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      To Ivy

      In celebration of the way you complete us.

      Looking forward to walking the journey with you, whatever the future may hold.
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Casting about untiringly for the best path forward, the creature scrabbled over the uneven terrain, its antennae questing back and forth in the darkness. Guided by its keen sense of smell, the young land crab clambered on, eager for a meal.

      Although its path led ever downward, it had no reason to fear either enclosed spaces or the dark. Nor was it likely to encounter predators in such a place. Rightly wary of larger crabs, it would soon be large enough to discard the broken coconut shell it used to protect its soft abdomen. Then it would fear no predators besides the dangerous and ever-hungry humans.

      The crab had been moving steadily, yet the tasty treat it anticipated was proving unexpectedly elusive. And now, far from the surface and everything familiar, uncertainty was slowly building.

      It was accustomed to minor irritation as its growing exoskeleton stretched and thickened. But it was becoming aware of a new kind of discomfort—a nagging unease that grew as time passed.

      Had the robber crab been favored with greater mental capacity, it might have understood that something was preventing it from abandoning its quest and retracing its steps. It was being drawn—in ways and for purposes it could never hope to grasp.

      Having long since wearied of its search, the crustacean at last found itself approaching the epicenter of the discomfort. Dragging itself forward with increasing reluctance, it finally found its way blocked. A tiny fissure in the rock was all that remained of its path. After a moment the crab became aware of something shiny inside the crack. Reaching out with a pincer, it grasped and examined it.

      Dimly deciding to keep the shiny thing, the creature reached back and nestled it into the coconut shell on its back. Then it promptly forgot about it.

      Bemused at having found itself in such a forsaken place, it turned about and scrabbled upward in search of a more congenial habitat.
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        * * *

      

      Wandering among coconut palms not far from the ocean, the eye of a young mage was caught by an unusual glitter. Closer examination showed it to be a small object about the size of a fingernail, loosely attached to the outer surface of a broken coconut shell. The half shell might have been used as a portable home by a robber crab in the juvenile stage of its life cycle, much as hermit crabs co-opted mollusk shells to cover their fragile abdomens.

      The object was an item of considerable value. After glancing around quickly to be certain prying eyes had not witnessed the discovery, the mage picked it up, hid the prize in an inner pocket, and hurried away.
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      Aimless and alone, a weary figure stumbled along a path that stretched away to a featureless horizon.

      The traveler paused, yielding to a lethargy he didn’t understand. Where was he? Why was he there? Was this place real, or was it a dream?

      Glancing down at himself in the semidarkness, it occurred to him he wasn’t even sure who he was. He’d had a name once. At least he thought he did. If so, it was lost to him now.

      Soft voices tugged at the edge of his awareness. If the words were intelligible he couldn’t grasp their meaning.

      Questions pressed in on him, tumbling over each other endlessly. Every one of them defied answers.

      Confounded, he lowered his gaze and plodded on.
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        * * *

      

      Lost in her thoughts, Dannah paced the healing hall in her slow, methodical way. Although she had retained much of her vigor, she no longer darted about restlessly as she had in her youth. Her energy levels had slowly diminished as she aged.

      She had at least acquired patience as the years progressed, and she knew she was a better healer for it. If patience had eluded the young Dannah, it was largely because she had little interest in it. Now it guided her work every moment of the day, in both subtle and obvious ways.

      Approaching the slab that supported her newest patient, she peered down at him. He remained prostrate in spite of her best efforts, and the sight of him stirred her compassion anew.

      The youth, identified by the dragon as Kalmithien, occasionally made slight movements but otherwise betrayed no hint of awareness. His injuries had been catastrophic. Magical examination had shown evidence of acute trauma to multiple body systems. Fractured ribs and a punctured lung were immediately obvious, and he had suffered a number of other fractures as well. His spleen was severely bruised, although thankfully the splenic capsule was still intact. While there were no signs of skull fracture, Dannah had seen clear evidence of a traumatic brain injury.

      When Elef’nissar brought him, she initially assessed his case as hopeless. But he had surprised her. For days he lay at the threshold of death. Thus far he had not crossed it.

      He was alive only because of the dragon’s intervention, of course, and the thought brought a wry smile to her lips. Dragons were supposedly prohibited from interfering. They had never been shy about pointing it out. If a case like this wasn’t interfering, she didn’t know what to call it.

      Her experience suggested another possible explanation for his unresponsiveness. The severity of his trauma might have prompted some part of his inner being to withdraw from the world in an attempt to preserve his sanity.

      She sighed. He wasn’t suffering pain—of that she was confident. They could thank the dragon’s interference for that as well. The boy had been a mage, not that it helped him. No human mage could call upon magic powerful enough to deal with a situation like this. Nothing but dragon magic would suffice.

      His bones would mend in time. She even expected his internal organs—including his bruised spleen and punctured lung—to make an eventual recovery.

      His spirit was another matter. Perhaps the day might come when it rallied, but it was impossible to predict.

      She nodded to one of her assistants. Needing no instruction, he began carefully spooning fluids into the young man’s mouth.

      It was an ongoing frustration to Dannah that fluids needed to be administered so inefficiently. There had to be a better way.

      If a more efficient approach could be found, perhaps her own granddaughter, Marielle, would find it. Like Dannah, she was a mage, well suited to healing thanks to her mage touch capabilities. She was also ingenious and unorthodox. Junior she might be, but she showed considerable promise.

      A voice interrupted her musings, calling her name.

      “Dannah! You are needed! A child has been brought in. He appears to have broken his leg.”

      She hurried away, happy to be presented with an injury she could treat effectively.
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        * * *

      

      After another busy day treating the sick and injured, Dannah headed for her quarters more weary than usual. Rewarding as the day had been, concern for Kalmithien had been niggling away at the back of her mind. She felt confident his body was continuing to heal, yet he showed no sign of regaining consciousness. She was at a loss to know what to do about it.

      Sensing a shadow passing across the sun, she glanced up to the sight of a dragon gliding in. She groaned inwardly. Gifted with mage hearing, she had always welcomed the arrival of a dragon with delight. On this occasion a tinge of discomfort mingled with the pleasure. She had glimpsed enough of the dragon’s coloring to identify it, and she had little doubt about the reason for its visit. It would fix its unnerving gaze on her, and she would have nothing encouraging to report about her patient’s progress.

      With a sigh she headed for the healing rooms.

      Kalmithien was lying in a huge hall that had never previously been used to house patients. Lacking an outer wall, it was readily accessible to winged visitors. It was therefore not surprising that Elef’nissar had taken him there.

