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      “Legend says a wyvern talker will claim this diamond and assume the crown from the Guardians as the true King of Alsace.”

      Josh piped up before thinking. “I'm a wyvern talker!”

      Schoolmaster Saltpeter threw his head back and laughed. “Those wyrms you raise, boy, aren't worth the meat you can pick off their bones! They're not real wyverns.”

      His schoolmates laughed too, and Josh felt his face turn red.

      “Can't it be a queen?” Alyson said, her hands on her hips, her scowl on her face. She was the class beauty—and a castle brat.

      The schoolmaster cleared his throat and adjusted his monocle. “Well, er, I suppose …”

      “This doesn't even look like a diamond!” Josh said dismissively.

      “Well, I suppose he'll first have to transform the uncut rock into a beautiful jewel,” Saltpeter said, frowning.

      Josh pulled a white crystal from his pocket and concentrated, shining the crystal's light on the dull stone in the display case.

      The raw rock under the glass glittered between dull edges with the brilliance of the diamond underneath. He felt its draw as a bit of vertigo touched him …

      “Josh, watch out!”

      Startled, he stopped himself from falling.

      Schoolmaster Saltpeter clopped Alyson on the back of her head.

      “Hey!” A tiny emerald on a chain popped out of her hand.

      “What'd I tell you about using your gemstone during class?”

      “But we're on a field trip! And he used his!” Alyson pointed at Josh.

      “But not on another student. Now, behave, or you'll fail the assignment.”

      Josh giggled. I should have sensed she was making me dizzy, he thought, wondering why his protective turquoise stone hadn't alerted him.

      Schoolmaster Saltpeter cleared his throat. “Now, as I was saying about the diamond—”

      “Just a legend,” Tony interrupted gruffly. A sullen youth with dirt-blond hair, he was the son of Guardian William Kingstead, and the heir apparent. “There hasn't been a real king in two hundred years.”

      “Er, uh, indeed, uh, and the guardians have done well to fend off trouble.” Grimacing, the schoolmaster ran his finger around his collar. “But the ancient teachings are clear. Only a wyvern talker with a white diamond of highest purity and clarity may rule over Alsace. And only this diamond has that potential.” He beamed, looking over the group of adolescents. “Enough of this, in the next chamber …” And he headed toward the door.

      Josh lingered, looking among the tapestries in the main hall of Alsace Castle, each depicting a deceased king. Light streamed in through a huge, oval stained-glass window. The tapestry adjacent to the diamond display case was of King Harold the Third, behind him a wild wyvern, thrice his height, its wings too wide to fit on the background. King Harold the third had died peacefully in his sleep two hundred and thirty years ago, and his wyvern, a roan-colored beast named Canticle, had died a day later. Upon Harold's death, his fist-size emerald had evaporated in a cloud of green smoke, and no one with a large gemstone and tamed wyvern had stepped forward to take his place since.

      A large gemstone and a tamed wyvern, either one daunting to think about.

      Looking at the highly intelligent face of the wyvern, Josh wondered, if I could talk to you, what would you say?

      His father raised the domesticated strain of wyvern, the wyrms not much taller than Josh himself. Wyrms rarely spoke more than two words running, their conversation dull and simple. Unlike most people, Josh understood their every word.

      Doesn't that make me a wyvern-talker? he wondered, sighing and looking at the diamond again, remembering everyone's laughter.

      A wyrm rancher is all that'll ever make me.

      The stained glass window exploded inward, and wings opened with a pop like a parachute, spreading halfway across the chamber.

      Josh instinctively dropped and rolled.

      The wyvern settled on the floor—a wild wyvern, at least as large as the one in the tapestry. “Break the glass for me, boy!” She was mottled orange and white, the long spines of her majestic crest as long as his forearm. Her hot breath stank of sulfur and brine, and the scales on her upper body grated against each other like stone on stone. She towered over him and could have smashed him flat with her bulk without thinking.

      “Nnn, nnn, no, I can't.” Josh felt his hands reach for his belt of their own accord. “Don't make me!” he protested, trying to resist the compulsion. Despite his resistance, the belt came out and swung around, and the buckle struck the glass, shattering it.

      “In time, you'll know the service you've rendered.” Great claws large enough to crush his chest enveloped the raw diamond, and the wings flapped, lifting the creature.

      The wyvern released him, and Josh reached for his amethyst.

      “Don't, boy,” the wyvern said, hovering, “lest you incur my wrath!” And she flew in a tight circle just under the rafters.

      “Drop that, you beast!” Tony called, rushing in, a spear in hand.

      The wyvern threw herself toward the demolished window and rolled into a ball. Josh threw himself at Tony as Tony threw the spear.

      The spear point caught the hind flank but ripped out on the window frame, and Josh and Tony tumbled to the floor, a short wyvern shriek the last they heard of the beast.

      “What the wyrm are you doing?” Rough hands pulled him off Tony and held him high off the ground. Guardian William poked his red face into Josh's. “I saw you throw yourself at Tony!”

      Josh flinched from the spittle.

      “I would've skewered that wyvern if he hadn't messed up my aim,” Tony bawled, rubbing his fists in his eyes.

      The Guardian looked at the shattered glass display case where the diamond had stood mounted for over a hundred years. “Is that your belt?”

      “He broke the glass with it to help the wyvern!” Tony wailed. “I saw him.”

      “But … but …”

      “But, nothing! You'll rot in the dungeons until you're dead! Guards!”

      And despite his protests, they hauled him off, took him deep into the bowels of the castle, threw him into a cold dark cell, and slammed the door closed.

      “In time, you'll know the service you've rendered,” the wyvern had said.

      Service to whom? Josh asked the bitter dark, weeping in despair.
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      In her castle suite, Constance Whipplethorpe caught something out of the corner of her eye. “Tis the castlechild Alyson, If I be not mistaken.”

      A sapphire the size of a thumb was mounted on the end of a staff as crooked as she was. Often called the sapphire of time, the stone might be used to divine both future and past. Where truth was murky, the sapphire wielder might plumb what happened and reveal a truth where the deceiver had shrunk the momentous or enlarged the minute.

      The giggle from behind the bookshelf announced the girl's presence better than any glimpse.

      “As I thought,” Constance said, looking twice her eighty years, bent over with such great age she might have had a hunchback. “So, quite the events this afternoon, eh? Not often a wyvern crashes through a window and steals a stone from under the very noses of those intending to keep it safe. Not often at all!”

      The girl peeked out. “Why's a stupid diamond so important?”

      “A hundred ten years ago, a raw diamond the size of a human heart was dug from the base of a mountain and enshrined under glass,” Whipplethorpe said, pausing dramatically to throw a glance toward Alyson. “Legends grew of a wyvern talker who would one day claim the raw stone, and with the help of a beast the size of the one who purloined the stone today, seize the throne and rule Alsace with a sure and mighty hand!”

      “It's not even a pretty stone,” the girl said.

      “It was about time for your weekly visit when no one else was looking, eh?” Constance said, pushing up her spectacles and brushing her hair away from her face. Her coif was a spider web but for tangles and matting that no spider would live with.

      Alyson frowned. “You're not answering my question, are you?” Then she grinned. “But you will soon enough.”

      Spritely grin she has, Constance thought, and so pretty in that yellow chiffon dress. Whipplethorpe's clothes were drab and threadbare, held together with stitches and spit. This girl is so unlike the stern father and the prim, precise mother. I've a feeling she'll become so unlike either, Constance thought, that neither will know what to do with her.

      “It's happening already,” Alyson said.

      Little thief lifted the thought from my mind without my knowing it! “Where'd you learn that, you little imp? I didn't even feel it. Oh, I forgot. Your mother got you that diamond last year, didn't she? Had no idea the trouble you'd get the rest of us into, either. Step closer, Castlechild.” Constance removed her spectacles and let them hang from their chain.

      The tome in her lap closed by itself, sensing it went unread. It would open again at the same page if she looked at it for more than a minute. In between the books behind her, the shelves were stacked with gewgaws and gim-tricks, trinkets and teasers, puzzles and pop-snicks. An atlas had a spinning globe on its spine, the cover of a potions manual bubbled, a book of chants hummed a sonnet to itself, and an obscure compendium of arcane spells scrambled its title so no one could find it.

      “Give me your hands, Alyson,” Constance said, looking the child over. When she realized that the child stood taller than she was sitting, putting her gaze on a not inconsiderable bosom, Constance looked up. “Well, perhaps you should pull a chair. No, no, not that one, it'll object to being sat upon and likely leave you on the floor. Yes, that one's much better.”

      Eyes now level with—acknowledge it, she told herself—the young woman, Whipplethorpe smiled. “Yes, I'd agree that even now your parents are a bit bewildered as to your future.”

      “I'm not. I want to be a sorceress like you!”

      Constance chuckled, flattered, and then she pulled her staff between them, the sapphire of time mounted upon it. “Tis a curse and a blessing, you know.”

      “A curse? How could it ever be a curse?”

      “To have the power to look back in time as this sapphire helps me to do means being asked to use it, and sometimes for nefarious purposes. Guardian William calls on me to look into the past, and sometimes demands I tell him the future.”

      “You can see the future?” The girl looked more in awe than before.

      Blast me, this is backfiring, Constance thought. “Having it means being asked to use it, and sometimes, when I use this power, I'm taxed to fatigue, so exhausted I simply must rest. For you know that the excessive use can cause problems, yes?”

      Alyson frowned. “What kind of problems?”

      “Ill health, the wasting disease, and even the catatonia.” She raised her voice. “The catatonia. Have you ever seen the catatonia?”

      She shook her head, red curls rustling against her shoulders.

      Constance smiled. “I hope you never do. The sapphire of time would like nothing better than to invite your soul into its timelessness and keep you there forever, while your body lives imprisoned in the forward march of time, never moving, oh yes, breathing, but not eating, not talking, not seeing, not thinking. Wasting away until you expire from neglect. Every time I use this stone, I risk losing my mind in time.”

      She saw the girl's gaze narrow. Good, she thought. “For now, child, your focus needs to be on strengthening both mind and body. You're doing well in fencing and hand-to-hand combat, I hear, but you're not so attentive to your maths and physics.” Constance waited for the girl's response.

      Alyson looked thoughtful.

      “Something else on your mind?”

      “My parents intend me to marry Tony, don't they?”

      Constance's silence betrayed that they did. “Not to your liking?”

      “He pulls wings off dragonflies and chops up worms to see them squirm.”

      “Cruelty can be softened with time and attention. Anthony would benefit if someone were to devote those to him.”

      “What do you know about wyrm ranching?”

      This child baffles me sometimes, Constance thought. Difficult to know what she's thinking. “Ah, I'd forgotten the field trip to that ranch last month. You're worried about the boy, Josh?”

      “Tony lied about what happened.”

      “What possible motivation would he have for doing that?”

      “He heard Josh, too, heard him talking.”

      “Talking? What do you mean?”

      “To the wyvern.”

      Constance was silent. She'd heard about it, but wasn't inclined to believe it.

      Not now. Not after the raw diamond had been stolen by a wyvern. And the wyvern to whom this boy Josh had supposedly been talking, no less. It reminded Constance too much of the old legend, a legend she'd dismissed long ago. No one talked with wyverns anymore.

      “How do you recharge your sapphire?”

      Pesky child, Constance thought, asking so many questions. “A perilous endeavor, requiring cunning and forethought. Elusive creatures they are, the wyvern, rarely coming down—”

      “What have the wyverns to do with recharging?”

      “The wyrms raised by Josh's father can give that little diamond around your neck the charge it needs to use it a dozen times or so, but to recharge a stone the size of that raw diamond requires a wyvern. What do you suppose would happen if you tried to recharge a stone like my sapphire with a wyrm?”

      “I don't know.” Alyson shrugged.

      “You'd kill the wyrm, and not have much use of the stone for all your efforts. No, a wyvern is needed to recharge my sapphire. As I was saying, elusive creatures, rarely coming down from their mountain eyrie except to attack the wyrm herds and castles and burn our crops and homes. A scourge, they are, and if we had to give up the stones to be rid of the wyvern then so be it, for the terror they put into us has shortened many a life.” Constance realized she was sweating, the memories of many wyvern attacks fresh in her mind.

      “Anyway, what I do is take a wyrm to an outcrop and chain it there, rig a loop of thin rope around it, tied to a springy sapling bent all the way over, and when the wyvern drops to snatch up its favorite food, I spring the trap. Now that of course is when they get dangerous, for the wyvern is likely to scorch anything in sight, including the rope I've used to tether it to the largest rock I can find. Before I was much good at it, I'd use too small a rock and they'd just fly away, the rock dangling by the rope.

      “Now here's the tricky part. You've got to get the wyvern to swallow the gemstone to charge it fully. They're like a tinderbox inside, full of explosive gasses, but somehow the gemstones either absorb all that explosive energy or neutralize it or catalyze it, and soon as it's charged, the byrd will vomit the gemstone back up. While you're there, you should gather a little of the emesis, as its properties are helpful with elixirs and potions. Look, I've got a vial here someplace.” Constance groped her ample person and finally alighted on a fold in her stomach.

      The glass vial glowed, the swirling green liquid looking alive. “Never use more than a drop, I've found. Made a potion once for a man who was having some difficulty pleasing his wife, and after the first batch didn't take, I used two drops in the second and he walked around all of a year bulging painfully wherever he turned.”

      Alyson giggled.

      “Now child, you're too young to be thinking such stuff but it exemplifies the need to be careful what you concoct.” Constance felt a bit warm, remembering the months of joy her husband had brought her after that, not wanting to say so to the innocent child in front of her.

      A distant shout startled her from her reveries.

      “What was that?”

      The shout was repeated and bells began to ring.

      “Wyvern attack!” Alyson said, darting for the door.

      “Stop, child!” Constance called after her, too late already and she too large and too slow a stop a quick little girl like her.
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      Alyson frowned, peeking around the corner. She reached into her pocket. The tiny emerald on the chain glowed in her palm, the stone growing warm.

      The two guards on either side of the door yawned.

      She stepped into the corridor and approached them.

      Neither took notice, one of them snoring softly, both sleeping on their feet.

      Alyson fingered the amethyst on her wrist, and the tumblers clicked. Nudging open the thick oaken door, she slipped inside. The dank dungeon air sent a shiver through her. The cell was two corridors down and to the left, no one else in the dungeon, the six cells rarely used.

      Alyson frequently overheard prattle of castle doings from her mother, the Guardian's Exchequer, and her father, the Captain of his Guard. Earlier, her parents had tried to keep their voices hushed so she wouldn't overhear, but a touch to the pearl beside the amethyst on her wrist had sharpened her hearing.

