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The boulder bounced as it came. Cinder took flight and adjusted with the boulder’s first bounce, and again with the second. She rushed to catch the rock off the third carom. The boulder struck a piece of shale that cracked beneath it.
Cinder hated rollers. Her mother insisted it would help her flight and coordination, and gathering a boulder would teach her other things as well.
“Why not catch turkeys? They’re harder to catch than rollers, and I can sink my talons into them. These boulders are hard.”
“Yes, and treasure is hard as well,” said Spray. “You should be able to grab something out of the air without sinking in your talons. Damaged treasure is a loss to your hoard.”
She didn’t adjust quickly enough to the boulder’s altered trajectory. The boulder glanced painfully against one claw and ran past her and down the hillside. Cinder roared in frustration.
A deeper roar echoed from the lair.
Spray dropped the boulder she was holding. “That’s your father.”
Flint, the Great Earth Dragon and Cinder’s father, lay on his belly among scattered gold and jewels. Pacing beside him was a puny-looking man with neither weapon nor armor. Instead of trembling with fear, the man was calmly chanting about fishing, gardening, and other human things. The human was not a warrior. He had to be a wizard.
Cinder sniffed the air. All magic had a scent. The strongest scent nearby was her father’s deep earthy magic, followed by her mother’s that reminded Cinder of a storm crossing the sea. Cinder could even smell her own magic, but nothing from the man, only the musty dirty smell of humankind, unpleasant but not magical.
Magic or no, there was something wrong here. Flint wasn’t moving, and he was panting heavily. As the man droned, Cinder felt lethargy creep into her neck and limbs.
“Take Cinder,” Flint called. “Find her refuge. Nothing I do harms him.”
Spray roared, and struck the man with her talons. The man flew into the side of the cavern, scattering a pile of rubies and emeralds. The blow should have crushed the man, but he just stood back up as if he’d merely stumbled. He didn’t even stop his chanting.
“He is not magical,” Flint said, “but he is protected by magic. Leave before he kills you both, as he is killing me.”
“I will kill him, Father,” said Cinder. “Let me come in. I can kill this human.”
“Obey me, child,” Flint said. “Go with your mother, and do as she says! I will try to live long enough.”
Live long enough, thought Cinder. Was he truly dying?
“Come, Cinder, now!” Spray demanded.
Cinder wanted to stay and fight, to protect her family and their hoard, but she obeyed. Her mother took flight and headed for the ocean. Cinder followed.
Spray was a sea dragon, the daughter of the Great Sea Dragon. Even though that made Cinder the granddaughter of the Great Sea Dragon, Cinder did not love the sea. The sea frightened her, though she would never admit that. Dragons, she believed, should never fear anything.
Now they were flying to the Dragon Isles, and Cinder didn’t look forward to living in a place surrounded by water or seeing her cruel cousin again. Tide was older, and she didn’t like him.
“Cinder, do you know the way to your grandfather’s island?”
The question took Cinder by surprise. She didn’t really pay attention to where things were before she could fly, and she hadn’t been flying that long. “No, Mother,” said Cinder.
“It’s too far,” gasped Spray. She changed course and moved along the shoreline. There weren’t any other dragons in that direction. Where were they going, and why were Spray’s wing strokes so ragged?
Her mother was in trouble.
Spray was never too tired to fly. She was an excellent flyer, even better than Flint. It took several hours to fly to the Dragon Isles, and Spray flew there frequently without the need for additional rest.
They’d been in the air only a few minutes.
An island appeared ahead. Was that where they were going?
It was a small island, mostly sand, probably formed by wash from the river on the adjacent shore. Cinder didn’t see any signs of dragons on the island, but humans were nearby. There was a gathering of their stick huts at the river mouth and maybe even on the...
Spray fell. One moment she was flying, and the next she dropped into the ocean. Cinder battled with her fear of the water. Cinder had not intentionally entered the sea since she was a young, flightless dragonette and her cousin left her among a pack of sharks. But Cinder’s mother wasn’t even trying to swim to shore. If Cinder left her like this, she would die.
Cinder pulled back her wings and dove in.
***
Tig was planning an afternoon stroll anyway. He needed gull feathers for a lifting potion.
It was Horace that made him take his bag.
Horace was as free as any other owl. The fact that he stayed with Tig and his apprentice, Alex, spoke more about the bird’s laziness than domestication. In spite of the open window by his perch, Horace frequently acted like an unwilling captive. He was particularly hard on Alex when the boy attempted to feed him.
Horace’s one contribution to their small community was his awareness. Horace never stirred from the hut, but nothing happened on the island without the owl knowing it.
Horace gave Tig an odd look, nothing more. If there had been real danger, the owl would have been less subtle. Horace was never one to waste energy. So, the wizard concluded, there was something, not particularly dangerous, that he needed to attend to on the island.
Tig found plenty of feathers in the first hour. If not for Horace’s warning, Tig would have returned to the hut without seeing Cinder and Spray.
Tig didn’t recognize Spray at first. He hadn’t spent much time with Flint’s mate, and most of the color had drained from her scales. The other dragon was younger. He’d never seen Cinder before, though he recognized the green and orange adolescent from Flint’s fond description of his daughter.
Spray did not move as Tig approached.
The younger dragon eyed him suspiciously, but not with open hostility. She had to be Cinder. The dragon didn’t recognize him, but she also didn’t attack. That showed rare restraint in a dragon that age.
“I mean you no harm. I may be able to help Spray. Will you allow me to approach?”
Cinder gave the slightest of nods at the short, stocky, gray-haired man who smelled so strongly of magic. She pulled away from her mother.
“I am called Tig,” he said as he approached. Cinder knew the name. Her father spoke of a wizard called Tig.
The man scratched the ridge alongside Spray’s crest. There was a rumble from her mother’s chest. It was the first sound Cinder had heard from her since she fell into the sea. Cinder tried to remember what her father said about this man. She never paid attention when Flint spoke of humans.
Cinder rose. She was not a tall dragon, but she was much taller than this human. “You will heal her, Wizard. She is fatigued, and lost heat in the sea.”
“I’m afraid it’s more complicated than that.”
“How?”
“Tell me, does your father, Flint, live?”
Cinder said nothing. The man nodded, and then bowed his head.
“You are not yet mating age,” said the man. “Perhaps you do not know. Dragons mate for life. No dragon survives the death of her mate for long. If Flint has died, then Spray will die soon as well.”
The words rang true. Cinder did not allow her shock and sorrow to show. “So there is nothing you can do, Wizard?”
“There is one thing. I can bring her back to consciousness for a short time. It will be the last moments you spend together. Her strength will not last long, so you must be prepared.”
“I am ready,” Cinder said.
Tig took ginger and ancellan root from his bag. He placed the mixture under the dragon’s tongue, closed his eyes, and silently called the dragon from the hazy land between life and death.
Fire returned to the older dragon’s eye.
“I will leave you,” said Tig as he stood.
Spray shook herself weakly and reached a claw out to the man. “Wait,” she said.
Tig turned and waited.
“Do you know the way to the Dragon Isles of my people?”
“No,” said the wizard, “I do not.” Tig, like most wizards, had traveled, but sea dragons did not welcome humans, though they were not xenophobic like the sky dragons.
“Will you take charge of my daughter, then, and defend her from our enemies? I ask for Flint’s sake.”
“If that is your wish.”
“It is my wish.”
Tig bowed.
Though Tig had many questions, he also had respect for dragon custom. The last moments of Spray’s life were for her daughter. If she chose to tell Cinder anything that would help Tig face these nameless enemies, he hoped the young dragon remembered it. Taking care of Cinder would be complicated. He would do it, of course. He couldn’t deny Spray’s dying request, and he owed Flint his life.
How would he get Cinder to the Dragon Isles? Depending on humans would be hard on a young dragon. Caring for her would be just as hard for him and Alex...
He had forgotten about Alex.
***
There was smoke coming from inside the hut. Alex peered out from the kitchen, looking sheepish. Tig entered and saw the mutton roast was seared on one side and raw on the other. The boy must have tried to cook the dinner magically.
The kitchen curtains were missing. No, they were on the floor, burned almost beyond recognition. The boy had an excellent heart and refused quit, in spite of so many failures. He really was a most promising boy.
“Right, Alex. I see that some of the mutton is quite rare. That’s good. Carve off the rare parts will you? We’ll be having a guest with us for a while, and I think she’ll want her meat that way.”
“A guest, Master?”
The boy’s many questions were clear in his tone.
“Alex, I don’t want to lie to you, and I haven’t figured out what I can tell you yet. Do you understand?”
The tall lad looked down as if Tig had rebuked him. “Yes, Master.”
“I think Puff is quite fond of burned mutton, and the charring might help him with his little problem.”
“Yes, Master,” the boy laughed.
Tig entered a small study and opened an old trunk. Puff looked into the room briefly, farted, and left.
Tig shook his head. If he was such a great wizard, why was he unable to cure a dog of flatulence?
At the bottom of the trunk he found a small box. In it was a brass medallion on a simple chain. Tig wished he understood all the properties of the medallion. It was created by a wizard who was much more powerful than he, and probing into such an object was perilous. One thing he knew. When he placed the chain around Horace, Puff, or even a wild rabbit he caught, they were transformed into human form. The magic had an unpredictable effect with Horace’s age, but perhaps that wouldn’t happen with Cinder.
“I have no better choices,” said the wizard.
Tig heard a crash from the kitchen. The boy was nervous. Tig hoped that Alex and Cinder would find a way to get along. Dragons in their prime do not die easily; someone had slain Flint. There was an evil enemy at work, and Tig knew nothing about this adversary or how to fight him. He needed peace in the hut if he was going to prepare for this foe.
