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	Prologue

	 

	The light of a single candle flickered across Emallya’s features. Unconscious, she alternated between raging fevers and sweat-soaked shivers. The Healing mages could do nothing, not for this. Bardeck sat and dipped a cloth in a basin of cool water. Gently, he wiped away the perspiration beading on her brow. In the two days since they had found her broken body lying next to her dragon on the battlefield, he had watched her fight for survival. The memory of Rylin, her beautiful silver scales blackened by Shadow fire and covered in blood, brought a lump to his throat. Bardeck watched tears leak from the corners of Emallya’s closed lids. He longed to see her eyes open, yet it terrified him. He knew the tearing pain the loss of her dragon would cause and dreaded the shattered look he would see. 

	By the Fates, he had seen enough riders go through Separation during the course of this war. Most didn’t survive the pain of being unbound and the utter desolation when their dragon was ripped from them. Even in Emallya’s unconscious state, pain pulsed in her. He felt it in himself, through her, and through his own dragon, who grieved the loss of his mate. He tensed as she stirred restlessly. He’d already pulled as much of the pain from her as he could. Mernoth was ready to block him from pulling enough to harm himself. As much as he wanted to spare Emallya, he understood. Separation was even harder on a dragon.

	Would he lose her, as so many others had been lost? Bardeck knew only too well the pain of losing a bondmate. Ilyana and her dragon had been dead for almost a year. He and Emallya still felt the ache of her loss. Now, Rylin was dead, and Emallya teetered on the threshold. How much more could he and Mernoth take?

	She bolted upright in the bed, her eyes wide and glazed. Leaping from his seat, he grasped her hand. She sucked in a ragged breath, her voice trembled when the words began to flow from her mouth. “The last shall be fought, and both sides will lose. Blood and fire will mark the ruins. A ray of light, a stain of shadow will endure—breathing life and death into the future. The fire will perish, yet embers shall return to answer the call.”

	Her eyes were filled with the horror of her vision as she stared off into another time and place. Her breath left in a rush, and she collapsed in a heap.

	***

	Pain was hers. It writhed through her body and flowed in her blood. The liquid fire in her veins made her thoughts confused and hazy. Slowly, Emallya climbed out of the dark fog shrouding her mind.

	She knew. Knew to the depths of her being that her dragon was dead. Her Rylin. Gone. Forever. 

	How would she live without her?

	The closer she got to the surface, the more intense the pain became. She wanted to retreat into the darkness, but the life still pulsing in her veins wouldn’t let her. She shivered violently in reaction to the first wave of Separation and lay helpless as the pain convulsed her body.

	Time passed, how much she didn’t know and didn’t care. Minutes, hours, days…the eternity it felt like? Her muscles still quivered in the aftermath. There would be more, she had seen it enough times and tried to help those who went through it. Now she knew why they eventually chose to give in to it and follow their dragons.

	She opened her eyes. Darkness greeted her. Good, maybe I am dead. No, surely there is not this much pain in death. Where am I? Where is Bardeck? She started to reach for him and stopped at the sharp pain that stabbed her mind. Cool hands touched her forehead and face.

	A dim light sprang to life, revealing the haggard face of a woman. Emallya struggled to remember her. Mari. The woman’s name was Mari, and she was a mage from the Tower of Light. Why was a gold here? Why not a yellow or Bardeck? Slowly, her mind focused. She took in Mari’s disheveled hair, red-rimmed eyes, and the fresh tear streaks in the grime on her face.

	Emallya pushed herself into a sitting position. “Mari,” her voice was nothing more than a whisper in her dry throat. “What happened to you? Where is Bardeck?”

	Mari didn’t answer. Instead, she poured water into a cup and gave it to Emallya. She accepted it gratefully and took a long drink, the cool water sliding down her parched throat. When the cup was empty, Emallya looked at the other woman again. Beyond the dirt and mess of hair, Mari’s gold robes were torn and singed as if she had been in the path of a young Fire mage.

	Emallya leaned forward. In the dim light, Mari’s eyes were haunted. “Mari, tell me what happened.”

	Mari stared back without speaking. Emallya felt pain and confusion rolling off the other woman. She sent a weave of magic toward Mari’s mind, intending to find out for herself what happened, but the weave shattered into a thousand shards of pain. She should have known better than to try and touch her power this close to Separation. Gritting her teeth, she bore through it, her body and soul reminded of the loss by the touch of power. The second wave rolled over her.

	When it was over, she climbed unsteadily to her feet. Wiping at the tears that ran unchecked, she looked down at herself, half expecting to see blood running in rivers. There was none. There wouldn’t be. The wounds Separation made ran much deeper than skin and muscle. Still shaking, she looked around her. She was in the Hatching Chamber. A small table stood against the wall under the dim glow of an orb. A book lay on the table. No, not a book. A journal. Bardeck’s journal. It was open to the pages in the back and covered in dust.

	Mari spoke for the first time, her voice barely above a whisper, “He wanted you to find it. He wanted you to read it. I didn’t know…I didn’t know where to go. So, I came here.”

	“Why is he not here to tell me himself?” Emallya asked.

	Bardeck wasn’t there in her mind either, and the pain stopped her from reaching for him. But why was he not there? Why did he leave this damaged mage here where he should have been? She tried to ignore the tendrils of fear growing in her stomach and tightening around her chest. She blew the light film of dust off the pages and squinted at the script in the dim light.

	It detailed the plans for a major battle; told of a gathering of dragons and their riders, of the protections they had laid on a large clutch of eggs. It told how they placed her in the Hatching Chamber because it was one of the deepest in the hold, in the hopes she would survive as a guard against the future.

	Turning, she peered into the semi-darkness. In the shadows in the middle of the chamber, covered in their own sheet of dust, lay a large clutch of eggs. Mixed in among them were the last her dragon had laid. Tears stung her eyes and she returned her attention to the pages of the journal.

	Dread settled over her as her eyes moved over the writing. It told of a future, one both beautiful and terrible. It told of doom and possible salvation. A future she had foretold. The vision that spawned the forewarning exploded into her mind and swept her away. Someone was screaming. Was it her? The images rolled over her, one flowing into the next. Her mind tried to block the vision, but without her dragon as a buffer, she had no control over it. It overwhelmed her and pushed on, carrying her with it until its conclusion.

	She was on the floor next to the table. She reached for Ilyana with her mind before remembering her bond-sister was dead. Desperately, she reached out for Bardeck, pushing past the pain, and found…nothing.

	She scrambled to her feet with Mari’s help. Grabbing the woman’s arms in a tight grip, she stared hard into her eyes. “Mari, where is Bardeck? Where are the other riders?”

	Mari’s lower lip quivered, tears swam in her eyes, and her voice wavered, “There is only…there is only you, Di’shan.”

	Emallya’s heart pounded as she ran for the door of the Hatching Chamber. “Oh, no. Please, no!” Yanking the door open, she threw herself into the hall. Stumbling, she half-ran through the Dragon Hold. Fear coiled in her stomach. Rubble and rock were strewn across corridors. The dead lay in twisted piles she tripped over in the near darkness. Weeping from those still alive echoed down the halls.

	Even in the Great Hall, the light was terribly dim. In one direction, the doors leading to the inner terrace were torn from their massive hinges. In the caldera beyond, the bodies of dead draclets lay strewn across the grass by the lake. She choked on a sob and turned the other way. The entrance from the city was buried in collapsed rock.