      “The feckless wastrel tried to stop the Heir from spearing the wyvern,” her father had said.

      “The stained glass will cost a mighty copper to replace,” her mother had said.

      “Wyrm blast them, they must have known the raw stone's theft would be disconcerting to us all. We haven't had a wyvern attack like that in months. And then to follow it with that full-out assault! The Guardian has ordered double shifts on the battlements.”

      Five guards had been severely burned when four wyverns had scorched the main hall's roof.

      “How will he pay them? We're scraping the barrel bottom as it is.”

      Shortly afterward, Alyson had slipped out the door.

      She stepped to the cage bars.

      Beyond them, sitting on the floor with his back to the wall, his legs pulled to his chest and his head bowed, Josh looked so forlorn and dejected that her heart nearly broke. Odd, she thought, we've never really been friends. At most, they'd been mutually indifferent to each other, she among the privileged children who lived in the castle, he one villager among hundreds whose labor kept the castle-dwellers in comfort.

      The class had gone out to the wyrm ranch just last month on a field trip not too different from that to the castle earlier today. Josh and his father had shown the class around to describe the ranch operations. Alyson had liked Josh's gentle way with the creatures and how they'd seemed to adore him.

      He doesn't look adorable now, she thought. Just pitiful.

      “What are you doing here?” His voice was low.

      She jumped, startled, having thought her approach silent. “I saw what happened.” Her voice also was quiet.

      “You'll be reprimanded for coming.”

      She could tell he'd been crying. “I don't care. It's not right what Tony did. He twisted what happened.”

      “No, he didn't, not by much.” Josh looked up, raising his head from between his knees. “I did try to stop him.”

      “You didn't want the wyvern hurt.”

      His silence was acknowledgement. The silent between them stretched.

      “I heard you speaking,” Alyson said finally.

      “So?”

      “To the wyvern.”

      He didn't reply.

      “You are a wyvern talker.”

      Josh snorted. “Doesn't seem to have helped me here, does it?” He put his head down again.

      “It'll probably make things worse,” she said.

      He looked up again. “Huh?”

      “The Guardians won't like it when the King returns. Especially William and Anthony.”

      Again he was silent.

      “They'll lie to make sure you stay here.”

      “You seem to know an awful lot about them.”

      “I've lived in the castle all my life. And Tony lied about what happened today.” Alyson looked away, afraid. “And I … I can't say what I saw. My parents …”

      Alyson knew full well the details of Guardian politics. William Kingstead ruled as his father had before him and his before him in the King's stead for the last two hundred years. Alsace had been without a rightful King the whole time, the longest period since their little kingdom had been founded two thousand years ago.

      Along the two spines of the continent lived the wild wyverns, the only creatures known to recharge gemstones to their full power. The wyrms that Josh and his father raised could be used to recharge the stones partially, but those charges tend to fade quickly, and the wyrms died prematurely, if not instantly. The wild wyverns not so, and a king might rejuvenate his ruling stone with a wild wyvern five times in his life. A king could barely retain his crown with only domesticated wyrms. With a gemstone big enough and powerful enough, a common peasant might rise from serfdom to become king or queen.

      With a gemstone and a wyvern.

      But until a wyvern talker claimed the diamond, William Kingstead was Guardian, and if Alyson were to speak against the Guardian's son, the Guardian would surely retaliate against her parents.

      “Would he really do that?” Josh asked.

      Alyson frowned at him; he had picked the thought from her mind. “You don't have a diamond—how did you do that?”

      The diamond was the gemstone of communication; with it, a person might send a thought across the room or eavesdrop on an unsuspecting neighbor.

      Alyson saw his shrug, his filching her thoughts without a diamond unusual. Alyson fingered the small diamond on the silver chain around her neck, a gift from her mother at the onset of menses, “so you might know the thoughts of men in your womanhood,” she'd said. What else can he do without benefit of gemstone? she wondered. Alyson probed him.

      It was your own diamond I used, he thought.

      That too, she knew unusual. Their house wyrm, the domesticated wyvern that her parents kept on hand to recharge the household stones, had recharged this diamond on her chain, tuning the stone to her thoughts, linking its power to her abilities, thus reducing another's ability to turn it to his or her advantage.

      I know you can't speak against the Guardian's son, he thought to her.

      “So what will you do?” she said, her voice still low.

      “What does it matter?”

      “It matters greatly. The wizard Whipplethorpe knows what happened. She's got the sapphire of time. She can tell all.”

      Josh smiled. “Maybe, but she'll not speak on my behalf.”

      “Yes, she will. You're a wyvern talker!”

      “I'm afraid that won't sway her. Perhaps Schoolmaster Saltpeter has a suggestion.” Josh yawned hugely. “Anyway, I need to sleep.”

      She touched the amethyst on her wristlet. Tumblers clicked, and the cage door squeaked opened.

      He snorted, looking at the open cage door. “I can't do that, Alyson. You're very kind to offer, but I can't.”

      She sighed and closed the door. “All right.” She looked down, biting her lip. “You're not alone; I want you to know that.”

      “I know that now. Thank you.” He smiled at her.

      As she slipped away, quietly sidling between the two slumbering guards, Alyson realized she respected him all the more for facing his fate directly, even if it seemed the imprudent course.
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      Josh entered the hall, two guards guiding him unkindly up the aisle.

      Spectators stood to either side, and a gauntlet of faces swiveled toward him in prurient curiosity. The underside of the roof showed burn marks. The attack by four wyverns had set it on fire. The smell of charred wood and soaked stone still pervaded the room. A large tapestry covered the hole where the stained glass window had been.

      Near the front of the assembly stood his father, looking dour but standing proud in his best overalls, his clothing remarkable for its contrast to the velvets and satins worn by the castle dwellers around him.

      Josh was glad to see him. His guards allowed him a moment to embrace his father.

      “Just be the person you are,” his father said quietly before relinquishing him back to his guards.

      They positioned him to one side near the front. On a smaller throne in front of the empty, larger King's throne sat the Guardian William Kingstead.

      In a knot opposite Josh were the Heir Anthony Kingstead, the Schoolmaster Saltpeter, and the Alsace Court Wizard, Constance Whipplethorpe. In her hand was a crooked staff, mounted on its end a sapphire the size of a thumb.

      Guardian William stood. “We are assembled, the good people of Alsace, to determine the fate of one Joshua Wyrmherd, son of John. Yesterday, in this very chamber, Joshua aided a wyvern in its theft of our sacred raw diamond and then prevented the Heir, brave Anthony Kingstead, from stopping the wild wyvern with a spear.”

      “That's not what happened,” Josh said, plain as day.

      Flush, William whirled on him. “Silence, boy!”

      “I'll not be silent in the face of lies.” Josh was surprised how calm he felt.

      “Who do you accuse of lying, boy?”

      “Ask Wizard Whipplethorpe what happened,” he said. “She's got the sapphire of time. She can tell us.”

      “We already know what happened! Why would—”

      “Ask her, or are you afraid of the truth?”

      “Silence! We know the truth!” Redder than an apple, William stepped toward Josh, towering over him. “You broke the glass to help the wild wyvern steal the diamond, and then you stopped the Heir Anthony from killing the wyvern! Cease your obstinate protest and accept your fate!”

      Josh could feel the man's breath upon his face and the weight of his wrath upon his soul. He kept his voice low but firm when he responded. “I'll accept my fate when you speak the truth.”

      “Silence, I said!” William slapped him.

      Josh's head spun to the side, and he tasted blood. Dizziness washed over him, and he almost went to a knee.

      “Cease this nonsense!” a voice called from the back of the room. The voice was more disconcerting for having been a girl's.

      “Alyson!” said another voice from the back. Her mother, the Exchequer.

      Alyson walked to the head of the aisle, dressed in formal court wear, her chiffon dress the yellow of corn, three necklaces glowing against her breast, the diamond, emerald, and amethyst stones each alight. “I saw what happened yesterday, and the truth has not been told today.”

      Someone cleared a throat. “I too saw what happened,” Schoolmaster Saltpeter said. “The truth has not been told today.”

      “Guardian,” croaked the old gravelly voice. The Wizard Whipplethorpe brushed a cobweb from her forehead. “He whose fate is to be decided asks for the truth seen through the sapphire of time. The truth is not much to ask.”

      Guardian William grunted in disgust and returned to the throne. “Tell them the truth, Wizard, so that we can be done with this sordid affair.”

      She ambled forward, peering at Josh. Her breath smelt of fish. The sapphire mounted on the head of her staff lit up at her gesture.

      Above their heads, a shadow stained-glass window exploded inward, shadow wings spread with a pop like a parachute, and the wyvern settled on the floor, its wings reaching halfway across the chamber.

      Spectators scattered to make way for the towering beast, standing three times taller than the nearest person, not that the shadow wyvern could hurt anyone.

      It croaked something incomprehensible at the shadow Josh just picking himself off the floor. The shadow Josh croaked back. Struggling against the wyvern's will, the shadow Josh pulled off his belt and swung it.

      The shadow display glass shattered, the wyvern croaked at Josh, then grasped the raw shadow diamond. Flapping its great wings, the wyvern croaked again as shadow-Josh reached into his pocket.

      “Drop that, you beast!” A shadow Anthony rushed into the room, spear cocked.

      He hurled, Josh threw himself, the wyvern plunged out the broken window, and the spear snagged the hind flank, eliciting a screech. The images collapsed.

      Sweat rolled down the face of the Wizard, the glow dying, the sapphire going dark. Constance tottered but hands on both sides steadied her.

      “What was all that croaking?” Alyson asked.

      The rasp of the Wizard was the only reply. “Wyvern-talk.”

      A collective gasp was heard. All eyes turned toward Josh. “The wyvern talker will claim the diamond,” someone said aloud, and neighbor turned to neighbor in exclamation.

      “Silence!” Guardian William stood and the crowd hushed. “Clearly, I was misled. Clearly, the boy was compelled to help the Wyvern. But it is also clear he attempted to stop the Guardian Heir from killing the wyvern with the spear. Do you deny it, boy?”

      “No, Sir, I do not. I tried to stop him of my own free will from hurting the wyvern.”

      “The boy admits it,” William said. “For the greater offense of aiding the theft of the diamond, you would have been put to death. For this lesser offense, you are banished for life from the kingdom of Alsace.”
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      “See!” Alyson said, fuming. “I knew they'd find some way to keep you from becoming king.”

      Josh looked around to see who might have overheard. He leaned close and said in a low voice. “I don't want to be king, and I won't ever become king. I wish you'd stop saying it because I have no intention to ever return to this wyrm-forsaken place!”

      She looked dismayed, and Josh wished he hadn't said it so forcefully.

      The Guardian, when shouted down by the crowd, had deferred Josh's sentence until the morrow and had turned him over to his father. The two of them had left the castle, a small but morose crowd following them, many of them muttering their dissent at the severity of the punishment. But mostly drawn by the specter of a wyvern talker among them.

      A quarter mile from the castle, Alyson had caught up with Josh and his father.

      And the small crowd following them from the castle.

      Josh felt pleased she'd come but was somewhat embarrassed. Vaulted to prominence in less than a day for acts as natural as breathing, Josh was bemused by it all. Dismayed at having been banished but bemused by the attention. “By the way, Alyson, thanks.”

      She smiled at him and glanced toward the castle.

      “Have you spoken with your parents, girl?” his father asked.

      “No, Sir,” she said, her gaze dropping to the ground. They walked three abreast down the lane, getting hailed by passers-by, the news having spread fast.

      “They'll be wanting to know that you're safe.”

      “I know it, Sir, but I so wanted to see Josh. He's—” she glanced at him “—a good person, a fine upstanding citizen.” Alyson pulled Josh over to her side so she could walk beside John and gestured the tall man to lean down. She whispered something into his ear.

      “You did what? And he stayed?” His father grinned at him and pulled him close. “Josh, I'm proud of you.”

      Josh walked on air, basking in his father's attentions, his feet barely touching the ground.

      They arrived at the ranch house far faster than Josh had expected, the small crowd right behind them.

      His father ushering him in, Josh frowned at Alyson. “What do you suppose they want?”

      She just grinned at him.

      Josh overheard his father. “You want the blessing of the what? He's just a boy, not the wyvern talker of the legends.”

      Alyson giggled at him and stepped into their home, a small three-room affair that Josh had always known as cozy, and that everyone else had always called small.

      “Clean, at least, but spare,” she said, as though talking to herself. “Could use a woman's touch. How long ago did your mother die?”

      Josh shrugged. “I was two or three.” He realized he was looking for the slightest sign of her disapproval, knowing she lived in accommodations vastly different, almost palatial in comparison.

      A night in a cell had helped him look at it differently too, none of the rooms any larger or more comfortable. But it wasn't his home he'd miss.

      It was the wyrms.

      Stepping to the back door, Josh looked out over the evening-lit pasture. The neighbors had helped corral the wyrms today, his father away at court, and Josh wondered sadly who'd help him tomorrow.

      He stepped outside, oblivious to his guest, and walked over to the corral.

      Several of his favorite wyrms crowded up to the fence. “Josh, Josh!” each said, and he greeted them by name.

      Brilliant conversationalist they were not.

      “Gone a day, glad you're back,” was as complex a sentence as they spoke.

      “Where you been?” said his favorite, Jenny. “Hearing rumors, but what to believe?”

      “Night in a cell,” Josh replied imitating her truncated speech.

      “It sounds like screeching to me,” Alyson said.

      He hadn't realized she was behind him. Josh introduced them, and translated their greetings to each other. He pulled the wyrm close, the animal just taller than he was, the knobbed bony crest a paltry shadow of the elaborate multi-spiked crown sported by wild wyverns.

      He scratched between her horns where he knew she really liked it, the animals often seen head-butting things to scratch the itchy, leathery skin. With rudimentary claws at the end of their wings, wyrms and wyverns both tended to grasp objects with their four-pointed hind talons. Wyrms sported hind talons with a gleaming six-inch claw on the end, but the wyvern's hind claws sometimes grew to eighteen inches.

      Jenny ducked her heard and cooed at his scratching, then raised her head and looked at him directly. “Josh going away,” she said.

      “Yes, old friend, I am.”

      Jenny was the herd mother, had been for many years. She was the first wyrm Josh had understood. It seemed to Josh he'd learned wyvern speak before he'd learned his own language. Without a mother, Josh had often been placed in Jenny's care while his father tended to herd business, rescuing a wyrm stuck in a crevice, finding lost or injured wyrms, conducting the sale of a wyrm to a villager.

      “Josh sad, Jenny sad,” she said, and pushed her head into his embrace, her long sinuous neck reaching easily over the fence. Her breath stank of brine and sulfur, a stench Josh had long since become accustomed to.

