e that the two women had changed places. Cool fingers
touched her brow.

“Kae, dear.”

Now she recognized the voice, now that the speaker used a honeyed manner to drench her words.
Mother Number One.

Kalekept her eyes closed.
“Kade, dear, areyou dl right? We ve rescued you from aband of grawligs.”

Did Regidor escape? Oh no! She'll listen to my thoughts. Block. Block. Wulder block. Under Your
authority. Seeking truth. Wulder protect me. My thoughts belong to me and Wulder. There, that’s
it. My thoughts belong to me and Wulder.

“Y ou are coming around, aren’t you, dear? Don't be afraid. I'll take care of you.”

Kde opened her eyesto gaze at the beauty of the perfect face so close to her. Mother Number One
definitely outshone Mother Number Two in exquisite degance. Kae looked into the cold gray eyesand
turned her head.

“Areyouin pan, dear Kae? Themedicinel put in the water should have diminated any discomfort.”
“Where sGymn?’

“Having aresplendent supper. The othersare aswell. They'rein the cook’ stent. Can you Sit up, dear?’
Kae struggled to rise on her elbow. “My cape?”’

“Redlly, Kde, | haven't golenit. Y ou were filthy when the men brought you to me. Y ou have afresh
gown, and you' re clean. Y ou could say thank you.”

“Thank you.” The cape wouldn’t be dirty. It sheds dirt. And at The Goose and The Gander,
Magistrate Hyd said a moonbeam cape cannot be stolen. Where isit? “Whereisit?’

“Now | know you aren’t well. Fussing over such a petty detail. The capeisin the coverswith you.”

“Why?



Thisimpressive and autocratic Lyll Allerion stood abruptly. “Why?" Her voice shrilled. “Because the
nasty thing stings anyone who triesto touch it.”

Sheturned to the door, her skirts rustling with the swift movement. “I have work to do. Tayla, cal me
when my daughter isin a better mood.”

Kae sat up and contemplated the servant. The tumanhofer looked old enough to have children but not
old enough to be a grandmother. But atumanhofer’ s age was hard to determine.

“Could you bring my dragonsto me?’ Kae asked.

“Not and live to seetomorrow, MissKae.”

“I want to get dressed. Where are my clothes?’

“Burned. My lady didn’t like them. She' d have had the cape, too, but as she said we couldn’t get it.”
“My boots?’

“Burned aswell.”

So | amwithout clothes and shoes. She pulled her kneesto her chin and surveyed her very nicely
furnished prison. She didn’t see an obvious means of escape. Beyond the flap of the tent, two Sturdy legs
stood at attention. They probably belonged to aguard. And my muscles feel like noodles. | wonder if
I’ ve been drugged to keep me out of trouble. | don’t think Tayla can help me without risking her
life. And | don’t want that.

“Surely your nameisn't Tayla I’ ve never known atumanhofer with such a short name.”
“Wdl, that would beright, but my lady doesn’'t liketo say it dl.”

“What isyour name?’

“Taylaminkadot.”

“Thank you, Taylaminkadot, for taking care of me.”

The woman started and frowned a Kae. “Well now, that was nice, and you' re welcome. Areyou sure
you're the daughter of my lady?”

Kale chuckled and rested her forehead on her knees. | prefer to think I'm not.”

“Wadll, | don't blame you there.” Taylalooked nervous. “1 can get you something to eat. Would you like
thet?”

“Aremy dragonstruly in the cook’ stent?’
“Aye, they are, but | can’t fetch them for you.”
“I understand, Taylaminkadot. And yes, | would like something to eat.”

Tayla gtarted to leave, but she turned back to warn Kale. “ There' sanasty bisonbeck guard at the door,”
she whispered. “Don’t try to go anyplace.”

Kae nodded even though she hardly heard the words. She concentrated on the servant’ s mind. She had
donethistrick before. She could pick up the images the woman saw. Asthe woman walked from the



tent and then through the maze of the camp to the cook’ stent, she marked her progress. By thetimethe
tumanhofer servant came back with abowl of soup and some bread, Kale had a pretty good ideawhere
the tent was located. She aso knew her dragons were hedthy but locked in cages.

“Now,” said Tayla, nervous again, asif being in Kale' s presence was adangerousthing, “if you' refeding
al right, and don’t need anything, I’ll be going about my other chores.”

“That’ sfine, Taylaminkadot.”

The woman curtsied, gave her apitying look, and rushed out of the tent.

“Wall, it sabout time.” Toopka crawled out from under the moonbeam cape.
“Toopka”

“Shhl Didn’'t she say there was aguard right outsde?’

“How did you get here?’

“I’ve been with you al dong. In ahollow. In the cape. Redly, Kae. Quit staring.”
“Y ou werein therefor hours!”

Toopkawent to the small table and picked up the spoon. After taking adurpy taste of the soup, she
grinned & her.

“Why not? It salittle stuffy, and you bump into things, but other than being too dark, it snot al that bad.
You can't hear very well in there though, so | had to keep poking my head out to find out what was
going on. Thisisnot agood Situation you' ve gotten usinto, Kale.” She broke off abite of bread and
popped it in her mouth.

“Wadll, | didn’t do it on purpose.”

“And | don't like that woman whois‘my lady.” Who does shethink sheis, anyway?’
“ Shethinks she’ smy mother.”

“Nah, take the wizard that hangs around with Cam and Fenworth. She's much better.”
“I think I will, if I can get back to her.”

Kale dretched her aching muscles. A fatigue enveloped her, and she found any movement astrain. If only
she could fed wide awake. If only every single speck in her body weren't so very tired.

Toopkatook another lip-smacking scoop of soup. “Assoon as| finishthis, I'll go get the dragons.”
“And how do you propose to do that?’

“I'll borrow your moonbeam cape. No one will notice me cause I’ m so sneaky and short. It might bea
problem to locate the little dragons though. Thisisabig camp.”

Kaegmiled. “1 know exactly wherethey are”
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GATHERING TOGETHER

Kae monitored Toopka s progress. The doned child dipped from one hiding spot to the next without
ever raising an eyebrow from any of the many soldiers roaming about the camp. Sometimes she moved
only one gtep at atime, letting the cape’ s camouflaging ability hide her from people standing within afew
feet of her. Kale held her breath and marveled that Toopka didn’t shake in her boots.

I’ m nervous enough for both of us, Toopka.
“Don't be silly, Kale. None of these bullies are any worse than Henricutt Tellowmatterden.”
Oh, I think they are. | think they're killers, every last one of them. You be careful.

Something jolted Toopka, and she sidestepped between two stacks of wooden crates. Kale heard
Someone swearing.

Toopka?

“I"'mall right. A bisonbeck oaf bumped into me from behind. | didn’t see him coming. His friend
says he tripped over his own feet. They can't see me. I'mall right.”

Kae heard the dightest bit of aquiver inthelittle doned’ svoice.
Toopka, you can turn back anytime you want to. We'll find another way out.
“I'mall right. Really.”

Kaebit her lower lip and tried to send Toopka some courage through her talent, but she wasn't fedling
very brave hersdlf.

You're almost there. Turn to the right. The other way, Toopka. That’s your left! Good, now—
“1 can smell it, Kale. | found it.”

The cages areright inside the front door.

“You told me that already.”

I'msorry.

“Just a minute. I’m going to walk in behind these three soldiers.”

Be careful.

“You' vetold me that a hundred times already.”

Kae watched the inside of the tent appear as Toopka dipped through the front door. She chose to hide
inacorner.