	Her breath came in ragged gasps that tore at her throat as she scrambled up the sharp rocks of what had once been a mighty arch. Uncaring of the scrapes that made her hands and feet bleed, she pushed herself through the narrow hole at the top. Losing her hold, she fell down the far side. Her bruised and battered body came to rest on the broad terrace at the top of an enormous, sweeping stairway of stone.

	Lying with her forehead pressed against the gritty stone of the terrace, she trembled. She didn’t want to look; didn’t want to see what she knew lay beyond. As she fought for control of her emotions, her mind, and her body, everything in her screamed for release from the horror her world had become.

	Slowly, she raised her head and looked out at a scene of utter devastation. The city of Galdrilene was no more. The six mage towers stood broken and burning; the ground itself churned and blasted. Fires raged uncontrolled, feeding off the remains of what had once been a beautiful city. In desperation, she again reached for Bardeck and Mernoth and was greeted by a bleak void. The burning city echoed with her screams as fear and aching loss rode in with the next wave of Separation.

	She wanted to die, wanted to follow her dragon. There was nothing left for her. Except the eggs. Rylin’s eggs were among those in the chamber, and they needed protection. Mari scrambled down the rubble of the doorway to her. There were other survivors, too. They would need her. The future would need her. Galdrilene was in ashes, but her vision spoke of embers that would fan flames into the future. Embers. Future riders. Somehow, she had to be here for them.
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	CHAPTER 1

	 

	Vaddoc walked alone through the dark, shrouded streets. He paid little attention to his surroundings or the dense blanket of fog, uncommon for Marden, the capital city of Shadereen. Something about the fog tickled the back of his mind, but the turmoil of his thoughts pushed it away. Eventually, they would realize he had been the one who used magic. Then he would die.

	The penalty for the crime of magical ability remained the same as it had since the War of Fire ended some five hundred years before. The nations had worked too long and too hard rebuilding after those insane magic users and their dragons turned the world to ash before destroying themselves. None would take the chance of it happening again.

	Did it really matter? Lenyi was dead. His magic hadn’t saved her; it had only condemned him. Maybe that was just as well. Then he could find his love in Maiadar, the realm of the dead. A growl of protest rumbled through his mind. He ignored it just as he’d ignored the hum.

	The low melody of the hum had occupied his mind for several months. He’d grown used to it. But magic? He couldn’t use magic. Except he had. In that moment, the hum had turned into a roar in his mind, and all he could think was that there needed to be a shield between Lenyi and the towering, horned beast bearing down on her. For a moment, a shield of light had shimmered around her, then it disappeared. The look in her dark eyes when the sword of the Kojen took her life was forever burned into his mind.

	The growl softened to a hum again and crooned comfortingly. Why wouldn’t it go away? And why hadn’t he turned himself in? What was he thinking? Magic was too dangerous, and he didn’t want to go insane. The hum came close to growling again. Vaddoc tried to ignore it. The hum didn’t want him to turn himself in; he could feel it, like the mind of another being sharing his head. But it was his duty to turn himself over and accept the death sentence with honor. Just like his Watch was his duty.

	His Watch. He thought of the inscription on the stone above the city gate. “The Three Sisters stand shoulder-to-shoulder as a barrier to the east. Their soldiers the first line of defense. They watch and wait. Always ready to defend against the Shadows in the sunrise.”

	The words of his Sword Master rang in his memory, reminding him of his oath, “You are one of those soldiers. You took the oath of a Border Guard, you agreed to lay down your life for Shadereen and everyone who lives to the west. You agreed to take on a Watch. You will be ever vigilant of the Kojen who come out of the east. You will never walk away from your Watch. The Watch can never be surrendered. There is no greater shame than failing your duty.”

	He walked faster as if he could escape the memory. He turned a corner and nearly ran into a woman. Even in the dark, Vaddoc recognized his aunt.

	His apology died when she reached out, grabbed his arm, and said, “I have been looking all over for you. Why didn’t you stay put as my note told you to?”

	“You sent that, Arnya? Why? What are you doing out here in the dark?”

	She pulled on his arm, leading him further down the street. “I might as well not have bothered. I sent it so I wouldn’t have to wander all over the place looking for you. This fog isn’t going to last forever, and Emallya wants to get you out of here under its cover. The Members of Peace are already suspicious. They’ve been ordered to bring in your unit. They know one of you used magic.”

	He stopped. “What does that have to do with me?” Why didn’t he just admit to it?

	She looked at him with narrowed eyes. “Don’t play stupid with me, young man. There isn’t time for that. I know what you can do.”

	Suspicion filled him. “Why are you helping me, then? Shouldn’t you be turning me in?”

	Arnya sighed. “I can hardly turn you in for something I can do as well.”

	Vaddoc’s breath left him in a rush, and he stared at her in the darkened street, stunned and uncertain. “But…what…how?”

	If what she said was true, if she could use magic, wouldn’t she be insane by now? Everyone who used magic went insane. Every child was taught this from the time they were old enough to understand. But this was his aunt; he had known her his whole life. She wasn’t insane…was she?

	She said they were bringing in his unit. They knew. Sweat broke out on his forehead despite the cold desert night. They would find him. He wanted to be sent on his way to Lenyi. At the same time, the hum demanded he live. The two opposites warred with each other as he stood in the dark with a woman he should be able to trust, except…she could use magic.

	The hum sang in his mind. It wanted him to trust her. Shut up. Whatever you are, shut up and get out of my head. Something shared his head, and his aunt used magic. Maybe he was already going crazy.

	He looked at Arnya, who stood tapping her foot, waiting for him to follow her. Suddenly, the heavy mist took on a new meaning. She’d said it wouldn’t last forever, but it shouldn’t be here at all. “You made the fog.”

	She nodded and looked past him out into the mist as if making sure they were alone. “It certainly didn’t happen by itself. Even if some strange twist of the weather managed to bring in fog this time of year, it would never be this thick.”

	The thick moisture against his face suddenly seemed colder, and he eyed her warily. Maybe the Members of Peace sent her to lure him in. He shook his head; that was ridiculous. “How did you make fog this time of year?”

	“Well, it was not easy.” She laughed softly. “I am a fairly strong Weather mage, but creating this on the edge of a desert truly tested my abilities.”

	“Can you do other things besides make fog?”

	She raised an eyebrow. “You mean, prove to you I can use magic, so you can feel assured I’m not double-crossing you?”

	He hated feeling suspicious of his aunt, but couldn’t help it. 

	Arnya nodded. “Very well.” The air thickened and tightened around him until his arms were pinned to his sides. He struggled against the invisible bonds. His magic waited, the power flowing like a river, but he was afraid to touch it and unsure what to do with it even if he did.

	He stopped struggling and glared at her. Fear clawed at him. “Let me go.”

	“Are you sufficiently convinced?”

	He nodded, and the bonds disappeared. His heart hammered in his chest as he flexed his arms and touched the hilts of his swords, their familiarity solid and comforting when everything else seemed turned on its head. It had been a long time since he felt true fear, but he felt it now in the face of her magic. It churned his stomach and made his mouth dry. He could stand against a charge of massive, horned Kojen, but his swords and training were useless against bonds he couldn’t see.

	“Where…” He swallowed hard. “Where did you learn to do it? Did somebody teach you?”

	“Emallya will answer that. There is no time for me to stand around and answer every question that must be in that head of yours.”

	“Who is this Emallya?”

	She turned and started down the street again. “The person who will get you out of here. Come, Vaddoc. It is time to stop standing around.”

