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Chapter One

Return to Arrow Castle
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Seth expected his service to Ryker to be over when he returned to Arrow Castle with the night-shadow. All he had to do was deliver the black cat to the apprentice and he would be free to go. Then he was going to find Rem and apologise – for everything. 

Or so he thought. 

That was several weeks ago but he was still stuck at Arrow Castle. He thought back to that day and wondered how he could have done things differently.

The huge black cat was still unconscious when they reached the secluded castle and the roof was open as if they were expected back already.

‘Where should we put it?’ Seth asked, thinking out loud.

Neras had spent the entire trip back leaning over the side of the dragon to stare at the creature. Seth supposed there was no real danger of the wizard falling since he couldn’t go far from the staff and even if he did, would it really harm him?

‘In the cage?’ Neras suggested.

As they came closer Seth could see Ryker running to look out of the open roof. Neras vanished instantly. Ryker looked stunned at their cargo and waved them towards the cage before backing off hurriedly.

‘I will not share with this creature,’ MoonFlame said with a snort of flame that narrowly missed the limp cat.

‘I’m not sure you have much choice for the moment,’ Seth said with a shrug. ‘If we give him what he wants, then he should let us go free and you can live wherever you wish.’

‘The apprentice does not control me,’ MoonFlame pointed out, circling slowly over the tower room. ‘And nor do you.’

Seth sighed. He wondered if he and the dragon would ever be able to work together instead of fighting constantly. ‘Just give him the night-shadow and as soon as he lets me go I promise I will set you free also.’

MoonFlame sank towards the tower at an alarming speed and Seth gripped as tightly as he could with both legs. The dragon stopped suddenly and a dull thud below made Seth’s heart continue to sink. MoonFlame had dropped the night-shadow. For the first time he hoped that the huge cat was indeed impossible to kill. That creature was his ticket to freedom and a dead cat was of no use at all.

Seth bit his lip to stop himself chastising the dragon as it dipped just a little lower then leaned sideways to tip Seth off. Seth landed next to the black cat and had the wind knocked out of him. He looked up and watched MoonFlame fly off and wondered if the dragon would ever come back. They were still bonded but Seth wasn’t sure if that really meant anything.

He heard a clang and realised that Ryker had shut him in with the cat. Seth propped himself up on one elbow and looked at the creature lying next to him. It looked harmless laid out on the stone floor but Seth remembered very clearly how it had been just a couple of hours ago. He glanced around the cage, looking for a way to climb out of reach of the great cat. Then he looked again at the long hind legs of the night-shadow and abandoned that idea. It would be able to jump almost as high as the roof and Seth doubted that this cage would hold him if the roof was left open.

Almost as if Ryker had heard Seth’s thoughts, the apprentice began to wind the roof closed.

‘You’re not going to leave me in here with it are you?’ Seth asked as he stood up and walked closer to the cage. 

‘Is it even alive?’ Ryker asked. ‘I wanted a live night-shadow. If it’s dead you’ll have to get another one.’

‘Shouldn’t you be asking where he even got one?’ Oran suggested, drifting through the bars and over to the huge black cat. ‘Are there more? Has there been an invasion or did he find a way to go through the mountains?’

Seth moved back to the cat, purposely walking straight through Oran’s shimmering form. He resisted the frown that started to form as he realised he could see the wizard even though there were no shadows. Oran looked disgusted and moved around to the opposite side of the cat. Seth bent down and placed one hand near the creature’s nose. He sighed with relief when he felt a warm breath and was about to turn to tell Ryker when the cat’s deep-green eyes flicked open and stared at Seth.

Run! His brain screamed at him as he stared back but he didn’t move a muscle. It was a faster paralysis than the wizard’s bonding spell and he struggled to even gulp back a scream.

Several seconds seemed like a lifetime and he blinked as the cat leapt into motion. Seth’s brain was racing even though his body was almost motionless. He wondered if it would hurt when the cat killed him. Perhaps there was still time to try to run or could he try to draw life from it and weaken the creature enough to get away?

Before he had time to decide on either option the cat was up and spun away from Seth, snapping wildly at Oran. The creature obviously had no trouble seeing the wizard and definitely didn’t like him. Seth wondered if there was any creature that actually liked wizards.

‘It’s not dead!’

Oran rose immediately to the ceiling even though there was no way the cat would do any harm to the washed-out image of the wizard. Seth’s gaze followed the cat as it leapt higher and higher in a frustrated attempt to reach Oran. Yes, it would definitely have been able to get out if the roof was open. 