      He bit back a sob, a tear running down his cheek. What he'd lacked as family and friends had been amply fulfilled by these delicate creatures. He realized he was as unprepared to leave them as he was to venture away from Alsace. He didn't even know where he was going.

      “Josh afraid. Josh have home among wyvern.”

      “Thanks,” he said, bewildered.

      “Josh take healing to Vosges Mountains.”

      “Huh?” he looked at her. “Why there?” One of the mountain spines that crossed the continent, the Vosges Mountains emerged from the western seas as a chain of islands, climbed their way in a series of peaks toward the continental center, where the spine bent southeast and marched toward the southern sea. Tucked in the bend was the kingdom of Alsace. At the continental center, as Josh looked to the northeast, glaciers gleamed even from this distance, wild rivers of slow-moving ice, treacherous for their snow-covered crevices and precipitous defiles.

      “Healing needed there,” Jenny said. “Josh go tonight, not stay here. Not safe.”

      “Uh, all right.” Jenny often knew when something was amiss, just as she'd known he was leaving. I'd better warn Father, he thought, now feeling concerned. He told Alyson what Jenny had said.

      “That would be prudent,” Alyson said. “Look, Josh, I'll say goodbye, since you'll want to get going soon. I just wanted you to know that I wished I'd gotten to know you sooner.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “I hope everything's going to be all right for you. You probably upset your parents terribly by speaking up like that.”

      “It served a greater purpose, and a few lesser ones.” She grinned at him, then stepped close and kissed him on the cheek.

      And then she was gone.

      Bemused, he watched her go.

      “Josh smitten, Alyson too,” Jenny said.

      “Oh balderdash,” Josh said, laughing.
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        * * *

      

      Josh sat bolt upright in bed, thinking he'd heard a wyrm squeal in distress. He'd awakened from a dream about a wyvern sporting Alyson's head, complete with her tumbling, carrot-red curls.

      On the second squeal, he was out of bed and into his breeches and out the door, his gut knotting up at the sure knowledge of what he dreaded most: Wyvern attack.

      In the corral, wyrms began to squeal in earnest, circling the fence in panic. The stars above were blotted out by wyvern, dozens of them.

      His father right behind him, Josh sprinted across the yard.

      “You get the bell and I'll fight 'em off!”

      “No, Josh!”

      But he'd already grabbed a pitchfork and had leaped the corral fence.

      A black shape dropped, Josh aimed and launched, and the pitchfork found its mark.

      A gout of flame and a roar of pain split the night, wyrms scattering from under the fire. The pitchfork fell, dislodged as the wyvern flapped away, tail bleeding.

      The bell atop the barn began to ring frantically.

      Josh retrieved the pitchfork as another shape descended on the opposite side, and Josh ran, pitchfork poised. A wyrm squealed as powerful claws sank into its back. Josh hurled and again found his mark, and the wyvern roared with pain, spitting fire, dropped the wyrm and tumbled, the pitchfork embedded in its neck.

      Josh ran up its tail, danced across the bony ridges of its spine and leaped onto its shoulders, taking the pitchfork out of its neck.

      “Peaky human, I'll have you for lunch!” The wyvern crouched as if to launch.

      “And I'll have wyvern steak for dinner, I will!” Josh thrust the pitchfork toward the neck but the wyvern launched, throwing him backward and sending the pitchfork astray. He tumbled off the wyvern's back to the ground, falling flat on his back. The wind knocked from his lungs, Josh struggled for a breath, the injured wyrm beside him.

      “The boy is a talker!” he heard the wyvern say, and the wyverns repeated it amongst themselves, their wings filling the sky above him, blotting out the stars.

      Why aren't they attacking? he wondered as he lay there helpless, unable to breathe, paralyzed with fear and expecting a gout of flame to consume him.

      Instead the stars returned, and as he began to recover his breathing, Josh realized the wyverns were fleeing. The bell still tolled and neighbors with pitchfork and shovel and pike and whip had begun to arrive, some bearing crystals of light and others carrying torches.

      “Josh, are you all right?” asked Angus Millgrinder, a scythe in one hand. He helped him to his feet. “What happened?”

      “Fell off the wyvern, I did. Knocked the breath out of me. Where'd they go?” He scanned the sky and saw not a shadow of wing.

      “Back to the mountains,” Angus said, pointing.

      Josh could just make out the flock against the stars.

      A whimper of pain reminded him. He stepped over to the injured wyrm.

      “Jenny,” Josh said, kneeling beside her and cradling her head.

      “Jenny hurt bad, Josh tried hard,” the wyrm said, her usual screech barely a whisper.

      “'Fraid she's a goner, Josh, look at those gashes.”

      She'd been cleaved through the spine, Josh saw, right above her sacrum. She'd never walk again, if she lived at all, the blood gushing, gushing, gushing from the wound in time with her heart.

      “Josh thanks Jenny for everything, loves Jenny always,” he said, a tear spilling off his cheek and onto Jenny's snout.

      “Josh cries for Jenny,” the wyrm whispered, and then she died, her head relaxing into his lap.

      His father rushed up behind him and knelt to embrace him, other neighbors gathering.

      “Fought 'em off single-handed, he did,” Angus said. “Never seen anything like it.”

      Josh leaned into his father's arms and wept, his best friend Jenny gone, his exile imminent, his life ruined completely.
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      Josh pulled his cloak tighter and fingered the stones on the chain around his neck, marveling at the generosity of strangers.

      After the wyvern attack, Josh had packed, said his good-byes and left, wanting to cross the Alsace border by dawn. His climb had become steeper and the chill deeper, the higher elevation and thickening night both contributing to the cold. He pushed onward, doubting that the reprieve reluctantly granted by Guardian Kingstead was anything but temporary.

      The necklace he now wore sported pearl, lapis lazuli, aquamarine, amethyst, turquoise, garnet, red and clear beryl—all of the semi-precious stones. He wondered at the stranger who'd visited just before he'd gone to bed.

      His father John had asked all the villagers wanting to see Josh to return in the morning—Jenny's warning having come afterward—but after everyone had gone, another knock.

      At the door had been a wizened man with eyes aglow like the setting sun. “I have to see your son,” the old man had said.

      When he'd stepped inside, Josh had seen why his father had relented. The eyes were literally aglow, embers deep inside a fire pit, blazing balls refracted like suns through a thick haze on the horizon, twin beacons of red, flush with warning.

      “You'll need this,” he'd said and had thrust at Josh a ring on a chain. Around the ring were sixteen semi-precious gemstones, more valuable for having been assembled in one place, their sizes and strengths nearly identical to each other.

      The old man with fire for eyes had departed with a nimbleness that belied his age, nary another word for either father or son.

      Josh had held it up for his father to see. “What do you suppose it all means, this series of strangenesses?”

      “Tis long passed strange,” John had said, staring at him in awe.

      It had disturbed Josh to see his father afraid for him, afraid of him. The man he'd looked up to all his life now looked up to him.

      They'd packed Josh a knapsack with a change of clothes and an extra layer for the cold, a flask of watered-down wine, a few victuals to stave to stave off the night from fast, and Josh had departed, stopping to look a last time at Jenny's body where it lay in the barn.

      Their parting had been solemn on his father's part, Josh making a few attempts at mirth. He'd not been able to cajole a smile from his father.

      The slope he now climbed into the darkening night blocked out the daunting mountains beyond. The focused light from the white crystal showing him the path, Josh had no way to see the heights before him, for which he was glad. Had he seen the treacherous heights ahead, he might've turned back despite the fate that awaited in Alsace.

      He trudged doggedly into the night, his breath soon frosting before him, after a time crystallizing around nose, mouth, and even brow.

      A light ahead caught his attention: A watchtower beacon. Astraddle the trail ahead was a lone outpost, guarding the road for who knew what purpose, since only the hardiest or most desperate of travelers would be out at this time in this clime.

      Perhaps it's the most desperate of traveler they watch for, Josh thought. And with that in mind, he summoned a cloak and masked his presence. I'm sure it's a clumsy one, he thought, his skill untried and the cloak likely penetrated with ease by practitioners of greater acumen.

      He crept toward the tower, its stone base intimidating, and its arch over the road gravity-defying.

      The torches burning merrily, the tower seemed quiet, as though recently vacated, the only sound the crackle and hiss of pitch and the wind-whipped flame itself, the sound not unlike a flag in a breeze.

      Josh walked under the arch without incident and kept right on walking, only a glance or two behind to assure himself he'd not been sighted.

      Perhaps fifty yards up the ascending trail, his height about even with the tower tops, he glanced back one last time and—

      “By the bleeding wyrm!”

      —bumped into someone.

      The shape obscured, someone stood there, but he couldn't see who.

      “Oh,” the voice said, now a whisper. “It's you!”

      Sounded slightly familiar and slightly feminine.

      “Bleeding wyrm is right!” he said, recognizing—

      The cloak feel and Alyson stood there, hands on hips, scowl on face. “Keep your voice down or we're wyrm-bait.” And she dragged him off the path and into the brush.

      Thick conifers screening them from the watchtower, Josh whispered loudly, “What the wyrm are you doing here?”

      “I have to come with you,” she said.

      “You have to go home,” he insisted.

      “You can't tell me what to do, Wyrm Talker. Already acting like a king!”

      “I'm not the king, I don't want to be king, I wish you'd stop saying it, and I'm never returning to this wyvern-forsaken place again. Ever!”

      She looked as dismayed as she had the first time he'd said it. “If you won't be king, how am I ever to become your queen?”

      He threw his head back and had to cover his mouth for the fear of alerting the tower with his laughter. He fell to the ground, clutching his sides, his body shaking.

      “What's so funny?” she asked, her voice a harsh, sharp whisper. Finally, hands on hips, she kicked him.

      “Hey!” he protested, rolling over to shield himself. Giggling, he climbed to his feet. Cold tears of laughter on his colder cheeks, he shook his head at her. “Look, it's not safe where I'm going. You can't come with me, even if you were my queen.”

      She frowned and sniffed, then turned away, her shoulders up and shaking as though she were weeping.

      “I didn't mean it like that,” Josh said, hating himself for making her feel rejected. “I'm sorry, I just … you can't … it isn't …” He heaved a sigh.

      She peeked at him from behind her shoulder.

      “I'd really like to have your company.” Well, that at least was honest, he thought, wondering how to persuade her to return to Alsace.

      “Oh, good!” She turned, suddenly bright. “I'll set the pace for an hour, and then—”

      “But I can't take you, Alyson. I'm so sorry, I really wish—”

      “But you have to!” She looked as though on the verge of tears again.

      “Why?”

      She looked over her shoulder toward the kingdom they'd left behind, a real tear slipping from one eye. “My parents … they … Oh, Josh, I don't believe it! They told … told the Guardian …” she could barely speak “… told him I'd marry that brat!”

      Josh frowned. “Tony?”

      “Tony!” And Alyson threw herself into his arms, weeping disconsolately.

      “And he said if I didn't he'd banish us all.”

      Josh tried to imagine her parents and their children having to leave Alsace, cross the mountains into the neighboring kingdom, and try to find a home with only the clothes on their backs. And then he tried to imagine the spirited Alyson marrying the sullen, dour Anthony and being the wife of the future Guardian.

      I can't send her back into that! he thought, wondering what the wyvern he was going to do with a girl in tow.

      How bad can it get? he wondered.
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      “Looks like a dead end,” Alyson said.

      Josh looked up at the canyon sides and wondered how they would climb out.

      Smooth, nearly vertical walls covered with a climbing vine soared on two sides, a fast moving stream cutting in between, the ledge on which they stood just a few feet above the swift waters.

      For as swift and narrow as the stream was, it made little sound. Josh could not see a bottom, the water a deep, dark green.

      Ahead, the box canyon ended, the water emerging seamlessly from some unknown underground source, already deep and swift, the wall above it identical to those on each side. A narrow slice of sky beckoned above them. If only I had wings, Josh thought.

      They'd been following the twisting canyon for hours, and Josh doubted they'd get back to the place they'd entered before nightfall.

      Last night, they'd traveled another few hours into the forest, wanting to be well beyond the Alsace border by daylight. Then they'd found a copse well-screened from the road and had collapsed, exhausted, onto a makeshift bed of leaves. The cold had quickly forced them into each other's arms, but she had made him face away. He'd found comfort in having her arms around him, and he'd instantly fallen asleep, only to be awakened by her shivering, so cold her teeth had started chattering in his ear.

      Fingering his turquoise, he'd sheathed them in a protective blanket, and soon, their warmth contained, they'd slept.

      At first light, they'd set out again, gathering berries as they went, Josh's meager rations now having to be shared between two people.

      The weather moderate, travel hadn't been difficult except for the constant climb, and around noon, they'd found the canyon and the swift stream issuing out of it, and had elected to take the more moderate incline, the sides quickly soaring hundreds of feet above their heads.

      Now, they were stuck.

      Josh grabbed a handful of vine and tugged. It held.

      “I don't know …” Alyson looked doubtful, her head leaned back, her gaze measuring the distance to the top.

      Josh grabbed a second handful, higher than the first, and then tried to find a foothold, digging deep with his shoe-shod toe. He lifted, focusing on his amethyst, lightening his weight by nudging himself upward. Then his foot lost its grip in the soft soil, and his hands each tore off a hank of vine, and he slid back to the path.

      “Give me a nudge with your amethyst,” he said, placing his hands higher and digging in a foot again.

      “If you fall and get hurt, Josh, I'll beat you to a pulp.”

      He grinned at her, believing she would, and heaved himself up, planting his other foot. Hand up, hand up, foot planted—

      “Watch out!”

      His foot lost its grip and his hands tore out larger hanks of vine, and he slid back to the path.

      Where he had ripped away vine, reddish sandy dirt lay exposed.

      “Odd,” he said.

      “Doesn't look like it would hold its shape, does it?” Alyson said.

      “Not at all.” He stepped to the end of the canyon, where the ledge ended, where the rapid water emerged. The vine looked no different. Josh pulled down a hank, which came away easily, the soft, sandy, reddish earth underneath also no different.

      “Uh, Josh—”

      He stopped. “Yeah, we might not want to cause an avalanche, huh?”

      “I wouldn't, but what does my opinion matter?”

      He snorted, shaking his head at her, looking at the cleft he'd gouged. “There's something unusual about it all. What are we missing?”

      “The canyon sides are obviously held in place by magic.”

      “That's it!”

      Her gaze narrowed. “What's it?”

      “Intentioned. This place is built by intention. The intention in building it is—”

      “To trap us, or any fool inattentive enough to enter a narrow canyon like it.”