“Thisisimpossible!” complained Toopka. “ The dragons are like a sideshow at a carnival. The
cages are right where everyone can come and gawk at them.”



| have an idea, Toopka. I’ m going to tell the dragons to make a lot of noise, then I’ m going to tell
the cook to cover them to make them be quiet. You have to pick out which man isin charge. Can
you do that?

“ Sure. Wait a minute.”
Kaewatched as Toopka s eyes swept the room, examining each of the men who worked in the tent.
“Him.”

Kaetold the dragonsto set up aruckus. The four hooted, shrieked, trilled, and squawked. They flapped
their leathery wings asif they could bresk the bars of the cages.

“What'sdl this?” Through Toopka s mind, Kae heard the cook holler. “What' s got into them?’

“Cover "em like you would chickens. They'll settle down.” Another voice gave the suggestion Kale had
intended to put in the cook’ s mind.

With satisfaction, Kale and Toopkawatched the man bring out alarge cloth and drapeit over al four
cages. In only afew moments, Toopka crept under the edge and began picking the locks on the doors.
One after the other, she freed the dragons. Each one climbed into a pocket-den in the cape. Toopka
findly started the perilous return journey to the tent where Kale waited.

Toopka crawled under the back of the tent and opened the capeto let the dragonsfly to Kae. Gymn,
Metta, Dibl, and Ardeo did not go to their usua perches. All four dragons landed safely in Kae sarms.

“Now,” Toopkawhispered, “how do we get out of here?’

“I don’'t know.” Kae cuddled the minor dragons. She eyed the opening in the front of the tent wherea
guard stood sentry, then examined the smal opening at the base of the tent.

Could we cut that tear to make it larger? They took my sword, but | have a small knife in one of
the hollows. Then of course, we could just walk out of here. Could we? With the cape? If only |
weren't so tired.

Kale patted the mattress beside her. “ Come st with us. Y ou’ ve had atrying evening.”

Toopkarolled her eyes and hopped onto the bed. She undid the cape and laid it inside out next to her. “I
brought some more food.”

She reached into a hollow and pulled out loaves of bread and hunks of cheese. She amiled at Kale. “I
thought we might get hungry.”

“When did you get this? | didn’t see you reach for anything.”
“I told you | was sneaky.” Toopka s grin spread over her face.
A noise outside the tent caught Kal€' s attention. She heard Tayla speak to the guard.

Kde lifted the moonbeam cape and turned it over so the pockets were undernegth. “ Everybody under
and don’'t move!”

“I’'ve cometo seeif you need anything e se for the night,” said Tayla as she pushed the tent flap asde and
camein. Her eyeswent immediately to the loaves of bread and cheese. The tumanhofer servant |ooked
at the partiadly eaten food on the bed, the empty bowl on the tray, and then Kale' sface.



“No, MissKae, | don't know anything about the hills around here. My father was afisherman. Tome, a
boat isthe only way to travel.”

Kade gstared at the woman for amoment and then blinked her eyes.

Is she telling me how to escape? If sheis, she’'srisking her life! | hope the guard believes | spoke
first, and she answered. | can fix that! Kale sent athought to the guard. Now he would have avague
memory of having heard Kae say something he couldn’t quite hear right when the tumanhofer woman
entered the tent.

“I’'m afraid you won't be able to deep for another hour or so,” the servant continued, “but after that your
mother insgtsthis part of the camp be quiet. She wants her rest, she does. She' svery strict about no one
prowling around. Y ou' Il have peace and quiet then.”

Sheis helping us. Oh, Wulder protect her.

“Thank you, Taylaminkadot.” Kae kept her voice calm. The guard must not suspect anything is
amiss. “| don't need anything e setonight.”

Taylacurtsed, picked up thetray, and | ft.

“What wasthat al about?’ asked Toopkain hushed tones as she dithered out from under the cape.
“Theriver isjust afew yardsfrom here, in't it?’

“Yes,” answered Toopka.

“When everyoneis adeep for the night, we' re going on aboat trip.”

A smile spread over Toopka sface.

“Now let’ s get thisfood out of sight,” said Kae. “My mother may cometo tuck mein.”

Kaedidn't regret that her mother did not return for agood-night visit. She believed that some drug had
been given to her, for now that she had held Gymn for a couple of hours, the crippling lethargy had Ift.
Shefdt strong and able to make agood attempt at stealing away.

When the only noisesthey heard were from the distant tents, Kale dit the small tear into anicelarge hole
to climb through. With the dragonsin their pocket-dens and Toopkaheld in Kae sarmswith the
moonbeam cape wrapped around them both, she tiptoed on bare feet toward the sound of theriver. She
passed afew tents and a couple of sentries, but the darkness and her cape kept them safe.

At theriver they could see anumber of boats tied up to docks a hundred yards down the bank. Kale
crept dong theriver, keeping her eyes open for soldiers. She started to get in thefirst boat they cameto,
but a hand on her arm stopped her.

“Not thisone, MissKale”
“Taylaminkadot?’

“Follow me”



“You scared me.”
“Follow me.” The tumanhofer servant ran to alarger boat at the end of one of the docks.
“Get in.” Taylamotioned to Kae as she knelt on the dock and held the boat steady.

Kdedid as shewastold. Tayla scrambled into the boat after her, the mooring rope in her hand. She
shoved off.

“You'regoing with us?’
“Aye.ll
((WW?!

“I would be blamed in the morning whether | helped you or not. Have you ever rowed a boat, Miss
Kae?

“No.”

“Then that' s another good reason for meto go dong, isn't it?’
“Yes,itis”

Kale sat on the wooden seat stretched across the stern of the little craft.
“Where doesthisriver go, Taylaminkadot?’

“Tothelake.” Taylasat on the middle seat and began to ply the oars.
“Isthat a safe placeto go?’

“If we get there before sunrise.”

“Do you think wewill?’

“If Wulder bewilling.”



4
ANOTHER MOTHER'SLOVE

The smdl river meandered in gentle curves. For thefirgt haf hour, grawligs could be heard on one side,
with their raucous songs and loud snoring. Dibl thought the combination so funny he had to be popped
insde Kal€ s cape to keep him quiet. On the other side, bisonbecks loomed in the shadows between
tents.

When they passed the last tent and did between banks of trees, Kal€' s breathing dowed to a normal
pace, and her hands unclenched. A few minutes|ater, she spotted lighted figures darting along theriver.
One came to the shore and waved to the passing boat.

“Taylaminkadot, we must spesk to the kimens.”

Taylaminkadot steered the boat toward the bank. As soon as they were within hearing distance, akimen
cdled, “We ve been sent to bring you to Lyll Allerion.”

“Which one?’ asked Toopka.

“1t would be Mother Number Two,” answered Kae. “Mother Number One doesn’t associate with
kimens”

Severd kimens gathered behind thefirst. “May we come aboard?’ asked thefirst. “We' |l go down the
river toward the lake and join Lady Allerion.”

The kimens jumped into the large rowboat as soon asit scooted into the shalow water. Taylaand the
kimens propelled the boat to the other side where five more kimens hopped in. They bombarded Kade
with their names, politely introducing themselvesto her and referring to her as the Dragon Keeper. She
remembered clearly the name Azalone and connected it with the one she thought might be the leader.

With a dozen kimens in the boat, you’ d think we’ d be going slower. She studied the smal people
gtting around her. What are they doing to make us go faster?

She never solved this puzzle and determined to get Regidor to think it through. If anyone could find the
answer, he could.

“Azdone?’
13 YS?’

“Do you know what has happened to my friends, Regidor and Bardon? Regidor was with me when the
grawligs atacked.”