Like Aphrodite
I drew you from the sea, my love
The proud dragon
Though unworthy to look upon you
Dared to oppose you
Now they drift on the sea
With no one to draw them out
It is their honor
To die for you
—The Book of the Mad Poet
“Think of a shrug.”
“Yes, Master.” Alex wondered how he was supposed to do that.
It was another hour until the tides would be favorable. They didn’t get into port very often, and he was looking forward to it. This might be their last trip before winter brought poor sailing weather.
Tig decided the hour of waiting was a good opportunity to train. For the past week, Tig tried to teach his apprentice how to block. Alex was struggling as he always did. This time Alex was having a particularly difficult time. Cynthia was watching.
“Are you ready?” Tig asked.
“A shrug?”
“Yes, imagine that you are walking into a spider web. You shrug so it doesn’t cling to you.”
“Should I actually shrug?”
“If you find that helpful.”
“Alright, I’m ready.”
“Roto,” said the wizard.
The spell was visible and moving slowly. If Alex were actually under attack, his opponent would not be so helpful. As the spell closed in, Alex shrugged and tried to mentally project what a shrug might be.
As had happened several times already, the spell picked up Alex and spun him in a circle before setting him back on his feet.
“He’s not very magical, is he?”
Alex didn’t appreciate Cynthia’s comment, but he also didn’t respond. Cynthia would be able to do a mental shrug on her first attempt. Cynthia was younger than Alex, with bright red hair and startling green eyes. Anyone who looked that magical had to be full of talent.
“Cynthia,” said Tig, “this would be a good time for you to take a walk and see the other side of the island.”
“But I wish to stay here. It is amusing to watch the boy turn around in a circle.”
“Even so, Cynthia, I ask you to walk to the other side of the island. We will be finished here when you return, and then we can go to the port.”
“Very well.”
The girl walked backwards. She was following the master’s instructions, but in such a way that she might still embarrass Alex. She was a hateful girl. Alex wondered why Tig chose her. It had to be her talent. Alex could barely look her in the eye.
“Walk forwards, Cynthia,” said Tig.
“Very well.” The girl turned around.
Alex let out a sigh.
“Try not to let her upset you, Alex. I know I have not explained her presence here, but I ask you to trust me and concentrate on the training.”
“Yes, Master.” If only he could.
“Envision that you’re holding a shield. When you see the spell coming your way, use the shield to turn the spell around you.”
“Should I still shrug?”
“No, let’s leave the shrug for now. Just concentrate on the shield. Don’t try to stop the spell, only to turn it away from you.”
“Turn it? Yes, Master.”
“Roto.”
The spell approached again. Alex had no problem envisioning a shield. Before the master came and chose him over many more talented children, Alex used to fantasize about being a warrior. He tried to use the shield to turn the spell. Alex floated up in the air, turned around, and fell back to his feet.
“Hmmm,” said Tig, “perhaps something else.”
It was a phrase Alex had heard frequently.
“Alex, call the dog.”
“Yes, Master.”
Alex whistled, and Puff ambled over to him, a curious expression on his face.
“Stand in front of Puff, Alex.”
The boy moved between Puff and Tig.
“This time I will send my spell at Puff. Defend the dog.”
“With a shield or a shrug?”
“I don’t think either technique will be helpful. Be resourceful.”
Resourceful? Alex had never considered resourcefulness as one of his strengths.
“I will try, Master.”
“There’s a good lad. Here comes the spell. Defend the dog. Roto.”
The spell approached. This time it had a greenish tint to it. Maybe a ghost might look something like this. Were there ghosts? He never asked his master that question.
No! He had to concentrate. He had to defend the dog. He had to be resourceful. What was there he could do? He couldn’t think of a thing, so he stopped thinking. He stood between the dog and the spell and shouted, “Defend the dog!”
The spell picked Alex up as it had before, spun him around in a circle, and dropped him to his feet.
“Fascinating,” said the master. “Very well done, Alex; most resourceful of you.”
Alex wished he knew what he had done. He hadn’t been resourceful at all. He hadn’t come up with anything as far as he could tell. All he’d managed to do was look a fool once again by falling victim to the spell.
“This will require some reflection,” said Tig. “Get the boat ready, my boy. We’ll launch when Cynthia returns.”
***
The wizard was unjust.
She had been patient. No one could say she hadn’t.
The wizard’s duty was to return her to her mother’s people. Her mother had charged him in Flint’s name. Every waking moment should be dedicated to that task. This morning she observed him sitting idly at the table, drinking tea, and stroking the dog’s head. Was that being faithful to his purpose?
Now he sends her away as he tries to teach magic to his useless servant. She’d been quite polite. She’d been patient. She’d only made one neutral comment, and he sends her on an errand with no task but to reach the other side of the island and return.
He was negligent, and he was abusing his authority.
Cinder felt a sharp pain from her foot. She reached down to rub it, and her hand came back with blood on it.
“I am wounded! A dragon, daughter of the great dragon Flint, is wounded by a pebble on a pathway. I hate this body!”
She was speaking aloud with no one to hear. This wasn’t something she did as a dragon. These changes were more than inconvenient; they were disturbing.
So, what was she to do now? The despotic wizard had told her to walk to the other side and return, but now she was wounded. Did that change what she was told to do? The pain was negligible, but human bodies were so vulnerable that the wound might be serious. Would she cripple herself if she did as she was told?
Perhaps a thistle seed will blow across the path and crush her puny human skull.
There would be no danger of this if she could take off this cursed medallion. Oh, to be a dragon again instead of a fragile human girl that looked years younger than she really was.
Tig told her to wear the medallion until he said she could remove it. Then he told her to walk across the island and back. He had her wear this medallion for her own protection, yet following his instructions might endanger her, as the blood on her foot testified.
Could she with honor remove the medallion? Perhaps she could only take it off in order to walk across the island and back. Perhaps she would be permitted to fly a bit as long as it didn’t shorten the distance she walked.
To be clad in scale instead of this pulpy skin and rags, to have bones of iron and muscle strong enough to rip trees from their roots, to sink her talons into the soil, crushing these pebbles that now endangered her human feet, this was what she desired. This was her natural legacy. This was her right of birth. Could anyone say differently?
Cinder touched the medallion chain.
“I don’t ask for your promise, daughter.”
Spray, her mother, lay before her in the path. She looked as she had on the beach yesterday, weak and dying.
“We are not humans that we tempt others to break a pledge.”
Was she really there? Was it a hallucination? Perhaps humans suffer such things frequently.
“Know that it is my will and the will of your father that you obey this man.”
Cinder reached out to touch her mother. As soon as her hands left the chain, her mother disappeared.
It was an enchantment. Though the wizard had not even been there to hear her mother say these words, he had enchanted her, or the medallion, to see this vision if she attempted to disobey.
He was a hateful little man.
By the time Cinder returned, she was limping. She didn’t want to show weakness and make concessions to the pain, but this body was so sensitive it was hard not to.
“Let me see to that,” said the wizard as he led her to a tree stump. “Yes, you’ve got a nasty little cut there. Stay seated while I get some water and a cloth.”
The man went into the hut and returned with a basin. He washed the wound, worrying the proud flesh to remove each piece of grit.
“I see we will have to get you some proper footwear today.”
“Are all human bodies so vulnerable?”
“There are variations, but the same is true among dragons. Your scales are not nearly as thick as your father’s.”
“My scales would never have suffered injury from a pebble.”
“That’s true.”
They remained in silence as Tig rubbed a salve into the wound and bound it in a cloth.
The man stood and looked her in the eye. It disturbed Cinder that any man could look her in the eye. Humans should fear the eyes of a dragon. Could he read her thoughts? Did he know she almost removed the medallion? The man said nothing, just continued to look her in the eye.
“It was not right that you put such an enchantment on me without my consent. I was not prepared to see my mother that way.”
The man’s eyes did not waver, nor did he show any surprise. “If you had not tried to disobey me, you would not have seen her.”
The rationalizations that she made along the path melted like ice before the fire. She knew he did not consent to have her remove the medallion. It was a dishonor to think a crooked way straight. Perhaps this human body had affected her mind as well.
No, that was crooked as well.
“You are correct, Wizard Tigris Hammurabi. I confess my failing to you.”
The annoying man smiled. “It is forgiven, Dragon Cinder of Flint and Spray. Do you think you will be able to move about on that foot?”
“If it will not cause injury, I can ignore the pain. How far is the walk to this port?”
“The boat is close by.”
“Boat?”
“We live on an island, Cinder. The port is too far to swim.”
“I have never traveled in a boat.”
“I’m not surprised. You have a new experience ahead of you.”
The little man laughed. It was not right to laugh at dragons.
Puff probably thought he was helping, but the dog had a knack for being in the wrong spot when Alex was working. At least his farting was less of a problem outdoors.
“Puff, you are a nuisance.”
The dog looked up at Alex. There was only adoration in the dog’s eyes. The beast didn’t know what Alex said; he was just happy when the boy spoke to him.
“I can’t be mad at you, boy.”
Alex scratched the dog behind the ears. The excited dog stood on his hind legs and propped his front paws on Alex’s chest. He gave a happy whine and a fart.
“I can always count on you, can’t I, boy?”
Alex continued scratching behind Puff’s ears and thought about what he just said. He could count on the dog.
Was that supposed to mean he couldn’t count on Tig? Had his master ever broken a promise or lied to him? Did Alex expect the great wizard Tig to tell his apprentice everything he was doing or thinking?
Alex never heard of a wizard doing something like that. A wizard who didn’t keep secrets was like a farmer who never sowed a crop.