      He shook his head. “I don't think so. To discourage us, certainly. Here, let me see your amethyst.”

      The stone for moving objects from a distance, the amethyst might also be used to exert pressure on objects. Such as the walls of the canyon.

      “Remember the watchtower arch above the road at the Alsace border? How did they get the arch to stay up like that, without apparent support?”

      Alyson shrugged. “I've always wondered how they did that.”

      “Alignment.”

      Her brows narrowed.

      “The grains of sand in these walls are aligned like the bricks in that arch. A uniformly-sized collection of objects can be stacked to hold up its own weight and a great deal more if they're aligned correctly. All except for round objects, of course. The canyon walls hold their shape because the grains of sand are uniform and aligned. The reason my feet won't stay stuck is that my thrusting them into the earth destabilizes their alignment. All we have to do is align the grains of sand in the shape of an arch, and we can tunnel any direction we want.” He saw she wasn't really looking at him anymore.

      “Uh, Josh?”

      Annoyed, he frowned. “What?” He realized she was looking over his shoulder. What was that hissing sound? he wondered. He looked where she was looking.

      Where he'd dug his feet in trying to scale the canyon wall, a small slide was developing. A two-foot wide cascade of sand slipped across the ledge and into the water.

      He turned around. The wall above the stream where he'd dug his hands deep had developed its own little slide.

      “Quick!” He thrust his amethyst toward it, as did Alyson, and the slide stopped.

      But the one behind them grew even larger.

      “Help me,” he said, focusing his attention on creating a path into the canyon end, alongside the fast-moving stream. The person-sized shape molded easily, the displaced sand slipping away into the stream.

      The slide behind them widened, the sound growing louder. “C'mon,” he said. “Faster.”

      Together they dug into the canyon side, stabilizing as they went, digging a tunnel, the path below them thankfully continuing parallel and a foot or so above the stream.

      When they'd dug twenty feet in, the light behind them collapsed, their tunnel now consumed by the slide.

      Josh realized that the stream would soon be clogged. “Upward!” And they began to tunnel upward, pulling the sandy soil behind them as they hollowed out the sand ahead, working in tandem.

      It seemed to take forever, and Josh kept thinking, we're likely to be sucked into the stream at any time.

      “Faster,” she said, breathing roughly, her amethyst glowing at her wrist.

      His around his neck was growing hot, and despite the chill, he began to sweat. The tunnel now at forty-five degrees, Josh began to wonder how so much sand had gathered in one place, especially at such a high elevation.

      Then it occurred to him—it couldn't.

      “Stop,” he said.

      “What?!” Her face aglow from below, she looked ghostly.

      “You have a diamond, right?” He knew he looked just as ghostly, his own amethyst glowing on his chest.

      “Uh, yeah?” She looked doubtful.

      “How do you block an illusion?”

      “You think this—?” She spread her hands. “That's a powerful illusion.”

      He nodded. “Together, maybe we can block it.”

      She pulled the chain from under her tunic. The tiny stone sparkled with the ambient light. She leaned toward him and pulled his hand up to place the stone in his palm, then put her hand over his.

      Her face was wonderfully close and her eyes were deep liquid pools, and he felt her mind wrap around his, and their thoughts together, they focused on the diamond.

      His palm grew warm. He saw the bones of his hand outlined under the skin, and the sand swirled around them as though sucked away by a hurricane.

      Reality snapped into place and the only sound was the drip, drip, drip of water in a cave, the only smell that of—

      “Eeuuww!”

      —the foul odor of necrosis declaring that the prior wanderer had not navigated the trap successfully.

      Josh could just make out a bit of daylight up and to the left. He grabbed her hand and began the climb, trying his best to watch where he stepped.

      They emerged on a ledge three quarters of the way to the top of a canyon wall, a deep, fast-moving stream below them, an occasional tree clinging to the steep canyon sides.

      Not a thimbleful of sand to be seen.

      Alyson began to giggle.

      Josh sat down and laughed. Then caught a whiff of the miasma in the tunnel behind them. “Come on,” he said and found the trail up the canyon rim.

      There he stopped and sat against a tree, and Alyson sat beside him, her shoulder against his. She was still giggling.

      After a moment he realized it was weeping, and he pulled her to him.

      A few minutes later she pulled away. “Sorry, it was … we could have …” And she burst into tears again.

      He held her while she cried, realizing somewhere deep inside that it might behoove him to be afraid.

      But he wasn't, not really. Not the kind of terror she was feeling. Underneath her bravado, Josh suspected she wasn't quite as tough as she seemed outwardly. He wondered how fragile she was, suspecting she'd never had to face real danger.

      “Guess I've never come across a dead body before,” she said awhile later, sniffing. “I've never thought I was going to die.”

      “That was pretty frightening,” he said, noticing that she hadn't pulled away and liking the contact.

      “Well, I don't like you,” she said, sitting up and throwing her chin up as though in disdain.

      He chuckled. “Impudent wench.”

      “Hey!” She looked hurt.

      “I'm joking,” and he pulled her back into his embrace.

      “So am I,” and she relaxed in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      Thaddeus Corntassel peered over his spectacles at the two children before him and shook his head. “That's quite a tale,” he said, twirling his finger and stirring his pot in deep contemplation, his amethyst ring glowing softly.

      The thick, rich stew bubbled merrily, filling the large cave with its many aromas. The ladle swirled with Corntassel's twirl.

      “We're not children,” the girl said to him, the small diamond at her throat sparkling.

      Intercepting my thoughts, the little rapscallion. He imagined a monstrous brown bear biting off her head.

      She giggled.

      In his head, a gnome no taller than his knee kicked him in the shin. “Ow!” he said, wincing, the pain real. “Where'd you learn that, ornery little fart!”

      “She's not a fart,” Josh said.

      She socked him on the arm.

      Thaddeus chuckled, having missed the company of other people and delighted to have two such succulent young ones—

      “Succulent?!” Alyson said.

      “Oh, uh, I misspoke, or misthought, or whatever, my apologies! I must be hungry, like you!”

      Indeed, having awakened from a twenty-year nap at their having escaped his illusion, Thaddeus was very hungry. He'd found them at the canyon lip in each other's arms, looking quite enamored of each other, but also quit wan, disheveled, and unkempt, as though they'd traveled across rough and unforgiving country.

      My trap is quite unforgiving, he mused.

      Thaddeus had introduced himself, welcomed them, and had brought them back to his cave, a deep hole nearly hidden under a thousand-foot waterfall. Its water supplied the same stream where he'd built his trap, the dull roar constant, the mist giving his cave an extra chill.

      The pair had been delighted to see the well-appointed cave. While he had set the fire alight and had begun to prepare the stew, they'd explored all its cupboards, drawers, nooks, and crannies. As the aroma had filled the cave, they'd returned to the fire, their hunger evident in their eyes, and he'd asked them how they'd come to be snared in the trap.

      “That's quite a tale,” he said again, shaking his head. “It's not right the way the Guardian of Alsace forced you both into exile. Seems it's long overdue for Alsace to crown a king.”

      “Or a queen,” Alyson said.

      “Or a queen,” Thaddeus acknowledged. Then he smiled. “Or both.”

      The two of them looked at each other.

      He chuckled. “Not the first one to get the idea, I see.” The ladle swirled lazily, the finger swirling with it. “Not many get through, you know,” he said.

      “We almost didn't,” the girl said. “The sand nearly caught us. Why do you have a trap?”

      He stirred the pot a few more times, stirring his thoughts a few more times. “Well, I guess for protection.” He pursed his lips, staring into the bubbles, his own thoughts bubbling, having slept a long time, his dreams having been active. He'd dreamt about these two, dreams synchronous with events. As they'd told their story, he'd seen the images in his mind. He knew what they hadn't told him: The wyrm-herder who was also a wyvern-talker, the outspoken girl who even now kept her real skills obscured, the quiet but solid admiration that was developing between them, their intertwined fates leading them into a future—

      “You're not here because you want to be here, either,” the boy said.

      Thaddeus was glad for the boy's intrusion but dismayed by the depth of his observation. “No, I'm not,” he acknowledged. “We all are slave to master destiny, but some of us have other masters, as the wyvern well knows.” He sighed and wondered how much to tell them.

      “And the wyvern well knows because the wyvern is your master.”

      “Alas, it is so,” Thaddeus said, wishing the Josh boy weren't so perceptive. But then he would've never puzzled through the trap, nor picked up the wyrm talk, nor escaped the Guardian.

      “So, how about a bit of stew?” Keeping his mind carefully blank, he crooked his finger at a cupboard, which opened and issued a pair of bowls. He crooked it at a drawer, and two spoons leaped out. The spoons joined the bowls at the pot, and the ladle scooped the stew. The bowls circled around him and settled themselves in front of the youngsters.

      Thaddeus saw the boy's hand fall from the girl's arm. Josh dumped his in the fire, gestured Alyson to do the same.

      “Well, now, why are you deciding you don't like it without even trying it?”

      “You first.”

      Thaddeus supposed his lack of shock was what gave him away. “Well, if you insist.” With the same gesticulations, he got a bowl and spoon and ladled himself some stew.

      They watched him closely as he lifted the spoon to his mouth. He held it poised, grinning at them, and finally slid the spoonful into his mouth.
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      Josh followed the trail around the lake, looking for a likely place to set up camp. The stars reflected off the lake surface. The hillsides were dusted with snow.

      “What a terrible existence,” Alyson said behind him.

      “Just tragic,” he replied over his shoulder, shaking his head.

      “Why do you suppose he ate it?”

      “I suspect it's his destiny.”

      Thaddeus Corntassel, upon eating a spoonful of his own stew, had fallen instantly asleep.

      “What do you suppose was in that stew, anyway?”

      “I don't know,” she replied, “but he must do something with the people who eat his stew.”

      They exchanged a glance, Josh shaking his head in disbelief. Thaddeus had seemed so harmless!

      Josh and Alyson had left the cave hurriedly, the cabinets, cupboards, and cubbies having all melted away the moment the old man had fallen asleep. Only the stew, the pot, the fire and the old man had been real.

      We don't even know if this lake is real, Josh thought, bemused and scanning the slope for a likely place to camp for the night.

      “All I know is I'm really hungry,” Alyson said.

      So was Josh, their last substantial food two days ago, when they'd left Alsace, which seemed as remote as his last meal.

      “Hey, Josh, up here.”

      Alyson stood under an overhang, just a ledge where the rock jutted from the hillside, hidden behind two trees. The fact that he'd not seen it meant others might also miss it.

      He cleared the thin covering of snow and sat gingerly. If they were to lie down, he saw, they were invisible from the trail.

      What about food? he heard Alyson think. Josh reached over and cradled the diamond at her breast. Her skin was warm on the back of his hand. He sent his awareness into the surrounding brush. A squirrel, an owl, some berries.

      He tried the water. A salmon, over two feet long.

      Josh smiled and reached for his amethyst.

      “Look!” Alyson pointed through the trees.

      Across the lake, a bright flame flared, in front of a mountain profile visible only as a silhouette against the stars.

      They got up and made their way to the lakeside to see more clearly. They found a promontory on the shoreline, the rock several feet above the lake surface.

      Against the mountainside, an oval was lit. Josh tried to estimate the scale, but his sense of the distance failed. Then, one, two, three shadows issued forth.

      “What were those?”

      Josh shook his head, the shapes too indistinct and the distance too great.

      The light doused.

      “Almost looked like birds,” Alyson said.

      “You could see them?”

      She smiled meekly.

      “They were wyverns, weren't they?” He felt the thought at the edge of her mind. “And they're coming this way.” He didn't need to tap her thoughts for that.

      Josh never seen a real wyvern up close for any length of time. Except during the wyvern attacks on the wyrm herd.

      And the one that had absconded with the raw diamond.

      He'd not had the chance during any of those brief encounters to look at them closely.

      “They're coming for us.”

      For me, Josh amended. “How long have we got?”

      “They're halfway across the lake.”

      She can see in the dark. “Come here,” he said, and pulled her to him. “Hold onto me no matter what happens.”

      And she did, putting her head on his shoulder. She was surprisingly warm and soft.

      I can't think about that right now.

      They stood silent on the promontory.

      The whistle of wings and grunts of the great beasts became audible.

      “They're circling,” Alyson said, clutching him tightly.

      All Josh saw was blinking stars.

      “One broke away.”

      He was barely able to track it, a suggestion of shape against a background of stars. He saw it descend toward the lakeshore and land smoothly.

      The head bobbed, as though to get a clearer view. “The humans huddle,” it said. “Are they cold or perhaps seeking comfort and protection?”

      “What do you want?” Josh asked.

      “You screech just like them,” Alyson muttered.

      “I've come to take the boy across the lake.”

      “Where? To take him where?” Alyson said.

      Josh gasped and glanced at her.

      “I can hear the translation in your thoughts.”

      Josh asked the wyvern.

      “To my master, Queen Aria.”

      “She goes too,” Josh said.

      The wyvern turned his head and spat a gout of flame. “I'll roast her and have her for breakfast later, then.”

      “To the wyrm with you and your master, I'm not going anywhere!”

      The wyvern grunted, breathed a few times heavily, and then towered its head. “Forgive me, young human. I've offended you. I meant only jest. Of course she can go, and unlike Thaddeus Corntassel, none of us has an appetite for human flesh.”

      Only then did Josh realize they had almost become Corntassel stew. He felt faint. Then he remembered they still hadn't eaten.

      “Catch that fish you were considering earlier,” the wyvern said. “I'll fry it up and you can eat it on the way.”

      Josh looked down at Alyson, a half-a-head shorter than he. “Will you be comfortable with that?”

      “Ask him if he can carry us both. I want you near.”

      A deep sense of belonging touched him, and he smiled.

      “Certainly,” the wyvern replied. “After frightening the young woman, it's the least I could do. By the way, I'm Threnody.”

      “Josh and Alyson.”

      “Ah yes, those obscurely defining human names, unexpected every time. And what's her name?”

      After straightening out the confusion over names, Josh located that salmon, and soon had hot roast fish to take with them.

      Threnody knelt, and Josh mounted, the knotted trapezius muscles of the great beast rippling under him. Alyson climbed on in front of him. She slid backward into him, and he slipped his free arm around her waist.

      The leathery skin and sinuous muscle beneath his legs distracted him from the pleasing feel of Alyson's back against him, extending from her shoulders all the way down to her—

      “Don't get any ideas,” she said, putting her elbows into his ribs.

      While he recovered his breath, she leaned back into his embrace, the steaming fish in front of her.

      The ground dropped away and with it his stomach and diaphragm. Josh thought for a moment he'd never breathe again. I'm just glad I can't see anything, he thought, the lake surface already hundreds of feet below. The crisp air bit at his ears and cheeks, and the wyvern under him heated up with exertion, causing the insides of his legs to sweat.