	Half fearful and somehow, half hopeful, he reluctantly followed her down the streets and through the door of her tiny house. Inside, a large hearth warmed the small, familiar room. Vaddoc barely noticed it. His eyes were on the woman who stood near the small table in front of the crackling fire. She was no Shaderian. Shaderian women were tall. The top of this woman’s head barely reached his shoulder. She appeared young at first, but upon closer inspection, he saw crow’s feet gathered at the corners of her violet eyes and a few strands of gray in her long, chestnut hair.

	***

	Emallya watched the man as he walked across the room and stopped in front of her. He looked every inch a young, Shaderian warrior. Like all the people of Shadereen, he was quite tall. Straight black hair fell to his shoulders, held back at the nape of his neck with a leather thong. He stood silent. She felt confusion rolling off him and, buried deep inside, a trickle of fear.

	There was only elation within herself. After the long centuries, a Foundling stood before her. So many times, she had felt them emerge and tried to reach them before they were destroyed, only to fail. Now, four had emerged, all within a year of each other, and all scattered like leaves in the fall.

	One made her way toward Emallya from the coastal nation of Boromar, not knowing why she felt the compulsion to travel eastward. Another lay to the west in Trilene, resisting the compulsion to move. Yet another traveled toward her of his own volition from Calladar, the sister nation of Shadereen. If she could grab them all at once, she would do it. Since she couldn’t, she settled for picking them up one at a time and hoped they lived long enough for her to reach them.

	She had been on her way to collect the one in Trilene when she felt the Shaderian emerge and altered her course. She arrived in Marden two days after he returned from his station on the border. Now she had him. The longer she remained silent, the more confused and uncertain he became. Despite the mental training the Border Guards went through to defend against the mental attacks of the Kojen, his blocks were no match for her power. His emotions were easy for her to read. His face, though, remained impassive. High cheekbones and a convex nose gave him the proud bearing of a hawk.

	She smiled. “So, you are my Foundling.”

	His amber eyes caught the light of the flames behind her as he shifted. “I am nothing to anyone. I can use magic, and I will die for it.”

	Emallya sighed. “I can see into your mind. You hoped to test me with an open declaration of your crime.” She leaned forward. “I already know what you did. You are exactly whom I seek.”

	The young man eyed her warily. Though unsure of her sanity, of his own sanity, he desperately wanted to believe there was something left for him to do in this world. Emallya was glad of it.

	“I am Emallya Lorant. How are you called, Foundling?”

	“I am Vaddoc Eldark,” he replied. “What is this ‘Foundling’ you keep calling me?”

	Emallya smiled again. “Well met, Vaddoc. A Foundling is a special kind of magic user, whose powers have recently emerged.”

	“Does it have something to do with this hum, or whatever it is, I keep hearing in my head?”

	Emallya smiled and nodded. “It does.”

	“What is the connection? Elaborate, please.”

	“All things in due time. This is not that time. Right now, I can get you out of Marden. I can take you to a place where magic is not a death sentence. Will you follow me?”

	Surprise flickered across his face and was gone. “I have a choice?”

	She nodded. “Of course. I cannot force you. Stay and face the charges, or travel with me. I would give you more time to think it over if I could, but time is not on our side. Your choice must be made soon.”

	He hesitated, and she sensed his inner struggle. He met her gaze. “My mother, my sister, what will become of them?”

	“The stain of your fallen honor will fall on them. However, most will see them as innocent victims, forced to face the shame you were unable to bear. It will look worse on you. They will have the sympathy of friends. But you already know this.” She watched him weigh the horror of her words.

	Arnya stepped closer to him. “I know this goes against all your training, but you are being called to a different duty. You cannot allow antiquated beliefs to end your future before it begins.”

	Vaddoc looked at his aunt, indecision written in his expression. “What of my Watch? How do I abandon it?”

	“If you stay, you will be killed and your Watch will be at an end anyway.”

	Emallya remained silent. She was grateful for Arnya’s support and hoped it eased some of the turmoil within the young warrior. He paced back and forth in the small dwelling for several moments. His hands opened and closed on the hilts of the twin scimitars hanging on his hips.

	Finally, Vaddoc came to a stop in front of her. He glanced once at his aunt, who nodded in encouragement. He turned back to Emallya. “If it were up to me alone, I would gladly give my life for my honor and that of my family. But it is not just up to me. There is something in my head and it pulls at me so that I cannot help but turn away from my duties and beliefs.” He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he was saying or doing. “I will come with you to this safe haven, and we will see what the future holds.”

	Emallya smiled. “If you truly wished to die, if you truly rejected the call, you would be left in peace. You are being offered a gift. You can be encouraged, but you cannot be forced. A forced acceptance is no acceptance. This is your choice alone, and you have made it. Now come, I have people at the city gates that will ensure we leave without being detained, and more will be waiting to help us across the river.”

	Vaddoc glanced at Arnya again. “What about my aunt? Is she not in danger here?”

	Arnya answered for herself. “No more than before you emerged. Don’t worry, Vaddoc. Travel with peace in your heart.”

	“But you made the fog. Will the Members of Peace know it is a product of magic?” 

	Arnya smiled. “Did you? The Members of Peace underestimate magic. They are convinced the little bumblings of newly emerged mages are the extent of what can be done. No, this fog will be blamed on some strange twist of the weather, no matter how unlikely.”

	“Come, Foundling,” Emallya said. “There are others like you who need my help as well. We will try to gather them all before it is too late.”

	“Where are we going exactly?”

	“To a place that will appreciate your gifts. A place where you can learn to use them properly. So the next time you try to throw a shield around someone, it will work like it is supposed to, and you will not have to feel the guilt and remorse you feel now.” She laid her hand on his arm. “Your young lady, Lenyi, her death was not your fault.”

	He nodded but said nothing. She knew that despite her words, he would continue to carry that weight for some time. He would have to work it out for himself and come to his own conclusion.

	Arnya said, “It is a good place, Vaddoc. You have an incredible future ahead of you.”

	“What about my things, my horse? How do I get them? If they have called in my unit, I will not be able to revisit my quarters without being detained.”

	“Your horse and what you had in your quarters are already waiting for you outside the city walls,” Emallya told him. “I wanted to be prepared in the event you chose to come with me.”

	“How did you get—”

	“Your aunt is not my only contact in Marden, or in Shadereen, for that matter. Let us be on our way.” She walked past him, knowing he would follow.

	She stepped into the cold fog and turned to Arnya one last time. “Be careful, they will be on the lookout for anything unusual.”

	“I have lived a quiet, law-abiding life here for the last twenty-five years. They will pay me no attention. The fog will make it impossible for anyone to even see he was here,” Arnya assured her.

	Emallya knew the truth of the woman’s words. The mist made seeing more than a few feet all but impossible. “This fog is truly impressive. Dhovara will be pleased to hear of it.”

	“Carry the peace in my heart to her and may the Fates favor your journey,” Arnya said and shut the door.

	“It is time to leave this place, Foundling.” Emallya walked away, the damp air cold against her face. Occasionally, the light from a window filtered through the fog, but they met no one on the dark street.

	Vaddoc walked beside her in silence. A turmoil of warring emotions rolled off him. But even with the doubt she sensed in him, she also felt his determination to maintain his chosen course. She smiled slightly; he would make a good rider.

	As they approached the city wall, Emallya sent her senses flaring out, seeking the two guards who stood at the small gate. One she expected, but the other was a different man than she planned on. He didn’t feel familiar. It didn’t matter; he wouldn’t stop her. Power flowed through her as she wove a net and sent it toward the unfamiliar man hidden by the fog. She felt it settle over him and sensed his mind go blank.