“Both men went back through your gateway. They returned with many mariones, Wizard Cam Ayronn,
and Wizard Lyll Allerion. Lady Allerion sent usto find you.”

“The mariones are not alarge enough force to face Risto’' sarmy.”

“More have come. An army under General Lee Ark. Our friends the urohms, led by Lord Brunstetter.
Dragons are coming as well. Some through this gigantic gateway. Those who are close enough, fly in.”

They glided downstream for many minutes before Azalone spoke again. “We are closeto the field in



which your Celisse awaits. Y ou must hurry now to the camp of your comrades. Y our mother isinjured
and requires you and the hedling dragon.”

“Injured?’ She spun around on her seet, rocking the boat. “How did she get injured?’

“Thewound is serious, but not life-threatening. When she heard you had been taken, she rushed out to
save you. She charged into atrap, facing Risto and Burner Stox without assistance. Wizard Cam and the
meech dragon Regidor soon arrived. Itislikely Lady Allerion would have died without their assistance.”

Sheturned quickly away. Tears stung her eyes, and she found it hard to breathe.
Toopkatook her hand and squeezed. “It’ [l bedl right. Y ou and Gymn can make her well.”

Kae peered ahead, trying to spot the place where they would land. Tayla s short, muscular body
blocked some of the view. Her shoulders strained as she pulled even harder on the oars. Kae sensed the
tumanhofer woman wanted to help Kae get to her mother quickly. The woman had done much for a
stranger, an o'rant girl who had done nothing for her except expose the servant to danger.

“Taylaminkadot, will you bedl right? Do you have someplace to go?’

“I was hoping to go with you, MissKae. I'd like to be your servant.”

Kaeturned to Azalone. “ Can you escort Taylaminkadot to our camp?’

“Wewill gowith her downstream. It isashorter distance to walk from the lake to your camp.”
“Canyou protect her?’

“Wewill try.”

The boat pushed ashore where the trees thinned to reveal ameadow. Celisse paced over the winter pae
grass, wearing a path. The moon reflected off her silver scaes. Shelifted her head and greeted her rider
withalow cdl.

Kae legpt from the boat, waving good-bye to the others. The minor dragons flew ahead of her. Toopka
pumped her little legs to keep up.

After aswift hug around the dragon’ s neck, Kale scooped Toopkainto her arms and clambered on
board. As soon as her knees were snug in the saddle hooks, she gave the signal to fly. Celisse flapped
her large wings and vaulted into the night sky.

A coldwind blew in Kal€ sface. Not at dl partia to frigid temperatures, the minor dragonshid in the
moonbeam cape. Kae bent her legs back as far as she could and pulled the cape down over her freezing
feet.

From the sky, she could see the sprawling Risto encampment, Bartal Springs Lake, and acamp just
forming. Celisse banked and headed for the new settlement of warriors.

Celisse gave the warning. Behind them adark dragon raced toward them. The smaller dragon flew a a
faster speed and would soon catch up. With horror, Kale saw a stream of fire bolt out of the dragon’s
mouth.

Kae reached with her mind, trying to send a clear message.

Bardon, Regidor, | need help. Dar, Wizard Cam, can you hear me? I’ m being followed. Regidor, |



need help. I’m being followed by a fire dragon, and it’s catching up to Celisse. Regidor, can you
hear me?

Shelooked over her shoulder. The dragon was gaining. She couldn’t make out arider on its back, but
she remembered that the twelve fire dragons who had confronted Paladin wereriderless. Celisse abruptly
banked to the left. The other dragon kept close on her tail. She shot up, flying higher. So did the pursuing
dragon, and he spit ablaze asif to say he was annoyed.

Bardon, help! There'safire dragon after us.
“1’mon my way, Kale.”

She looked to the south and saw a dragon rise from the small encampment. Another sprang into the air
after it. A few seconds later, athird followed. Turning her head, she gasped when she saw how much the
fire dragon had gained on them.

Hurry, Celisse!

Thefire dragon spewed out flames. The hesat of the blaze came close enough that Kale fdlt the force of it
on her back. The next projection singed Celisse stail. Celisse screeched and beat her wings harder.

| should be able to do something.

Kaetried to pick up the enemy dragon’ s thoughts. When she touched its mind, she backed away from
itsfury for only amoment before she closed in and sent a message.

You' ve picked the wrong target. Risto will be furious.

The fire dragon faltered, then roared and sent out another flame. But its hesitation gave Celisse enough
lead to avoid being hit again.

They were close enough to the oncoming dragons for Kae to make out who they were. Bardon led the
charge on Greer, Brungtetter followed on Foremoore, and Dar brought up the rear on Merlander. Both
Bardon and Brungtetter held lances ready to throw. They swept past Kae on elther side of Celisse. Kde
whipped her head around to see them hurl their wegpons at the pursuing fire dragon. Both lances hit their
marks. The dragon bellowed. Dar bolted past her, and she saw him swinging ahadwig. The spiked ball
soared through the air and hit the fire dragon square on its head. Brungtetter and Bardon turned in awide
circleand prepared to make a second assault. The fire dragon had had enough. With itswings beating an
irregular rhythm, it logt dtitude.

Foremoore, Greer, and Merlander took up positions to escort Celisse home.
Thank you. Her gratitude went to each dragon and their riders.
“1I"'mglad you returned to us,” Dar’svoice warmly greeted Kale.

Thank you, Dar. And thanks to you, Bardon. Brunstetter, it is very good to see you! Where's
Regidor?

Bardon answered, “ Regidor has been acting strangely. At first | thought he was ashamed because
he was unable to protect you from the grawligs and prevent them from hauling you off. But |
don’'t think that’ s really why he's disappearing all the time. When he shows up again, he' s very
morose.”



He could be worried about me. He' s bonded to me.

“You talk to him after you’ ve seen your mother. Maybe you can determine what’ s wrong with
him.”

A thought occurred to Kae, and with it came a pang of apprehension. She kept these thoughts to herself
as she speculated. Would Regidor consider joining forces with the beautiful, beguiling Gilda?

They landed in an open field. Brungtetter and Bardon offered to unsaddle the dragons so Dar could take
Kaeto her mother.

“Cedise'stail!” Kaeran back to see whether her dragon’ s hindquarters had been injured from the one
blast of firethat had made ahit. A layer of soot covered the glistening scales, but no red damage had
been done. Kae gave the black and silver dragon ahug and followed Dar acrossthe field.

“Ismy mother badly injured?’ Kae asked asthey hurried past mariones, kimens, o' rants, and
tumanhofers deegping on makeshift cots and bedrolls.

“Yes, shewas,” said Dar, “but Fenworth and Cam repaired much of the damage. Y ou and Gymn will
bring her back to good hedth, I'm sure.”

They entered alarge tent. Kae rushed to the figure lying on a nice bed, took her wrinkled hand, and
pressed it to her cheek. Lyll Allerion looked as she had the first time Kale met her in Meiger’ stavern.

“Mother?’
Lyll opened her eyes, and atired smiletraced her lips.

Gymn came out of his pocket-den and hopped onto LylI’ s chest. Kae put one hand on the little dragon,
and the other held her mother’ s hand.

“I have something to give you, my child.” Lyll fumbled in her bedclothes and pulled out adisk on achain.
“| thought for aminute this afternoon that | had been foolhardy enough to lose my life. If that wereto
happen, you would be an orphan again. It ismy hope that we might rescue Kemry. Takethisdisk. It will
help you identify your father lest Risto try to trick you.”