      Alyson put bits of salmon in his hand, which he ate over her shoulder, its smell mixed with the scents of pine and snow and horrid wyvern breath, a mix of sulfur and brine.

      Wyrms had the same awful halitosis, which Josh had long since learned to ignore.

      The sensation of flying was glorious. The weight shifts as the wyvern banked for turns, the slight lifts and drops with each flap of the gargantuan wings, thrilled Josh, and he wondered what riding into battle on a wyvern was like.

      The mountain grew larger against the stars, the small oval that they'd seen earlier growing into a humungous cavern, the toothy entrance with rocky incisors looking little like the smooth-lipped mouth that it had appeared to be from a distance.

      Initially, Josh had wondered how the wyvern would navigate the mouth. And as they grew closer, its scale made evident that multiple wyverns could easily enter and leave simultaneously without concern for the jagged spires.

      A fire in the center barely lit the cavern sides, but a gout of flame here and there indicated the presence of other wyvern. Threnody dove through the entrance seemingly without concern for safety, both Josh and Alyson ducking as though they might hit their hands on outcrops hanging down toward them, despite there being no chance of that at all.

      Threnody landed near the central fire pit, which was far larger than it had appeared to be.

      Josh squinted in the brightness, breaking into a sweat at the heat.

      “This way,” Threnody said, and wobbled toward the cavern rear. Whatever grace they had in flight was amply contradicted by their comical walking wobble. But when they ran they were terrifying.

      Toward the back, up a series of ledges, was a great nest, its edges sprouting whole trees which screened off its contents. The only nest of that girth, Josh noted. Away from the fire, Josh saw the cavern walls more clearly. Every ledge sported a nest, sometimes two or three, and the walls had clearly been dug into to make more cubbies.

      The cavern a quarter-mile tall and at least a half-mile wide, extending like an egg into the mountain for nearly a mile, Josh estimated a few thousand wyvern nests, and to the best of his reckoning, nearly all were occupied with two or three beasts.

      The large nest was cleft in one spot. Threnody stopped and gestured. “She sleeps, but asked that you wake her when you arrived. There, to the left.” He pointed.

      Josh and Alyson entered.

      To the left, lying on a moss-padded platform lay the orange-and-white mottled wyvern, on her side, her breathing rough and shallow.

      From where he stood, Josh felt her fever. “She's sick!” Then he saw the stub of spear in her flank, the flesh around it suppurated, discolored and swollen, fresh, red blood atop black, crusted blood.

      He stepped to her side, into the crook of the great mottled neck, the bony spines of her head crest cradling a drowsy, glassy eye. He put his hand to her cheek, the rough bone under his hand hot to the touch.

      The eye blinked at him. The chest heaved once. “You're Josh, wyrm herder and wyvern talker.”

      “Yes. You're Aria, Queen Aria.”

      “Presuming I live, yes.”

      “You're hurt, and it's infected, but you'll be all right. I'll need some things, but you should be better soon.”

      “You're kind, and your words are a comfort, but your anxiety betrays your concern.”

      Josh frowned, forgetting how well wyrmkind could read him. “Of course I'm concerned, but you need to think about healing, not how sick you are. Patient, be your own healer. That's an order.”

      “Yes, King Josh,” Aria said, her snort of smoke the equivalent of a chuckle.

      “I'll be back in a few minutes.” He retreated to the entrance where Threnody waited. “Three knives, the sharpest you can find, with two-inch, five-inch, and eight-inch blades. A cauldron of warm water. A needle or awl with thread or string, at least two feet of it.”

      Alyson stepped up beside him. “How can I help?”

      Josh smiled and described what he needed.
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      Josh put down the sponge and rinsed his hands in the blood-clouded water for a final time, exhausted. The cavern mouth was bright with day, a wisp of smoke snaking up from the fire pit. Thousands of eyes remained fixed on him, just two of them human, all the rest wyvern.

      The wound looked like the stitching on a lace dress, but it was clear of blood and pus, and looked less angry red at the edges.

      Josh had had to cut out the barbed spearhead, then had healed the layers of flesh with his emerald, working slowly and methodically. Just before reaching the outermost layer of muscle, his emerald had sputtered out, and he'd had to sew the flesh shut.

      Josh sighed and smiled at Alyson. “Thanks for your help.”

      She nodded, her eyelids looking heavy. Her hand on the great bony crown between the two eyes, she continued to caress the wyvern softly, the diamond against her tunic glowing on its chain. “Will she be all right?”

      Josh nodded. “Yes.” And he felt rather than saw Threnody behind him relax. The relief around the cavern was audible, wyverns chirping and cooing their sentiments to each other. Josh turned to Threnody. “She's not to move until I've had a chance to inspect the wound again in about six hours. I'll need my emerald recharged before then, and I'll need some sleep.”

      “Certainly. Everything is ready for you both. We've prepared an area nearby, in case she wakes.”

      Alyson rose and stepped to Josh's side. “She's deeply asleep, probably won't wake for several hours.”

      “How about pain?”

      “I used a neural block, which should wear off in a couple hours.”

      Josh blinked at her, wondering where she had learned how to do that.

      “This way, Josh and Alyson,” Threnody said, running their names together. He led them to a small area screened by a low rock wall right beside the Queen's nest. Straw had already been laid down, and over that a layer of moss.

      Josh felt an urge. “Uh, Threnody …?”

      The conversation was awkward, as it seemed the wyverns had no shyness regarding their elimination. They did however have a certain place halfway around the mountain where they excreted.

      Threnody loaded them up and flew out of the cavern, Alyson sitting behind him and holding on tightly. Josh had to squint, the daylight was so bright. The view of the lake and surrounding mountains from the shoulders of the Wyvern was stupendous. Josh thought he even caught a glimpse of Alsace. Alyson squealed in his ear at each shift of weight.

      The promontory where they landed looked like the battlement atop a castle, each crenellation a place where a wyvern might go. Twenty such crenellations lined the precipice, the cliff-side caked with guano and more aromatic than a human sewer.

      Josh tried to go first, but couldn't because he was retching so much. Alyson just shook her head and said, “I'll find a tree over here.” Josh used it after she did.

      On the flight back, Threnody banked hard and dropped down the cliff face. At the base of the cliff, people were harvesting the excrement.

      Back at the cavern, as they dismounted onto the cavern lip, Alyson said, “I can't believe they're doing that.”

      Threnody snorted a poof of smoke. “We haven't been able to stop them. Most of them are from La Marche, merchants who sell it to farmers. A handful of the excrement apparently can fertilize whole fields.”

      Looking out over the lake from the cavern mouth, Josh translated for Alyson, who was looking quite pale. He and his father had used wyrm guano similarly.

      The slopes approaching the cavern mouth, Josh noted, were wide, smooth meadows, slanting upward from around the mountain itself like shelves that might have been cut into the mountainside. One on each side, he saw, both wide enough for an army.

      Alyson said something mauled by a yawn.

      He led her to the small, human-sized nest that had been made for them. She looked exhausted, as exhausted as he felt.

      “Why don't you lie down? I want to look in on Queen Aria.”

      She squeezed his hand and nodded.

      Threnody was settling himself beside the entrance to Aria's nest. “By the way,” the wyvern said, “thank you.”

      Josh nodded. “A privilege.”

      In the nest he found Aria in the same position, but awake.

      She raised her head to look at him. “I feel much better, Josh. I'm grateful.”

      “A pleasure.” He sat near her head and scratched between her bony horns.

      Her eyes half-closed in pleasure. “You're not able to return to Alsace, I've been told.”

      Josh nodded, remembering his glimpse of his former home earlier. He felt sad in one way, grateful in another. “I would never have met Thaddeus Corntassel if I had stayed there.”

      Aria spewed smoke. “Once every five or ten years someone gets past him.”

      “Horrible existence he has.”

      “He's a horrible man, feeding on people since he was a young man. This way at least, it serves a purpose.”

      “Does he really make his stew out of people?”

      “Indeed. It's quite good, I've been told. Listen, Josh, I intended to steal that diamond while you were nearby.”

      “You planned that?” Josh was amazed then concerned.

      Queen Aria remained silent, her gaze on his face.

      He began to realize what she wasn't saying, and his mind stumbled toward conclusions, and finally into understanding. “How long have you known about me?”

      Area looked at him, moving her head back to help her eyes see him as a whole, so wide-spread that their binocularity was lost on objects closer than five feet. “I knew when you were born.”

      His internal response was a little “of course.” Josh had already known that, somehow. It'd happened before, like that, where he'd sometimes knew before the fact what was going to happen, or saw truths that had long been hidden. “How long were you waiting for me?”

      “A long time.”

      Over two hundred years since the last King of Alsace. Josh sensed Aria had waited longer than that. “You weren't waiting for the king, were you?”

      She blinked at him, again silent in the face of his questions.

      “You've some higher purpose.”

      “Indeed. When you look around this cavern, what do you see?” The head swiveled back to stare at him directly.

      “A lot of wyverns, perhaps ten thousand. More than I ever expected to see in one place.” He looked at her. “Why do they huddle here?”

      “Indeed. Precisely the question.” Aria laid her head back down, her breathing rough.

      Josh knew she suffered more than she dared show. The wound inflicted upon her by spear point was the least of her pain.

      “A time ago, wyvern and human lived alongside each other. Enclaves such as this were unnecessary. People didn't live clustered around the castle as they do in Alsace, either. Distrust has grown, a poison that has seeped into relations between species across hundreds of years. I don't know its cause. We each are at fault, both of us frequently suspicious of the others' motives.

      “Thaddeus Corntassel ready to trap any interloper is one of many manifestations. The Guardian evinces it as well, their warriors now doubled upon the battlements at Alsace. That they have battlements and a castle is also evidence.

      “This distrust must end. My elder sister Canticle, Wyvern of Harold the Third, spoke with me shortly before Harold died. She saw in her stewardship of Alsace the building suspicion of the populace. Thus it is in La Marche, Lorraine, Avignon, Aquitaine, ever vigilant for a threat that wyvern do not pose.

      “This diamond from Alsace should have never lain uncut in the castle for over a hundred years. Wyvern talkers are not that uncommon. Your father John is one such talker, though he isn't recognized as such. The Guardians were ensconced by the time of the diamond's unearthing and thus they prohibited its being brought to a wyvern for cutting.”

      “But they insist the wyvern-talker must cut the diamond.” Josh covered his mouth, not having wanted to interrupt Aria in her circumlocution.

      “Matters not who cuts it, wyvern or talker, just that it be done in tandem for its power to be cultivated fully. Thus my taking the stone with you present.”

      “A way to lure me here.”

      “Just so. I did not intend that you should lose your home, and for that I'm regretful. Such loss is hard to bear, worse as it added to those already borne by one so young.”

      Josh knew she referred to his mother, who had died when he was younger. He hardly remembered her, but had always felt her loss keenly, especially when he was with friends and saw the love they had from their mothers. Not that he'd felt any lack from his father, just the knowledge that he'd never know or have a mother in his life.

      “So I waited until you went to the castle and were alone with the diamond. I did not expect the guardian son to return, nor did I expect to have to 'persuade' you to help me. My apologies for that as well. It does not bode well that I began our relationship by compelling your assistance.”

      “Compelling me wouldn't have been necessary if I hadn't been suspicious,” Josh said shrugging. “I'm glad you did. I wasn't at the time, of course.”

      “Just so, and well spoken. We have lost that spirit of mutual cooperation. You're a wyrm-rancher; the domestication of our smaller cousins contributes to the rift between our species, as it provides humans with an alternate way to recharge the stones, albeit a poor one. With that alternative, humans are less eager to seek our wyvern help. Without stones to recharge, we grow restless, depressed, irritable, and sometimes aggressive. Our health suffers, and as individual wyverns grow ill, so too does the species suffer.

      “You are in need of sleep, Josh. You have brought me surcease and comfort, both for mending my wound and listening to my prattle. Come back when you have rested. I promise not to go anywhere until you've looked at the wound again. Go, sleep near your friend, who is more than she seems. She too is a gem underneath the rough veneer, and she glows in your presence. Sleep well, man-child, and dream of the betterment of relations between our species.”

      Josh smiled, his heart large with her blessings, and he kissed her just above her tender nose flesh, and then stood. A yawn struck him, his fatigue clear to all but him.

      When he stumbled back to the small nest they'd made for their human guests, he didn't notice when he lay down beside Alyson that she pulled him close, his knees tucked in behind hers, his front against her back.

      She drew his arm around and held his hand between hers, and in that position, his face in her hair and her wonderful scents filling his each breath, Josh fell asleep, feeling complete.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is Euphony,” Threnody said. “And she has consented to carry Alyson. Queen Aria has asked me while she convalesces today to take you to show you the ancient city of Fontaine.”

      The wyvern standing beside Threnody was a roan female just a foot shorter than he, her red-brown skin lustrous with health. Along her neck where scales should have been was scarred and pitted skin.

      Josh introduced them, wondering how they would communicate.

      “Euphony understands the human talk,” Threnody said, as if in answer. “She is among the few of us who once lived alongside humans.”

      Euphony shook herself and squawked at Threnody.

      Josh was taken aback and didn't dare repeat what she'd said.

      “She admonishes me not to withhold the truth. She was held slave by her Aquitaine masters for nearly sixty years, and they tortured her terribly.”

      After hearing the translation, Alyson stepped up the wyvern. “Are these scars from that time, Euphony?”

      She nodded, appearing to need no translation.

      Alyson caressed the place a scale had been, an angry purple divot in the roan hide. She licked a finger and caressed the next, and the next.

      “What—?”

      Josh gestured Threnody not to interrupt, not understanding but sensing something deep happening inside Alyson.

      She worked her way around the wyvern's neck, her eyes not seeing, wetting her finger and placing it into the wyvern's pitted scars, one after another.

      Euphony bent herself so Alyson could reach, and the girl continued until she had wetted every scar.

      Then she froze.

      “What's she doing, Josh?” Threnody asked, whispering.

      Josh hushed him, not taking his eyes off Alyson.

      The girl stared off toward the cavern entrance, seeming not even to breathe. Spots on her neck and upper shoulders began to darken toward the same angry purple as those on Euphony's neck. Then they faded.

      “What's everyone staring at?” Alyson said. “Let's go.”

      Josh didn't hesitate, gesturing Threnody to kneel. “Where's this city at?”

      “Fontaine? On the continental isthmus toward the North-Eastern sea, unclaimed territory between Aquitaine and La Marche.”

      “The badlands?”

      “Ah, the human name for it, yes.”