	A few moments later, the wall loomed out of the night. Torches placed at intervals along the wall burned back some of the fog, but not enough so anyone could see them pass through the gate unless they were on top of them.

	As they approached, the guard she knew stepped forward. “Glad you made it, my lady.”

	“I am glad to find you still here, Talloc.”

	“I told you I would be,” Talloc said and glanced at the other guard with a worried look. The other man stood, staring straight ahead. “What is wrong with him?”

	Vaddoc narrowed his eyes at the man and shifted uneasily. Emallya studied the blank guard. The net gleamed around his mind, though she knew the other two men couldn’t see it. “He will be fine. I merely placed a net on his mind. It will dissipate in a few moments. He will remember nothing. Right now, he cannot see us or hear us. He sees only the empty fog.”

	Vaddoc scowled. “That leaves him defenseless.”

	She waved away the comment. “It will only last a short time, and it was necessary.”

	Talloc nodded. “Right, well, if it is only going to last a few more moments, you better get on through.”

	He unlatched the gate, and it swung open on silent hinges.

	“Thank you, Talloc,” Emallya said as she stepped past him.

	“Always, my lady. May peace shadow your journey.”

	She slipped through the small door with Vaddoc on her heels. Outside the wall, the fog seemed even thicker. Vaddoc jerked as a man ghosted out of the night with the shadowed shapes of two horses in his wake.

	Emallya sighed with relief. “Owar, thank the Fates. After finding only Talloc at the gate, I feared something went wrong with the plan.”

	Owar shrugged. “Nothing we could not handle. Vaddoc really shook things up. They arrested his entire unit and, to ensure no one helped him, they also changed the guards. They are afraid of another Hadar happening.”

	She laughed softly. “Yes, the Fates forbid there should be another Hadar to soil their reputation.”

	Vaddoc stared at Owar. Surprise overrode every other emotion she sensed in him. Owar only nodded at Vaddoc and handed him the reins to his horse. “You best be on your way. It took some careful work, but we managed to get Taden and Mattoc stationed at the bridge tonight.”

	Emallya nodded, took her reins, and swung into the saddle on the back of the massive gray horse. “May the Fates favor you, Owar.”

	“And follow you on your journey, my lady.”

	Vaddoc moved to his tall, leggy dun and swung into the saddle. Emallya rode toward the bridge at a trot. They needed to get away from the city and across the river. It didn’t take long to reach the bridge. The fog was thinner here. In some places, no more than wisps barely covering the ground. Arnya’s magic could only reach so far. It didn’t matter; it had served its purpose. The two guards peered at them in the light cast by the torches set on either side of the bridge entrance. Taden and Mattoc, as Owar had said. Emallya let out a sigh and sent a thank you to the Fates.

	As they passed by, Taden reached out and stopped Vaddoc’s horse. “You have made the right choice, Vaddoc. Go with peace in your heart.”

	Vaddoc nodded, and Taden stepped back. Emallya nudged her horse forward, and they started across the bridge, the horses’ hooves sounding hollow against the wide planks of wood. A clear, empty night opened before them on the other side. Emallya glanced back. Marden was still completely covered in fog. She turned away from the shrouded city.

	Vaddoc took a deep breath. “Where do we go from here?”

	Emallya stared to the west. “We head to Trilene.”
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	CHAPTER 2

	 

	Kellinar leaned against one wall of the alley and pressed the dirty, blood-soaked cloth against his side. Maybe the smell of refuse fermenting in the afternoon heat would deter the Keepers. He doubted they would want to examine the narrow confines of the alley too closely.

	Blood dripped from the cloth, and he closed his eyes against a wave of dizziness. Someone had tried to kill him. Why? It didn’t really matter now. He remembered the roar in his head, the rush of magic through his body, and the feel of the air—every current ready to respond. Had he spoken to the air currents? No, that was impossible. In his mind, he saw the man lying with a broken neck in the market square.

	“I killed a man,” he whispered to the empty alley. “I flaming used magic to kill a man. Burn it all, I can use magic. Why did this happen to me?”

	The Keepers would never give up hunting him. An extension of the Trilene city guard, their main function was to capture anyone who displayed magical ability. There weren’t many who showed the ability, and most turned themselves in. The Keepers weren’t gentle with those who tried to escape their grasp.

	A hum crooned in his mind. Was it trying to comfort him? It felt like some other being or entity had set up living quarters in his head. He tried to ignore it. Hundreds of flies buzzed around him, landing on him with their sticky legs. He tried to ignore them as well.

	“Maybe I’m already insane.” He should turn himself in, but all he could think of was getting away. “Well, if you’re going to continue with this dragon-blasted lunacy, Kellinar, then you might as well flaming get on with it. You’re not going to figure a way out of anything if you stand here talking to yourself like a dragon-struck fool until you bleed to death.”

	There was only one place to go…Serena’s. She was his best friend and could help. Or she might throw him to the Keepers. Magic might be where she drew the line on their friendship. Maybe that would be a good thing. The hum turned into a growl of protest.

	He groaned and pushed away from the wall. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he moved slowly. He kept to the alleys and only crossed the narrow roads when forced to. The winding backways would take him to Serena’s small apartment in a rundown boarding house on the far side of the Mallay District.

	Pain made him stop several times. Hunched over, he leaned against slimy back walls and tried to take deep, slow breaths. At one point, he carefully peeled back the rag and looked at the tear in his side. Agony shot through his body as his stomach convulsed and bitter bile rose in the back of his throat. His head swam. Swallowing hard to keep from losing the contents of his stomach, he brushed away the flies that landed on the wound and covered it back up. With a shaky hand, he wiped away the cold sweat beading on his forehead and started off again.

	He stood at the back door of the boarding house. He was there already? He couldn’t think clearly enough to form an answer. Shaking his head to try and clear it, he cracked the door open and looked to make sure no one was in the hall. He didn’t want to chance being seen. Finding it empty, he slipped in and started up the first flight of stairs. Halfway to the second floor, his knees almost gave out as little black specks swirled across his vision. He hung onto the grimy rail and waited for the dizziness to pass. His eyes drooped closed, and when he jerked them back open, he stood in front of Serena’s door.

	When did he finish climbing the stairs? He tried to remember, but couldn’t penetrate the haze in his mind. His arm felt almost too heavy to lift, and he managed only a single knock. He leaned against the door and closed his eyes. He just needed to sleep for a little bit.

	***

	Serena sat at the small table near the tiny hearth in her room. She’d worked hard to make the grubby little place with its narrow bed more inviting. She still wasn’t proud of it, but it was what she could afford after being cast away from her family in the Dellar District. She’d been careful with her coin, though. A few more months of saving, and she could leave the Mallay for someplace she didn’t have to chase rats from her room.

	Spring had arrived early, and the day felt unusually warm. With only one window in the room, there was no air movement, but she refused to leave her door open to allow what little breeze there was to be pulled in from the hall. Without the door closed, she wouldn’t be able to read. Books and reading were illegal in the Mallay.

	In response to the heat, she’d bound her hair into a bun and settled down with one of the few books she owned. Serena received only two free days a month from the tavern, and she enjoyed the chance to relax.

	A single knock at the door drew her attention from the book. Marking the page, she stood and hid it well before crossing the room to the door. She lifted the latch and stifled a scream as her friend fell into the room.

	“Kellinar!”

	She gasped when she rolled him over. Blood covered his hands and caked his shirt and pants. She peeled back the soaked rag. A deep cut laid open his side below the rib cage.

	His ice blue eyes drifted open. “Serena, I’m sorry.”