“I have adisk likethat.”

“You do? Thesurprisein her mother’ sweek voice made Kde amile.
“Granny Noon gaveit to me, but shedidn’t tell me how it works.”
“Do you haveit now? | can show you how it works.”

Kdelet go of her mother’s hand and pulled the thong around her neck, lifting the red pouch from beneeth
the nightgown she sill wore. She emptied the coinlike piece of silver into her palm.

Lyll held out her hand. “Give it to me and watch what happens.”

Kale placed the notched disk into Lyll’s pam. At first, nothing happened. Then the shine of the meta
grew brighter. As she continued to watch, one of the notches foamed at the cut edges and closed
together. When the shine diminished, the coin had only one notch.

Lyll Allerion opened Ka€ sfist by gently prying on her clamped fingers. She put the coin back in her
daughter’ s hand. “When you find your father, the other notch will hedl.”



Kae stared at the one-notched disk and dlowly closed her fingers over it. She looked up at thetired old
woman in the bed.

“You redly are my mother,” she whispered.

“Yes, | am. How do you fed about that?’

Tearsrolled down Kale' s cheeks. “1 don't know.”

“Areyou sorry | am not as beautiful asthe other mother you found?’
She shook her head. “No, | aways liked you better.”

“Do you think you could love me?’

Kae nodded and threw hersdlf into her mother’sarms. She sobbed for amoment, but ajolt of energy
passing through the circle of healing made her jump back. Still holding onto her mother’ sarms, Kale
looked into the young face of Lyll Allerion.

Shegiggled. “ Y ou'reyoung again.”

Lyll laughed. “Y es, that was amighty potent healing. Now | must get up and get dressed. Bardon has
been telling me Regidor ishaving problems. Shal we go see about our friend?’

Ka e saw the morning sun peeking through the tent flap. She’ d been up al night. But her mother was
right. They must talk to Regidor.

“What color should | wear today?’ asked Lyll. “Ydlow or blue?’
“Ydlow,” said Kde. “It'sgoing to be abright day.”

“Isit, dear?| predict problems, and thus, yellow isthe perfect choice.” She nodded at the dress dung
over achair. “Ydlow!” Lyll examined her daughter’ s attire. “1 do believe you could use adressaswell.”
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TREACHERY

LyllI’s prediction of trouble was validated as soon as they walked out of the tent. Dar and Bardon stood
with Wizard Cam. Toopka hovered at their hedls. All of them looked as though someone had died.

Cam stepped forward. “In the hour before daylight, al the dragons aigned with our camp took flight. Itis
reported that they headed north.”

“Which would take them to the enemy,” added Dar. “I1t seems our dragons have gone over to Risto’s
camp.”

Bardon looked at Kae only. “And Regidor is nowhere to be found.”
She blinked. “He and Gilda persuaded the dragons to defect?’

“Subterfuge is Gilda s specidty,” said Camwith asigh. “I’m afraid her brand of persuasion wastoo
much for Regidor to resst. Remember, Risto enhanced her natura abilities. Once Regidor was
converted, the two of them must have been aformidable pair against our dragons' trusting dispositions.”

“All the dragons?’ Kale realized the magnitude of the treason. * Celisse? Merlander?”’
Bardon nodded. “ All the dragons.”

Kaefdt the pressure of Metta' s clawsin her shoulder. “Not the minor dragons,” she said. “ The minor
dragons are dtill here”

“Yes,” said Cam, “but the minor dragons cannot carry soldiersinto battle or transport wounded men.
They cannot ddiver supplies or give acommander an aerid view of the battlefield. Risto now holdsan
unbegatable hand.”

“Will he attack today?’ asked Bardon.

Cam looked old and sad. “If he wanted to win just this battle, he would. But he's smart enough to know
we re amassing afar-szed army to block him. If hewaitsaday, instead of crushing five thousand men,
he can crush ten thousand.”

Kaetwisted the pouch hanging around her neck. “We have to rescue the dragons. If | talk to Cdlisse, |
know she' d come back.”

“Invading the enemy camp would be too dangerous, Kae,” said Lyll Allerion. “1’m hoping Wizard Cam
will have atrick or two up hisdeeve. After dl, heisalake wizard. And Bartal Springs Lake just happens
to be hishomelake”

Cam nodded. “WEe Il go to my castle under cover of darkness.”
“What are we going to do al day?’ asked Toopka.

“Seep!” said Cam. “At least some of us. Otherswill mingle with the new recruits, bolster their spirits and
sguash rumors.”

“Am | one of the ones who gets to squash rumors?’



“Y ou're one of the oneswho getsto deep.”

“| dept somein the boat.”

“You'll degp moreinabed.”

“| could—"

A bucket of water appeared over thelittle girl’ s head and dumped its contents.
Toopka sputtered.

“That was warm water,” said Cam. “But you shall soon be cold. A nice warm bath and asnuggly bed are
the best thing for you at the moment.” He turned to address the tumanhofer servant. “ Taylaminkadot,
would you be so kind as to escort thislittle doned to the tent that’ s been made ready for Kale? Seeto
her needs, if you will, and don’t let her out of your sght! Not even when you think she' sdeeping.”

“I won't be ableto deep,” protested Toopka as she was led away.

Kaedidn't think shewould be able to deep either, but awarm breakfast of porridge and hot mallow, a
soothing bath, and a cozy bed invited dumber. She woke up hourslater with no more aching muscles, no
headache, and a hearty appetite. Gymn rested on her shoulder. When he saw her awake, he perked up.

“Hed their minds?’ Kae sat up and contemplated her green dragon. “Whose minds?’

Gymn trilled and the explanation unfolded in Kale€ smind. “ The other dragons. They are deluded, and
you think it' sanillness. Maybeit is, Gymn. We'll try dmost anything to get them back. How would you
treet anillnesslikethat?’

Gymn hummed in histhroat and squesked as he thought.
“|solate the bad and nourish the good?’

Kae spied anew st of clothes. Forgetting about Gymn’ stheories, she jumped out of bed and raced to
put them on. The pants and tunic reminded Kae of her mother’ s outfit she’ d worn to fight the
mordakleeps, except they weren't aflashy pink. The supple boots were black. Creamy soft materia
made aformfitting undershirt. The breeches and tunic were an earthy brown like the uniforms of The Hall.

Toopka stood in the doorway, pouting. “Y ou’ re supposed to come egt.”

Behind her Taylaminkadot nodded approvingly. The tumanhofer followed Toopkawith theair of
someone who would pounceif the child strayed so much as an inch. Kae grinned to herself asshe
watched the thwarted mischief maker march to the dining tent.

They rushed through supper. The winter sun had aready set, and dusk shrouded the camp. Kaleand
Bardon, Dar and the two wizards, Brunstetter and Lee Ark, Taylaminkadot, Toopka, and severa kimens
marched down to the lake. The hike covered at |east three miles of rough path through timber and rocky
hillside. No one spoke unnecessarily, but concentrated on where to place the next step.

Two kimens guarded the boat tethered to a shoreline pine. Azalone took the point position, Sitting astride
the prow.

Dar sat on the next seat with Dibl on hisknee.

Kae sat with Wizard Cam.



Brungtetter took the rowing bench and wielded one oar while Lee Ark and Lehman Bardon plied the
other.

In the back sat Taylaminkadot with Lady Allerion and a half-dozen kimens.

The remaining kimens on the shore untied the line and shoved the boat out onto the lake. Gentle waves
rocked the boat. The oars dipped in and out of the water. The three men propelled the skiff toward deep
water.