      He saw Alyson had mounted Euphony. She looked curiously at peace. When he'd told her where they were going, he was bewildered at her reply.

      “I've always wanted to go.”

      Threnody strong under him, Josh thrilled at their plunge out the cavern mouth and into the cooler air above the lake.

      This is what freedom feels like! he thought, reveling in the wind past his ears, the nearly unrestricted view of everything around them.

      To the south, he caught a glimpse of Alsace, whose circumstance now seemed petty. Not as though beneath his attention, but as a matter within his ability to resolve. It would require time, attention and work, but it was by no means daunting, as it had once seemed.

      To the north, he saw checkered fields amidst rolling hills and what looked to be a city, larger than anything in Alsace, likely the capital of La Marche.

      To the left, at the foot of the mountains, was a single building high on a hilltop, its shadow long on the valley floor. “The Notheist Monastery,” Threnody told him. “They don't believe in magic.”

      To the east and west marched the mountains, the western ones heading straight for the sea. To the east the mountains bifurcated, one spine sending up peaks to the southeast, and another to the northeast. In between the two spines lay Aquitaine, not yet visible beyond three other peaks.

      Josh smiled at Alyson, riding Euphony abreast but some thirty feet starboard.

      “So what was she doing?” Threnody asked, his head to one side.

      The wind whistling in his ears, Josh knew the other two had not likely heard him. “I don't know, but she knew what to do, even if she couldn't really tell us, and I didn't want to interrupt her.”

      Threnody nodded turned his head back forward. “You really trust her.”

      Up in the air, where the only barrier between him and a plummet of a thousand feet was the strength of a wyvern, Josh knew trust. The trust of placing his life in the care of another being with the sure and certain knowledge that he would be safe.

      Yes, he really trusted her.

      And within the wonderful and fabulous miracle of such a relationship with another human being, Josh also felt certainty of his future. Not that he knew what it would be like, only that he would discover and fully develop his potential and that he would be happy.

      He looked over toward Alyson, her open, laughing face trailed by her streaming, tangled hair, and he felt proud.

      Proud to have her company, proud to have her friendship, and proud to be on a journey with her.
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      “You know Queen Aria is to be your wyvern.” Threnody looked at him with a sly smile.

      Josh considered. Yes, he knew, just as he'd known at some inner level at the moment her wings had snapped open inside the audience hall at Castle Alsace. “What about the raw diamond?”

      “Don't you know?”

      “It's to be mine as well, isn't it?”

      “Indeed.”

      Josh looked over the mountainous landscape below, the lake almost gone from sight behind them, the plains of Aquitaine a thin line on the horizon to the east, and he considered the implications. Beyond the obvious ones.

      The diamond was the gemstone of communication. With it, a person might send a thought across town or eavesdrop on a neighbor without their knowing it. A person might know another's obscured motivation or sense where the word contradicted the thought.

      The size of the precious gem corresponded to its range and scope. The tiny diamond at Alyson's breast might work well in close proximity to filch the surface thoughts of Thaddeus Corntassel inside his cave, but was useless for detecting his intent from far downstream. It was also helpful in transmitting a thought or feeling when her face was close to his, but Alyson could not send Josh a thought across even the short distance separating them now, in the skies above the mountains. In extremis, she might, but would likely discharge the gem in doing so.

      The huge diamond that might yet be carved from the raw stone that Queen Aria had filched from Castle Alsace would likely have powers beyond Josh's reckoning. Sending a message across the sea would likely be within its capability. Persuading an entire populace as well. Compelling a large group seemed plausible. Josh wondered with not inconsiderable trepidation what might be done to a single individual at short range. He shuddered at the implications.

      He wondered how Queen Aria had compelled him to break the glass case at Castle Alsace.

      A peak jutting up on either side, Josh looked to the left and right. La Marche to the left was a hilly, forested land, the terrain looked impassable, the city in the distance visible only because it stood on a promontory, above the surrounding hills. In contrast, Aquitaine to the right looked nearly flat, checker-boarded with cultivated fields, ribbons of river meandering in between, the high stone walls of the castle at Bayonne dominating the surrounding plains, looking almost intimidating in spite of the haze and the distance. From the castle issued a road, and the fact that it was visible declaring how grandly broad it was. Josh traced it intermittently to the base of the mountains where it began a winding ascent.

      Directly below, nearly a thousand feet, the road snaked along the mountainside, heading for a summit, the people and their conveyances dotting the path, their antlike progress difficult to discern, the dark tops of heads changing to the whites of faces as Josh watched.

      The road cleared suddenly.

      Bewildered, Josh looked more closely. “What happened?”

      “They saw us, and fled for fear of attack,” Threnody said. “Too rarely they see wyvern aloft, and when they do, they bode it as an ill omen, a perception that we have done too little to disabuse them of.”

      Josh frowned, remembering the awe generated when a wyvern was sighted from a great distance, the terror when sighted directly above. Queen Aria's theft of the raw diamond didn't help matters much, he thought, wondering at the mutterings he'd heard from the town folk just before he'd departed deep in the dark of night.

      The rift between wyvern and human yawns wide, he thought, wondering how to bring the two races together again.

      Ahead, the mountains were of diminishing height, and Josh glanced over at Alyson and Euphony. The girl lay against the wyvern, the length of her trunk along the Wyvern's neck, her head at the base of the bony crest, the tiny diamond on its chain twinkling.

      Then Josh realized it was glowing. Had they found a way to talk without use of words?

      The coastlines of the continent converged at a still unseen point ahead, but both northern and eastern seas were visible, the green of earth and blue of ocean separated by the thin white line of surf.

      On the plains of Aquitaine, Josh saw some distance back that the squares of cultivation had become fewer and farther between until they yielded entirely to the wild grasslands dotted with copses of tree. Does no one live this far north? he wondered, finding the absence of human habitation puzzling.

      Called the badlands among the Alsace, the area known also as Fontaine occupied the northeastern isthmus between the northern and eastern seas, a land locked by ice for a few weeks in winter, the currents on both sides cold and unforgiving.

      Josh saw as they rounded one last peak that the grasslands of Aquitaine ended abruptly, a road bisecting from mountain base to coastline. To the north a similar straight line separated the forests of La Marche from Fontaine, the area to the northeast seeming desolate, the terrain unnaturally white but jumbled, the land from this height looking oddly like a jigsaw puzzle of a single color whose pieces had been thrown atop one another.

      And whose pieces can only be put back together, Josh thought, with painstaking trial and error.

      I hope the rift between human and wyvern isn't as difficult to piece together as a single-color jigsaw puzzle.

      Josh instinctively leaned into the bank as Threnody tucked and dropped toward the jumbled land below.
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      “A city of white stone,” said the wizened man with eyes aglow like the setting sun. “Every wall coated with a limestone wash.”

      Josh wondered how the man had got here so quickly from Alsace. He supposed a person traveling non-stop on the ground might get from Alsace to Fontaine in that time, but it was unlikely. And especially not along the mountain spine.

      “What's your name, Sir?” Josh asked.

      “Harbinger O'Cataclysm, I am. Not of the one that's already struck this poor city, mind you, as they might have survived if they'd had some notion.”

      Josh tried to make sense of the old man's speech. He's like the Alsace Wizard Constance Whipplethorpe, Josh thought.

      “How'd you get here so fast?” Alyson asked.

      How'd she know? Josh wondered, fingering the ring of stones under his tunic.

      “Not your business. What brings you here besides this meat locker full of barbeque wyrm?” He hooked his thumb at the wyverns.

      Josh shifted over to stand between Threnody and O'Cataclysm. “We're here to look at the ruins and to learn something by it. Why are you here, besides to act rude and call people names? If nothing more, then be gone with you. We've no need of any.”

      The fires in the sockets dimmed somewhat. “Pardon if I've offended. I know the time before, studied its ways with the sapphire of time, not a more glorious age than those when wyvern and human lived alongside, not a happier time for either race.”

      “What happened?” Alyson asked, glancing out over the jumbled landscape.

      They stood at the base of the last small peak, its top a mere thousand feet above sea level, the land spread before them and visible even to the isthmus. From the promontory where they stood, the slope fell away in even if disordered chaos, no two blocks canted at the same angle, no two shapes a-match.

      “The one question, young lady,” O'Cataclysm replied, “that we'd all like the answer to. Like asking how come a wyvern's got wings? Happened slowly, across thousands of years, nothing particular caused it, except an incremental accumulation of pressure, and their dependence on land dwindled as did the number of people and wyverns living harmoniously here. To us it seems impossible that such a time might have ended but to them, it was surely slow torture, lives lived out in despondence that the young ones had left with the wind under their wings and the vow never to return. But even with the sight granted to me by the sapphire of time, I'm unable to determine what led to the gradual decline of this once great city.”

      “What pressures?” Alyson asked.

      Justin was trying to signal to her that they really didn't want to draw out this encounter, that the fewer questions they asked of this rambling old man, the better.

      “Variety of them, like the tenuous balance between wyrm and wyvern. The more wyrms the fewer wyverns, as you know. The number of wyvern talkers, too. The fewer wild wyverns there are, the more the magic is harnessed, and the fewer wyvern attacks on human settlements. Seems the number of wyvern talkers is far fewer than it once was. What about you, girl? Are you a wyvern talker? And if not, why not?”

      Alyson was taken aback, Josh could see.

      “Look, we'll just be on—”

      “Tis fear, boy, fear, I say! Don't you know the people hide away in their castles whenever wyvern-sighted fools call out? Wyvern-benighted is more like it, as the creatures mean no harm. Ever wonder why they eat the wyrm? Why the two populations ebb and flow inversely? Your father runs a wyrm ranch and you don't know those simple facts?”

      Josh was getting annoyed. “Why don't we just—”

      “Without the facts, the human kings ignored the forces that led to their city's decline. The very mechanism they needed to recharge their stones became scarce and hence their power faded. That enclave where wyverns hide, like the castles people huddle in. Look below you. Do you see city walls? Do you see castles, battlements, guards, or arms? None needed. They fought no wars. They had no need of arms, of guards, of battlements.

      “But I see you're eager to go. Very well. I've said my piece. I'll talk no more. You have my guarantee of that. When you see Queen Aria, give her my regards. Farewell, my human and wyvern friends.” O'Cataclysm turned, eyeballs blazing, and walked to the north around the base of the mountain, talking ceaselessly.

      Threnody and Euphony exchanged a shriek and Josh's numbed brain belatedly translated. “By the balls of the wyrm,” one said to the other.

      “Queen Aria indeed,” Alyson said. “Like as not one of her traps.”

      Josh chuckled, shaking his head as he watched the forlorn figure recede. In his circumlocution was elocution, but much remained a mystery. He turned to Threnody. “What did you come here to show us?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh stood on the lip of the cavern, a strip of stone wider than most streets in Alsace, and looked across the lake toward the falls at the other end, where Corntassel slept his tortured sleep, awaiting his awakening by some hapless traveler equipped with wit enough to escape the sand trap, but too trusting to avoid the sleeping stew.

      Into the yawning cavern mouth flew a squadron of wyvern, their claws full of wyrm, the raiding party surfeit with their kill and bringing the spoils back to the cavern for the others. The squadron a hundred strong, their raid had without doubt sent the wyrm ranchers panicking.

      Josh knew instantly that they'd not all returned.

      Beneath their joy was sadness, beside their satiation a grief. And one or two were injured.

      How many nights had he awakened with a start to the sounds of screeching wyrms, signaling a wyvern attack? How many times had he launched himself from his bed to grab the nearest weapon and rush out to the barn or pasture to defend the wyrm herd? How many times had he counted the herd to find one, five, eight wyrms missing, and one or two others so mortally wounded that finishing the job was the only recourse?

      Oddly, neither he nor his father had ever been hurt, despite neighboring rancher stories of mutilation and mayhem to themselves or their families, Josh sometimes having seen the vicious wounds and ugly scars.

      Neither had they sought to kill the wyverns, as some neighbors had. Sometimes, when they had an aging or sickly wyrm, they'd take it to the mountain base and chain it to a rock, and in the morn the chain remained, but the wyrm was gone, a practice none of the other ranchers followed.

      Josh watched the squadron fly in, saw Alyson moving among them where they'd landed, directing their catch to one side, healing the minor injuries, and clearing the landing patch for the next wyvern. The squadron had raided Alsace at night and had returned to the crèche just after dawn.

      Nearby, Threnody watched, his eyes following Alyson, as though to insure she didn't get stepped on.

      A charcoal and chocolate female hovered, squawking, then she dropped her catch and flew out of the cavern mouth.

      Threnody walked awkwardly toward him and stopped below where he stood. “Josh, one of our pregnant females, Adularia, was ambushed, able to lift off, but not without a human jumping on. She couldn't shake off her unwanted rider, doesn't have the maneuverability. She fell behind the squadron, should be coming in any minute.”

      Josh climbed down from the cavern lip and ran over to the landing pad, where a sizable stack of wyrm lay, and told Alyson.

      With gestures, she waved off some incoming wyverns and cleared the patch, surrounding it with beefy male wyverns, among the largest in the nest.

      The charcoal and chocolate wyvern reappeared, just below her Adularia, lumbering dangerously. Aboard a wyvern, most humans were safe, the neck not flexible enough to allow the wyvern to bite a person sitting at the shoulder. On the ground, wyverns were too awkward to fight effectively, and most humans had the advantage of speed. A wyvern in the air easily outmatched a human on the ground, and a fully-fit wyvern adult could easily dislodge an unharnessed human, a loop or two, a dive, or a roll usually sufficient. But each maneuver took strength, agility, and height. A wyvern gravitas with a full-term wight couldn't execute these maneuvers fast enough nor recover from them quickly enough.

      Josh leaped onto Threnody and they joined the ring of wyvern surrounding the landing pad.

      The pinto female, heavily pregnant, bore a hump near its neck, the human clinging tightly for fear of its being dumped. The female cleared the mouth with feet to spare and parachuted, wings wide and full with air, into the ring of waiting males, Josh on Threnody among them.

      Eight male mouths descended on the form.

      “Wait!” Josh said, glimpsing the dirty blond hair.

      The silence was remarkable, the wyvern frozen.

      A quiet whimper was the only sound.

      “It's Tony,” he told Alyson.

      “Let's feed him to the wyrms!” she snarled.

      “Noooo!” Tony howled.

      Josh dismounted and stepped to Adularia's side. “Bring him down,” he said in wyvern.

      She knelt and Josh pulled him off, having to peel Tony's arms away from the wyvern's neck. Josh fingered his amethyst, and Tony froze, his face a frightened rictus.