Seth rose from his frozen crouch and began to back away. Surely the apprentice would let him out now that it was obvious the cat was alive? As he reached the bars, keeping the cat in full sight, he gave the door a shake and found it was still locked.

‘Let me out,’ Seth said quietly, trying not to draw the attention of the night-shadow.

‘No,’ Ryker replied.

Seth flicked his gaze away from the cat and over to the apprentice. He was watching with fascination and didn’t even look at Seth.

‘Why not? I brought you the cat. Our deal is over.’ Seth could hear the cat’s claws scratching at the ground as it landed from each leap. They sounded a little closer but he stared at Ryker – demanding agreement on their deal and to be let out.

Ryker shook his head as he regarded Seth with a frown. ‘I still need to see the night-shadow in action. I need to see it draw life.’

‘Draw life?’ Seth echoed then he gulped as he realised what the apprentice meant. ‘Mine?’

‘Well, you’re already in there and when I can see it draws life, then our deal is done and you are free.’ Ryker shrugged as if it were a simple matter.

Seth’s mind raced again. He was so close to being free but at what cost? If he tried to defeat the cat by being the one to draw life first, then his own secret was at risk of being discovered. If he killed the cat he’d just have to find another one. There seemed no way to win.

‘I’m sure I felt several claws!’

‘Stop teasing the creature,’ Ryker snapped. Oran drifted over to stand beside Ryker and shrugged.

‘I just wanted to see how high it could jump.’

‘I’m not teasing it,’ Seth replied, keeping up the pretence of not being able to hear Oran.

Seth saw Ryker’s gaze move away from him and realised that he could feel a warm breath on the back of his neck. It was decision time. Did he save his own life and remain in Ryker’s bonded service forever, or let the cat kill him?

He turned towards the cat. Whatever he decided he wanted to be facing the night-shadow, not hiding with his back turned.

He gulped as the night-shadow was standing just two paces from him. The great creature’s head was level with his own and it stared at him, breathing heavily from its recent exertion. The green eyes narrowed as it appeared to be sizing up the human in front of it. It paced several steps to the right, nearer the cage, and hissed at both Ryker and Oran then turned back to stare at Seth. It bared its teeth and stepped closer.

Seth was holding back his gift but decided he would release it a little. Perhaps he could give the great cat a warning that would be enough without killing it? Before he had even drawn a mote of life from the night-shadow it blinked twice and backed away. Seth frowned. Could the creature sense what he was?

The cat stopped halfway to the back wall and settled on the floor with its front legs stretched out before it. Its ears were raised and twitched slightly as it listened to the creaking of the roof as the sun lost its warmth. It stared at Seth and those beyond him with an air of disdain, as if it was the one in control and had become bored with the situation. It looked just like a domestic cat surveying its domain.

‘Why doesn’t it take your life?’ Ryker asked with a snarl. ‘You will not be released until I see it draw life.’

He moved away and had a muttered conversation with Oran before turning back and smiling at Seth. 

‘Perhaps the night-shadow does not wish to eat in front of an audience,’ Ryker said. Seth knew he meant Oran. ‘I will return in an hour. If you are dead you are released from your service.’

Seth’s eyebrow rose as Ryker chuckled at the irony of his own joke then the apprentice left the tower. He took his staff and, along with it, Oran. As the door slammed shut Seth sank down against the bars and faced the night-shadow. 

What now? He could safely use his gift to subdue the creature without being caught but as he stared at the night-shadow it showed no hint of anger or intent to attack. In fact, its eyes began to droop as if it were tired.

As night fell Seth felt his own eyelids begin to sag and he rested his head against the bars. He might as well sleep. It wasn’t as if he could do much to stop the great cat attacking unless he wanted to kill it and he didn’t want to do that. 

He heard a scrabbling and scratching of claws from above and a frustrated howl from MoonFlame as she settled down on the roof to sleep. She would not be in a good mood tomorrow, but at least she had come back.

‘It doesn’t look dangerous now,’ Neras said right next to him, making him jump and his eyes blinked open. Ryker had left a lamp burning and it gave just enough light to see the cat’s eyes crack open to a narrow slit at the sound of the wizard’s voice.

‘I don’t think it likes wizards or apprentices,’ Seth said carefully and watched the night-shadow for any signs of agitation but so far it seemed too sleepy to bother moving. Then he looked at Neras who sat next to him, relaxing against the bars in the exact same pose as Seth. The wizard was as clear to him as a real person and Seth was tempted to reach out a finger and poke at him to see if he could touch him.