      The hall had been built into the side of a mountain. The Artoran exiles discovered it generations earlier during their flight southward when their ships first made landfall on an island off the northwest coast of Periton. The most northerly island in a cluster of three, their new home, which they named Abbethar, technically belonged to Periton, although Peritonians never came there. As far as she knew, dragons were the only living beings aware of the now thriving Artoran community.

      Unusually broad and with a roof that towered high above the stone floor, the hall was part of a much larger structure with many rooms, all carved out of rock. Some asserted that the entire edifice had been fashioned for the use of dragons. She didn’t doubt it. On their rare visits, the majestic creatures always seemed at home there—so much so that she sometimes felt like an intruder.

      This particular dragon had not contented itself merely with depositing its human burden in the hall. From the beginning, it had used its magic to dull the young man’s pain. That came as a great relief to her. Given the extent of his injuries, she knew of no easy way for her team to ease his suffering over a protracted period.

      But Elef’nissar had done much more than that. Dannah stumbled upon two of its more momentous contributions entirely by accident.

      When first alerted to Kalmithien’s arrival, she had hurried to the hall to find the critically injured young man on a rock slab. Two identical slabs had always lain side by side in the hall. It would never have occurred to her to use them as beds for the sick or injured. She had always supposed they were ornamental in purpose, a notion that baffled her since she saw nothing vaguely attractive about them. It seemed logical that the dragon had used the slab solely for its accessibility.

      Elef’nissar had still been present when she arrived.

      “I’ll move him to a more suitable resting place as soon as I can arrange it,” she promised. “We’ll find a soft bed that isn’t exposed to the elements.”

      Hearing it, the dragon’s orbed eyes had whirled disconcertingly. “You wish him to be uncomfortable?”

      She had frowned at the creature in puzzlement. “Why would a human be comfortable on an unsheltered stone slab?”

      When its demeanor hadn’t changed, she climbed onto the other slab and stretched out on it. Trying out the slab allowed her to show she was taking the dragon seriously, although she was honest enough to acknowledge to herself she wanted to make a point. The experience left her speechless. The rock did not change its appearance—she checked more than once—yet to her astonishment her body sank gently into it as if it had been designed precisely for her contours. Never in her life had she experienced a bed so comfortable, so perfectly molded to her form.

      Just as surprisingly, the stone slab was not cold to the touch.

      It was only then she noticed the air temperature inside the hall. She had subconsciously shed a layer of clothing as she arrived. The atmosphere there was noticeably more pleasant than outdoors, even with the hall exposed to the open air and with rock walls on three sides.

      A long moment passed before she finally found her voice. “How is it possible?” she breathed.

      The dragon had simply stared at her. “Humans ask peculiar questions,” it informed her.

      Now, with her initial surprise behind her, it was easy to understand the dragon’s reaction. A child could have answered her question. ‘Possible’ took on a different meaning when you had dragon magic at your disposal.

      She couldn’t shake the conviction that the creature could have healed Kalmithien with ease. There was a reason why it didn’t, of course. It would have reminded her that interference was not permitted. Her face twisted in frustration at the glaring inconsistencies in draconic behavior.

      

      Putting the past from her mind, she hurried to the hall. She found Elef’nissar at the side of Kalmithien, eyeing him with its inscrutable gaze. With a quick bow, she offered a greeting. The mighty creature returned one of its own.

      Sucking in a deep breath she delivered the bad news. “Our best healers have worked tirelessly on his injuries, and his body has been mending. But I can see no change in his condition.” After a pause she added, “I don’t know what else to do for him.”

      Elef’nissar studied her dispassionately. “Perhaps it is time.”

      Her eyebrows furrowed. She couldn’t begin to guess what it meant.

      Not bothering to offer an explanation, the creature dipped its head to her. Then twisting slowly around, it shuffled forward a step or two before spreading its wings and gliding into the air.

      She stood watching silently until it was out of sight. Then with a sigh she returned to her quarters.
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        * * *

      

      Trudging slowly onward, the lost traveler dimly became aware of another presence off to one side. He kept his head down, doing his best to ignore it. Apart from keeping pace with him, whomever or whatever it was showed him the same disregard.

      The silence stretched on. He vaguely registered that in a past time he might have seen such silence as companionable. He couldn’t summon the energy to think it through.

      Time continued to pass without change, except that gradually the other being moved closer. They were soon side by side, although neither made any attempt to engage.

      Eventually the fellow traveler seemed to have blended into the landscape. They plodded on together.

      Then he heard a groan.

      It could only have come from his companion. He paused, trying to make sense of it. The effort was too much for him. Bowing his head once more he took another mindless step forward.

      Before long he heard another groan. It sounded louder this time.

      He came to a halt. Lethargy tugged at him, and his thoughts refused to untangle themselves. Even so, he couldn’t shake the feeling that some kind of response was demanded of him.

      Overwhelming as the effort seemed, he somehow managed to turn his head toward his companion. He found himself face to face with a dragon. It stared back at him impassively.

      A flicker of memory told him he knew the creature, impossible as it seemed.

      “Are you...hurt?”

      Incredibly, the words had come from his own mouth. The awareness shook him to the core. Becoming involved would steer him onto a different and unknown path. Such a road must surely be perilous. How could he find his way back to safety?

      The dragon’s mouth opened. “I am not.”

      He frowned in confusion. “Why...?”

      “Why did I groan?” It gazed calmly at him. “That was not me. The groans came from you.”

      His mouth dropped open. Whatever could the creature mean?

      The minutes dragged slowly by as they stood staring at each other.

      Eventually the dragon spoke again. “It is you who are hurt, Kalmithien.”

      His brows puckered in confusion. Hurt? How could he be hurt? He felt no pain, and a brief glance down at himself revealed no sign of injuries.

      Yet something deep within told him it was true, in spite of every appearance to the contrary.

      The creature had called him Kalmithien. Could that be his name? It didn’t feel right. Nevertheless, something stirred faintly in his memory. He had heard the word before—he felt sure of it.

      Snatches of the past were slowly returning to him. This dragon had a name. He struggled to retrieve it, but it remained out of reach.

      The dragon hadn’t moved. It seemed content to patiently watch and wait. For what?

      He peered around in an attempt to recognize his surroundings. Where was he? Who was he?

      Something told him that answers would only come at a cost. With a sigh he decided he was willing to pay it. He had been wandering helpless, hopeless, and lost for too long.

      Elef’nissar’s mouth had fallen open. Was it smiling?

      Elef’nissar?

      “Your name is Elef’nissar!” he cried. “And I’m Kylen! Kalmithien is the name you gave me.”

      He frowned again. “Kalmithien. The other dragon used that name for me too. Was it trying to kill me? When the library collapsed?”

      “It had no real interest in you, although your death would have pleased it. It has other purposes. The end it strives for transcends the fate of any individual. It craves the annihilation of humankind.”