Of course, Alex still tried to figure out the things he wasn’t told. Tig even encouraged him to wonder about things he didn’t know. It was a good thing, too, because Alex would have wondered anyway. Back before he met Tig, Alex’s curiosity usually got him in trouble, but that never stopped him from being curious.
Besides, part of his job was to protect his master—to watch for threats the wizard did not see. This Cynthia was a threat to Alex’s position. She was obviously more magical, and she looked just the right age to start an apprenticeship. But what if she was also a potential danger to Tig?
Last night the girl shows up in one of Tig’s robes. There was no new boat at the landing. There was no sign that any boat had been there for days. Alex was not sea bred, but since coming to the island he’d learned that landing marks stayed on the sand at least through the next high tide, and sometimes beyond.
Could she have landed away from the cove? He couldn’t take the time to check the entire shoreline, but he doubted any competent sailor would attempt a landing on the shoals that surrounded the rest of the island.
Maybe she was shipwrecked. That would explain her not having clothes, but she was very fair skinned and not sunburned, so she couldn’t have been in the water long.
Did she swim here? Did the wizard bring her magically? Could she have brought herself magically? If she could do a self-transportation spell, she wasn’t just some common child.
What concerned Alex most, even more than losing his apprenticeship, was the possibility that Cynthia might have evil intentions. Tig didn’t tell Alex anything about her. She probably wasn’t even named Cynthia, because the girl looked annoyed every time Tig called her that. That was probably because her presence was a secret.
What if there was another reason? What if she had enthralled Tig with those disturbing eyes of hers? She wasn’t shy about making demands. She seemed to expect something from the master and was not patient about it, either.
Alex was reluctant to ask for information that his master didn’t offer, but if his responsibility was to protect the wizard, he had to consider these things. If she was evil, was there really anything he could do? If she was strong enough to enthrall his master, she certainly would have no trouble with him.
Still, he would not fail Tig by not trying. If his master was threatened, he would do all he could.
The girl followed Tig down to the landing. She was limping. Alex didn’t ordinarily take pleasure in other people’s pain, but he made an exception now. She had a neat bandage on her right foot. Any wound Tig tended wouldn’t get infected. Alex tried to convince himself that was a good thing.
“I see the boat’s ready.”
“Yes, Master.”
“Good lad.”
***
Cinder had seen ships. Even before she could fly over water, she’d traveled in her parents’ talons. On the long trip to the Dragon Isles they often passed ships. The sailors saluted them as they flew overhead. At such times Cinder caught a glimpse of what Flint saw in humans.
Ships were the highest creations of their race. They were large and graceful. Their sails reminded her of dragon wings. Humans probably created ships as a tribute to and imitation of dragons. It’s unlikely they came up with such a design on their own.
When Tig told her they were traveling over water, some of her fear returned. Earth dragons do not like the sea, and her experiences yesterday only made that worse, though a voyage by ship was probably acceptable. To see one of those graceful creations from the deck rather than the air above might be pleasant.
She saw no ship here.
What she saw was a flimsy-looking craft barely as long as her tail. There was one clumsy pole in the center with a patch of canvas attached. It was not only homely, it was too tiny. It wasn’t safe. The slightest wave would swamp the thing.
“This is not a ship,” said Cinder.
“No, this is a boat,” Tig replied.
“We will need a ship.”
“Our cove will not accommodate a ship’s draft. This serves our purposes.”
“This is too small. Half my weight would be too much for this boat.”
“You have to remember that some things have changed. This boat will take your weight without any difficulty.”
“I will not go.”
Alex had stayed out of it, though he wanted to laugh when Cynthia thought half her weight would sink the boat. Then he remembered how she had taunted him. “I think she’s afraid,” he said.
Cinder could not believe what she heard. The boy had just accused her of being frightened. She looked over at the wizard, but the man just stood there as if he hadn’t heard. He was allowing his servant to insult her!
“You have no right to speak to me. You are not a wizard or a king. You are not even a good apprentice.”
“I may not be a wizard or a king,” said the boy, “but you are still afraid.”
Cinder did not even realize what she was doing until she did it. Her tiny hand formed into a fist, and she drove it into the boy’s stomach. It surprised her how much force she was able to apply. By having such a small surface area, her fist was able to create a disproportionate effect on the boy’s midsection. She felt the boy’s organs shift beneath her blow and watched in surprise and satisfaction as the boy doubled over in pain and dropped to the ground.
“Don’t you dare speak to me in such a way!”
There was a euphoria that spread throughout her body, combined with a rush of adrenalin. This reaction might explain why there were so many wars among humans. She could see why humans would desire this in spite of the dangers involved. For the first time since putting on the medallion, she felt almost like a dragon.
The euphoria was short-lived, not much longer than the time it took to make her attack. Dragons lived in a constant state of power. Humans lived in a near-constant state of weakness. She’d always wondered how a single human succeeded in killing a dragon. Now it made more sense. At the moment of conflict, humans experienced a short elevation of powers. It was a chemical and emotional boost that made them briefly more formidable. Anger was a trigger to this elevation. Flint warned her not to carelessly anger a human. Though her father never experienced being a human, he understood this. He truly was a wise dragon. Cinder felt shame for not listening to her father more carefully.
The boy rose from the sand. There was a strange look in his eye. It had a fiery aspect much as you might see in a dragon. Maybe he was angry.
It made sense. She had struck the boy and triggered his chemical and emotional response. She never believed her father when he told her that humans and dragons were more alike than most dragons thought. Now she saw the similarity. In this state Alex would be a danger to another human being, even one larger and stronger than himself. Of course, he would never be a threat to a dragon.
But she was not a dragon, at least at the moment.
If she removed the medallion, she’d have no reason to fear. She imagined the boy’s reaction to being faced with a dragon instead of a puny girl. That would be even more satisfying than hitting him.
Could she in honor remove the medallion? The wizard was right there. Surely he would nod his approval.
The little man didn’t move. He just stood there watching as the servant raised a fist. Tig didn’t give her the slightest indication that she could remove the medallion. Didn’t he see the danger she was in?
She had already dishonored herself once today; she was determined not to have that happen again. A little pebble had drawn her blood and caused her considerable pain. She wondered how much more damage this enraged human might cause. If she were maimed as a human, would the damage be proportional in her dragon form? It seemed likely that it would.
The wizard who had agreed to protect her was going to allow this to happen. So be it. She stood as tall as her newly insignificant form allowed, and waited for the blow.
As Alex cocked his fist to strike, she felt moisture around her eyes that dripped down her cheek. She had never had such a sensation before. Were these tears? Yes, she decided, that was what they had to be. These were tears, and they were caused by fear. She had never been so humiliated in her life.
The boy stared at the tears on her cheeks, and the fire in his eyes died. He lowered his fist and sighed.
The hateful little wizard approached, put one hand on Alex’s shoulder and the other on hers, and said, “I’m really quite proud of both of you. Let’s get going.”
The boy looked as confused as Cinder felt. It was oddly comforting that the apprentice didn’t understand his master’s behavior any more than she did. Otherwise Cinder would have assumed the wizard’s odd behavior a common human idiosyncrasy of which she was not aware.
Cinder didn’t like not knowing things.
Nothing else was said as they boarded the boat, paddled out away from shore, and raised the sail.
The first waves to hit the boat were terrifying. Neither the wizard nor the boy showed the slightest concern. Cinder placed herself low and in the middle of the craft by the mast. She wasn’t asked to move. Gradually Cinder accustomed herself to the boat’s ingenious fashion of moving with the waves as well as through them.
She still did not like the water. Even an entire afternoon of catching rollers would be preferable, but by the time they reached the port, her anxieties were manageable.
Barrister Froom managed to be waiting for Tig each time his boat came in to dock. Did the man employ a spotter? There was nothing magical about the man, yet in the two years since Froom had arrived, Tig never managed to avoid him.
Perhaps it was just bad luck.
Tig told Cinder to hide the medallion within her robe. He was grateful the dragon didn’t argue about it before the barrister was upon him. The medallion Critt was not well known, but if a wizard was their enemy, he would know it and know that any person wearing it was not human. Froom was no wizard, but he was observant. He would notice the medallion and give a good description of it to anyone who asked.
“Ah my good, good friend, it is so good to see you.”
If Tig was such a good friend, then Froom was truly a lonely man.
“The town council is so concerned, my friend, and I must agree with them, that it is just unacceptable that a town this size should lack a name.”
The town council was Froom, his wife Tutilla, Carbolt the miller, whom Tig had never heard speak, and the widow Pumpfrey who owned the mercantile. Unless Carbolt had expressed concerns he showed no sign of having, the only person who worried about naming the town was Froom, himself.
“Don’t you agree that the town needs a name?”
Tig could not see why it should be his concern at all. He considered ignoring the question, but decided against it.
“It is getting to be a town of some size.” Agreeing or disagreeing with Froom always resulted in longer conversations. Tig had taken to just making barely relevant comments. It didn’t seem to be working either, but it was the only strategy he had at the moment.
“Yes, yes, exactly, precisely!” said Froom, gesticulating wildly. “You have cut to the kernel of it, my brilliant friend. Now, some have suggested that we name the town 'Tigsville.' How do you feel about that?”
“I’m indifferent.”
“Well, of course, my friend, my friend, there are other options.”
Tig knew that Froom wanted him to ask what those options were, but he couldn’t bring himself to accommodate. Questions, Tig knew, were even less wise than agreeing or disagreeing with the barrister.
“Right, right, as you say, Wizard Tig,” said Froom, though Tig had said nothing. “There are a few voices out there who have suggested, it embarrasses me to say it, 'Froom City.'”