	She raised her eyes to his ashen face. Pain etched lines around his mouth and eyes.

	“Sorry for what, Kellinar?”

	“Couldn’t think…I didn’t know where else…” His eyes closed.

	Serena looked at him in desperation. Why had he come to her? Why not a healer? She could heal the wound, but for a moment, indecision held her. If she healed him, he could turn on her, and she would end up in the Keepers’ hands again. This time, she would die. This was a gaping wound, not a disease someone might be lucky enough to recover from.

	She shut the door, knelt next to him, and took a deep breath. It didn’t matter. This was Kellinar. No matter what happened after, she couldn’t let him die. Serena laid her hands on the injury, closed her eyes, and reached for her magic. In her mind’s eye, it was like a thousand threads.

	Serena selected a few strands and mentally wove them together. Power flowed into her body, down her arms, and through her hands. It expanded into the wound, and she could see in her mind the damage inside the injury. Working carefully, she laid the weave on the cut flesh and muscle and began to repair it. When she finally pulled her power back and let it dissipate, late afternoon light cast shadows across the room.

	She sat back and looked down at him. His breathing was better. Though still too pale, his face held more color. Blood crusted in his short blond hair, and dirt smeared his face. He smelled as if he had spent the day in the dirtiest alley he could find. His clothes were ruined and he needed to wash. She shook her head in exasperation.

	“What trouble have you got yourself into now? What trouble have you brought to my door?” His sleeping form offered no answers.

	Though only a few inches taller than her and of a fairly slender build, he was still muscular and too heavy for her to move. After some thought, she rolled him onto the rug on the floor and placed a pillow under his head. Pulling her leather coin purse from its niche behind a loose stone in the hearth, she left him.

	She needed to find Loki and learn what happened. Kellinar was a thief, but not one that would ever be brought in by the city guard; there was too much demand for his services by the High Houses of the city. If anyone would know, it would be Loki, Kellinar’s bright-eyed young pupil. The youngster always seemed to know everything that went on in the Mallay before anyone else.

	No one paid any attention to her as she left the building, and for that she was grateful. It meant no one knew Kellinar had come to her. Until she knew what was going on, she had no intention of telling anyone where he was located.

	The number of Keepers and city guards roaming the streets caught her attention. The Keepers would be involved for only one reason. She started paying more attention to the people walking past her and those gathered in groups around shop fronts and doorways. Whispers of “magic” and “escaped” reached her ears more than once. She wove through the crowds of people and past shopkeepers hawking their wares, looking for the boy with sandy-blond hair.

	The buildings of the Mallay—rising four, five, and sometimes six stories high—were laid out in no organized fashion. The warren of narrow streets wound around in a confusing maze of stone. Sometimes the buildings were so close together that a horse-drawn cart wouldn’t fit between. Other times, one building was built into the next, and they bridged over the road from the third story up. It had taken her months to get used to moving through the Mallay. She had grown up in the Dellar, a district of the city where things were clean and laid out in a predictable pattern.

	Everything about the Mallay spoke of the indifference to those who lived in the poorest part of the city. The Trilene, the highest level of the city, had private baths in the houses that were used for elimination, the washing of bodies, dishes, and clothing. All the water and waste were washed down pipes with scented water. Those pipes drained into small canals in the Dellar District, where they had communal bathhouses for the same reasons. The waste was flushed directly into the canals, which poured off into the Mallay and ran under the city wall. What they ended up with in the Mallay was a wide, reeking, flow of sludge that ran through the district. There was no way to connect the district to the canal, so they used the alleyways. Anyone in the Mallay caught dumping refuse into the canal was fined. The poor simply didn’t have the money to pay the taxes required to use the canal; therefore, they had no rights to it.

	She passed an opening to one of the many alleys and crinkled her nose at the putrid smell that wafted from it. The alley itself was barely wide enough for two to walk abreast and filled with refuse of all kinds. She glanced at the interior, darkened by the deep shadows of the tall buildings, and wondered if Kellinar really had spent the day in something like that.

	She turned from the dark opening and found a sandy-haired boy standing next to her. Relief washed over her. “Loki, I’ve been looking all over for you. I need your help.”

	The boy looked up at her with bright blue eyes. “What do you want stolen?”

	Serena sighed. “I don’t want anything stolen. I want information about Kellinar.”

	He eyed her in wary silence.

	“Please, Loki. I think he is in trouble, and I need to know what’s going on so I can help him.”

	Loki reached up, grabbed her arm, and pulled her into the mouth of the alley. He looked up at her, his eyes wide and serious. “I don’t think you can help him. He flaming killed a man today, and he did it with magic.”

	Serena felt numb. The boy only confirmed what she’d figured out for herself, but somehow hearing it only made it worse. “Are you sure?”

	“I seen it myself. Some fire-brained, outland cut-throat got him bad with a knife. I never seen anyone in the Mallay try to hurt Kellinar.”

	“Then what happened?” At least now she knew how he’d come by the wound.

	“The man was thrown across the square, and his neck broke when he hit the ground.”

	“How was the man thrown?” Her voice sounded strange to her own ears as if it came from far away.

	“That’s the magic part, something invisible threw him. Like air or something. Kellinar turned white as a sheet when he seen what he done. Blood was everywhere, and he was grabbing his head and yelling, ‘Get outta my head.’ Then someone yelled for the Keepers, and Kellinar ran out of there.” The late afternoon sun pressed down in the street behind Serena. She couldn’t breathe. Fear for Kellinar, and for herself, filled her to the point of blocking everything out. Black spots swam in front of her eyes, and she swayed back against the wall.

	“You okay, Serena?” She heard Loki’s voice through the haze in her mind. Panic built deep in the pit of her stomach; it threatened to rise and overwhelm her. How could this be happening, and how was she going to get them out of it?

	The low hum in her mind settled into a comforting croon that cut through the haze and panic and helped her focus.

	She pushed herself away from the wall and looked into Loki’s earnest face. “Yes, I’m okay for now. But if Kellinar and I are going to stay that way, I’m going to need your help. I need to find a way into Kellinar’s cave.”

	“You ain’t the right sort of lady. They’d never let you in.” Loki’s eyes were wide as if shocked that she would suggest such a thing.

	Serena chewed her bottom lip for a moment while she thought. Everyone knew only whores were allowed into the Thieves’ Caves. She’d hoped that Loki would be able to show her a secret way in, but either he didn’t know or wasn’t willing to give up thieves’ secrets. She really didn’t want to involve the boy more than he already was, but she didn’t see that she had much choice.

	“Can you do it for me?”

	He smiled. “‘Course I can. What do you need?”

	“I need you to go to Kellinar’s cave and get some things for me.”

	“What sort of things?”

	“The kind of things he will need if he won’t ever be going back,” she said gently.

	Loki’s face lost the look of assured confidence, and, for a brief moment, tears swam in his blue eyes before he scrubbed them away with his sleeve. “I understand.”
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	CHAPTER 3

	 

	Kellinar’s eyes fluttered open and he looked slowly around.

	Why was he lying on the floor of Serena’s room? Weakness washed through his body, his muscles like jelly as he pushed himself into a seated position. He rubbed his eyes and glanced around, trying to sort through the confusion in his mind. Late evening shadows pooled in the corners of the room. It shouldn’t be late evening. The last thing he remembered clearly was heading to the market square…

	Memories from the afternoon flooded him. His heart started pounding. He had to leave, had to get away. His hand went to where the injury should have been and found smooth skin. Pulling up his shirt, he looked down. Only a thin, faded, white line remained of the deep cut.