      He wasn’t quite able to make sense of that. “Where am I?”

      “In a mind prison.”

      “Created by the other dragon?”

      “You created it.”

      He shook his head in bewilderment. “Why would I have done that?”

      “To protect yourself.”

      “From what?”

      “From madness. Humans are fragile creatures. You were about to die, and the agony was unbearable.”

      “Am I dead, then?”

      The dragon’s orbs spun in a way he remembered.

      He nodded slowly. “If I’m in a mind prison, I suppose I can’t be dead.”

      It offered no response.

      “How do I get free from the prison?”

      The creature appeared to have lost interest in the interaction. “It is your prison,” it rumbled.

      It offered a final warning. “A difficult path lies before you, Kalmithien.”

      Then it was gone.
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      “Welcome back, Kalmithien.”

      Kylen lay still, gazing up at the face of an old woman. His eyes seemed to be working properly, but he felt weak and disoriented. He made no attempt to move. He currently had no pain, but he wasn’t willing to take risks.

      “I’m Kylen,” he said. His voice sounded thin to his own ears. “Kalmithien...that came from the dragon. Elef’nissar.”

      “Ah.” She nodded. “I understand.”

      He was struggling to marshal his thoughts. She didn’t seem to be in a hurry.

      “How long?” he managed.

      “You’ve been here eight weeks,” she replied.

      When his eyebrows went up in surprise, she added, “You’re beyond fortunate to be alive. Your injuries were catastrophic. Without Elef’nissar’s help, both at the time of your accident and since, you would certainly have died.”

      “Interference...” he murmured.

      “Is not permitted,” she finished for him with a wry smile. “Or so the dragons insist.”

      She searched his eyes. “I’m greatly encouraged to see you awake. I wasn’t certain you would ever return to consciousness,” she told him frankly.

      He closed his eyes for a moment. “It was the dragon.”

      He opened them to confusion on her face.

      “I was lost. Elef’nissar found me,” he murmured.

      “I’ll be very interested to learn more about that. Not now, though. It’s important not to wear you out.”

      He blinked slowly a couple of times, hoping it might convey gratitude.

      

      When Kylen’s eyes opened again he realized he’d been asleep. Properly asleep, with no dreams and no trace of mind prisons. Best of all, he seemed capable of thinking straight again.

      Noticing he was awake, the old woman reappeared.

      “I haven’t introduced myself,” she said. “My name is Dannah. I’m a healer in this community. I’m also a mage, like you.”

      This time he managed to dip his head a little in acknowledgment. It didn’t seem to hurt too much.

      “Where am I?”

      “You are on Abbethar, the island of the exiles.”

      “Exiles?”

      “Artorans, to be more precise.”

      Unable to make sense of that, he changed topics. “How long have I been asleep?” His voice still sounded strange.

      “You’ve slept ten hours since we last spoke.”

      He gazed back at her wide-eyed.

      “You seem alert,” she said.

      He offered a small nod.

      “Do you have any pain?”

      “No,” he replied.

      “Good. You can thank Elef’nissar for that.”

      She gazed at him thoughtfully for a moment. Then she nodded to herself, apparently having come to a decision.

      “There are a few things you need to understand before you make any attempts to exert yourself,” she began.

      He felt his brows twitching. She was speaking as though he intended to exert himself. The idea hadn’t occurred to him.

      Perhaps she’d noticed, because she continued, “You won’t recover just by lying there. You need to move.”

      She shook her head in wonder. “You had more broken bones than I’ve seen in one person.” Then her face lightened. “But your bones have slowly been knitting. Your internal organs have been healing, too. I think it’s time for a new beginning.”

      Her voice softened. “That means Elef’nissar’s pain relief will need to be eased back. You can’t stay numbed forever.”

      When he didn’t respond, she added gently, “It isn’t going to be easy. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”

      He released a long sigh.

      “You might have noticed you’re very thin,” she said. “We can at least do something about that.”

      Glancing down at his arms, he winced. He’d always been thin. Gaunt would be a better word for it now. It wasn’t surprising if he’d been lying there for eight weeks.

      “We’ve been feeding you broth. It’s very nutritious, but now you’re awake we’ll reintroduce solids into your diet.”

      That idea at least sounded appealing.

      “Before you attempt to walk again, one of my assistants will work with you on strengthening your muscles. He’ll give you exercises to do. You won’t enjoy it, but you won’t recover unless you’re willing to make an effort.”

      At that moment a younger woman appeared with a bowl of something that smelled good. Dannah stepped away so she could reach him.

      “You look like you might be hungry,” the newcomer said with a smile. Putting down the bowl, she tore off a chunk of bread from a loaf and dipped it into the broth. Then she gently placed the bread into his mouth.

      It was warm, moist, and it tasted delicious. He closed his eyes and chewed slowly, savoring every morsel. When he stopped chewing and flicked his eyes open again, she repeated the gesture. After only a few mouthfuls his stomach felt full.

      Never before In his life had he considered turning away food. Nevertheless, when she offered more, he told her, “That’s enough. Thank you.”

      With a nod and a smile, she picked up the bowl and departed.

      Dannah stepped forward again, slowly sucking in a deep breath as if bracing herself.

      He eyed her uneasily. Something about her demeanor didn’t look encouraging.

      “There’s one other thing I need to tell you,” she said frankly. “When you first arrived we operated extensively on you. Resetting your bones was mostly done with magic, but some of the repair work would have been impossible without incisions. At times in the past we have found it necessary to transplant bone fragments from elsewhere in the body to help repair badly fractured bones.”

      He screwed up his face involuntarily at the thought of it.

      “You needn’t worry. We’ve found the results to be very positive,” she assured him. “In your case, the procedure was unusually challenging because of the extensive damage to your body. Elef’nissar was visiting at a moment when we urgently needed a suitable piece of bone.” She colored slightly. “We used a small sliver the dragon provided from one of its own claws. It was a generous gift. I understand that extracting it would have caused Elef’nissar considerable pain.”

      Not at all sure what to make of it, Kylen said nothing.

      “Since then I have used mage touch to examine the site—without needing to make an incision. My investigations suggest the transplant has been effective.”

      “Is that surprising?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “It was a most unusual transplant, using material that wasn’t bone, and from an entirely different species. Perhaps this particular procedure might be likened to the agricultural practice of stem grafting, where a shoot from one plant is grafted onto the trunk of a different kind of plant.”

      It sounded bizarre.

      “The point is that the long-term effectiveness of such a transplant is unpredictable,” she continued. “And no one knows the implications of having draconic material in your body.”

      Did that mean he was part dragon now? “What do you think might happen?” he asked.