The town was growing at an astonishing rate, but “city” was an exaggeration. There was nothing here but an abandoned fishing hut when Tig moved to his island twenty years before. He was wounded and exhausted from the Piertie wars and needed time apart to heal. He chose the island for its isolation and because it was close to Flint and Spray. The river was marked 'No Name' on the map. Tig liked that. He never determined if it was named “No Name,” or if it just lacked a name.
A wizard is rarely left alone. There’s always someone who needs a healing, an answer to a mystery, or an enemy defeated. Soon there was a regular flow of people coming to the region seeking him out.
A few of those people decided to stay. The unusual security of being located between Tig, the wizard, and Flint, the wise dragon, drew merchants and craftspeople. They built a town that everyone just called 'the port.'
It was still a small settlement when Froom arrived. The man had no skill or trade, so he took it on himself to establish a municipal government. No one knew anything about Froom’s background, but that wasn’t uncommon on the frontier. When the man started calling himself a barrister and organizing the community, the settlers allowed it. No one else wanted to do it.
Froom immediately tried to rename the No Name River, which Tig opposed. When all the settlers sided with Tig, Froom recognized that the wizard was a political power to be reckoned with. He had not let Tig alone since.
Had Tig known, he would have agreed with the barrister’s plan to change the river’s name to “The Froomady Watercourse.”
“I’m sorry, Froom. I really have no opinion on this matter. I must go. We have some business with the widow Pumpfrey.”
“Of course, my friend, my very good friend. I will keep you informed; have no fear on that score.”
Froom took note of Cinder, as Tig expected him to. Cinder ignored the barrister, other than staring at a jeweled ring he wore on his right hand. The barrister said nothing, either about Cinder’s presence or her rudeness. Tig wasn’t surprised. Unless Cinder became a political asset or liability, the man was unlikely to show any interest in her.
Tig looked about to see if anyone else was watching Cinder. A young boy stared from the docks, but it might have been Cinder’s red hair that captured his attention. Being observant is always important for a wizard; it was especially important now. Nobody showed too much interest in the dragon girl.
Or they did it so well that Tig didn’t see it.
Cinder’s dragon sensibilities didn’t make it any easier. Twelve-year-old girls don’t normally walk like their footsteps shake the earth.
It would have been easier if he’d left her on the island. But if he came into town and ordered a dress for a girl, people would wonder why. The best course was to present her as a normal addition to his household. Probably most people thought she was a new apprentice. Common folk expected magical people to be strange.
Tig could see that Alex assumed that Cinder was there to replace him. The boy’s insecurity was only exceeded by his self-control. He was such a fine boy. To take that blow and not hit back showed tremendous character.
Cinder learned something from the encounter as well. Tig appreciated how difficult her adjustment was. It would be easier for a princess to play the role of a scullery maid than a young dragon to be a human. Seen as a girl, she was overbearing and difficult; as a dragon, she showed promising quantities of adaptability and wisdom.
Having Flint’s sense of honor didn’t hurt, either.
Alex stuffed empty flour sacks into a satchel. “I’ll get the flour from Master Carbolt, unless you need me.”
“That will be good, Alex. Meet us at Widow Pumpfrey’s when you have the flour stowed.”
“Yes, Master.”
The widow Pumpfrey’s mercantile was the first business established in the port. It started as a tent with basic food stocks, spices, tools, and outerwear. Now it was a wide building with two stories.
The widow Pumpfrey was a charming woman. She was the type you’d expect to meet at a society function in the capital, though she was kinder than many women who enjoyed money and prestige. The widow also had a rugged core and sense of adventure. Tig had mixed feelings about the establishment and growth of the port so close to his island, but he never regretted having the widow as a neighbor.
“Welcome, Tigris.”
In the time it took for Tig and Cinder to walk from the doorway to the counter, the widow had three teacups on the counter.
“Mabel, this is Cynthia. We need to get her some clothing.”
“You most certainly do. Is that your robe she is wearing?”
“Yes, she had a mishap on the sea.”
That was true, as far as it went. Wizards were not dragons. Tig had no difficulty telling a lie, but he didn’t enjoy doing it, especially to the widow. The woman didn’t pry for details. It was one of her finer qualities.
The widow looked at Cinder from head to toe. She had tapes and other devices to measure people for clothes, though Tig doubted she needed them. Some people were self-conscious under such scrutiny. Cinder showed no uneasiness.
“Darla?” said the widow.
A stern-looking young woman with a prominent mouth and nose appeared.
“Darla, we need something for this young lady to wear. See if Angela still has that blue dress.”
“Yes, Madam Pumpfrey.”
Cinder looked at her tea doubtfully, but drank it anyway. Did she look a little intimidated? Mabel was a kind and generous woman, but no one would mistake her for weak or timid. Cinder might benefit a great deal from this meeting.
“My, but you’re a lovely girl, Cynthia,” said the widow. “Your hair is charming, and your eyes are stunning.”
***
Cinder looked up at Tig. How was she to respond to such a statement?
“I’m sorry,” said the woman. “Are you shy?”
“I wouldn’t call her shy,” said the wizard, “but there aren’t many women in her life.”
“Yes, of course, magic is still a largely male profession. I commend you, dear, for making your way in it.”
Cinder stood there dumbly. The woman made a false assumption. Perhaps it was wrong not to correct her, but it was Tig’s wish to maintain this falsehood. Her impulse was to correct the mistake, but to do so would betray the wizard’s trust. It was a conflict of honor. Such a thing would never happen if she were among dragons. She took another sip of the horrid drink.
The woman looked at her with pity. It was unconscionable that a human should see her this way.
“Sweetheart, what sort of clothing would you like to wear?”
Finally, a question she could answer. She’d been thinking about this since she cut her foot with the pebble.
“I would like armor to keep me from injury, with padded silk beneath, for my skin is much too tender. The over tunic should be spun gold, with emerald and ruby insets. Of course, the entire outfit can’t be too heavy, as I’m not very strong. Maybe the wizard can lighten it magically.”
They just stared at her for a moment.
“Good heavens,” said the woman.
“We were thinking something in basic wool,” said the wizard.
Cinder wondered if he was making a liar out of her, but she held her peace.
“Yes,” said the woman, “something in green, I think, to bring out those astounding eyes of yours, not that they need any help. You’ll need a shift. I have some south-continent cotton. It’s a little dear, but quite durable and comfortable.”
“That sounds fine,” said Tig. “She also needs shoes.”
“My dear Wizard, women always need shoes. It’s a law as certain as the sun’s rising.”
The shopkeeper led Cinder to a wall of deep shelves filled with bolts of cloth. With dragon eyes, Cinder could tell rich cloth from poor from a distance. It was more difficult with her reduced vision. A few of the gaudier fabrics were actually poorer in quality than the plain ones. It was to these solid plain ones that the widow led her.
“Let me just confirm a few measurements.”
The widow pulled out a thin rope and wrapped it around Cinder’s hips, waist, and bust. She measured from ankle to hip and from wrist to wrist and a dozen other ways. The woman’s movements were sure, precise, and soothing in an odd fashion. She marked numbers on a scrap of cloth and hummed a tune that made Cinder’s feet want to move.
Cinder wasn’t sure if what the woman brought down from the shelf was basic wool. It was certainly wool, but the weave was strong and clean. The widow had Cinder stand before a mirror, and she draped the ends from different bolts over Cinder’s shoulder.
“The dark green looks lovely, but the gray is also very nice. What do you think, my dear?”
Cinder took her time. She was surprised how much she cared. She wanted both. Was that dragon greed or human? Dragons never needed clothing, but if they did, wouldn’t they want the best?
“I think the green,” said Cinder.
“Of course, the blue is also good, but you’ll have Angela’s blue dress, and we don’t want to get too close to that in color.”
So she would have two.
A girl, a little bigger than Cinder’s human size, approached the widow. A blue dress was draped across her arm.
“Ah, Angela, good. Cynthia is in need of something she can wear right away.”
The girl looked down at the floor. “I like this dress, Aunt Mabel.”
“Yes, but it’s too small for you now. When you’re done making Cynthia a dress from this green, you can make one for yourself as well.”
“Green is not my favorite.”
“Well, blue then, if you prefer.”
“May I use the blue silk?”
“Good heavens!”
The girl opened her eyes wide in an artificial fashion and smiled in such a way that her cheek dimpled.
“Let’s fit Cynthia first, and I’ll consider it.”
They went to a small room where Cinder removed her robe and put on a shift and stockings. The fabrics felt much more pleasant across her skin than the wizard’s robe.
The dress fit well, though the widow marked a couple of spots and removed it again. Angela sat in a corner and drew several stitches into the dress, while the widow arranged Cinder’s hair. It was an unnecessary thing to do. For some reason it made Cinder think of Spray, and tears formed in her eyes. Thankfully, they did not run down her cheek. She was sad and comforted at the same time.
Alex had returned when they came back out. He was pacing and looking out the window at the sun.
“Don’t mind him, my dear,” said the widow.
Cinder considered that sound advice.
“Alex,” said Tig. “Head over to the inn, and make certain Francopolono has two rooms available for the night.”
The boy hesitated, then nodded. “Yes, Master.”
“Tigris, what do you think of our young lady now?”
“Yes, that’s good.”
Cinder wasn’t sure why the widow even asked. The wizard took very little care in his own dressing.
The stern-looking Darla returned and took the green bolt and the measurements from the widow.
“Aunt Mabel,” said Angela. “Should we be getting the blue silk, too?”
Darla looked scandalized. Angela made her cheeks dimple and widened her eyes. The widow laughed.