      “Help me,” Josh said, and the two of them carried the inert form over to the wyrm pile. Even though he was holding Tony immobile, Josh knew he could hear. “Listen, Anthony, cooperate, and they'll let you live. Fight us, and they'll cook with you with the wyrms and have you for breakfast. Which is it?” Josh freed Tony's mouth.

      “I knew it!” Tony looked back and forth between Josh and Alyson. “The traitor and the slut.”

      Alyson leaped upon him and began to pummel him, and stopped only when Josh pulled her away. “Let them cook him, and I'll have a taste!” She pushed Josh away but didn't try to strike Tony again.

      Josh looked at Tony. “Well, what is it? Cooperate or die?”

      Behind Josh, Threnody lifted a human-size wyrm and roasted it in one fiery breath, then began to feed, methodically pulling the carcass apart.

      Tony's eyes went wide.

      “Doesn't matter to me,” Josh said. And he tossed Tony onto the wyrm pile using his amethyst.

      Tony began to whimper again, this time his words audible. “Don't let them eat me, oh, please don't let them eat me, oh, please don't …”

      “What are you doing here?”

      Tony took a few deep breaths, looking apprehensively at Alyson. “Quite unintentional, coming here. That fat bitch wyvern wouldn't land and let me off.”

      “Her name is Adularia,” Alyson said.

      “She's still a fat bitch.”

      Alyson socked him. “She's pregnant. And use her name, for wyrm's sake!” She pulled her fist back.

      “All right, all right! Look, if you want my cooperation, you have to stop punching me.”

      “Fine by me,” Josh said. “Treat us all with respect, and maybe you'll earn ours.”

      “Huh? Earn it? Why don't you grant it?”

      “To a liar? No, thanks.” Josh shook his head. “So how did you plan to get off the wyvern?”

      Tony looked away, his face sullen. “I didn't think that far ahead. I just wanted to show everyone I could ride one, like you did.”

      Alyson was chuckling, Josh saw. He touched his amethyst again, releasing Tony.

      The Guardian's son picked himself up, brushed himself off, and looked around. “Must be thousands of them. How come they didn't eat you?”

      Josh and Alyson exchanged a glance. The diamond at her breast sparked. The sooner he's gone the better, he heard her think.

      “Your father'll be concerned,” Josh said. “Let's get you home.”

      Tony doubled over. “Owww! It hurts. I can't ride in this much pain!”

      “Liar,” Alyson said calmly.

      Josh scanned the boy with his tiny emerald, which Threnody had recharged. “Fully healthy. You're in no pain.”

      “I'll tell 'em you beat me up.”

      “Tell them anything you like, Liar,” Alyson replied. “Nobody will believe you.”

      “I'll tell 'em you have a stash of gold, silver, diamonds, and rubies!”

      Josh gestured to Threnody.

      The large wyvern, thrice as tall as they, bent down, bit the back of Tony's collar and lifted. Tony screamed and kicked his legs. Threnody then lowered one shoulder, and Josh mounted. Threnody launched himself, Tony screaming.

      Josh glanced over his shoulder, saw Alyson heading for Euphony. The day was young, the sun bright, the sky blue. Josh guessed that they would arrive at Alsace Castle right about noon.

      Tony's screaming had subsided to a whimper, but Josh wasn't about to let him ride on the back of a wyvern. “You got him all right, Threnody?” Josh asked in wyvern above the whistling wind.

      Threnody nodded, shaking Tony and eliciting more screams.

      Alyson caught up with them, Euphony looking more spirited than Josh had remembered when they first met, as though something about Alyson had rejuvenated the wyvern's love of life.

      Their flight was uneventful, except that Tony's terror subsided enough for him to start making his vacuous threats. Josh focused on his amethyst, but he couldn't quite silence Tony as he had in the cavern, despite the distance being similar. How odd, Josh thought.

      The edge of a thought brushed his mind, and he looked down.

      Below was the sandy ravine that had almost trapped them. Josh looked again. The terrain was oddly dimensional, as though shaped differently, their passage over it making the upper surface look insubstantial.

      The illusion! Josh realized. He was seeing through the illusion but not able to make it disappear entirely. He suspected their distance above the canyon diminished the magician's influence, making evident the illusory nature of his projection.

      Beyond the canyon, the road twisted between taller foothills toward a guard outpost, the arch spanning the roadway.

      Josh scanned the surrounding hillsides, saw a likely meadow out of sight from the outpost, and he said so to Threnody.

      The wyvern banked sharply, eliciting a shriek from the boy hanging from his mouth, and dropped like a stone toward the meadow. The wyvern's approach took them near the outpost, and Josh saw the guard in the tower start and run.

      The wyvern braked and landed, Tony struggling to get out of his tunic and out of the wyvern's grasp. He fell heavily, rolled, and got to his feet.

      “To the wyrms with you, Josh!” Tony shouted.

      “The wyvern be with you, Tony,” Josh replied, and Threnody launched herself over his head, causing Tony to throw himself to the ground. Josh brought Threnody around, flew back over Tony once more, and then pointed her toward the guard tower.

      The squad of warriors marching out of the tower toward the meadow looked up as Josh flew over, Threnody banking to give the squad a full view of the wyvern rider.

      Josh and Threnody were close enough that Josh heard one of them shout, “It's the wyrm herder boy!”

      Josh felt rather than saw the flash of the weapon, and he pushed with the crystal at his neck.

      The spear glanced harmlessly off the neck scales, and Threnody's next flap of powerful wings took them beyond reach of a second spear throw.

      Threnody gained elevation, spiraling upward above the squad, and when Alyson and Euphony joined them, they flew off to the west until they were out of sight. Doubling back toward the northeast, the quartet flew gracefully in the direction of the cavern.

      “They saw you clearly?” Alyson asked later.

      Josh nodded and repeated what he'd heard.

      “You sure have a talent for making Tony look bad.”

      Josh shrugged, relieved they were rid of the pest.
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      “The raw diamond,” Queen Aria said, “is the largest I've seen anywhere.”

      Josh and Aria stood in the crater of a volcano off the southeast coast, the shore of Alsace just visible to the northwest, the small peninsula pointing toward them marking the border with Aquitaine. Between them, resting on a rock, was the raw diamond.

      The wound to her flank looked nearly healed, Josh's stitching having been removed just this morning. Despite Josh's admonition, Queen Aria had insisted on flying him to this distant volcano, saying to him, “We've no time to waste. You must claim your destiny sooner rather than later.” She'd refused to tell him more, and then had forbidden anyone to accompany or follow them, telling Alyson through Josh, “This task is Josh's and mine alone. If we're not back by this time tomorrow, come find us.”

      Alyson had grasped him by his tunic. “Josh Wyrmherd, come back to me safe, do you hear?” And then she'd kissed him passionately, her body pressed to his.

      Time had stopped along with his heart. Then she'd let go of him and smiled. “See you soon.”

      “Why here, in the volcanic bowl?” Queen Aria asked him, giving him that teaching stare.

      “We can't be seen,” Josh said, looking around, the lip concealing their actions from all but the sky above. He sensed something else from her. “Protection for us, but protection for everyone else. Our cutting this raw diamond will release energy. And if something goes awry, a great amount of energy. Queen Aria, is there a chance we'll die?”

      “Yes, a chance of it. Not likely by any means, but a chance. This volcanic bowl is a container. A great explosion once made this crater, whether by the natural forces at work underground or some other cataclysm is unknown.”

      “You mean magic? Perhaps the cutting of a stone very like this one?”

      “Yes, Josh, perhaps the cutting of a similar stone.” Queen Aria bared her teeth at Josh on what he could only describe as a wicked grin. “She loves you terribly, you know.”

      He chucked, feeling a bit flush. “I think she does.”

      “I sense you love her just as much.”

      He nodded. “I think I do.” He hadn't slept much the night before, Alyson curled up in his arms, the warmth of her back against his chest, an aching heat welling up inside. He'd tried to keep his lower extremities away from her, but she kept inching closer.

      “It's all right,” she'd whispered finally, “It feels … wonderful.”

      And finally, he'd slept, the comfort of her against him from head to toe both relaxing and invigorating.

      “Why have you not bred with each other?” Queen Aria asked.

      The heat rushed into his face.

      “Perhaps not such a good question. You humans bewilder me sometimes. Ah, well. So to answer your burning questions about this stone—why here, why now, et cetera. As I said, the largest diamond I've ever seen, and raw besides. A chance to shape this raw source of power to our liking, a once in a millennium chance to change the course of civilization.”

      “All that?” Josh asked.

      “Look at the sapphire, a gem occurring naturally in oval shapes. The sapphire of time if cut in any way loses its ability to access time. The ruby, emerald and diamond all require shaping. The methods of shaping affect how the gems may be used. The more facets or surfaces that the gem has, the greater its flexibility but the less focused its power. Diffusion of application weakens each of those applications. The diamond is a curious crystal. The stone of communication. You and I are speaking the wyvern-talk right now. Our communication in words accomplishes only a fragment of the messages that pass between us.”

      Josh frowned.

      “You're puzzled, I see, but you've conveyed that without words.”

      His eyebrows rose.

      “Now you're intrigued by what I'm suggesting.”

      Josh cleared his throat and shuffled his feet.

      “You grow uncomfortable with the number of things you didn't intend to communicate.”

      Furrows appeared on his forehead.

      “Now you're worried that I'm reading your mind.” The poof of smoke was evidence of chuckle. “I am not.”

      Josh sighed.

      “You're relieved that I'm not.”

      He shook his head at her.

      “You're somewhat disbelieving that I could know so much. I've lived many years among humans, served many worthy and noble masters and mistresses. And learned to read the human body language better than most humans. For example, I know that Alyson—”

      “Please don't,” Josh said, somewhat embarrassed by the rather obvious changes she aroused in him.

      “My apologies,” Queen Aria said, showing those wicked teeth again. “None of these signals given off by humans are clear communications of intent, but are only indications. It is the thoughts themselves that most clearly convey what a person intends.”

      “One use of the diamond,” Josh proffered.

      “Indeed. The range and scope depend somewhat on the size, somewhat on the cut. What are some of its other uses?”

      “To perceive emotion.”

      Queen Aria nodded. “What else?”

      “To transmit one's own thoughts and feelings.”

      “Certainly—again, range and scope depend on size and cut. Anything else?

      Josh sensed she was searching for something, asking him to question his own assumptions about the way he viewed the world. Was he inadvertently listening in to the edges of her mind with the help of the raw diamond between them? Or was she seeking to influence his way of thinking? “To persuade people,” he said intuitively.

      She breathed deeply, as though sighing, her warm breath washing over him, brine and sulfur bringing back to Josh fond memories of the wyrm ranch.

      “Yes, Josh, to persuade people. To bring them to your cause. A power that's led to the ruin of many, for its uses are many; its temptations and allure can corrupt even the deeply moral soul. So, Josh, tell me, are you worthy of the power that this diamond will bring you, once shaped into its final form?”

      Josh looked into the wyvern's eyes. He saw no suspicion, only gentle caring. Further, he saw it was a caring that held its purity despite many a betrayal, a caring in the face of hurt, a commitment despite the experience of disappointment. An expectation of better despite the experience of worse. Can I live up to that? Josh wondered. “I don't know,” he said, knowing Queen Aria wise beyond his reckoning.

      She blinked at him. “An honest answer. A deeply contemplative answer. Any other, and my doubts might have led me to abandon our task here today. Talking wyvern does not make a person honorable.

      “You showed some of these qualities yesterday, when that guardian son hijacked Adularia back to the cavern. You have great restraint, a quality Alyson would do well to learn from you.”

      “She can be impulsive at times, can't she?”

      The poof of smoke enveloped Josh. “Sorry,” Queen Aria said. “Her spirit is indomitable. You are fortunate to have her at your side.”

      Josh knew it, in spite of her impulsivity. “She's a fighter, believes strongly in what's right, and says so without reservation.”

      “All qualities that will serve you well.

      “Our raw diamond brings us choices.” Aria said, “Looking down upon the stone. A cut leaving large flat areas gives the stone focus, a cut with many smaller facets, flexibility. Each style has benefits and disadvantages. Josh, you are its wielder, and I am here merely to shape it at your direction. What is the shape that you desire?”
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      A knot of wyverns was gathered on the right side of the cavern floor, many of them looking up. On a shelf perched two wyverns, one of them the roan Euphony.

      Between the wyverns stood the slight form of Alyson.

      “What do you suppose is happening?” Josh asked, dismounting to the lip of the cavern mouth. He and Queen Aria had just returned from the southeastern coast. Josh scrambled from the lip down to the cavern floor and across to the knot of wyverns, among them Threnody, who saw him coming.

      “What's going on?” Josh asked.

      “We're too late, I'm afraid,” Threnody said. “You must get your friend, Josh. She's refusing to leave Glossody's side.”

      Just before they had left that morning, Threnody had reported Glossody's illness to Queen Aria. “Stay with her for as long as you can,” Aria had told him. And as she and Josh had departed she had told him, “All will be revealed in time, and she will be cared for in our absence.”

      “Glossody's worse?” Josh asked Threnody.

      “Much worse, much faster than anyone could have foreseen. No one can help her now. Quickly, Josh, Alyson must come down. Now!”

      Threnody bent down for Josh to climb on him, then lifted Josh. He stood on the wyvern's neck, walked up the neck and leapt off the bony crown to get to the ledge.

      Josh felt the heat.

      “She's dying,” Alyson said upon seeing him, her hair plastered to her head, beads of sweat rolling down her face.

      The wyvern lay on her side, her breathing shallow and rapid, the eyelids hanging low. Between the scales, the skin glowed red like the embers of a fire.

      “She's burning up,” Josh said. “Alyson, you must come down now.”

      “Huh?” She glanced at the wyverns on either side of her, looked closely at Euphony. “She's what?!”

      “Now!”

      Josh helped her climb onto Euphony, who launched herself, and then he mounted the other wyvern, and the moment it launched from the ledge, Josh grasped the white crystal at his neck. A rush of fire and hot air singed him, the muted force still knocking the air from his lungs. The wyvern wobbled in flight but braked and brought them safely to the cavern floor.

      Josh dismounted and looked back, his legs shaking with fright.

      The shelf was empty, the rock scored with burn marks, a cloud of smoke dissipating across the ceiling, smoldering pieces of the nest scattered across the cavern floor.

      Queen Aria still stood on the lip of the cavern. She lifted her wings wide and screeched loud enough to reach them all. “Our sister Glossody now flies aloft through perpetual skies, free at last of the burdens of skin, scale, bone, and muscle. Thus the cycle is complete. Let us not mourn her passing, for she lived a life as full as any, but let us mourn instead the loss of our brotherhood with humans, a brotherhood that might have renewed her and brought her through another cycle.” Queen Aria folded her wings and bowed her head.