      “I can’t be certain. And for that reason I owe you an apology. Under normal circumstances I would never consider doing anything so unconventional without first gaining consent, either from the patient directly or from one of their loved ones. It wasn’t possible in your case.”

      “If that’s the only thing troubling you, then please relax. You saved my life, and I’m grateful to you for that.”

      She nodded tightly.

      Finding himself conversing with someone who had experience of dragons, a stray thought came into his mind. “Have you ever seen baby dragons?”

      “I haven’t, although they must exist. If you’re asking whether dragons are male or female like other creatures, then the answer is yes.”

      Seeing his puzzled frown, she smiled. “I referred to Elef’nissar as ‘it,’ and you’re probably wondering why.”

      He waited patiently.

      “Dragons only ever refer to another dragon as ‘it.’ We simply follow their lead. I think of Elef’nissar as a male, but I don’t know for certain. Dragon gender isn’t something they talk about. Not with humans, anyway.”

      His eyelids were beginning to droop again.

      “That’s more than enough for now. I’ll leave you to rest.”

      He was asleep almost before she finished the sentence.
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        * * *

      

      Leaning heavily on his crutches, Kylen stood beside the slab that had become his bed, staring out across the horizon. Both Dannah and Elef’nissar had warned him that a hard road lay ahead. They had not been exaggerating. The healers insisted he was making progress, but at times even the most basic control over his limbs seemed out of reach.

      Most miserable of all, pain accompanied every attempt at movement. It had become his constant companion, wearing away at his resilience and sucking much of the joy from life.

      Pushing his woes from his mind, he tried to focus once more on the vista before him. Having been built into the side of a mountain, the hall commanded a magnificent view across the island and to the sea beyond. The larger of two neighboring islands was clearly visible in the distance.

      Marielle, Dannah’s granddaughter, buzzed around him as always, taking observations.

      “Is that island inhabited?” he asked her.

      “You ask a lot of questions,” she grumbled.

      He knitted his brows in frustration. “I’m not planning to betray your community!” He felt like he was constantly doing the wrong thing when she was around, and he couldn’t understand why.

      “If you must know, then yes. It is inhabited. We call it Addenath. Our people long since outgrew this island.”

      It still surprised him that foreign refugees had remained hidden for generations within easy reach of the Peritonian mainland. Wanting to acknowledge the capabilities of the community, he said, “It’s impressive that no one knows of your existence after all these years, even after your expansion.”

      “Which is why it’s obvious that no alien should ever have been allowed to come here. Obvious to everyone except a dragon, that is!” Her eyes flashed.

      Why did she believe he was so intent on exposing their secret? He would have been willing to honor their secret even if they hadn’t saved his life. But he’d assured her of it more than once, and she apparently refused to be convinced. He rolled his eyes.

      Unfortunately for him, she shot a glance in his direction at the wrong moment. Noticing his gesture, her own eyes narrowed.

      “From the way you prance around speaking our language, you seem to be under the impression you’re one of us. You’re not! It’s offensive to speak another language without having made the tiniest effort to learn it. And you understand nothing of our customs!”

      He stared at her, speechless. He was hardly prancing around. Even with his crutches he could barely shuffle. It was true that he spoke her language effortlessly. And it was no less true that if she ever wanted to speak his language, or any other, she would be forced to learn it the hard way. It was monstrously unfair, and he was painfully aware of it. But he couldn’t help having mage hearing when she didn’t.

      He could think of nothing to say in response. Suddenly weary, he turned slowly toward his slab. Frustratingly clumsy as always, he lost control of one crutch. Crashing to the ground, he lay there helpless and in considerable pain.

      “Look what you’ve done now!” she groaned.

      Calling loudly for assistance, she waited impatiently until another healer appeared. Then, with surprisingly gentle hands, she helped him onto the slab.

      Marielle baffled him. She was ideally suited to her calling as a healer. Although her magical awakening had taken place relatively recently, she was already showing strong mage touch capabilities. And he had witnessed plenty of evidence of her compassion, even toward him.

      There was so much to admire about her. Frustratingly, for reasons he couldn’t understand she seemed to find him intensely annoying.

      The last thing he glimpsed as he closed his eyes was her face. It was flushed, no doubt from the exertion of lifting him. Flushed or not, she troubled his dreams.
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        * * *

      

      Waking from a nap one afternoon, Kylen was startled to find an intimidating visage peering down at him.

      A rumbling voice issued from its gaping mouth as the creature settled. “Greetings, Kalmithien.”

      “Greetings, Elef’nissar,” he managed.

      He sat up carefully. “I haven’t thanked you for rescuing me from Ettaran.”

      “You were content to be rescued?”

      He stared at the dragon quizzically. “How could you ask such a question? If you hadn’t rescued me I would be dead.”

      The dragon huffed. “Human lifespans are brief. Why would it matter?”

      Kylen’s lips curled in a wry smile. “It matters because our lives are so brief.”

      Elef’nissar said nothing.

      “Why did you want to know whether I was happy to be rescued?”

      No response was forthcoming.

      Acting on a sudden insight, he asked. “Does it have something to do with interference? Am I right in thinking it might have counted as interfering if I wasn’t glad to be rescued?”

      A whiff of smoke escaped the creature’s nostrils.

      Kylen shrugged. “Your prohibition against interfering with humans makes no sense to me. But I do understand one thing. You ignored my short lifespan and rescued me anyway. And you brought me to the one place where my injuries could be treated effectively. I am very grateful to you for that.”

      The dragon dipped its head. “You have proven yourself worthy of honor.”

      He dipped his head in return. “Dannah told me you also donated a piece of claw. She said it’s knitted into my bones.”

      “Does that concern you?”

      He raised his hands helplessly. “Should I be concerned? I don’t understand what it means.”

      Elef’nissar leaned forward and breathed on him. Curiously, his breath smelled of musk.

      “What did you just do?” he asked curiously.

      “I have just hidden your ‘dragon talisman,’ as human mages like to call such things.”

      “So I have a talisman, but one that isn’t visible to other talismans?” he asked in surprise.

      The dragon regarded him with its orbed eyes. “It will be of little use to you unless you activate it.”

      During the crisis in the observatory the other dragon—the evil one—had pressured him to grant the Amulet of Zinth access to his inner being. It would undoubtedly have enhanced his power. But for what purpose?

      “I suppose I need to grant it access to my inner being,” he said uncertainly. “Is that a good idea?”

      “It came from me. Do it only if you trust me,” the dragon replied dispassionately.

      This situation wasn’t like his brief encounter with the Amulet of Zinth. He was not being pressed—he was being offered a choice. And while there was plenty about the dragon that made no sense to him, he had witnessed more than enough to understand its intent. He didn’t doubt it abhorred evil.