‘Well, I’m not really a wizard, and you’re not an apprentice,’ Neras said with a shrug. ‘Even your dragon doesn’t mind me around. Perhaps it’s because I never took an apprentice. I’m no threat to anyone or anything.’

It was Seth’s turn to shrug; he had no idea and nobody to ask either. 

‘Ryker is coming,’ he warned Neras as he heard footsteps on the stairs. Neras nodded and vanished, leaving Seth wondering what it looked like where the wizard spent all his time. He made a mental note to ask him next time he saw him.

Neras’ departure wasn’t more than a moment too soon as the door to the tower room opened slowly. Seth twisted slightly and saw Oran’s rather solid-looking form float into the room. Obviously Ryker was too chicken to come in himself just yet.

The night-shadow’s reaction was instant. It leapt to its feet and launched at the bars, reaching through to rake at the wizard with surprisingly long claws. Seth drew away to make it look as if he might be the reason for the attack, and crouched in the corner in mock-terror.

‘It’ll have the boy in a few minutes. It must have just been resting.’

‘I’ll come back in the morning,’ Ryker said, peering round the door. Then Oran vanished through the door and it slammed shut once more.

The night-shadow growled at the closed door for a few seconds then made a huffing noise as if disgusted that its prey had escaped. It turned around, looked at Seth with a blank stare and walked to the back of the cage where it settled down to rest again.

It had been a very long day and Seth lay down on the hard stone floor and closed his eyes. He didn’t think the night-shadow was likely to attack or it would have done so already. He didn’t even notice the uneven stone under his shoulder as he drifted off into a sleep filled with dreams of battles and being chased by huge black cats.

The tower room was cold when Seth awoke. He groaned slightly as he rubbed his shoulder. It still ached in the cold where MoonFlame had cut him, and he knew it probably would for the rest of his life.

He sat up slowly, peering around the inky blackness of the cage but could not see much as the lamp had burned down and gone out. Was the cat still sleeping? He strained to listen and heard the soft, regular breath of the night-shadow.

‘It’s not asleep,’ Neras said, walking right in front of Seth and startling him. Even this close it was hard to see much but Seth did notice that the wizard looked almost solid. There was nothing wavy or indistinct about the young-old wizard any longer. Seth heard the cat’s breathing change and come closer. He held his own breath a little as Neras stood beside him and a black shape filled his vision.

Bright green eyes blinked into view, only a pace away. Seth didn’t have time to let his fear build up as the huge cat stepped forward and nudged gently against his shoulder.

A purr seemed to resonate from deep within the night-shadow and the creature circled Seth twice before settling down with its huge paws resting across Seth’s legs.

Seth sat very still, and let out a long slow breath. There didn’t seem to be any danger from it at all. He tried to slip out from under the heavy paws but couldn’t. He sat still for a long time and finally he began to nod off, lulled by the rhythmic purring of the great cat.

When he woke several hours later he was surprised to find he was tucked up snuggly against the soft fur.

‘Well, Ryker is going to be disappointed,’ Seth muttered to himself as he reluctantly pulled away from his comfortable bed.

Daylight was creeping in the windows that ringed the tower room when Seth woke again. He stretched slowly and yawned before tipping his head to look around the cage. The cat was still asleep several paces away from him and looked harmless with its nose tucked under its paws.

All of a sudden the cat’s ears pricked up and it leapt to a crouching stance, ready to pounce. Seth shuffled back from the cat’s line of sight but its gaze did not follow. Instead it was staring at the door to the tower room. There was a slight shimmering next to the door as a very solid-looking Oran appeared in the room.

‘The boy is still alive.’

Oran moved further into the room but kept well away from the cage, as if he were truly in danger from the night-shadow. Ryker came into the room and scowled at the night-shadow as he saw that nothing had changed since last night.

‘Can I come out now?’ Seth asked, ignoring the cat’s hissing as it glared at Ryker with dislike. ‘I’m starving.’

‘Don’t let it out,’ Ryker snapped as he unlocked the door.

Seth looked at the small man-sized door. There was no way the immense cat would fit through, although it might give it a go, looking at the hatred it appeared to have for the apprentice and wizard.

Seth hurried to the door, slipped the latch and let himself out quickly, in case the cat did try to follow.

‘Why didn’t it take your life-energy?’ Ryker asked. He took a step back as the night-shadow stalked to the edge of the cage.