“Very well, Angela.”
The girl bowed. “Thank you, Aunt Mabel.”
“The trade silk, not the Imperial,” muttered Darla.
Angela shot the older girl an annoyed glance, but Darla was unmoved. “Don’t you go cutting corners with this girl’s dress in your hurry to work on your own.”
“Of course not, Darla,” said Angela.
Cinder might have believed Angela was offended if the girl didn’t look so much like she was pretending to be offended. Were all humans this transparent and false?
After the two left with the bolts and measurements, Cinder looked up at the widow, who was suppressing a laugh.
“Is she really your niece?”
“No, but she is my best seamstress.” She turned Cinder to the looking glass. “Now, don’t you look wonderful?”
Cinder looked at her reflection in the mirror. The child she saw was not herself, and yet it was. She had to admit that the change in her human appearance was a significant improvement.
“Why does she call you 'Aunt Mabel'?”
“She calls me that out of respect.”
Cinder could understand the desire to show respect to this woman. “May I call you Aunt Mabel as well?”
“I would be honored, my dear.”
“Thank you, Aunt Mabel.”
The woman hugged her, and Cinder felt moisture gathering in her eyes once again. It was embarrassing.
Tig paid the widow, and made arrangements for Cinder’s new dress and other items to be delivered to the inn in the morning. Cinder was sorry they wouldn’t be returning to see this woman.
Alex was waiting on the stoop when they came out.
“Master Francopolono says he has the rooms. Of course, that’s not how he said it.”
“That’s good, Alex.”
“It sure took a lot of time in there. Last time I got clothes I was out in less than half the time.”
“Just so,” said the wizard. “It was time well spent.”
The inn was a noisy place full of people, and Cinder disliked it immediately. The behavior of the humans there was puzzling and disturbing.
Cinder had only encountered a few people since she put on the medallion. Tig, the boy, and the widow had each treated her as they treated others. It wasn’t true of these new people. The strangers at the inn wouldn’t look her in the eye. Cinder couldn’t remember if the barrister, Angela, or Darla at the store looked her in the eye. Of course, none of them were speaking directly to her, so they had no reason to maintain eye contact.
The people here nodded and even smiled at her until they saw her eyes, and then they looked away. It would be understandable if she was in her dragon form, but why should they shy away from a girl? The widow said she was pretty, but humans lie. Was she actually hideous?
What bothered her most was her own reaction. Why should she care what these humans thought?
The innkeeper was a fat man with a dirty apron who spoke in an odd fashion. He was very excited to rent two rooms to Tig.
“Yes, oh Great One, it is being the best that I am granting you for your sleeping tonight.”
“I’m sure that they are, Francopolono.”
“Yes, it is being your dooming to be sleeping in peace tonight.”
This phrase sounded threatening to Cinder, but Tig just smiled and led them to the other side of the room to wait for an empty table.
“Why does he speak that way?” asked Cinder.
“Francopolono,” Tig explained, “spoke a different language growing up.”
“What, is he not human?”
“Yes, he’s human. Humans have many languages.”
“So he has just now arrived and is learning this language?”
“No, Francopolono has been here for years. I think he built this inn more than ten years ago.”
“And he has not learned the language yet?”
“He has not mastered it, no.”
“Are all humans so stupid?”
“The way you talk,” said Alex, “makes it sound like you’re not a human yourself.”
“Yes, Cynthia,” said Tig, “it would be a good idea to try not to sound so different. Your voice is loud, and people are staring.”
Cinder looked around, and the wizard was right. A number of people at nearby tables were no longer talking among themselves, but were staring at her. It was incautious to speak her mind in such a public place.
She remembered the girl, Angela, at the store. Was that how a human girl was expected to act?
She dropped a perfect imitation of the girl’s curtsy and smiled as sweetly as she could at Tig.
“Of course, dear Uncle Tig,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”
There were chuckles and a bit of cooing from the surrounding tables. People were no longer staring, except for Tig and the boy. Both of them looked shocked.
“What, did I do it wrong?”
Two people were paying the innkeeper at the front.
“Thanking is my heart to you. May your dooming be sure!”
Alex snickered, and Cinder found herself smiling.
The innkeeper walked over to the vacated table, swept a dirty towel across it once, and motioned for them to sit down.
“Grossly is my heart crushing that you standed unseated.”
“That’s to be expected, Francopolono,” said Tig. “Your business is good.”
“Bigness of good for the town expanding. You will be chewing what?”
“Is there rabbit tonight?”
“Please to be chewing my rabbit tonight. So many they are that the dung piling is being the bigness of inn.”
“We’ll have a roasted rabbit then,” said Tig.
Cinder liked rabbit well enough, but she remembered the way that Tig and the boy ate scorched goat the night before. It looked more like dirt than meat.
“I don’t want mine roasted.”
“The lady is wishing a stewing of rabbit. Salivation it is bringing to your head.”
“I want it raw.”
“Please to be the repeating one.”
“I want the rabbit raw. You can take the pelt off, but please don’t cook it.”
Francopolono didn’t move.
“The living and fur of the rabbit is not being but the cooking is not doing,” she offered.
Francopolono looked offended. He looked at Tig.
“Two rabbits,” said the wizard, “one roasted and one raw, please, Francopolono.”
“As is being your asking,” said the innkeeper. The man was no longer smiling when he left to fill their order.
Cinder thought she would enjoy her food, but her teeth were not sharp enough to rip off pieces. After very little success, she found the rabbit unappetizing and decided she was not hungry. She ate a few root vegetables as Tig and the boy had their roasted rabbit. The wizard offered her some of the cooked rabbit, but Cinder refused. It looked less like dirt than the meat last night, and smelled better too, but she knew the boy would laugh.
It was better to be hungry.
***
“Flint is dead!”
A man rushed into the inn.
“I saw him this afternoon for myself. He’s dead, I tell you.”
“You’re mistaken,” someone shouted. “Dragons lie still when they’re sleeping.”
“You’ve got it wrong,” someone else said. “I heard it was a dragon up in the hills.”
“I know Flint,” said the first man. “I also know sleeping, and I know dead. Flint’s dead. His treasure’s gone, and he’s dead.”
Cinder felt the muscles around her heart contract. It was hard to breathe. She knew her father was dead, but still her body responded like she’d been struck.
The news animated the inn. Some refused to believe it, and scattered shouting matches erupted at different tables. Even those who were disinclined to think Flint was dead found it hard to explain how a live dragon would ever allow his treasure to be taken.
People speculated about how the dragon could have died. Did dragons get sick? Maybe it was that other dragon he lived with? Who else could have killed him? One woman suggested that Tig could have done it.
There was a short embarrassed silence as people realized that Tig was in the room.
“I didn’t kill him,” the wizard said.
“Do you know who did?”
Tig shrugged his shoulders. “I wasn’t there,” he said.
Cinder only caught parts of conversations from people in small discussions at tables and along the wall.
Humans were too talkative, but Cinder listened anyway.
Some wondered if the treasure might be lying around nearby. Maybe they should look for it. Others wondered what happened to the other dragon or even the cub. Cinder didn’t like being called a cub, but these people were ignorant, so she forgave it.
One man asked what this meant for the town. Tig was their protection from the sea, but Flint had been their protection from the interior. What were they going to do without him?
At least the people recognized how important her father was to their community.
“We should raise a militia.”
“What militia will ever be as effective as a tame dragon?”
Tame dragon? They dared call her father a tame dragon? These weak, worthless, stupid, ungrateful, unworthy people called Flint the Mighty their tame dragon!
“Flint was not a tame dragon!” she roared.
That certainly drew attention. Tig motioned for her to sit down, but she ignored him.
“Flint was mighty and terrible! Only a fool would not tremble before him. At any moment Flint could have burned this village to ashes and killed each man, woman, and child!”
Moisture was growing in her eyes again. Tears were such a nuisance. She ran out the door.
The sun had gone down, and she couldn’t see. Why can’t humans see after the sun goes down? This body was impossible to abide! Gradually her vision adjusted partially, and she made her way back to the stable. She leaned her body against the fence and sobbed.
If she’d been a dragon, she would have heard them approach.
“I don’t like what you said about our dragon.”
“Yeah,” said the other.
These people thought they were praising Flint. They judged him by human standards.
“You don’t understand Flint at all,” she told them.
She could make out that she was talking to two adolescents, one slightly taller than the other. The taller one grabbed her by her dress sleeve.
“You need to take that back,” he said.
“Leave her alone.”
Alex’s voice wasn’t intimidating, but it surprised the two boys who thought they were alone with Cinder.
“I will when she takes back what she said,” the taller boy answered.
“No,” Alex answered. “You leave her alone now.”
The shorter boy moved very quickly, and the next thing Cinder knew, Alex was on the ground holding his nose. She tried to kick the taller boy, who reached back and slapped her across the face.
The blow unbalanced her, and as she fell, her sleeve ripped and came free of the boy’s hand.
“Hey,” said the shorter boy. “Isn’t that the wizard’s apprentice?”
The two boys ran.
Cinder helped Alex up. There was blood streaming from his nose.
“I don’t even know why I came out here,” he said. “Flint was my master’s best friend. I wanted to hit you myself.”
***
Alex didn’t want to bother his master. They were sharing a room at the inn, and he was being as unobtrusive as he could be. The man was mourning Flint’s death and should have some peace. Tig seemed to be taking the news well. Looking at the two of them, you’d think Alex was the one that suffered the loss.
“What’s bothering you, Alex?”
“Many things, Master, but I don’t want to disturb you.”
“Ah, but I’m asking you. Name the first one.”
“We missed the tide. I didn’t leave any food for Horace.”