      Kylen’s thinking had undergone a profound shift since first he met Elef’nissar. It had involved itself in both of the crises he had faced, and in a way that left him trusting the creature implicitly. Reaching inward, he sought out the talisman. Once he located it, he freely offered it access to his inner being.

      It settled in without attempting to intrude on his will. Instead, it filled him to overflowing with power, while offering him possibilities he could never have dreamed of—new ways of expressing magic, all of them within easy reach whenever he might need them.

      Abruptly remembering his benefactor was still present, he tore himself away from the shining vistas before him. He stared up at the dragon. “Thank you!” he breathed.

      If the creature had thoughts about what had been happening inside him, it chose not to verbalize them. Rising slowly to its feet, it spread its wings. “Fare well, Kalmithien.”

      “Before you go,” he asked hastily, “do you know what became of Dalthinir and the others?”

      The creature grunted. “Humans are as the morning mist. I pay them little heed.”

      Without another word it spread its wings and took to the air.

      “Fare well, Elef’nissar!” Kylen called.

      How had he attracted the dragon’s notice? He had been fortunate indeed.

      “My thanks twice over!” he bellowed after it.
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      After the latest round of exercises, Kylen pushed through the curtained partitions that now enclosed his slab. With the privacy offered by the partitions, it felt as much like home as many places he had lived.

      Climbing up awkwardly, he stretched himself out with a deep sigh. He felt weary beyond belief. It was one thing to be told there could be no gain without pain. It was another thing entirely to experience the reality. Even he could see that he had improved over the past weeks, but genuine freedom of movement seemed more like an impossible dream than a soon-to-be emerging reward.

      “May I enter?”

      He recognized the voice immediately. “Please come in, Dannah.”

      She appeared, moving to his side with concern in her eyes. “You look worried, Kylen. Have the exercises been too difficult?”

      Maneuvering himself painfully into a sitting position, he gazed into her face, grateful she was a person he could truly relax with. “I’ve been wondering about the future.”

      She placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “I know it must seem like a long journey. Don’t give up! You will get there in time. Your progress has actually been quite encouraging.”

      “That isn’t what I meant.” He took in a steadying breath. “Will I be allowed to leave this community?”

      Her brows knitted together. “What prompted that?”

      He sighed. “Marielle seems to have convinced herself I’m going to tell the world about you all.”

      “I see.” She stared back at him, her expression unreadable.

      “It isn’t true! Please believe me, Dannah—I would never betray your presence here!”

      “I do believe you, Kylen. I’m sure you must be aware that you are here solely because Elef’nissar holds you in very high regard. And the dragon is an unusually good judge of character.”

      He felt a blush rising up his cheeks.

      She gazed at him thoughtfully. “Your arrival has definitely raised questions. We’re not accustomed to outsiders visiting these islands. And no one has ever been brought here by a dragon before.”

      “Don’t fishermen occasionally visit Abbethar?”

      She shook her head. “There are few places where it’s safe to land, and our settlements are not visible from the sea. We intentionally built them out of sight of the coast. The smallest of the three islands in this cluster is uninhabited, and it has an accessible beach and plentiful fresh water. Fishermen tend to go there if they have need.”

      “Don’t you all find it strange to avoid the sea when it’s so close at hand?”

      “We’ve become accustomed to it. As you’ve probably heard, we have a crater lake in the middle of the island, and people use it for swimming and boating as well as fishing. There are no sandy beaches around the island to tempt us, and plenty of sharks are lurking offshore. So it doesn’t feel like a sacrifice.”

      “Haven’t there ever been shipwrecks?”

      “There have,” she acknowledged. “We regularly patrol our shores by boat. If ever we find shipwreck survivors, we pick them up and take them to the mainland. They have no way of knowing where their rescuers are based. We let them think they were found by foreigners who happened to be in the right place at the right time.”

      He was impressed. They left nothing to chance.

      “There have only been two occasions when someone from outside found their way to one of our settlements. They had no desire to leave. In each case they married and became part of our community.”

      To his annoyance, he felt his face coloring.

      Either she didn’t notice, or she chose to ignore it. “Are you eager to return home?” she asked.

      His face twisted in a wry smile. “I don’t exactly have a home. Since my magical awakening I’ve been a renegade in Periton, and I’ve spent my life wandering. I do have friends, though—others like me. And I very much want to know what’s become of them.”

      “Perhaps it would be helpful if you have a conversation with some of our elders, the leaders of our community. I’ll see if I can arrange it. There’s probably no urgency, though. I doubt that you’ll be physically capable of going anywhere in the near future.”

      He thanked her sincerely. After excusing herself, she left him to rest.
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        * * *

      

      Five months had passed since Kylen’s conversation with Dannah. While he still had a long way to go, he was able to walk about as long as he was careful. A couple of healers of a similar age had offered to show him around the island when they weren’t working, and he had eagerly accepted the offer. Thus far he had spent two mornings and two afternoons wandering around Abbethar with a guide.

      To his eye the people seemed prosperous and content. To his amazement the community showed no evidence of poverty and reported very little crime. His guides explained that there was no king and no nobility. Community elders were chosen by secret ballot, with every adult member of the community casting a vote. The concept was new to him, and it took him some time to make sense of the way it worked. But they assured him the people approved of it.

      He had lived in poverty in his early years in Periton’s capital, Cambrick, and later witnessed firsthand the plight of the poor and sick during his travels throughout the kingdom. One thing was becoming abundantly clear to him: people on Abbethar enjoyed a better quality of life than all but the most privileged in Periton. The more he saw of the community, the more impressed he was by it.

      His fourth guided tour had taken him entirely by surprise. He had been expecting to go with a cheerful and energetic young healer whose company he always enjoyed. However, the guide visited him briefly late in the morning to say he was being unexpectedly called away that afternoon. He had instead arranged for another guide to take his place. He had hurried away without saying anything further.

      Marielle had arrived at around noon.

      “I hope you won’t mind if your work is interrupted soon, Marielle,” he told her tentatively. “I’m expecting someone will arrive any minute to show me around the island.”

      “There won’t be any interruption,” she replied evenly. “I will be your guide.”

      Too surprised to respond, he followed her out of the building and out into the open air.

      Once outside she compounded his amazement by turning a sunny face to him. “It’s time I introduced you to some of our local delicacies.”

      With that she steered him to one of a number of outdoor food markets where people had gathered for their midday meal. On the way she checked more than once to make sure their pace was not too difficult for him. After depositing him at a small table, she waited in line at a couple of different food carts before returning with her arms full and a beaming smile on her face.