Seth shrugged. ‘Maybe it’s not hungry, but I am. Can I go?’

Ryker snorted his disgust at Seth’s answer, but waved at the door to give permission to leave.

Seth looked over at the night-shadow as he walked to the door. The cat was still poised as if ready to pounce and Seth wondered if the cage would actually hold it for long.
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Chapter Two


High Gate
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Something was different. Rem could sense it as High Gate began to settle back to its daily routine. Of course, there were many more soldiers patrolling the pass and manning the heights, but the rest of the town appeared to have shrugged off the excitement of several weeks ago.

She caught up with StarFire as he landed in his stone lair in the middle of the town square.

‘Has your injury healed?’ she asked and looked at the seemingly unblemished hindquarter that had been slashed by the night-shadow.

StarFire looked offended at the question. ‘If I need your assistance I will let you know. You were far more at risk from the night-shadow.’

Rem nodded her agreement as she recalled the vigour of the night-shadow’s attack. Was it her imagination or had they seemed more interested in her than the other soldiers? 

The white dragon turned his back to her and was settling down to rest. Clearly she had been dismissed. Rem walked away and went to find Eagan. She hadn’t seen the old man much since the attack and she needed to talk to him about going to find Seth. He wasn’t in his rooms and nobody she asked had seen him. It felt like he was avoiding her but she knew he was probably just busy with making sure the pass was secure.

She left High Gate in search of the old man and as she neared the river she looked across at the perfect circle of dead grass and marsh shrubs. She frowned as she remembered Seth’s unusual mood. Her frown deepened as she realised that he hadn’t even said goodbye. Did she mean so little to him that she wasn’t even worth a farewell?

Why did he let his control go so much? Even more important was how he had managed to hatch the dragon. Not to mention the night-shadow and why he took it! She had so many questions and she wanted answers so she had to find Seth. 

Her pulse raced just remembering the huge black cat. It had only been a second away from pouncing on her when the two dragons caught it. Had it really been making a beeline for her? Perhaps it was because she was the only person around? She shook her head, instinctively knowing there was more to it.

She stood by the river, watching it gurgle over the rocks, sounding happy and carefree as it raced past the scene of the recent skirmish.

‘Rem,’ a voice called.

She turned, expecting to see Eagan, but it was Marrik. She smiled at him and nodded a greeting. He had become the only father figure she had known. She owed her rescue to Eagan, but she barely knew the old man.

‘Have you seen Eagan?’ she asked as the guard joined her by the river.

Marrik didn’t reply straight away. Instead he picked up a stone and tried to skip it across the river. It vanished below the surface after the first bounce. 

‘He is getting ready to leave,’ Marrik said, looking out across the marshes with a small frown.

‘Is he going to find Seth?’ Rem asked. Surely he could have taken her with him? StarFire would have been able to fly ahead and find him easily.

‘He didn’t tell me and I didn’t ask. He said he would be gone by nightfall. No doubt he has business that does not involve us.’

Rem could tell that the guard was a little more than disappointed that the old man was going so quickly. Marrik glanced back at the pass and didn’t seem terribly reassured by the dozens of guards patrolling around.

‘Where is he?’ Rem asked.

‘He’s probably down in the kitchen getting supplies to take,’ Marrik replied, attempting to skip another stone on the turbulent water and shrugging as he failed again.

‘I need to talk to him before he goes,’ Rem said, bobbing a polite farewell and backing away before hurrying up to the gate. She was about to head to the kitchen when she saw the door to his rooms was ajar and she paused to see if he was there.

‘There just has to be a way! I know it’s never been done before, but we have to find a way.’

Yes, that was Eagan’s voice and he sounded angry. She didn’t know who he was talking to but she decided to wait until their conversation was finished before going inside.

There was no reply from whoever the old man was talking to then Eagan spoke again.

‘If we can find a way to break the bond we should be able to at least diminish a lot of the danger.’

Ah, so he was talking to the invisible man that was always with him. Rem had never heard him talk to Darius this loud before. Usually it was a muttered conversation. She assumed they were talking about Seth. Were they worried about Seth being in control of a dragon? 

There was another silence while Darius gave a long speech.

‘...and then we can take her as far away as possible and hope she never finds her way back. I’m not sure we want to take her back to her own kin though as she knows too much.’

Her? Rem frowned and took a step away from the door. They were talking about her? And they knew where she came from? Why hadn’t they told her?