“Whereto?’ asked Brundetter.
“Oh, toward the middle in clear Sght of the enemy camp, | should say,” answered Cam.

Kae hoped they would not have to set up their fortressin full view of Risto’s henchmen. “Isthat where
your castleis?’

“Wdl now, it' sanyplace | want it to be, isn’t it? But we do want to draw Risto’ s attention.”
“Wedo?

“Yes, wedo. | must ask you to be quiet now, Kale. | am plotting al sorts of devious surprisesfor the
wicked wizard and his cohorts.”

Kaedidn't mind being quiet. Fenworth would have been more blunt in ordering her silence. She found
she missed the old wizard. A dozen topics of conversation sprang into her mind, but they all led to what
would happen tomorrow and who would win the battle. How did she get in the front line of awar?

The quest was to find the meech dragon and save him—her—from Risto. To rescue those dragons
already under the influence of Risto. And to thwart Risto’s evil plans. We found Gilda, but didn’t
lure her away from Risto. Not only did we not rescue any dragons, we lost the ones we still had.
And as for thwarting Risto—

Her eyes surveyed the western shoreline where the camp of bisonbecks sprawled for miles.
If Wulder sends Paladin, Paladin could obliterate the whole army. What can we do alone?

She glanced back at the shore. Were soldiers gathering on the banks of the river? Had they been
spotted?

We certainly aren’t doing much to hide. Azalone s lighting the prow. At least the kimensin the
back are subdued. The moon’s path across the water seems to be pointing right at us.

The mural! Thisisthe painting on the wall of the Gander!

“Bardon!”

“That has occurred to me aswell, Kae, but remember you' re being quiet.”
Bardon!

“ 1t doesn’t really mean anything that | can see.”

But it’ s happened to me before. On the last quest, there was a point when we looked just like the
mural in the River Away tavern.



“| still don’t see that it means anything for us today. What would be significant isif you wereto
see another mural that has us all doing something else. That might mean we'll live through
tomorrow.”

Oh, Bardon, do you think it's possible?

“We work for Paladin, Kale. Anything is possible.”

“Thiswill do,” said Cam.

He stood and |ooked at the water some distance ahead of them. “Thereitis”

A spire broke the surface of the water and pushed upward. It was attached to acentra turret, which
soon became visible. The white stone edifice shone in the moonlight. Water cascaded out of the windows
and off the balconies. The castle continued to thrust toward the sky, reveding amassive structure as it
rose out of the water.

The eruption of acastlein the middle of thelake attracted attention from the shore. The water pouring
from the building formed aroaring waterfall. If the bisonbeck soldiers hadn't seen the spectacle, they
surdly would have heard it.

Cam turned and handed Dibl to Kae. “Thank you for the loan of him, Kae. He has inspired many
interesting events to unfold within the next twenty-four hours.”

The rush of falling water subsided. The whole castle sat, gpparently, on the lake.
Cam signded the rowersto proceed. “ To the front door, if you please.”

They hitched the boat to adock and climbed damp stairs to an ornate double door. Cam turned to frown
at the sky.

“Fedslike snow, wouldn’t you say?’
Kaelooked at the stars shimmering in aclear sky and thought, Not in the least.

“Wall, there are extra blankets in each bedroom. Y ou' |l be warm enough. Shall we get some deep?Big
day ahead of us, you know.”

From the shore aflaming arrow arched over the water. It fell far short of the castle target and Szzled asit
plopped into the lake.

Cam put his hands on his hips. “Now that was optimistic. Had the fellow actualy been able to shoot the
arrow that great distance, did he expect one lonefirebrand to demolish a castle still dripping water?’

Helooked again at the masses of bisonbeck soldiers milling around on the shore. “On the other hand, it
does portend well for us. They don’t seem to solve problemswell on the spur of the moment, do they?
Y es, that bodes well for us.”
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ACTION

A dry bed surprised Ka e that night, and so did the blizzard in the morning. Cam seemed a bit unhappy
with the view out his dining room window.

“Wall, Cam,” said Lady Allerion as she buttered her toast, “you have to expect the wind when you
gather together such a storm on short notice.”

“Yes, but let’ ssubdueit, shal we?1’m sureit’ sdone itswork, and we don’t need it any longer.”
“Assoon as|’vefinished breakfast, Cam.”
“What work did the blizzard do?’ asked Toopka.

Cam sat down again at his place and poured himsalf another cup of tea. “The ropmeas, grawligs, and
schoergsdl liketheir cozy little densand hovels. They particularly like to bein them when there' s
inclement westher.”

“In-clem-at?’ Toopka scrunched up her face over the new word.

“Inclement, wet, in this case, wet and cold. I, personaly, find inclement wesather refreshing.” He frowned.
“Wind can be ahit bothersome.”

“So the grawligs and otherswon't like the snow?’

“Hateit.”

“What will they do?’ Toopkaleaned forward.

“Gohome.”

“Oh! That'sgood, isn'tit?’

“Good for us. Annoying for Risto. He' s not going to be pleasant to work with today.”

After bregkfast, Lyll and Cam combined their skillsto tame the wild wind. In afew minutes, the company
could see farther than four feet out the window. Snow blanketed everything on the shore.

“Listen,” commanded Cam.

From adistance they heard whizzing and thumping noises.
“Anegriesound,” sad Lyll, asmile curving her lips.
“What isit?’ asked Kale.

Cam smirked, looking pleased with himsdlf. “ Hundreds of dragons stirring their blood. If we were on the
land, we could fed the vibrations under our feet.”

“I’'m sure the bisonbecks won't like the ground shaking,” said Brunstetter.

“No, they won't, and the earthquakelike feing will be the last straw to send the less disciplined warriors



home before the battle begins.”

Cam patted his damp beard. “ Timefor usto makeamorning call.”
“Where are we going?’ Toopka dogged thewizard' s steps.

“Y ou're gaying here with Taylaminkadot.”

“l amn’'t.”

“Youcan'tsay ‘| amn't.” That isn't aproper contraction.”
“Regidor says| can't say ‘ain't.” What do you want meto say?’

“I want you to say, ‘ Yes, Wizard Cam, | shdl doas| amtold.””
“Aargh!” growled Toopka between clenched teeth.

An hour later, Toopka stood on the front steps of the castle with her hand firmly clasped by
Taylaminkadot. Therest of the party shoved off in the skiff and headed for shore at the northernmost end
of thelake.

Kaelooked back at the castle and started. At every window, at every parapet, an armed soldier stood
sentry.

“The cagtleis manned!”

“Illuson, my dear. Riso will tell hissoldiersit isjust illuson, but the sght will weaken their resolve. It sso
hard to believe your ears over your eyes, epecidly when appearances line up with expectations.”

“Will you tel uswhere we re going now?’
“Oh, didn’t | say? W€ re going to cal upon the dragons.”

Her heart skipped a beat. Soon she would touch Celisse. All her efforts to mindspesk to the dragon had
been usdess.

If I can see her and touch her—if she sees me, | know she'll want to come back.

The oars pushed through the water, and again she suspected the kimens somehow sped the boat over the
waters. When they approached the shae-covered beach at the northern end of the lake, she marveled at
the colorful array of dragons. Againgt the white backdrop of snow, the brilliant colorslooked like colored
panesin a stained-glass window.

Regidor stood on the shore as the boat skidded across the shallow water and scraped the coarse
bottom. He greeted them with asmile. “Misson accomplished, Wizard Cam.”