      Kylen didn’t know what had come over her. He saw her frequently in her role as a healer, and since the memorable day when she made it clear he didn’t belong, she had been more careful in what she said. But she had never made any particular attempt to be friendly. He felt as if he was seeing her for the first time.

      Both of them washed their hands in bowls placed on the table for the purpose. Then, after artistically laying out the food on two wooden plates, she handed him one with a smile and invited him to eat.

      Both of them fell silent as they set to.

      “This food is delicious, Marielle!” he enthused. “What is it?”

      She pointed. “The fish is one of a number of varieties caught in the crater lake. We call it wengi. It’s hard to come by, and it’s my favorite. We call the greens viteny, and the orange vegetable reena. All of it is served on a bed of rice and garnished with a lightly spiced sauce.”

      From the moment he returned to consciousness he had been served nutritious and tasty food, but never anything as delicious as this. They followed it up with milk fresh from a coconut, mixed with some kind of flavoring he couldn’t identify.

      When they first sat down together he had been too nervous to talk. He recognized that he was clumsy around her, and he had no desire to say or do anything that might shatter her mood. But her antipathy toward him seemed to have melted away, at least for the moment. She chattered away freely, and after a while he was drawn in as well. She told him about her childhood, and especially about her father, who had passed away unexpectedly the day after her fifteenth birthday. He had been a greatly respected community leader, and she had loved him dearly. She described how Dannah, her grandmother, had stepped in to provide extra support for her mother.

      Kylen responded with stories about his time with Dalthinir. Tears of laughter rolled down her cheeks when he described the more outrageous antics of the twins and the despairing responses of his mentor.

      He had always thought of her as prickly. The warm and engaging person before him was a revelation. From the moment they met her he’d recognized her as unusually attractive. But a smiling and animated Marielle was nothing short of breathtaking. More than once he had to tell himself to stop staring at her.

      When they had finished eating, her face turned serious. “How did you come to be so badly injured?”

      “We were in Ettaran,” he began hesitantly.

      “The old capital of the ruined kingdom?” she asked, her eyes wide.

      He nodded, feeling suddenly miserable. “We were pursued by a group of Tantellan mages. We confronted each other in the ancient library building, high up in a massive domed room they called the observatory. The Tantellan leader was planning to do something unimaginable.” A shadow passed over his eyes. “We were able to thwart those plans, but the building collapsed. I remember nothing after that.” He bowed his head. “I think my friends got clear. But I don’t know what has become of them.” The terror and agony of the dome’s final collapse had come roaring back. His breath hitched, and he buried his face in his hands.

      Leaning across the table, she gently placed her hands on his arms. “I’m so sorry,” she said contritely. “I should not have asked you about that!”

      After a long moment he recovered himself with an effort. The compassion on her face inspired him to summon up a tight smile.

      “I have something else planned that might be helpful,” she told him. “Please come with me.”

      Taking his arm, she steered him past the stalls and onto a road that led in the direction of the crater lake. She set an unhurried pace, but even so he was forced to ask for a rest break more than once.

      Every part of him ached. And physical pain was the least of it. Revisiting the disaster in Ettaran had been traumatic, and a dark mood had descended on him. The intensity of his distress had taken him by surprise, and he was barely holding himself together.

      He wanted nothing more than to offer an excuse and retreat to the safety of his curtained space. But with Marielle being so uncharacteristically kind and considerate, he felt obligated.

      As they drew closer to the lake, she told him about the deep fulfillment she was finding in her role as a healer. Something in her tone had changed after his revelations about Ettaran. She shared vulnerably about mistakes she had made and how much she still had to learn. Uncertain what to say in response, he contented himself with listening.

      The lake came into full view at last. The sight was stunning. The colorful sails of small boats provided a picturesque contrast to the deep blue of the water. Large numbers of swimmers were taking advantage of the pleasant weather.

      Handing him a small bag, Marielle led him to a pair of sheds. She directed him to one of them before disappearing into the other. Stepping inside, he found an open space with low benches around the walls. A couple of men had just finished changing into swimming outfits. Nodding pleasantly to him, they left, carrying their discarded clothes with them.

      Inside the bag Kylen found a pair of swimming trunks. After eyeing the trunks uncertainly, he shrugged and changed into them. Looking down at his legs he saw how shriveled his muscles had become. His muscles were in better shape than when he first tried to walk again, but it was nevertheless confronting. He decided not to closely examine the many scars that crisscrossed his bare flesh.

      With a sigh of resignation he headed outside.

      Marielle was waiting for him. At the sight of her his heart skipped a beat. Modest as her swimming costume was, it showed her curves to maximum effect. He had never set eyes on a girl who came close to matching her beauty. He discovered he was struggling to breathe.

      His reaction was not lost on her. With a teasing grin, she glided forward and took his hand. Then she tugged him toward the water.

      Immensely grateful that Dalthinir had insisted on teaching him to swim, he followed her in, gasping as the icy water rose over his legs. Shivering with the cold, he eyed the lake unenthusiastically. The idea of fully immersing himself held no appeal whatever.

      Then a stream of cold water hit him, accompanied by a peal of laughter from his companion. It took only a moment before he was doing his best to respond in kind. His efforts were quickly rewarded by loud squeals from a thoroughly drenched Marielle.

      Worn out by the exertion, he flopped into the water almost without thought. As he had often experienced in the sea, he no longer felt unusually cold.

      “I think you won that round!” Marielle told him with a grin. “You did cheat, though! You used magic to help you in that last dousing, and don’t think I didn’t notice it.”

      It was true he’d resorted to mage touch when his own strength had run out. But he’d only done it once, and he’d been sparing. Thankfully, the sparkle in her eyes suggested she hadn’t minded.

      Then her face became more serious. “Let’s see if you’re up to some gentle swimming. Try to avoid supporting yourself with mage touch if you can.” She set off slowly along the shoreline, looking back encouragingly.

      He followed tentatively, mostly to please her. To his delight, it proved to be easier than he expected. His muscles were soon protesting, but the water helped to support his weight.

      After a while she paused. “How are you managing?”

      “I’m able to exercise without putting strain on my joints!” He smiled sheepishly. “If I’m honest, I’m enjoying it much more than I expected.”

      She nodded in satisfaction. “I felt sure that time in the water would help your recovery. You should try to do it regularly!”

      Her words brought him up short. It suddenly occurred to him that this whole outing might be nothing more than a healer exploring creative ways to treat a patient. The idea was unexpectedly deflating.

      He reminded himself that she hadn’t needed to share so honestly with him. Whatever her motive, though, it served as a warning that he shouldn’t read too much into what had happened.

      They spent more time doing gentle exercises before they left the water. Kylen found clean towels in the changing sheds, and he dried himself thoroughly before emerging.