Tig smiled.
“Horace is a healthy owl. He’s just lazy. The window’s open. If he gets hungry, he can hunt like any other owl.”
“What about Puff?”
“Did you feed Puff this morning?”
“Yes.”
“Then he’ll be fine till tomorrow. What else bothers you?”
“That Flint is dead.”
Tig sighed. “Yes, that is a bitter blow. I knew about it yesterday; please don’t ask me how. It’s a great loss for both human and dragonkind.
“But there is more that worries you.”
Alex hesitated.
“Alex, I didn’t ask you what was bothering you to hear about Horace and Puff. Go on, what’s the next thing that’s bothering you?”
“I don’t trust Cynthia.”
“Now we’re getting somewhere.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. In your place, I wouldn’t trust her, either. I’ve told you nothing about her.”
“I don’t blame you. I know you have to have your secrets.”
“Yes, I do, and sorry to say, even some from you, Alex, though I regret leaving you to worry so. I chose for Cynthia to live with us. She needs us right now, and she is also the key to something I consider my life’s greatest work. I wish I could tell you what that was, Alex, but I’m going to have to ask you to trust me.”
“It’s just that...”
“Yes?”
“Well, she’s obviously so magical. You’ve seen those eyes of hers. What if...”
“What if she’s enchanted me?”
“Yes.”
“A legitimate concern and it does you credit to have it. If you didn’t consider that possibility you wouldn’t be doing your job.”
“It doesn’t feel like I’m doing my job. It’s like I’m betraying you.”
“What? To consider there might be a stronger power trapping me? No, Alex, that is not betrayal at all. Your vigilance has been part of my protection since the day I brought you to the island.
“Is there anything else bothering you?”
“Not really, Master.”
“Well, at the risk of not taking you at your word, I have this to say. For reasons I can’t explain, Cynthia cannot be my apprentice, nor have I ever considered or wished her to be. I am most pleased with your progress, Alex, and while I know you may find that hard to believe, I tell you so anyway. Now, if doubts assail you, you will have to consider one thing.”
“What is that?”
“Just this: which do you trust more, your doubts or my word? Snuff out the lamp, Alex.”
“Yes, Master.”
Cinder was happy to return to the island. Why would she be happy? She’d spent one miserable night and one morning on the island. Was it because the night she spent at the port had been even more miserable that she was happy to be back? Did that make this home? It had to be a function of this human body, like the fragile skin and tearing eyes. If her experience was any indication, every member of the human race was an unstable, irrational, emotional wreck.
The canine was beyond control. From the moment he saw the boat approach, he was racing back and forth across the beach, jumping in the waves, and barking. Tig and Alex, especially Alex, had difficulty getting off the boat with the dog jumping on them and licking their faces. In his abandonment, the dog even licked Cinder’s hand once. She was fairly certain he did it by mistake, so she didn’t reprimand him. She didn’t want him licking her face, though.
Horace gave Alex a baleful glare as they entered the hut. He looked like he hadn’t moved since they’d left. Cinder felt sympathy for the raptor, till she saw the fur and bones of a rodent pellet outside the window. Horace averted his eyes when Cinder intercepted his glare. A capable winged predator shouldn’t depend on humans for his food.
Alex rushed to prepare meat chunks for the dog and owl. He would have been more efficient, but the dog got in his way at every turn.
Cinder watched the owl as the boy approached with a plate of goat meat. She could see that the bird was ready to nip the boy’s hand, and she made a low growl to get the bird’s attention. She fixed the owl in a stare that the raptor understood. Horace behaved himself as Alex fed him.
Alex looked puzzled. Cinder pointed at his swollen nose.
“Blood calls for blood,” she said. “My debt is paid.”
The boy nodded and offered a sheepish smile. Cinder wasn’t sure, but she might have smiled back.
There was a thumping sound from behind the hut. Cinder went to investigate. She found Tig breaking firewood with an ax.
“I thought Alex would do this.”
“He would if I left it to him. I enjoy it. An old man must do things, or he becomes an invalid.”
“A dragon only gains strength with age.”
“To a degree, yes. Flint continued to get stronger as I knew him.”
“How long did you know my father?”
“I met him before he mated with Spray.”
“How can that be true? That was over a hundred years ago!”
“Yes, it was.”
“I didn’t think humans lived that long.”
“Heroes and wizards live longer. We don’t live as long as dragons, but it’s said that Balaam of ancient times was over four hundred years old when he was thrown from his donkey.”
“How old are you?”
“I haven’t kept good track, but my brother and I were youths of eighteen when we met your father.”
“You were both eighteen?”
“We were twins.”
“Why would my father care to meet such younglings?”
“He didn’t plan it,” said Tig.
“Then how did it come about?”
“It was the year your father was to mate with Spray. He was only about forty years at the time, which as you know is young for a dragon. He already had a ferocious reputation. He’d killed a wizard and was busily amassing a hoard from slaughtering trader caravans.”
“How did you know of this?”
“The wizard,” said Tig, “was our master.”
“You became friends with the slayer of your master?”
“Not at first. My brother Euph and I had hired ourselves as caravan guards.”
“'Euph' is not a name I’m familiar with. Is it a common human name?”
“The men in our family,” said Tig, “are named for rivers. My father’s name was Jordan. He named my brother and me Euphrates and Tigris. When he saw that we would never be tall, he told people to call us Euph and Tig for short.”
“Your father was being humorous?”
“He thought so. Euph and I studied with Master Mikander for six years. Though the master said we had potential, neither my brother nor I showed much progress in our training. To relieve our frustration we sparred with quarterstaves. We were frustrated often and so we sparred a great deal and became proficient. As our martial progress exceeded our apprentice training, we realized we were meant to be heroes instead of wizards.”
“So you sought revenge when my father killed your master.”
“Nothing quite so dramatic as that. Master Mikander was a skillful wizard, but we were not blind to his faults. He had a lust for treasure that would rival a dragon’s.”
“You exaggerate.”
“Perhaps, but not by much. As I said before, your father was gathering his hoard. He was trying to woo the daughter of the Great Sea Dragon. For a dragon to draw a mate from a different grouping, he must prove himself exceptional in every way.”
“This is true.”
“His hoard at that time was only a fraction of what you came to know. In those days he kept lesser jewels, silver, brass, and even copper, and his lair was still not full.”
“There is no dishonor in brass and copper. He was young.”
“Yes, I did not mean to criticize him. Even with lesser treasure he was richer than all but the greatest of kings. My master tried to take your father’s hoard.”
“In his lair?”
“Yes. Mikander was a learned man, but he was a fool. I never blamed your father for killing him.”
“So you chose to become his friend?”
“No, Mikander’s death left Euph and me without a living. We were too old to apprentice with another wizard, and neither of us had become adepts, so we hired ourselves as guards.”
“Guarding treasure?”
“That is how we met your father. He killed the other guards easily, but for some reason he had trouble with us. My brother and I worked as a team. When your father would face one, the other would attack. We used staves, and your father was used to facing swords. We harried him with the few spells we had mastered. Spells worked for us in combat that we could not master in practice.”
“The heart of fire.”
“Exactly,” said Tig. “We didn’t understand about such things back then, but we learned a great deal in the five days we fought your father.”
“Five days?”
“It was a testing for each of us.”
“So you beat him off?”
“No, he was much too powerful and just as determined as we were to prevail. In the end we came to an understanding. You don’t fight an adversary for five days without learning about him, even appreciating him. The heart of fire is something that heroes, wizards, and dragons share. It is why common men and beasts can never stand against them. At the end of five days we did not want to kill your father, and he did not want to kill us.”
“But the treasure?”
“Yes, the treasure. Euph and I were honor bound to protect the treasure, and your father could not relinquish something he’d fought five days to get. Spray had other suitors, and Flint was smitten with her.
“We made an agreement that if he allowed us to deliver our charge, we would help him find and defeat evil ones. Our causes prevailed, and he kept the treasure.”
This was the philosophy, or at least the strategy, that defined her father’s life. It was why humans called him Flint the Wise. “You taught my father the lesson of wisdom?”
“We taught each other,” said Tig. “Over the years we have worked together. I know your father cared little about which people were evil and which were good. He knew we cared little about which villains were rich and which were not. We understood that we were stronger together. Eventually a third value developed in each of us: the value of human and dragon working and living in accord.”
“I have heard my father speak of such things. I didn’t understand. Perhaps I did not try.”
“Your father was a wise dragon. I respected him from the day we first fought, but it was sixty years later that I came to love him.”
“How was that?”
“We three were fighting an evil wizard. It was at sea, and with all the fire and magic the ship was failing. My brother was wounded badly, but as he fell, he landed a blow that knocked our adversary into the sea. There was a great trunk of jewels aboard. I was doing my best to secure the ship magically so we could bring it all to shore. I told your father to take the trunk and go. It was our arrangement, and by taking the trunk, the ship would be lighter and my chances of saving it better.”
“How did that make you love him?” asked Cinder.
“Your father looked at the ship and said that my magic would not save it. I couldn’t argue with him; he was right. He wrapped me in one set of talons and my brother in the other, and took us to shore. The ship sank with the jewels on board.
“We were in the north seas, so he brought us to the Dragon Mage. We arrived far faster than I could ever have gotten there myself. The mage did her best, but her expertise is dragon lore, not human healing. My brother died of his wounds.
“Your father was not yet the Great Earth Dragon, but he was still able to gather a circle of dragons to roar a salute of honor when we buried my brother. I know of no other man so honored.”
Cinder felt the water return to her eyes. “You were right to love my father. He must have loved you as well.”
“I believe he did.”