	The door opened, and he looked up. Serena stood in the doorway with a bundle in one arm and a bucket in the other. Her dark blue eyes held a wary look, and she seemed to hesitate as if unsure of him.

	She looked away and closed the door behind her. “Your clothes are ruined, so I got you some more, and I brought up some water so you can wash.”

	Her eyes on the floor, she crossed the small room and set her burdens down on the table. He watched her pick the bundle up once more, only to set it on the table again. Her hands trembled as she fussed with the buckles that held it closed. She avoided looking at him. Why? Had she heard what he’d done? Had she turned him in? He glanced at the door. Maybe she was waiting for the Keepers to arrive and was afraid to be in the same room with him. But his injury had healed. Completely healed. That wasn’t possible unless she… A rush of adrenaline pushed him to his feet. He stared at her in shock.

	“You can use magic.”

	Her hands froze. She took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. “Yes.” She turned, and her eyes met his for the first time since she shut the door. “From what I heard, so can you. I’m guessing from the smell you came here by the alleys.”

	His breath caught. She admitted it. Oh Fates, she’d used it on him. She’d saved his life, and since he could use magic too, he didn’t see how he could complain. Still, the thought made his skin crawl. What if she was just trying to draw a confession out of him? That didn’t really make sense. The whole market saw him use magic; they didn’t need a confession. He was still wary. “I don’t flaming know what happened today.”

	Serena shook her head at his denial. “Yes, you do, or you wouldn’t have run. You may be able to lie to the city guards and worm your way out of most anything, but you can’t lie to me, Kellinar.” She walked to the hearth and made a small pile of kindling. “Why did you come to me? I understand now why you didn’t seek a healer, but whatever made you think I could heal something like that?”

	He watched her strike a flint and set a fire for the evening. When the wood was burning well, she lit a small taper and used it to light the two lamps on the wall.

	Adrenaline still pumped through his veins. He started pacing back and forth across the small space in an effort to work out the nervous tension in his muscles. “You apprenticed under a healer. I figured you would be able to do something for it.” He gestured at his side. “But not this.”

	Serena moved past him to put away the taper, and he stopped and looked at her. “Besides, you’re my best friend. I hoped you wouldn’t turn me in. You didn’t turn me in, did you?” he asked softly. He wasn’t sure if he was really asking or just confirming what he thought he already knew. By the Fates, he was confused. “How did you get let go if you are cursed?” He paused. She’d never said anything about her time with the Keepers. “I’m sorry. I’m sure it’s not something you want to talk about.”

	“No, I didn’t turn you in. Even if it didn’t draw their attention to me again, I wouldn’t turn you in.” She sank into one of the two chairs at the table. “And no, talking about it isn’t at the top of my want list, but you deserve to know.”

	Several strands of dark hair had escaped the bun atop her head, and she brushed them away from her face. He waited while she idly turned one of the loose buckles of the bundle in her hands.

	She looked up, and he was struck by the sadness in the dark blue depths of her eyes. “The Keepers had no real proof, only suspicion. Given my family’s position, they had no choice but to let me go. The embarrassment was enough to make my parents toss me aside, even though they were happy not to have the stain of magic use on the family name.” She looked away as a tear leaked out the corner of her eye. She brushed it away and looked back at him. “The Keepers will find out we are friends and search here, you know. I will be under suspicion again because of my past and what you have done.”

	He hadn’t realized how much he would mess up her life by coming to her apartment. Of course, since she was cursed, her life would already be messed up. Eventually, she would go insane. Wouldn’t she?

	“I’m sorry, Serena. I didn’t know what else to do. I’m not one to care about legalities, but thieving and magic using are two very different animals. Even so, I can’t turn myself in.” He started pacing again in agitation. “I thought about it, but there is something in my head and it wouldn’t flaming let me. I know it doesn’t make any sense.”

	Serena studied him for a minute. “Something in your head? Is it a vibration or a hum? Low and hardly noticeable, most of the time? Other times it’s as if you can feel…something else.”

	His eyes met hers. “Is it because of the magic?”

	She shrugged. “I have no idea. It started at about the same time as the magic. I don’t know what it means, what it is, or why it’s there. I know if I focus on it, I can make my magic work better.” She looked at him. “What are you going to do now?”

	Kellinar sighed. “I can’t stay. It’ll be bad enough for you when they search here. If the Keepers actually find me in your apartment, you’ll be in even more trouble.”

	“For now, why don’t you wash up and change clothes. You smell worse than rotting meat.” She indicated the bundle as she crinkled her nose. “I’m going down to the main room. Dinner will be ready, and I’m hungry. You get cleaned up, and I’ll bring a plate back with me.”

	“They won’t notice you bringing up an extra plate, will they?”

	Serena rolled her eyes. “Hardly. Salindra has ‘entertained’ so many different men—and not the kind that pays— that Mistress Enita has started charging her for the extra plates of food.”

	Guilt for the predicament he had put her in settled over him as the door clicked shut. She used magic. Somehow, that fact calmed him. Maybe because now, he wasn’t completely alone. She had been using magic for over a year. How long did it take to go insane?

	The city gates closed at sundown. Weakness had replaced the adrenaline, and he didn’t think he could make the climb across the rooftops that night. Escape would have to wait until morning when the gates reopened. Maybe he could think of a way to slip past by then.

	The Thieves’ Exit offered a slim chance at escape, but for that, he’d have to go through the Thieves’ Caves. He was the unofficial leader of the thieves, but that wouldn’t stop them from throwing him at the feet of the Keepers. Not even thieves would harbor a magic user.

	Kellinar removed the various knives he carried tucked about his person. He laid them on the table and set his coin purse next to them, then he peeled off his clothing and stuffed the smelly bundle down the small shaft in the wall that slanted toward the alley. He scrubbed away the grime. When he picked up a dipper full of water to rinse with, his thirst overwhelmed him, and he raised it to his lips instead. His eyes closed as the cool liquid slid down his throat. The dipper of water did little to ease his thirst, but he resisted drinking more. There needed to be enough to rinse with.

	He was careful to stand near the wall where the floor was made to funnel liquids down the shaft. All household waste went down similar shafts all over the Mallay. He tried to keep his thoughts away from what he might have walked through as he dried off with a thin towel.

	Kellinar opened the bundle and pulled out the clothes, surprised to see they were his own. Even the boots were his. How did she manage it? Did Loki play a part? He thought about the child as he pulled his clothes on. Kellinar genuinely liked the boy and was going to miss him. He worried about him, but he would do Loki more harm than good now.

	He tied on his money pouch, glad it remained relatively unscathed from his trip through the alleys, and replaced all the knives in their various holders. His hands shook as weakness washed through him, and he sat heavily in one of the chairs. Folding his arms on the table, he laid his head on them and closed his eyes.

	Kellinar woke when Serena gently shook him. She smiled at him. “Eat. You need your strength.”

	She set a pitcher of water and a plate on the table in front of him. His eyes focused on the food. Salted fish, a meager pile of peas, and a small roll of crusty bread—a decent meal for the Mallay, where most of the time, thin stews were the standard. The water drew him first. He poured a cupful and gulped great swallows. He drank half the pitcher before he realized it. His stomach reminded him it wanted more than water, and he set to shoveling the food eagerly into his mouth.

	While he ate, Serena made a pallet on the floor.

	“Thank you for the clothes,” he said. “How were you able to get them?”

	“I found Loki. He agreed to gather some of your things for you. I told him to get anything you would want if you weren’t coming back.”