“Splendid. Lord Brungtetter, Lee Ark, you'll find your mounts ready to take you back to your troops.”
Lady Allerion shook afinger a her fellow wizard. “Thiswas aruse, Cam!”
Cam did nothing to hide the smug look on hisface.

Kae bounced out of the boat and threw her arms around Regidor. He looked surprised and then caught
her up with ahug, whirling her around the snowy beach.



“Where would you have me, Sir?” Bardon' s voice sobered Kale.

A battle still loomed ahead of them. Regidor put her down, and they faced the elders.
Cam eyed Bardon solemnly. “Y ou go with Lee Ark, Lehman.”

“Yessr.”

“And me?’ Kalewas glad her voice didn’t squesk.

Lady Allerion put her arm around her shoulders. “Y ou' rewith me.”

Lee Ark, Brungtetter, Regidor, and Bardon took off on their noble steeds with most of the dragons
soaring into the sky and following. The plan devised by Cam and Regidor had worked. Gilda had been
overconfident in the influence that Risto had gained over the dragons through her persuasive persondity.
She' d scoffed at the possibility of Regidor taking the loya dragonsinto Risto’s camp and winning back
those under hisinfluence,

The gentle dragons mingled with the dragons gone wild, and the voice of reason won. The dragonswould
return to the men they had deserted only weeks before. Many men under Lee Ark’s command would
now rideinto bettle.

“I wish Toopkawere here to ask some of her endless questions,” said Kale as the battalion of dragons
shrank into the distance asthey flew to the south.

“What questions do you have?’ asked Lyll.
“Will the farmers accept the dragons after their betraya ?”

“Yes” Lyll gently squeezed Ka €' s shoulders and began to walk, guiding her daughter across the beach.
“It may take time for the woundsto hed, but there' s an immediate need for cooperation. Fighting sSide by
sdewill do much to mend the past.”

“Arewe going to win this battle?”

Lyll laughed her deep, throaty laugh that somehow comforted Kale. “We' ve dready won, Kae. We' ve
chosen right, and that’ svictory initself. Now whether we come out of this engagement dive is another
matter. But no one can take away the persona conquest of good over evil that we waged in our own
hearts before the war began. And in the bigger scheme of things, if our Sdeis defeated here on this
battlefield, otherswill stand and fight tomorrow. Aslong as Wulder reigns, and He reigns forever, there
will always be those who choose right over wrong.”

“Still, spesking of the smaler scheme of things, | wish you could just say, ‘Y es, wewill win.”

Lyll laughed low and quiet as she leaned to press her head against Ka€'s. “1 would like that too.”
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TEST OF FIRE

Kde didn't ask where the dragon saddles came from. She knew Cam and her mother were capable of
fabricating what was needed out of what was there. While the two master wizards got ready, Kale spent
thetime gpologizing to Ceisse.

“| should have known you would not abandon me. | know now the desertion had to appear genuine so
that no suspicion of a deception would get back to Risto, but | should have listened to the doubt in my
heart and believed in you instead of what | saw.”

Soon Wizard Cam, Lady Allerion, and Kae set off on dragons, heading for the very center of Risto’s
camp.

Where are we going? Kale asked Wizard Cam.
“To Risto’ s doorstep.”
Why?

“To stop him. Once he' s out of the picture, hisarmy will disintegrate. In the long run, we will save
many lives.”

Shetook a deep, calming breath and surveyed the land beneath them. The grawligs, ropmas, and
schoergs had indeed deserted. Tracksin the snow al headed toward the Morchain Range. To the south,
the two forces battled fiercely. Kae thought she saw Pdadin’ s distinctive black dragon on the front line
of warriorsintheair. Their army was successfully pushing back the bisonbecks.

With Cam in the lead, the dragons began their descent. They landed in a crowded area, knocking down
tents and laundry lines, regiment banners, and aweather sock asthey tried to squeeze into the pathways
of the enemy encampment.

Cam and Lyll did from their mounts and charged toward the largest, most el aborate tent. Kale jumped to
the ground, pulled her sword, and followed. She burst through the doorway and skidded to a stop right
behind her mother.

Risto stood on araised platform where atable littered with maps dominated the room. The wizard’ s dark
hair brushed the shoulders of hiswell-tailored coat. His lean and muscular body tensed as he spied the
vigtors, but no darm registered in his clear blue eyes. Hislips curved in asmile that sent chillsdown

Ka€e s spine. She had noted once before that Risto’ s face uncannily resembled Paladin’s. But the evil
wizard' sdy expression annihilated the smilarities.

Seated across from Wizard Risto was the woman Ka e had referred to as Mother Number One.

Mother Number Two spoke. “I believe you' ve met Risto before, Kae. But let me formally introduce his
companion. Thisis Burner Stox.”

Burner rose with acunning smile on her lipsand coldnessin her eyes. “I’' m so pleased to see you here.”
Kaeddled closer tothe Lyll Allerion she claimed as her real mother. Burner Stox made her skin crawl.
Rigto laughed. “With dl your artfulness, Lyll, Cam”—he nodded at each wizard—"you still managed to



play right into my hands. Y ou see, dl this’—he waved his hand over the battle plans and gestured toward
the surrounding countryside—"was contrived for the sole purpose of bringing the Dragon Keeper to us.
How nice to aso have two annoying wizards delivered at the sametime. | must admit that I'm
disappointed Fenworth and the meech dragons aren’'t here aswell. But it' sonly amatter of time before
they, too, fdl into my hands.”

He gave Burner Stox awink and asardonic grin. “ Shall we, my dear?’
She nodded, and both turned evil glares upon their company.

A fireburst around Cam and Lyll. Cam merdly raised hisarms, and atorrent of water cascaded over the
flames. He moved to stand directly in front of Risto while Lyll approached Burner in an agile, catlike
prowl.

Burner sneered. “Wewanted you, Lyll Allerion, and Risto’s brilliant plan worked. Oncerid of Paladin’s
eliteinner circle, we can easly control Amara.”

“Whereis Crim Cropper indl this, Burner?’ asked Lyll. “ Surely your husband should be here for this
triumph.”

Burner’ stwisted smile deepened. “He' s playing scientist in a southern region. He doesn't carefor ‘field
work.” He Il be grateful enough when | bring him more specimensfor his experiments.”

Ka€e shead swiveled back and forth as she watched the male wizards fight. Bolts of lightning, balls of
fire, whirlwinds, hornets nests, and anything el se the combatants captured from nature hurled acrossthe
small space between them. The female wizards tossed words back and forth and edged closer to each
other. That initsaf unnerved Kae.

Instinct told her that Burner Stox must not lay afinger on her mother. She edged around the side of the
tent. When she managed to get to aflank position, she screeched out awarning.

“Ther€ stwo Ristos and two Burner Stoxes. Y ou're looking at areflection. Thered Risso—" Shedidn’t
get tofinish.

Smultaneoudy, Risto and Burner Stox grabbed their opponents. Cam and Lyll stiffened. The color
drained from their flesh and clothing. When the evil wizards withdrew their hands, only statues remained.

Ka e screamed.

Risto turned to her. “Dedling with you should be alot smpler. But first | want my troopsto seel have
you in my power. It should do wondersfor their morade.”

Kderased her small sword, only to have it jump from her hand at Risto’'s command.
He grabbed her by the arm. “Burner, keep that dragon of hersfrom following us.”

He dragged Kae out of the tent. Celisse let out acry, and her huge head swung toward them. A light
flashed, and Cdisse wailed. Again the dragon stretched out her neck to intercept Risto’ s departure. The
light flashed, and Cdlissefdll.