They each sat silently on the broken firewood. Tig politely ignored Cinder’s tears. After a time, he spoke again.
“Do you know how your father died?”
“There was a man in the lair. He had no sword, and he didn’t smell of magic.”
“What else did you notice?”
“He looked old, like you, but much taller and thin like the boy. He was chanting.”
“Chanting?” Tig repeated. “Do you remember what he was chanting about?”
“Silly human things—gardens, fishing, common chores—droning aimlessly it seemed. My father told my mother to flee, that he hadn’t seen the danger in time. I wanted to simply kill the man, but I had to trust my father.”
“It was good that you did. Your father would not have had you flee if you could have prevailed against the man.”
“It was still very hard to run away.”
“Did you notice anything else?”
“Yes, I was weary. I felt fine when I came to the lair, and I was only there a short time, but I was weary when I flew away.”
“Weary?”
Cinder did not elaborate. She had no better word for it than 'weary.' “Do you know how it was this man did it? He killed my parents. I want my revenge.”
“As you should, and your treasure as well. No, I don’t know, but I will think about it.”
“Tig?”
“Yes, Cinder.”
“Have you ever taught young Alex the quarterstave?”
The wizard’s eyes lit.
“I am such a fool! Noble Cinder, you are indeed the daughter of Flint the wise.”
Though you are far from me, my love
I am far from me as well
While I do your bidding
My heart remains with you
Among the people of the wilderness
I gather
Information and servants
I watch, I gather
And dream of you
—The Book of the Mad Poet
Winters are mild on the southeastern frontier. The hard months in the north pass with little more than a fringe of frost along the No Name River. This winter there wasn’t even a great sea storm to break the peace of the wizard’s island. Not that all days were calm, and even those that were calm were not safe for travel off the island. The sea in winter is always treacherous, far too treacherous for their little boat.
The island provided almost all their needs. Tig, Alex, and Cinder stayed on the island well past the coming of spring. They were months of solitude—not even a single petitioner bothered them with some urgent need for Tig’s services. It was the sort of winter Tig hoped for when he first moved to the frontier, and only the second such one in the twenty years he’d lived there.
Tig and Cinder spent much of the winter in study. Tig had a surprising library secreted throughout the hut. Cinder wondered if the walls of his hut were comprised more of book than boards and shingles.
Though Alex was not so fond of books, he loved the changes winter brought. Northern birds found refuge on the island, while other birds flew to unknown destinations at sea beyond the coastal islands. He loved the smell of the cooler air and rising to his chores before the late winter sun.
Eventually the winter birds returned to their northern homes, and the sea resumed its quiet, warmer rhythm.
***
Alex had to admit his life was better. When Cynthia arrived at the hut, he thought his paradise had come to an end. The girl was demanding, infuriating, and completely unwilling to do any reasonable amount of work, yet still managed to make things better in her own confusing way. He didn’t trust the girl, and he certainly didn’t understand her, but he had come to accept her.
Cynthia may have saved his hands from the savages of Horace’s beak, but his hands were even more bloodied and bruised from his new lessons with the quarterstave. Alex suspected Cynthia had something to do with this change in his training. When he asked Tig, the wizard neither confirmed nor denied it.
At first he was afraid of hurting his master, but he learned better early on. The man was quick and surprisingly strong for a person his size. Actually, he was surprisingly strong for a person of any size.
In spite of the pain, Alex enjoyed the quarterstave. Tig always bested him, but with the weapon, as opposed to magic, Alex could see what he was doing wrong and how Tig was doing it better.
Just as Alex began to feel confident, Tig introduced a new wrinkle to the training. As they fought, Tig would cast a spell at Alex. It was never anything too harmful, a tickle spell or a sneeze spell. Alex knew that if he was going to avoid a stick in the ribs, he would have to learn how to block these spells. Usually he got the stick in the ribs, but once in a while he managed to shrug or even block the spell. Unfortunately, he had no idea how he managed it, so he was unable to repeat these successes except in the midst of battle.
Twice Alex tried casting spells back. The first time nothing happened. The second time it made a loud explosion in the air above Tig’s head. He was trying to imitate the tickle spell, but he didn’t waste time moping about his misfire. The explosion unbalanced the wizard, and for the first time Alex gave his master a satisfying stick in the ribs.
When Cynthia asked to learn the quarterstave, Tig gave her a dagger instead. The girl looked doubtful until Tig suggested that she think of it as a single dragon talon. The girl was fast, and sometimes even emulated dragon moves as she practiced.
Alex wondered what poor, dead Flint would think of the girl who hated dragons doing such a thing.
As a joke, Alex asked if she was planning on using it against the people who gave her such a bad time at the port. Those disturbing green eyes flashed a little brighter for a moment. She gave no other response.
Alex was sorry he asked.
“This morning,” said the master, “we’re going to see if we can integrate that protector instinct of yours into the training. Call for Puff.”
Alex called the dog. The dog was excited and wanted to romp. He grabbed one end of the quarterstave and tried to pull it out of Alex’s hands. Puff sometimes barked when Alex and Tig sparred. He probably thought this was his chance to join in.
Alex didn’t want to hurt the dog, and so Puff gave him a pretty tough contest for possession of the stave.
Finally, Alex convinced the dog to sit still and took his place between the dog and Tig.
Tig was still smiling when Alex was ready. Alex didn’t mind; he knew he looked ridiculous, struggling with a dog for his weapon.
“Now,” said the wizard, “we will fight as before, but this time any spell I cast will be cast at the dog instead of you.”
Alex wasn’t sure he liked this.
“Alex, you know I won’t hurt Puff, but try to pretend that I will.”
“Yes, Master.”
They began with their normal parry sequence. Alex took a rap in the knuckles and just missed getting a shot to the hip when Tig cast his first spell.
“Arib.”
The spell was not green or slow, but invisible and fast. Behind him, Alex heard a surprised yelp and fart as Puff levitated briefly before returning to the earth.
Alex turned to see if Puff was all right and got hit in the ribs and the knee. He took a step back and wheeled, bringing his stave around in time to block a shot aimed for his shoulder.
Tig was no longer telegraphing his spells. He murmured them quietly and was not even using hand motions. Perplexed, Alex looked his master in the eye. At first he thought he would suffer blows by not watching Tig’s stave. Instead he found he could anticipate the attacks better and block them quicker.
Instead of trying to see everything with his eyes, Alex spread awareness throughout his body. His eyes didn’t see the rock at his feet, but he knew it was there and stepped around it. When Tig cast the next spell, the master gave no sign of what he was doing. Still, Alex saw it in his eyes.
Without thinking of his arm, he formed a shield about it. The master’s spell glanced off the shield and flew harmlessly into the air.
Tig smiled ear to ear and sent a vicious lunge for Alex’s thigh. Alex caught it just in time and brought his stave across the master’s knuckles in the process.
Master and apprentice fought toe to toe for the better part of an hour. Alex didn’t know if Tig was fighting his best, but he knew that his own fighting was much improved. There was a rhythm and musical feel to the conflict as the staves hummed and crashed. At irregular intervals, Tig cast spells. Alex deflected each one.
Something occurred to Alex; the magic and fighting were one. He wasn’t trying to cast spells; he was only blocking, but the blocking was magic just the same.
He was no longer trying to do magic; he was magic. He could feel the magic build inside him, flow through him. He breathed it. He smelled it. He had been able to smell magic before, but this was different. It wasn’t the smoky smell of the master’s magic or the spicy smell of Cynthia’s. There was a new scent, not yet as strong but every bit as magical. It was the smell of green trees in the spring. It was his own magical smell. He knew it. He owned it. For the first time he knew his master had not made a mistake in choosing him as his apprentice.
***
They had bacon and pumpkin sandwiches at lunch. It was an odd combination that the master insisted they have regularly. Alex never understood the attraction, but today they tasted finer than any meal he’d ever eaten. There were smells and sights he’d never noticed before. Looking out a window, he clearly saw twigs and insects at a distance where he had only seen branches before.
Was his eyesight better, or did he just start noticing things like this?
When he stood before Horace to feed him, the owl looked him in the eye and nodded—almost like a little bow—and he didn’t try to nip him. The whole world had come alive and he found his place in it. He drank it in greedily.
After lunch Tig helped him with the dishes, and Cynthia even helped put them away! Though six hands were at work, he wasn’t afraid of dropping crockery.
That was it! There was no fear. That, more than anything else, is what changed this morning. Life had always been a piece of delicate porcelain he feared damaging. Now it was a mountain stream. He wanted to dive in and splash water up into the sunlight.
The afternoon chores were done. Alex sat on the ground and leaned back on a stump. The exertions of the morning session and the excitement of his awakening senses left him drowsy. He wasn’t afraid that he’d lose the awareness if he slept. He knew what fear was now. He understood it. Fear had nothing to give him. It had always been a useless emotion, an impediment in his life, but now he could see that.
So much was clearer now.
Sunlight played on his eyelids as he drifted off to sleep.
“Alex, time to go again.”
His master stood above him, Alex’s quarterstave in one hand, his own in the other.
“Yes, Master.”
Alex tried to shake the cobwebs. If he’d slept a little more, or not at all, it would be easier.
Tig led him out to the ground.
“This time, Alex, you will defend Cynthia. Every spell I cast will be at her.”
A home and not a home
Strangers in need of care
A wilderness resting and gathering
We add to our numbers for you, my love
Though we become many
We are alone
For you are not here
—The Book of the Mad Poet
Tig didn’t regret the afternoon’s session. It was something he had to do. The two great mistakes that apprentices make are assuming they can’t learn and assuming they know enough. Until that morning, Alex’s error had always been the former; Tig wanted to make sure he didn’t move on to the latter.