      Neither of them had a lot to say on the long walk back to the healing hall, although the silence felt comfortable rather than awkward.

      When they arrived, he turned to face her. “Thank you, Marielle! I can’t remember when I last enjoyed myself so much. You truly are becoming an outstanding healer!”

      She cocked her eyebrows. “Is that all I am?” Gazing at him seriously, she said, “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. I did, too. Thank you for telling me some of your story. I’m ready to hear more whenever you’re willing to share it.”

      He returned a smile and a nod.

      Turning to leave, she added, “I know you’ll be meeting with the community elders sometime soon to discuss your future. I hope it goes well.”

      And with that she was gone.
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      Lokan sat alone in a corner of the tavern, sipping at his mug of ale as he surreptitiously scanned the room. To a casual onlooker he was just another worker relaxing after a heavy day of labor. He appeared to be minding his own business. In reality he was anything but indifferent. He was there for a reason.

      On that particular occasion his attention was focused on a stranger who had recently entered the tavern. Strangers were not common in Brynford. Situated in the far north of Tantel, the town was a long way from anywhere, and people didn’t come there without a purpose. Lokan knew all of the locals and most of the itinerant traders, at least by sight. He made it his business to know such things.

      Having never previously seen the newcomer, Lokan studied him carefully. He must have been in his early twenties, of average height, and well-built without being intimidating. But it was the newcomer’s restless gaze that captured his attention. Lokan wouldn’t exactly call the eyes calculating, although they were definitely intelligent. Unearthing background on the stranger had just become a new priority.

      To his surprise, the young man stood up and headed purposefully in his direction.

      Lokan carefully masked his surprise. He was unusually skilled at remaining inconspicuous—surely he couldn’t have given himself away. Taking a slow breath he steadied himself.

      The stranger’s eyes were fixed on him. “You appear to be someone responsible,” he began respectfully.

      For a moment Lokan was too taken aback to respond. Finally, he managed, “You’re new here.”

      Nodding a tight affirmative, the man lowered himself onto a vacant stool. He clearly didn’t intend to stay there for long. “I’ve just arrived in Brynford. My name is Deemis.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “From a farm west of here.”

      Lokan nodded an acknowledgment. Discovering the stranger’s background might prove easier than he expected.

      “At the northern end of the Firetip Mountains,” Deemis added distractedly.

      Lokan’s eyebrows went up. “Near the border with Methesia?”

      The newcomer’s mind was elsewhere. “Aren’t you concerned about the weather?”

      “The weather?” frowned Lokan. “Why should I be?”

      Deemis stared back at him in surprise. “You need to go outside! You’ll see for yourself!” He appeared agitated. “I’ve seen similar signs on the farm. A storm is heading this way, and before long it’s going to hit this town like a sledgehammer! Someone needs to warn people!”

      Lokan had witnessed big storms rolling in from the sea, and some of them had done a lot of damage. But this wasn’t the season for storms. A quick glance around the tavern confirmed that no one else seemed perturbed.

      Nevertheless, there was something unsettling about the earnestness of the young man. Getting up, he headed for the tavern door, Deemis hurrying along behind him.

      Emerging into the open he glanced up into a lowering sky. There was a heaviness in the air that didn’t feel right.

      People in the streets were pointing to the northwest. Dark clouds had spread out across the horizon like a ragged curtain, mantling the upper half of the sky and obscuring the sun. Below them he saw unevenly lit clouds stretching down vertically. He had never seen anything like it.

      The signs were definitely not good. And the storm had appeared so quickly. The sky had been clear a couple of hours earlier.

      “We need to do something!” urged Deemis. “There isn’t much time!”

      As if to emphasize his words a flash of lightning lit up the clouds, a loud crack of thunder following it almost immediately. Lokan’s eyebrows furrowed. It surely wouldn’t be long before the storm was upon them.

      The wind had picked up, whistling ominously, and scattered drops of rain were beginning to fall. People still in the open were becoming visibly unnerved.

      “Wait here!” he told Deemis. The newcomer couldn’t have known it, but he’d found his way to one of the few people capable of doing something about the situation. Hurrying back into the tavern, Lokan approached the proprietor. “A huge storm is almost on us! You need to secure your building. And tell everyone to get home immediately.” He hurried outside without waiting for a reply.

      Deemis had waited for him.

      Lokan waved him toward the stables. He found his horse trembling nervously. Its unease removed any lingering doubt about the likely severity of the growing storm. Swiftly pulling open the door of the animal’s stall, he led it outside, speaking to it quietly. There was no time for a saddle or bridle. Vaulting onto its back, he waved Deemis up behind him. The young man didn’t hesitate.

      Lokan urged the horse onto the street. Big raindrops began splashing onto his face the moment they emerged into the open. Buffeted by the wind and brushing water from his eyes, he guided the horse toward the municipal building in the center of town.

      Lokan was dripping wet and disheveled by the time they arrived. Leaping from the horse’s back, he turned to his companion. “You’ll find a stable behind this building. Could you please take my horse there?”

      Deemis agreed readily. Leaving him to find the way himself, Lokan hurried into the building.

      A group of people stood clustered in the entranceway, staring out at the growing tempest through the open doors.

      Pushing through them, he demanded, “Where’s the governor?”

      “In his office,” a junior official replied. Seeing where Lokan was heading, he yelled, “You can’t just go in there!”

      Knowing he would be granted access with or without an appointment, Lokan sprinted down the corridor and burst into Governor Tunney’s office.

      The official had followed in his wake. “My apologies, Your Excellency!” he sputtered. “This man slipped past us!”

      The governor waved the underling from the room. “Leave us!” he ordered firmly.

      Bowing awkwardly, the official backed out of the door, closing it behind him.

      Tunney cocked an eyebrow. “You look about as wild as the weather, Lokan.”

      Before he could respond, scattered hailstones hit the glass, drawing the eyes of both men to the window. He jerked his head in the direction of the clouds. “This isn’t just a bit of wild weather, Tunney! A huge storm is brewing! We need to get people and animals under shelter!”

      Leaving his desk, Tunney went to the window and peered up at the sky. It only took a glance. Hurrying to the door, he called for his officials. In response to his flurry of orders, people were soon scurrying in every direction.

      Lokan allowed himself a steadying breath, grateful that for once the king had appointed a governor capable of handling a crisis.

      Abruptly remembering the newcomer who alerted him to the danger, he headed for the building’s main entrance in search of him. Witnessing the conditions up close left him glad he was undercover. He shook his head, still struggling to understand how the weather could have changed so abruptly.

      There was no immediate sign of his companion. Then he spotted an old man on the opposite side of the road, struggling to make headway against what was rapidly developing into a howling gale. He hadn’t been the only one to notice the man. Deemis appeared at his side. With his help, the old fellow soon found shelter in a house further down the road.