Kde kicked at her captor, to no avail. Once on the back of adragon and in the air, she dared not pull
away from him. But she vowed she would flee a the first opportunity.

They landed on ahillside overlooking a heated battle of ground troops. Burner Stox followed. When she



dismounted, shetook hold of K€ sarmsin avisdike grip.

From the vantage point of the hill, Risto shouted encouragement to his men, pointing out the capture of
the Dragon Keeper. He muttered spells, and his men fought with renewed vigor. Heleveled hisevil eye
at aline of marione warriors, and they collapsed, to be dain by the brutal bisonbecks.

“No, no!” cried Kdle. Oh, whereis Paladin? What isit | should do?

“You?Hal” Risto smiled in her direction, and she stiffened. “Y ou can do nothing. Y ou’ re an gpprentice
wizard. What res stance can you muster? Y ou’ re untrained and have gained no power since we last met,
especidly under the tutelage of adecrepit old has-been like Fenworth! What could you learn from a
wizard who' s more often atree sump than aman?’

“I've never liked him, Thorp.” Fenworth stood on the hill behind them, staff in hishand, leaves clinging to
his clothing, Thorpendipity on his shoulder, and amouse climbing up hisdeave.

Risto laughed, sinking onto a boulder and leaning back asif Fenworth offered not athreat but only a
great ded of amusement.

Burner’ s harsh laugh rent the air in a series of hard-edged dashes. “May we offer you refreshment, old
man? A cup of tea? A daggart?”’

Fenworth turned abaeful glare on her. “Silence!” he commanded. Burner Stox stopped, gasped, and
disappeared. A smell of sulfur lingered inthe air.

Kde gasped. “Is she dead?”’

“No,” said Fenworth with agrimace. “Just silent. Inaroom full of quacking ducks. Shewon't like that.”
Risto bellowed. “Y ou’ re afool. More of aclown than awizard.”

Fenworth shook his head. “Now, Risto, just because | prefer not to be nasty about things.”

Rage transformed the evil wizard' s countenance, and Ka e shrank from hisfury. She collgpsed on the
ground, clenching her hands into fists. She wanted to disappear to a place of safety, as Burner had, but
knew there just might be a chance for her to help.

Risto thinks I’'m no threat. He doesn’'t even remember I’m here. That's good. Perhaps that will
give me an opening.

Risto sprang to hisfeet at the same time the top of Fenworth’ s staff burdt into flame. Thorpendipity
squawked and flew to perch in the bare limbs of atree. Wizard Fenworth stormed across the space
between him and the evil wizard. The old man threw his arms around the younger wizard, gripping him
with Snewy arms.

“I know you think | am too old to be any real danger to you, Risto. But you have not considered this—I
would rather diewith you than let you live”

Risto struggled, knocking the staff from Fenworth’s hand. Fenworth’s arms wrapped around the younger
wizard in agrip that proved hard to break. Kale bounced to her feet and raced forward to snatch up the
crooked branch that served as Fenworth’ swalking stick.

As soon as she lifted it from the snow, the flame flared from the top of the staff. Instead of surging
upward, it spurted out toward the heads of both wizards and cascaded down to engulf Risto and



Fenworth. Kale shrieked and tried to drop the staff, but her fingers would not rel ease the old wood.

Risto writhed within the blaze, and Fenworth released him, stepping back. But the inferno il clung to the
old man’ sclothing. Thefire consumed Risto but danced around Fenworth.

Kae shook her hand and threw the staff down on the ground, then raised her armsto cover her eyes.
She heard Risto' s piercing scream. The hegt from the ball of fire grew, snapping and crackling. She
stumbled backward and fell, then peeked over her arm and saw Fenworth reach out his hand. The staff
leapt from the ground to his outstretched fingers. In another moment, Fenworth was gone. His staff stood
for asecond and then toppled.

Risto fdll asthe flames gathered into atight bal around him. The sphere of flames dwindled until only a
amall flicker a the end of thefdlen saff remained.

Sobbing, Kale ran to snatch up the unburned rod. Thefire went out as soon as her fingers wrapped
around the wood.

Holding al that was left of the old wizard, shelooked around for help. A short distance away, men
continued to battle.

Her knees buckled. She sat on the trampled snow, rocking the staff in her arms and sobbing.

“Thetrick isto pop insde the safety of therod at the last possible moment.” Fenworth’ s voice broke
through her lament.

She looked at the gtaff in her hands. It thickened and grew heavier. She rested the end on the ground,
and it bent in two places while she cradled the top in her arms.

“Can't believel’m stuck. No, I'll just rest amoment and try again.” The voice came from the swelling
gtick.

She giggled and wiped tears from her eyes. She heard the staff take a deep breath, felt it expand, and
watched asit turned into afamiliar tredikefigure.

“Metta, Gymn, Ardeo, Dibl, come out,” Kae caled. The minor dragons cautioudy crept out of the cape.
“Help Fenworth.”

Gymn, Metta, and Dibl sat in Fenworth’s branches. Ardeo nestled on Kale s shoulder, glowing faintly in
the muted light of an overcast winter day. Metta sang softly. Gymn wrapped himsalf around what might
be an old man’sarm. Thetree logt its wooden stiffness and grew warm as Fenworth reclaimed his body.
He sat beside her on the cold, wet ground with his upper body and head resting in her lap.

He opened hiseyesand smiled at her. “Ah, sweet girl, | think | shal retire. | wouldn’t want thisto be
known, but | believe | may be getting too old for this adventuring business.”

Helooked around. “Where are Cam and Lyll?’
“At present they are satuesin Risto’ s headquarters.”

“Tut-tut. Oh dear, | shal haveto put off retiring for aday or two, | see. We ve afew problemsto take
careof.”

“Y ou can teke care of them, Wizard Fenworth,” she said, giving him ahug. “Y ou are agreat and
powerful wizard.”



“Oh dear, tut-tut, | must get around to giving you afew more lessons before | retire. First, hugging
wizardsisnot at al thething to do. Second, | am not agreat and powerful wizard. Thereisno strengthin
that. | am adevoted and trustworthy servant, as you shall be someday.”
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WHERE ISHOME?

Wizard Cam had no servants at his castle, so they all made dinner, served it, and washed up.
Taylaminkadot fussed about people who didn’t know their place. Shewould' ve done al the work if the
others had |et her. When she learned the extra guest for the mea was Paladin, she threw her gpron over
her head and sat in the corner until Librettowit coaxed her out.

Kae moved duggishly with Gymn draped around her shoulders like a scarf. They had spent most of two
daysgiving aid to wounded soldiers, most of whom were marione farmerswho had vaiantly traveled the
distance to meet evil head-on. All who were able hel ped the wounded. Of course, Kale and Gymn were
greatly needed. They trested the wounds of injured dragons as well. The dragons sometimes
embarrassed her with their obvious adoration and their pleasfor forgiveness.

“Just do what’ sright from now on,” she said over and over. “Y ou need to deal with Wulder. Show Him
you're sorry by doing right by your families”

Shereturned to the wizard' slake castle with asigh of relief.

They sat around a plank table in the castle' s kitchen. A fire blazed in the hearth, fish jumped in the stream
flowing through the room, and Dar had placed mugs of hot mallow on atray with plenty of daggarts.

Heleaned back in hischair, pulled out his harmonica, and provided restful music for their digestion.

“You'vedonewell,” said Paadin as he looked around the company of his servants. Candldight
highlighted the reddish tintsin hisdark brown hair. His smile eased the hardness of his strong festures,
Kaefdt thefriendly warmth of his gaze and knew thisimportant man actudly liked her.