	He reached over and rummaged through the bundle, pleased to see a change of clothes and his extra knives. He also found the large purse he kept hidden in the stone floor of his dwelling. Leave it to Loki to know where that purse had been hidden.

	He sighed and sat back in the chair. “I hope he doesn’t get into trouble.”

	Serena gave him a wry smile as she spread a blanket out. “He’s been your apprentice for two years. Do you really believe anyone saw him?”

	He laughed softly. “No, I don’t believe they did. I hope I’ve done enough for him; he’s going to be on his own now.”

	“He’s resourceful. He’ll be fine.”

	He watched her move around the room. She didn’t seem upset that he could use magic or that she herself could, for that matter. “Aren’t you afraid the magic is going to consume you?”

	She shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t healed a human since they took me, well, except you, but I’ve healed several cats I’ve found injured. Though not much has changed since the first time I healed someone.”

	He looked at her for a moment, sensing she had left something unsaid. “Not much has changed, but something has, hasn’t it?”

	She sat down on her bed and tucked her feet under her. “I am not sure I can explain it,” she said. “Not long after I came here to the Mallay, I started feeling pulled to leave.”

	Kellinar chuckled. “Every outcast that ends up in the Mallay wants to leave. Only those of us born and bred here in this dragon-blasted place can settle for our lot in life.”

	Serena shook her head in denial. “It’s more than that. It’s a feeling so strong it pulls at me to follow it. Almost like a longing to go home, except that doesn’t make any sense.” She pulled the pins out of the bun and shook her hair out, letting it fall about her shoulders. “Anyway, that’s the only difference other than I have more control now over the magic. It’s easier to make it do what I want it to.”

	Kellinar thought about it. He felt no such longing, although he’d only started using magic that afternoon. He wondered if what Serena felt was really just a desire to get out of Trilene in any direction. What would happen to her after he left? “What are you going to do if the Keepers hold you under suspicion again?”

	“Oh, they aren’t going to get the chance. I’m leaving with you,” she said.

	“You can’t. Not with me.” He stood and looked at her. She wouldn’t have any chance at all with him. “There’s no way I can get you out. Not without both of us getting caught.” He started pacing again. “Burn it all, even once I’m out, they will be searching for me. When I don’t turn up at one of the healers or dead, they will start searching the roads. If you’re found with me, they will flaming put you to death just for helping me.”

	“I would rather take the chance of being caught than the certainty of their suspicions. There is less risk for me in leaving.”

	He stopped, a feeling of defeat washing through him. She was in danger because of him; she would be in more danger if she left with him. Still, he couldn’t refute her reasoning. “I don’t like it.”

	She raised an eyebrow at him. “Well, like it or not, that’s the way it is.”

	He knew from her tone that no amount of argument would change her mind. He sighed and nodded. What else could he do? Either he left her to the wolves or led her to the lions.

	She crossed the room and laid her hand on the side of his face, a gentle smile on her lips. “It will be better this way.”

	He only nodded again. His actions had trapped her into this decision. She’d been planning on leaving when she’d saved enough coin. Now, because of him, she wouldn’t be leaving for a little cottage in some village far enough away that they wouldn’t know anything about her. She would be running from certain death. She turned away.

	“We’d better get some sleep; tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

	He sighed and lay down on the pallet as she blew out the lamps. Only the dim glow of coals in the hearth remained to light the room. In the near darkness, he listened to her settle into her covers, the events of the day playing through his head.

	“I really am sorry. I didn’t mean to mess everything up for you.”

	“Just so long as you know it’s your fault,” she said, yawning.

	“I’m not sure how I’ll get us both out. It’s not like they’re just going to pass us through the gate.”

	Serena yawned again. “Yes, they will, I’ve already got a plan for that.”

	“What plan?”

	“Don’t worry about it right now. Just go to sleep. I promise you, I can get us through the gate.”

	“Why not tell me now?”

	“Because I’m tired and so are you. What I did today when I healed you was no small feat, and it drained me. You lost a lot of blood. You need to rest and regain it. Go to sleep.”

	Even though he felt exhausted, sleep was slow in coming. His mind turned over and rejected one escape plan after another. And then there was Serena. What did she have planned, and why wouldn’t she tell him? Whatever it was, he had the feeling he wasn’t going to like it.
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CHAPTER 4


	 

	“You want me to do what?” Kellinar looked at Serena in horror as she held up a worn, pale red dress and a wide headscarf of the same color.

	“Kellinar, you know it’s a sure way out of the city,” Serena said, exasperation in her voice. “They’re looking for a young man, not a woman. You’re just lucky the mornings are still cool enough, most women are still wearing headscarves.”

	He tried to push the dress away. “I am not wearing that flaming thing. They would never believe it anyway. I don’t look anything like a blasted woman. What about the Thieves’ Exit?” he asked in desperation.

	She planted her hands on her hips, her face set in the same stubborn expression as the night before when she insisted on accompanying him. “We would still have to walk through the city streets to reach the Thieves’ Cave. You spend so much of your time sneaking about; you forget that sometimes the best way to hide something is to pretend you have nothing to hide at all.”

	She held the dress up once again, her head cocked and her eyes narrowed as if she evaluated it. “This dress is going to work great. It should be loose enough that your shoulders won’t look so broad, but not so loose that it hangs on you. The guards will see what we want them to. There are plenty of tall women. It will never cross their minds that you aren’t one of them. And what would make them think otherwise? Most men would die before wearing a dress.”

	Kellinar stared at the dress. Dying might be a better idea. “They will never take me for a flaming woman. I’m missing a couple of defining parts in case you hadn’t noticed.”

	She waved away his objection. “Don’t worry; I can take care of that.”

	“Take care of that, how?” he croaked. What else could she do with her magic?

	She laughed and began rummaging in the small trunk at the end of her bed. She pulled an undergarment and several rags from it. “Trust me. Besides, it’s your fault I have to escape from the city like this. If you’re truly sorry for dragging me into this, you’ll do what’s necessary to get us out of here. You can change back into your normal clothing later.”

	His thoughts scrambled for any ideas that would get him out of her plan. His mind betrayed him by coming up with nothing. She had deliberately used his guilt against him. He grabbed the dress. “You don’t play fair.”

	She smiled at him sweetly. “You will thank me when we’re out of the city. Now take off your shirt.” He glared at her, but obeyed. As soon as he had it off, she slipped the undergarment around his torso and tied it tight. The thing was incredibly uncomfortable and binding.

	Serena turned her back on him as he stripped off the rest of his clothes and struggled to get the yards of material over his head and situated. How in the name of the Fates did women get in and out of these things every day? At least they wouldn’t draw any attention when they left her room. Of course, on a normal day, a man seen leaving the boarding house wouldn’t cause comment. Not all the women who lived there made their money as serving girls at a tavern.

	Once Kellinar settled the dress, Serena set about stuffing the top of the undergarment to give the appearance of the defining parts he’d talked about. He looked at her face as she worked and wondered if she was upset. Her lips were pressed together until they made a thin line in her face. It took him a minute to realize she was trying to hold back a laugh.

	“It’s not funny,” he growled.

	That sent her into peals of laughter. “You should see your face. You look like a five-year-old made to stand in the corner. Honestly, Kellinar, I had no idea you could pout so well.” When she finished, Serena wound the scarf around his head so that it partially covered his face. Still laughing, she slung her pack over her shoulder, opened the door, and stepped into the hall.

	Kellinar followed. He carried his own pack, a large bag designed to be worn over one shoulder. It was the style of bag women often carried out of the city in search of wild berries and tubers. They frequently packed food for the mid-day meal and other necessities in them. Men who worked outside the walls carried a smaller version.