      Driven before the gale, the newcomer scrambled back to Lokan at the entranceway of the governor’s building.

      Lokan dipped his head. “That was well done.”

      The young man showed no interest in dwelling on his approval. “There must be other people who need help!” he pressed.

      A new hail storm reinforced his concern. Hailstones quickly covered the surface of the ground, and Lokan eyed them doubtfully. “I’m not sure it’s safe out there right now.”

      As he spoke he heard a distant crash. It appeared to be coming from the direction of the river.

      “That sounds like a building collapsing!” exclaimed Deemis. Without waiting for a response he sprinted off in the direction of the noise. The hailstones appeared to be getting bigger, and the hurrying figure had no hope of avoiding them.

      Lokan watched wide-eyed, more uncomfortable with every minute that passed. He didn’t want to expose himself to this storm. Was he a coward? Coming to a sudden decision, he stripped off his leather jacket and positioned it over his head, hoping it might provide at least a minimum of protection. Then he dashed after the younger man, wincing as icy missiles sought out every exposed inch of his body. Running at least was not difficult. The blustering gale drove him in his chosen direction.

      After a few minutes the hail eased, replaced by a heavy downpour of rain. Thoroughly drenched, he pressed on. Even though he was soaked, it scarcely mattered, especially considering the bruises that must be covering his legs and arms.

      Turning a corner he was confronted by a chaotic sight. A large wooden building had collapsed into the road, spilling debris in every direction. From its appearance, the building’s structural integrity had probably been questionable even before the high winds sprang up.

      Deemis was poised in front of the building. Spotting Lokan he waved him forward urgently. Then he began climbing onto the collapsed structure. Lokan moved closer, joining a few other bystanders nearby. None of them made any attempt to join the young man climbing slowly but steadily over debris that was groaning ominously beneath him.

      As he watched, Lokan discovered the reason why the newcomer had been willing to risk his safety. A hand could be seen above the ruins, waving a piece of cloth. And over the noise of the wind he could faintly hear the plaintive cries of a child, calling from somewhere within the wreckage.

      Reaching the waving hand, Deemis began pulling at pieces of wood and casting them aside. Soon the figure of an old woman emerged. Leaning heavily on his arm, she clambered slowly and feebly downward toward safety. The moment she reached the ground, a couple of people sprang forward and embraced her. One of them led her away with evident relief.

      “I need your help,” Deemis told Lokan, pointing into the ruins where the voice of the child had gone quiet.

      “You can’t be serious!” he protested. “It isn’t safe!”

      “I know that,” the other replied. “But we can’t leave a child in there to die alone!”

      So saying he scrambled boldly back onto the groaning wreckage.

      Other bystanders were casting sidelong glances at Lokan, watching to see what he would do. He frowned darkly. These people must surely be neighbors of the victims. Why couldn’t one of them help?

      Eventually he could bear it no longer. Throwing up his hands in resignation he climbed carefully onto the ruined structure.

      Remarkably, the wind had subsided to little more than a gentle breeze. It was beyond fortunate. Keeping his feet was challenging enough without being thrust back and forth by gusts of wind. Even the rain had eased to light showers.

      He was soon acutely aware that he was carrying too much body weight. No matter how gingerly he tried to move, or how carefully he chose his footholds, every time he transferred his weight the debris below him shifted and creaked threateningly.

      Deemis must have reached the child, because whimpering had resumed—louder than before. He was pulling frantically at the wreckage in an attempt to break through. Catching sight of Lokan, he urged him on. “We need to hurry! This whole thing is about to collapse!”

      Pushing the risk from his mind, Lokan stepped hastily forward. He had almost reached the younger man when the structure beneath him collapsed. Plunged suddenly into the debris, he tried to grab at a wooden beam to break his fall. His weight dragged the beam downward, slowing his descent enough to spare him serious injury. He landed on what must have been an inside wall of the house.

      At a warning shout from Deemis he ducked instinctively. He wasn’t quick enough to escape a glancing blow from another falling beam. After touching his forehead his hand came away covered with blood.

      Dazed, he glanced around. A little girl was staring at him wide-eyed. When he caught her eye she began crying in earnest. She was trapped beneath a sofa.

      Getting down on his knees to spread his weight, he crawled to her, ignoring the pain in his head. As he approached her he saw that the sofa had fallen across her without crushing her. She seemed more stunned than injured.

      Even if he could summon the strength to lift it, he wasn’t sure what might happen as a result. “Come to me,” he urged.

      After staring numbly at him for a moment, the child slowly began to crawl forward.

      He beamed at her. “That’s the way! Keep going!”

      In a few moments she was clear of the sofa.

      “Well done!” called Deemis. “Lift her up!”

      Putting his hands under her armpits, Lokan hoisted her as high as he could.

      He heard a grunt of satisfaction as his arms relinquished the weight. “I’ve got her!”

      As he prepared to climb out himself, he was interrupted by a loud creaking and a child’s scream. Both Deemis and the girl came crashing through the wall he was standing on. Only the upper half of each of them was visible when they came to a rest.

      Shouts of alarm could be heard from the bystanders. Then, after a stunned silence, a mad laugh burst from Deemis. “That was exciting!” He calmed down long enough to examine the girl. “Neither of us appears to have been injured.”

      It was all too much for the girl, who began crying loudly.

      At that moment Lokan’s nostrils twitched. Glancing around he noticed a trail of smoke coming from the ruins. Building debris had been ignited, most likely from a cooking fire. Faster than he could have believed possible, he heard the steady crackle of flames.

      “We need to get out of here!” he called.

      There was no longer time to be careful. Both men began scrabbling upward desperately in an attempt to break free of the wreckage. Their efforts were repeatedly frustrated. The moment they succeeded in struggling to the top of the rubble they stepped on the wrong piece of wreckage and came crashing down again.

      The fire was rapidly becoming a roaring blaze, and Lokan could feel the heat beating on his face. Even though the rain had resumed, heavier than before, it made little difference. The fire had too much of a hold.

      Clambering on all fours to spread his weight, Lokan inched closer to the onlookers, some of whom were ready to grab him as soon as he came within reach.

      “Take the girl!” called Deemis.

      Glancing back, Lokan saw the fire drawing dangerously close to his companion. Encumbered by the child, the other man had made noticeably less progress.

      “Take her!” Deemis called, frantically thrusting the child toward him.

      Leaning forward as far as he dared, Lokan narrowly grasped her little hands and pulled her close. Then, twisting around, he threw her with all his might toward a waiting bystander. The man caught her, to a chorus of cheers from the growing crowd.
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