He set hismug down on the table and addressed those relaxing around the room. “What do you wish to
do now that the threat to Amara has been crushed?’

“I want to go home,” said Librettowit. “ The shelves will need dusting. And the books | bought in
Prushing will have arrived by now.”

Pdadin nodded. “Wizard Fenworth, Librettowit, Kae, her dragons, Taylaminkadot, Toopka, and
Regidor shdl go back to Bedderman’sBog.”

Hesmiled a Kae. “I’ ve seen that Bardon has shown you how to defend yourself. | suspect you both
learned from Regidor aswell. Y ou must concentrate on your skills asawizard now.”

Wizard Fenworth twitched, sending ascurry of beetles out of one deeve. “I'm retired, you know.”
“Yes, | had heard that. Who will teach wizardry skillsto Kae and Regidor?’

Cam raised afinger. “I'm not overly occupied at present.”

Pdadin winked at the wizard. “Do you wish to stay in your castle or at Fenworth’s?’

“Herenow!” exclamed Fen. “Pesky cousin. A distant cousin. Ninth cousin, twenty-two times removed,
at least. He hasn't been invited.”

“Yes,” said Pdadin in areasonabletone, “but if he were there to handle the smal things that come up,



you could enjoy your retirement morefully.”
Fenworth harrumphed but did not voice any further objections.

Cam amiled a hiscousin. “I’ll spend some time with Fenworth in The Bogs. I'm sure he d missthe
hubbub if he found himsdlf done with only Librettowit and Thorpendipity. But | will take the students on
field trips. Nothing like on-the-spot ingtruction.”

Pdadin nodded and raised an eyebrow in Regidor’ sdirection. “1 haven’t forgotten Gilda.”
Regidor’s hand dropped to cover a spot on the side of hisrobe. “ She's safe.”

Pdadin’s eyebrow rose a notch. “Do you mean she' s safe to be around, or she' s safe from harm in your
pocket?’

Regidor’ sthin lips puckered. He looked Paladin in the eye. “I would like to be responsible for her. She
bonded to Risto, and now Risto isdead. | fed | can help her.”

“Sobeit,” Paladin said and turned to address Kale€ smother. “Lady Allerion?’

“I should liketo travel. | didn’t really enjoy being restricted to that dungeon. And | might just uncover a
way to free Kemry.” Shelaid ahand on Fenworth’sarm. “I do hope you will allow meto visit often,
Fen. | would like to get to know my daughter.”

Fenworth arched an eyebrow at her but did not answer.

“Thank you.” Lyll leaned forward and kissed the old man’ sbrow asif he had gracioudy invited her to
comeat any time.

“Harrumph! Seems | neglected that lesson for you aswell. Y our daughter hugs me. Y ou kissme. Not at
al thething. Wizards must be held in great respect. Unapproachable. Awe-inspiring.”

A mouse did out from under his hat and scrambled down his deeve, across hislap, and down to the
floor.

“Nothing,” said Fenworth, “should detract from awizard’ sdignity.”

Pdadin stroked his chin with hislong fingers as he nodded solemnly. “1 couldn’t agree more, Wizard
Fenworth.”

Heturned to the warriors. “Lee Ark and Lord Brunstetter, where do you wish to go?’
“Home,” they said in unison.

“Sobeit.” Pdadin’seyeshad sympathy. “Dar?’

The doned took the harmonicafrom his mouth long enough to answer. “Home, Wittoom.”
“And Bardon?’

Kae held her breath and looked down at the daggart in her hand. Where could Bardon go? He didn’t
answer, and she peeked across the table in time to see him shrug.

Paladin drummed hisfingers on the table for amoment before he spoke. “I think you' ve learned what
Grand Ebeck wanted you to know when he sent you from The Hall. Are you ready to begintraining asa



knight?’

Bardon jerked up straight in hischair. “Yesdr.” He bit hislips and blinked. Kale saw hishand move asif
to reach up and pull the locks covering his ears, but he stilled the movement.

Was he supposed to learn something about his mother and father as | have? Was he supposed to
learn to accept hisroots? Because if he was, | don't think he did!

Bardon sat alittle Sraighter. Kale watched the familiar resolve sharpen the contours of hisjaw.
“Sir, | don’'t know what it was that Grand Ebeck expected meto learn.”

Paladin smiled the dow, relaxed smile that somehow made Kae trust him and hiswisdom. “1’m not
aurprised. Often thelessonsin life that are the most meaningful are the hardest for usto sort out. Wulder
blessed you with agreat potential. He used your parentsto gift you with unique traits. Grand Ebeck saw
those inherent talents bound by your rigid adherence to rules. He threw you out of the austere
environment of The Hal so that you would have a chance to become more flexible.”

Pdadin swung hisarm around, his sweeping gesture indicating the members of the quest sitting around the
stone kitchen. “1n the company of thismotley crew, how could you help but unbend allittle?’

Kae grinned as Librettowit and Fenworth harrumphed, Dar and Cam chortled, and Toopka laughed out
loud.

Bardon' slips spread into asmile, and his body relaxed. “So | wasto learn to be more yielding before
entered adisciplinethat isunyidding?’

Paladin clapped him on the shoulder. “Precisdy! Y ou must learn to be mallegble before you' re formed
into an instrument of justice. Otherwise you wield a sword with no mercy, no discernment.”

Bardon nodded thoughtfully, then glanced at Kale and winked.
You have changed, Bardon!

“ And | intend to change even more. In three years| will be a knight, Kale. And if our paths do not
cross again until then, I promise | will seek you out so you can marvel at the Shitch.”

Kae gasped, and then smiled. He knew the name they had al called him back a The Hall.

Pdadin nodded asif he understood their exchange. “Y ou will need something | believe our venerable
Wizard Fenworth has been keeping for you.” He stretched out his open palm to the old man asif he
expected Fen to hand over the object.

“Oh dear, tut-tut. Where did | put that? Tut-tut, oh dear.” The wizard sat up straight and began patting
his beard and robes. Tiny creatures skittered in dl directions. The minor dragons jumped on the
scampering feast of bugs, ignoring lizards, birds, and rodents as they escaped.

Wizard Fenworth' s hand dug into afold of hisrobe. “Ahal” He pulled out a closed figt, turned it over,
and dowly uncurled hisfingers. A tiny sword lay acrosshispam.

Bardon stood, and so did Amara’s leader.
Pdadin picked it up between histhumb and forefinger.

“Fen, you congtantly amaze me. | bdlieve thiswould be more useful to our future knight in different



proportions.”

The sword shimmered and grew at a steedy, unhurried rate until the hilt became asize Paadin could
wrap his hand around. The slent audience watched the shining blade stretch out to agleaming point.

Pdadin swished the sword through the air, testing its balance. “A findy crafted weapon.” He deftly
reversed the blade and offered it to Bardon. The young man took it without aword.

Kaethought she would burst with pridefor her friend. She started to enter his thoughts and congratulate
him, but the look on his face stopped her. This moment was too important to Bardon for her to intrude

upon.

Paladin laid hishand on the stunned lehman’ s shoulder. “Y ou shall go with Dar to Wittoom. Sir Dar will
tranyou.”

Kae s mouth dropped open, and her head whipped around to find the doned relaxing in achair with his
legs draped over the arms. She dammed her fisisagaingt her hips. “Y ou redly are aknight?’

Dar ran his mouth over the harmonica, making aloud scale of notestrill through the cavernous kitchen.

Hewinked at her and grinned, hisface splitting amost in two. “ Y es, dear Kae, but only avery little one.”
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