      All the wyverns followed her lead.

      For a full minute they held this pose.

      Josh looked around for Alyson.

      She sat on a ledge several nests over her back to Euphony, her face buried in her hands, weeping and disconsolate. Euphony was arched over her, one wing spread across her, as though to shield or blanket her.

      Josh walked toward her, the smell of sulfur strong in the cavern. Bewildered, Josh climbed the ledge, sat beside her and pulled her to him, her sobs deepening.
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      “Perhaps it was wise to consider more deeply before deciding how to cut the diamond,” Queen Aria said.

      The three of them sat on the lip of the cavern, near the southern edge of the cavern mouth, the setting sun in the west keeping back the mountain chill.

      “Now you know the struggles we face, our races,” she continued, facing the setting sun, as though she contemplated the end not of this day but of the very existence of the wyverns. “Without humans, the wyvern race faces extinction. Our physiology requires that we periodically discharge our reserves, and one of the few ways to do that is by recharging a stone. Without this discharge, energy gathers in our reserves and keeps gathering until they overload.” Aria sighed, hot sulfur and brine washing over Josh and Alyson.

      “I've never heard any of that before,” Josh said, glancing at Alyson.

      “Wizard Whipplethorpe never mentioned it either,” she said, her voice faint.

      “Much knowledge has been lost or distorted by fear.”

      He didn't like the vacant look in her eyes. “We have to bring the two races together again, somehow.”

      “Indeed. It is the only way.” The wyvern glanced back into the cavern. “We were not meant to live like this. Once, our race lived alongside humans across the planet. Now, only three enclaves of wyverns exist, and only one or two kingdoms still observe the old ways, still welcome our visits and our companionship, but only among the most powerful of humans. I told you earlier that great power requires great responsibility. It also requires great flexibility and trust.

      “Humans have never held great power and great trust in the same hand comfortably. Most seem to think them mutually exclusive, that to hold onto power, one must distrust one's close associates and deprive them of access to power in order to preserve one's own. It is ultimately a self-defeating philosophy. We do not wield any power but what is given to us by others through their trust that we will wield that power equitably, for the benefit of all.”

      “How can the diamond be shaped to generate trust on a broad scale?” Josh asked, holding onto Alyson's hand.

      “It would be difficult to overcome the fear of those who now wield power. The Guardians of Alsace, for example, will resist your every attempt to exert dominion over those lands.”

      “The legend notwithstanding,” Josh said.

      “What legend?” Aria turned her heard to look at him.

      As did Alyson.

      “Legend says a wyvern talker will claim this diamond and assume the crown from the guardians as the true King of Alsace.”

      “The tale has grown since the original telling,” Aria said.

      “You heard the original telling?” Alyson asked.

      “I was the original teller.”

      Josh and Alyson exchanged a glance. “What did you say?”

      “Whosoever cuts this diamond becomes the next King.”

      Josh frowned. “Not a wyvern talker?”

      “Why couldn't you have added 'queen'?”

      Josh and Aria looked at Alyson. “I'll remember to do that next time, my Queen,” Aria said.

      “Mock me all you want,” she replied. “How do you think the wyvern talker got added?”

      Aria shook her head. “A human assumption perhaps. I did have to find a wyvern talker to say it to.”

      Something deep disturbed Josh. “Does a wyvern talker have to be the one?”

      “Precisely my point,” Aria said. “Alyson, you've developed quite a bond with Euphony. Do you speak wyvern?”

      Alyson shook her head. “I don't know when it started, but I've been able to hear her in my head for a couple days now. And you, and Threnody. And you three can understand me. Does that make me a wyvern talker?”

      “I think it does. More importantly, it demonstrates that anyone can become a wyvern talker in just a little time. All you have to do is listen.”

      Alyson smiled.

      Josh felt relieved, worried that she was taking Glossody's death too hard. He leaned against her, putting his head on her shoulder.

      “Perhaps another tale perpetuated by the powerful to restrict others' access to power,” Alyson said.

      “Probably,” Josh said. “Queen Aria, any reason that Alyson can't help you shape the diamond?”

      “None except the most important.”

      “What's that?” Alyson asked quickly.

      “I have chosen him.”

      Josh was surprised and delighted, but felt her disappointment. “So, you're saying she has the talent, the resourcefulness, and the integrity you're looking for?”

      Aria grinned. “She most certainly does. And somewhere there's a kingdom for her to rule one day.”

      “It'll have to be a queendom,” Alyson said, sighing.

      Josh and Aria laughed, the wyvern spouting gouts of smoke.

      “Thank you, though,” she told Aria, looking mollified.

      “You're welcome,” the wyvern said. “You are well-matched, both of you strong and self-assured. I look forward to watching you grow together.”

      Josh felt Alyson sigh, and she kissed the top of his head. “He's wonderful, isn't he?”

      “You both are,” Queen Aria said, heaving a long slow sigh. She looked off toward the sunset, and Josh could tell her thoughts were elsewhere.
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      The last of the evening light leaving the sky, Josh and Alyson dismounted from Threnody. “When should I come back?” The big wyvern asked.

      “Oh, sometime before dawn,” Alyson said, nonchalantly.

      “Uh, are we going to be warm enough?” Josh asked.

      “You have your ruby, don't you?” she asked him, and then said to Threnody. “Right before the earliest light and not a moment before.”

      “Yes, Queen Alyson,” the wyvern said, the smoke of her chuckle warming them briefly.

      Josh scratched between the horns. “Thanks, Threnody.”

      “You're welcome,” Threnody said. “I was coming down here for a little fishing anyway.” He launched himself into the sky and climbed quickly to about a hundred feet over the water, then folded his wings.

      Josh watched the wyvern plummet and put up his arm to ward off the splash.

      Threnody cut into the water with the plonk of a stone, leaving a small ripple.

      “What's he doing?” Alyson asked.

      Josh shrugged, watching for Threnody to surface. The ripples spread out and dissipated, leaving the surface smooth as glass.

      “Been under a long time,” she muttered.

      A plume of water shot from the lake, at its head the wyvern. He spread his wings and leveled out, then landed beside them and regurgitated a fish, water sloshing off of him.

      “Striped bass for dinner?” Threnody asked, the fish flopping at his feet. The bulge in his craw flopped visibly. “I caught one for each of us.”

      Alyson giggled and shook her head. “No, thank you.”

      “Very well.” He scooped up the fish and threw his head back to swallow. “I'll have it then. See you in the morning.” The wyvern leaped in the air, and with two great flaps of his nearly thirty-foot wing span, he lifted into the night and was gone.

      Josh glanced up the five-hundred foot slope above them, hoping he and Alyson didn't have to climb it to the cavern mouth. “So, what are we going to do here on the lakeshore for nearly six hours, anyway?”

      From the promontory where Threnody had left them, she had climbed down the rocky slope to the water. “Climb down here, Josh. I'm cold, and you're the one with the ruby.”

      The tiny ruby of fire that Josh wore was one of multiple stones that old man O'Cataclysm had given him on the night of his departure from Alsace. On a ring, the sixteen stones so small as to be nearly worthless by themselves, the ring hung by a chain around his neck beside the white crystal and turquoise pendant he wore. While worthless by themselves, the sixteen tiny stones on the ring had already proved invaluable. Without them, he might not have helped Aria, nor deflected the spear thrown at Threnody, nor shielded himself from Glossody's explosion.

      When he got to the water's edge, Josh discovered that Alyson had climbed over a screening rock to the right and was …?

      Shaking her hair loose?

      The dim light obscured what she was doing.

      “Turn around.”

      “Huh?”

      “Go on.”

      He did as she bade him. He heard her climbing over the rocks and felt her arms go around him.

      “A little warmth, please?”

      He touched the tiny ruby at his neck, directing its energy to include her. Warmth enveloped them.

      Her hands worked at the lacing of his tunic, and then she grabbed its hem at his waist and lifted. “Arms up.” He lifted, and his tunic flew off over his head.

      The fire of her embrace lit up his back. His own fires responded, his skin turning deep red, and … Her hands went to the lacing of his breeches.

      He covered her hands with his, swallowing heavily. “That's not … not required.”

      “I know.” Her breath was soft on his ear and neck. “I know I don't have to. It's what I want.” She undid the laces, and his breeches slid to the ground. The fronts of her legs were hot on the backs of his.

      He held her hands and arms around his waist, leaning his head back to stare at the moon, a sliver in the western sky.

      “You're trembling,” she whispered.

      “So are you.”

      “I am, aren't I?”

      “There's … nothing else like it, I'm told.”

      “Nothing else in the world, they tell me.”

      “Just hold me, for now.”

      “Nervous?”

      “Of course!”

      “I don't want you to be.”

      “How can I not be nervous?”

      “Josh, you're to be my husband, as I'm to be your wife, and if there's a way I can help you not to be nervous, now is the time to tell me.”

      “There is a way, Alyson, my wife-to-be, my love.

      “How, my husband-to-be, my love?”

      “Just hold me, for now. Just hold me.”
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        * * *

      

      “WAKE UP!”

      The words rang in Josh's mind and he started awake.

      “Wha …?” Alyson muttered.

      Josh jumped to a crouch, his senses tuned. The moonless night was quiet, but he knew he had heard Threnody's voice in his mind. He reached over Alyson for his tunic and breeches. She was just beginning to stir. As he slipped on his clothes, he heard it. “Shhh,” he told her.

      A great silent whump, whump, whump of wings against air.

      “Come on,” he whispered, handing her her clothes, surprised she had not heard Threnody's thought shouted into his mind.

      He saw by the blotted out stars where Threnody was landing, and the moment Josh reached him, pinpoint arcs of fire lit two sides of the mountain, each streak aimed at the cavern mouth.

      Thousands of them.

      “We're under attack,” Threnody said, lowering himself so Josh could mount.

      He extended a hand to Alyson and helped her up; her clothes clutched in her other hand, the fire in the sky lighting them both faintly.

      Threnody launched into the cold night air, Josh helping him climb with his white crystal, the burning arrow onslaught continuing above.

      Once the arrows stopped, the physical assault would begin, he knew. Sensing waves of pain, Josh wondered how many wyverns had already been wounded.

      I knew the cavern was vulnerable to attack! he thought, wondering who would launch such an attack.

      The Guardian and his army. Enough information from Tony's description that they had decided on armed assault. Josh cursed his lack of foresight in not anticipating the attack.

      To the right side of the cavern mouth, a gout of flame seared a line of infantry. The sheer numbers of soldiers made visible by the passing wyvern caused Josh's heart to shrink.

      There must be thousands of them.

      To the left a similar roar, and burning soldiers tumbled toward the lake.

      A two-pronged attack, one from each side of the mountain.

      Scared, Josh urged Threnody onward.

      “Look!” Alyson said, pointing over his shoulder.

      Torches dotted the mountaintop, hundreds more descending toward the cavern mouth.

      If they block the cavern mouth from above, we'll be trapped.

      Threnody banked out over the lake then flapped rapidly toward the cavern. He plunged through the rain of arrows into the cavern, Josh deflecting arrows. Threnody braked, wings wide and pointed nearly vertical.

      “Josh!” Queen Aria called. She stood near the north wall, one rear claw raised, her attention on the lip. A head poked up above the lip; she torched the warrior, who screamed as he fell away.

      Josh ran up to her, Alyson following and trying to finish dressing. He saw that Aria held the raw diamond in her lifted claw. “They're coming down from the top,” he told her.

      They're trying to trap us in here, Aria thought. Here, help me, she told him and handed him the raw diamond.

      The stone took up most of his palm, and the cavern shrank, as though his view expanded. He saw the two flanks of the Alsace army coming up each side of the mountain. He saw the small crew descending from the top, distributed in three lines, each the width of the cavern mouth, each carrying a thick bundle.

      Nets, he knew without looking closely, their thoughts telling him what he needed to know.

      The raw stone in Josh's hands began to grow warm in aiding his perceptions.

      The archers on either side were nearly out of arrows, the foot soldiers behind them readying their charges.

      “Aria, they've got nets. We have to evacuate, now. We can't fight them here.”

      “Aloft!” Queen Aria roared over his head, her voice echoing back and reverberating throughout the cavern. “Out of the cavern!” Then she knelt for Josh and Alyson to climb on, and launched herself.

      A rush of wyverns followed them, hundreds at a time, Aria quickly banking and rising to monitor the situation.

      The nets began to fly, thrown from above. Josh saw weights on the ends. Two, three, five of them wrapped wyverns and the screaming creatures tumbled to their deaths.

      Alyson leaned out and swiped her hand.

      The unthrown nets leaped from the warriors arms and flew toward the left flank, which had just begun their charge. The leading edge of foot soldiers found themselves tangled up, stumbled, and were trampled under the charge of those behind.

      Josh saw it wouldn't stop them. He looked into the cavern mouth, cast his awareness into the cavern, saw that it was about half empty, wyverns continuing to pour into the sky like a flock of bats from the cave, so thick that if he'd viewed them from below they would have blotted out the stars.

      The right flank charge attained the cavern mouth, soldiers pouring into the cavern, the left flank only moments later, and a few valiant wyverns on the cavern floor held their ground, their flame consuming the front lines. The back lines hurled spears and stones up at the wyverns escaping overhead, a few scoring hits, one wyvern tumbling into the midst of the warriors, crushing several with its fall and the throes of its dying.

      Josh signaled to the wyverns exiting the cavern, and the lower flying beasts torched the warriors under them.

      The onslaught of foot soldiers continued, relentless, but they were mostly ineffective at stopping the flight of wyverns above them. An occasional net escaped Alyson's notice and snared a wyvern in flight. The mountain face and lake surface below the cavern mouth was littered with wyvern bodies.

      Josh sensed that the cavern had nearly emptied of wyvern, and he sent a command to the flock to head for the forbidden lands of Fontaine. If nothing else, Josh reasoned, an attack by an earthbound army would take days to mount on such a remote location.

      Queen Aria backed up his command and the flock turned as one to the northeast, leaving behind a ravaged cavern, the eastern sky just turning pale, signaling an approaching dawn.

      Alyson leaned against him, and he felt her shaking. He realized she was weeping.

      Josh looked around and estimated that a tenth of the flock had died in the attack, some seven to eight hundred wyverns. Even though the skies around him were thick with the creatures, Josh knew the flock had been wounded deeply.

      Threnody flew close and screeched.

      Josh didn't translate what he'd said for a moment or two.

      “No, Threnody,” Aria replied, “attacking Alsace will avail us only more grief.”

      He felt sick at the slaughter, and the tears that he shed were whisked away by the wind as they flew into the emerging daylight.
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