	No one noticed as they left the boarding house, and he tried to ignore the fact that he wore a dress. The stupid thing flapped around his legs at every step. It would be his luck to get tangled in the dragon-blasted skirt and fall on his face right in front of a Keeper. Fates be damned. Bad enough to be caught by the Keepers, but to be caught in a dress as well… His face heated up at the thought.

	The sun was just rising, and the streets were still cloaked in shadows. The smell of baking pita bread filled the air. Several women baked pitas in small outdoor ovens. They would stuff them with eggs, cheese, cabbage, and goat meat and sell them to the men headed out to work in the vineyards or fisheries. Kellinar normally bought several each morning. The smell reminded him that they hadn’t taken time to eat, though Serena had made several of the stuffed breads and packed them away in her bag.

	Women moved around watering tiny gardens where spinach and cabbages grew, and feeding chickens housed in pens crammed against the sides of buildings. The cries of waking babies and the strident challenges of roosters filled the air. They mixed with the impatient bleating of goats, waiting to be milked before being let out of their cramped holding pens and herded out to pasture for the day. Together, it created a noisy yet familiar atmosphere in the narrow streets. Kellinar felt a pang of regret. This was all he’d ever known.

	They passed the house of a healer and saw several horses with the red and yellow saddlecloths of the Keepers tied outside. Soldiers and Keepers prowled through the district, looking with narrowed eyes at all the young men. Sweat broke out on Kellinar’s forehead. There was no way this was going to work. He glanced at Serena. She walked along next to him as if this were an everyday thing.

	“I wish I had my quarterstaff,” he whispered. His throwing knives wouldn’t be much help if more than a few tried to capture them.

	Serena rolled her eyes. “Why? So you can give yourself away? Do you really want them stopping you and asking why you’re in possession of a weapon? You’re supposed to be a woman. You can’t go running around with a quarterstaff. Might as well wave a sword around while you’re at it.”

	She was right, of course. A woman with a quarterstaff would draw as much attention as a man of the Mallay with a sword. At least he had his knives. If the Keepers tried to arrest them, maybe he could at least make sure Serena got away.

	They approached the gate, where two large knots of horses and their riders stood on either side; one group bore the red on blue of the city guard, the other the red on yellow of the Keepers. Kellinar kept his head down respectfully, like all the others passing through.

	Watching from beneath the edge of the scarf, he tensed when their eyes came to rest on him, and then swept away to those behind him. It was slow-moving as the guards stopped wagons to search them, and knocked the hats off the young men as they passed by. Kellinar’s shoulders and neck started to ache from the tension that built with each step closer to the gate.

	They passed by the guards and under the massive arch in the stone wall. They had almost cleared the arch when a voice shouted out, “You, halt!”

	Kellinar froze, along with everyone else. The sound of boots, pounding across the paving stones, echoed in the sudden silence. Kellinar’s chest tightened, his heart pounded. Sweat ran down the sides of his face; he turned to look. The crowd backed away as the Keepers ran toward him. Kellinar was on the verge of running when a young man tripped and fell at his feet. His hair was pale blond and cut short like Kellinar’s.

	The Keepers grabbed the man’s arms and hauled him to his feet. They dragged him away as he fought them. “It wasn’t me! I’m innocent! It wasn’t me!” 

	Kellinar tried to shut out the man’s terrified screams. He felt a shove and noticed the crowd had started to move again, this time at a quicker pace. Everyone wanted to get away from the gate as quickly as they could. Kellinar moved with the crowd as it passed out from under the arch and into the light of the early morning sun. Another set of guards and Keepers sat on horses outside the gates, but none seemed to notice him. Serena was right. They were looking for a young man, not a scarf-wrapped woman.

	A breeze sprang up, cool and refreshing against Kellinar’s face. Behind the city wall and at the base of a cliff, the Mallay District rarely felt the breeze like this. He sucked in a deep breath and let it out in a relieved sigh. Now that they were on the road, the crowd spread out. Many headed to the smaller villages clustered around the city, while others headed toward the city with wagons full of goods. Some wagons carried early vegetables, others sacks of last year’s grain, stone, lumber, and others carried wood for cookfires. The road was a hazardous place for those of the Mallay. Their clothes clearly defined them, and they were pushed roughly out of the way by those from higher districts.

	They moved at a steady pace all morning, their way becoming easier the farther they got from Trilene. The road became less crowded; fewer wagons pressed close together, and best of all in Kellinar’s eyes, few Trilene residents came this far out. Most went no further than the small villages that dotted the countryside around the city, to the vast vineyards to the east, or the sizable lake dotted with small fishing vessels to the northwest.

	By midday, they left most of the crowd behind. Hunger gnawed at Kellinar. He glanced at Serena, trudging along next to him.

	“We need to stop and eat.”

	Serena nodded. “I’m starving.” She stepped into the thick trees that lined the west side of the road. They continued to walk for a small distance before coming to a small clearing where they were sure they wouldn’t be bothered by anyone.

	Serena turned her back while Kellinar worked off the dress and undergarments. He was more than ready to be out of it. He gratefully pulled his own clothes on, then looked at Serena. “Please tell me you don’t need this Fates-forsaken dress.”

	The sound of her soft laughter floated to him. “No, I don’t need the dress. It would be much too big for me, and this is neither the time nor the place to begin alterations.”

	“Good, I don’t ever want to see it again.” He tossed the garment on the ground.

	“Are you ready to eat?” she asked.

	Kellinar tucked the last of his knives away in their hiding places. “I was ready to eat hours ago.”

	She turned and began unpacking the pitas she’d made that morning. “We don’t have much.”

	He shrugged. “It will be better than nothing.” He ate with relish. He loved the morning pitas and didn’t know how long it would be before he got to eat them again.

	When they were finished, Serena handed him the lined leather water bag. “I have a little more pita bread and cheese, but it won’t last long. I have a small amount of coin. We might be able to buy some food from a farm or something, once we’re far enough away.”

	Kellinar patted his coin purse. “I have my money pouch as well, so we won’t be beggars for quite some time. I wish I’d had time to gather all my coin together, we would’ve lived comfortably until we found a place to settle.”

	“Well, since you couldn’t, we’ll just make do with what we have.”

	They walked back through the trees to the road and once again headed north.

	***

	They settled down that night in a clump of tall bushes near the road. After eating another small meal, they wrapped up in the thin blankets Serena had packed and tried to fall asleep. In the deep black of the moonless night, she found the countryside unnerving. Even in the Mallay, the city guard lit the streetlamps at dusk.

	“I thought it was supposed to be quiet away from the city,” grumbled Kellinar.

	The constant hum and chirps of night bugs filled Serena’s ears. “I guess insect sounds aren’t supposed to count.”

	She heard him shift restlessly in the dark. “Why does it feel like we’re being watched?”

	“I think it’s just the dark. I never realized how much light the lamp posts put out.”

	“It’s as dark as dragon scales is what it is. I can’t see a flaming thing out here.”

	She rolled over and pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders. “Well, maybe that’s a good thing. If we can’t see anything, then no one can see us either, right?”

	“Maybe.”

	The sharp cries and howls of a pack of coyotes echoed somewhere in the distance. Sleep was going to be a long time coming.
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	CHAPTER 5

	 

	After leaving the cluster of towns near the walls of Trilene, the road ran alongside open fields. In many of them, horses pulled heavy iron plows while the farmer worked to hold the handles and keep it going straight. Kellinar watched with interest as they passed them. It looked like a difficult way to make a living.
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