‘Yes, yes, I’ll go and find her in a minute. I’ll tell her we’re going to find Seth, that will get her to come with us but I don’t know how we’re going to make the dragon stay behind.’

Rem backed away into the narrow street and walked off, dazed and confused. Why did Eagan want to split her up from the dragon and where was he taking her if it wasn’t to find Seth?

‘StarFire,’ she called in her mind, knowing that the dragon would hear her. ‘We’re leaving High Gate – now!’

––––––––
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EAGAN SIGHED. IT WAS hard to get time alone to chat with Darius these days. Peiter, his newly-found apprentice-in-waiting, seemed intent on remaining by Eagan’s side day and night – just in case he was needed.

‘He will make a good apprentice,’ Darius said with a shrug.

Eagan just scowled. He didn’t know if he could handle several hundred years with only the over-eager youth for company. 

‘It may have been better if we never found Rem?’ Eagan said, not really meaning it, but still there was a small thread of truth to the statement. He felt ill just thinking about what her pendant meant. If her memory ever returned she would have the control of a dragon to use against them.

Eagan sank onto a chair that looked out across the marshes, and stared at the last hint of light mist that covered it. It should be completely gone in the morning and it would be time to go. He had a lot of questions running around in his mind about Seth, but right now the boy was far less dangerous than Rem, even if he had a dragon and the ability to destroy a small town with ease.

He stood up and paced across the room. Darius hovered near the door and appeared to be deep in thought.

‘You’re right though, it’s the only answer really to her origins. She has to be from one of the clans of Yarris supporters that retreated to the deserts in the south many centuries ago. She might not even know what the pendant means even if she gets her memory back. Perhaps none of her people even remember the old days?’

Eagan just snorted. He wasn’t willing to take the risk that Rem might be just a distant relative of rebels that supported a clan that long ago ruled the lands.

‘We’ll take her to the west as far as we can, deep in the heart of the plains. But first we need to get her away from her dragon, and get rid of that necklace. It’s only a matter of time before someone else sees it and recognises it. How she kept it hidden for so long is a mystery. I’ve only glimpsed it twice myself since I met her. If it hadn’t been for that marshland fog I would have recognised it straight away and none of this would ever have happened.’

Eagan paced back across the room and paused at the window as he saw StarFire flying out along the edge of the marshland. ‘Is that Rem on the dragon’s back?’

Darius appeared next to him and floated out the window a short distance. ‘At the speed they’re going I don’t think they’re coming back. We need a new plan.’

Eagan had his bag packed early the next morning. Darius floated behind him as he tucked away a few things in his rooms. He wanted to leave the place tidy as he had no idea if he would be coming back. It was entirely possible that he would have to take up residence in the staff before the opportunity to return to High Gate came along. He made a mental note to make sure he said a personal farewell to those that he would miss.

‘We don’t even know which direction to look,’ Darius pointed out, wiping at some dust on the table with his hand and looking frustrated when it didn’t move.

‘If we find Seth, we’ll find Rem. I’d say she’s gone to look for him and we saw him fly off to the south with the night-shadow,’ Eagan pointed out.

‘So we’re going to look for a night-shadow, two errant dragon masters and two dragons that are probably out of control by now? Once StarFire tastes freedom, and fresh meat, he will be too hard for Rem to manage.’

‘All the more reason to get moving sooner rather than later,’ Eagan said firmly. He had no idea what they would do when they found any of them. Darius’ magic was all but gone, and the new apprentice-in-waiting was far from ready to take over.

As if thinking about Peiter had made the eager young man appear, a quiet knock sounded on the large wooden door.

‘Your Wizardness...’

Eagan suppressed another sigh as he opened the door. 

‘Is Darius in here too? I still can’t see him.’ Peiter said, peering into the darker corners of the room.

‘You will never see, nor hear Darius,’ Eagan pointed out yet again. The young man still hadn’t grasped the concept of apprentice and wizard fully and Eagan was growing tired of explaining.

Peiter nodded, but there was a hint of confusion in his eyes, then he appeared to remember the reason for his visit.

‘Wagons have arrived from Relga,’ he said, looking over-excited and pointing back towards the main gate.

‘And...’ Eagan prompted. A delivery of food just after the mist was nothing unusual.

‘They were attacked by a dragon,’ Peiter replied.

Eagan drew in a long breath. This was one of the things he had feared. Feral dragons were often worse than the night-shadows they were used to fight off.

‘Black or white?’

Eagan was still staring at Peiter blankly as visions of screaming people running away from dragons filled his mind.
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