Tig did not enjoy being unkind to the boy. Victory is exhilarating, and exhilaration is exhausting. Tig knew the boy would need rest. He waited for Alex to fall asleep.
It was part of his training. Emergencies rarely happened when you are prepared for them. Even groggy, the boy’s speed was impressive, and his strength was improving. Tig was still the master, but at this rate Alex might pass him by mid-Summer.
He was proud of Alex for figuring out how to respond to eye contact. It was a method that would work with most opponents. Of course, Tig had to train him to face all opponents, so he blocked the boy’s eye contact method by looking down at Alex’s knees. The apprentice was still inexperienced enough that Tig could read his movements, even with limited perception. With his mouth averted, he cast tickle spells at Cinder. Alex was unable to anticipate the spells, and that threw the boy off enough to exaggerate Tig’s skill advantage.
Using Cinder as the object of protection had an added benefit. He hadn’t realized how skilled the girl was with the dagger. She suffered the first couple of magical tickles with nothing more than shrill protests.
When Alex was continually unable to protect her, she expressed her displeasure more forcefully. After each tickle she poked poor Alex with the dagger. She barely touched the boy, not even piercing his skin, but that was enough to distract Alex.
The boy never had a chance.
Tig worried that Cinder might do Alex real harm, but her speed, precision, and control were dragon-like. She was adjusting well to her diminished senses and reflexes. As a human she was more vulnerable to common attack than she would be as a dragon. It was good to know she could defend herself.
If only Tig could find out what kind of adversary they faced. Until he knew more he didn’t dare let Cinder appear as a dragon. The wizard who killed Flint would certainly be hunting her. There was talk of another dragon killed. Was someone trying to kill all the dragons?
Tig thought of Cinder as a girl as much as he thought of her as a dragon. The change had been gradual, but Cinder was a different person than she’d been that day on the beach. She overheard Tig speak of his books as treasure and spent much of the winter in study. Properly motivated, a dragon’s capacity for learning was as great as a wizard’s.
Of course, Cinder would never be able to conjure, any more than Tig could learn to breathe fire. Dragons don’t become wizards any more than wizards become dragons, though there was an obscure ancient reference about heroes.
Cinder didn’t need to be a wizard to profit from this education. There were always advantages to knowledge. She now knew as much about magic as many adepts, or even some wizards, and she didn’t limit her study to magic alone. She devoured books on mathematics, history, philosophy, and chemistry. He even caught her reading poetry when she thought herself unobserved.
The uneven fight was taking a toll on Alex, though he never quit. Tig didn’t enjoy bullying the boy; it was time to stop.
“That’s enough for today, Alex,” said Tig. The boy fell in a heap.
Tig studied his apprentice. There was still the glow from the morning, now tempered by his difficult afternoon. Cinder hadn’t injured Alex with her dagger, but his pants were shredded, particularly the seat.
They all needed new clothes. Cinder and Alex had both grown over the winter, and Tig’s cape was threadbare.
He expected Cinder to be reluctant to return to port. She agreed that the trip was necessary and made no protest.
It was Alex, who usually relished these trips, that was hesitant.
“Do you think you should let Cynthia bring that dagger with her?”
The boy had made a breakthrough, but he was still prone to worry.
“You can bring your quarterstave if she concerns you.”
“Oh, it’s not that.” The boy looked down at the state of his pants and blushed. “It’s just, well, she has a temper.”
“She does have that.”
Alex had seen plenty of that.
Early on Cinder demanded that Alex teach her chess. The boy showed remarkable tolerance as he taught her the moves of each of the pieces. When Alex won the first game, Cinder stormed out of the hut and didn’t come back for hours.
The next day Cinder studied the board, much as a predator watches prey. Alex offered to play her, but she refused curtly. The next day she studied each piece individually.
“That’s not going to help you play better.”
“Quiet, boy, I’m hunting.”
On the morning of the third day, Cinder challenged Alex to a game. Though Alex won the first two, she insisted on continuing until she defeated him five times in a row.
Alex was a fair chess player and should not have been beaten so by a beginner. Of course, he didn’t know that he was playing against a dragon. He handled his humiliation with grace. He didn’t show anger or pout. He took a walk with Puff. Tig might have preferred a bit of anger from his apprentice.
Tig had two protégés: one he feared was too passive, the other, too violent. Maybe bringing weapons to the port was a bad idea.
No, Tig had confidence in them both. Maybe they would balance each other out.
Puff wanted to go along. The dog hadn’t been in the boat since he was a puppy. Tig thought he was boat shy. Perhaps their staying overnight the last time upset him.
“I left extra food and water for him,” said Alex.
The dog was farting even more than usual this morning.
“I don’t think it would be wise to take him among people who are not accustomed to his problem.”
“Yes,” said Cinder. “The port smells bad enough as it is.”
Tig could tell that Cinder still didn’t trust the boat completely, but she didn’t voice any doubts. It was a calm morning. Alex rowed twenty minutes before they caught a wind strong enough to move the sail. Fish were feeding on insects near the boat.
“Are these fish good to eat?” Cinder asked.
“Quite good.”
“Alex, give me your belt and stave.”
Alex looked down at his trousers, already sliced and torn from Cinder’s dagger. “How will I hold my pants up?”
“You have two hands,” said Cinder. “Besides, you are in a boat. You can stay seated.”
Alex looked at Tig, who shrugged. The boy removed his belt and handed it to Cinder. She took her dagger and attached it to the staff with the belt.
“Master, she won’t catch fish like that. She’ll fall out of the boat and lose my belt.”
“Then we’ll pull her out and get you a new belt in town.”
Cinder nodded with approval.
“Will it tip the boat if I get up here?”
“On the wale? No, I don’t think so.”
“But she’ll fall in.”
Cinder ignored Alex’s protest and perched on the wale. She held her spear low at her side. Some would hold it high off the shoulder; that would give them strength for the throw, but it would also impede balance. It required very little thrust to spear a fish.
Did she understand that as a dragon or figure it out through the physics she’d been studying? Tig couldn’t ask her such a question with Alex sitting right there.
Cinder kept the spear point near the surface where fish would appear. Fish broke the surface several times, but not in her range. She didn’t waste motion on an attack with no hope of success.
The wind picked up, and the boat moved faster. The waves began to roll though the fish continued to feed. Cinder stayed focused on her hunt. Tig was beginning to share Alex’s concern.
“Cynthia, perhaps you should...”
“Silence!”
A fish broke four feet from the craft. Surely it was out of range. Cinder moved. One moment she was poised, and the next she had speared a fish.
She was too far out. Tig grabbed his stave to help pull her in from the water. The dragon girl didn’t fall. She swung the spear and fish around behind her and dropped so that her ankles rested on the wale and her feet hooked behind it. Pressing the speared fish against the opposing wale, she pushed up on the spear, pressed down on her ankles, and jumped. She swung around the nearly upright spear like a maypole, landing neatly in the boat.
“Wow,” said Alex.
Tig had to agree.
“I thought you were afraid of boats,” said Alex.
“Fear is prey, to be hunted like any other.”
“Well, the fish looks like good prey to me.”
Cinder preened. It was a fine fish.
Tig was surprised when the port came into view. Three full-sized trading ships stood at anchor in a bay that was too shallow for such craft a year earlier. Had they dredged the harbor over the winter? Two new piers lined with smaller craft flanked the original dock. There were still a few spots to tie up, but with all the activity the wizard wondered if that would be the case later in the day.
Even more surprising, Froom was not there to greet him. Instead, under a sign reading, “Welcome to Flintport, Ludwig Eusibius Froom, Master Barrister,” was the barrister’s wife, Tutilla. The woman looked nervous and not at all happy to be there.
“Please forgive us, Master Wizard Tig. My husband is rushing to be here, but the town has grown so this winter. He’s always so busy!”
“That’s quite fine, Madam Froom. So much has changed even since last fall.”
“Yes, it is busy. It is always so busy!”
Froom arrived at a run. He dodged two fish carts and almost sent a stevedore tumbling in the process.
“Master Wizard. This is so unacceptable that I wasn’t here to greet you.”
“Not at all, Master Barrister.” Tig did his best to show proper respect for the man’s expanded title. “A man of your responsibilities cannot be expected to greet people at the dock.”
Froom puffed importantly and straightened his jacket. For one ridiculous moment he reminded Tig of Cinder when she’d caught the fish. “I’m sorry, Wizard Tig, that we didn’t name the town Tigville. The citizens demanded we name the town after the dragon. It was quite out of my hands.”
Cinder had disassembled her spear and now held the fish hanging from her dagger. Alex held his stave in one hand and tried to put on his belt without his pants falling down. The dragon girl was staring at the sign. Her face registered emotions, but Tig couldn’t read which ones they were. Perhaps Cinder didn’t know herself.
“Actually, Master Barrister, I am thrilled with the name. I can’t imagine one more appropriate.”
“But we didn’t change the river’s name.” Froom omitted addressing Tig as, “my friend, my very good friend.” Perhaps success cut superfluous words from his normal phraseology. Tig noticed the change with approval. The man even appeared more dignified.
“I do appreciate that, Master Barrister. There is a certain romance to a river called No Name.”
“Romance?” said Froom. “Yes, I see! Tutilla, remind me to mention that to the new hotelier tomorrow.”
“Yes, dear.” She added to Cinder, who was still staring at the sign, “He’s always so busy.”
“Young lady,” said Froom. “You can probably get two silver pieces for that fish at the market.”
“What?” Cinder stopped staring at the sign. “The fish? No, the fish is for the widow.”
“Yes, well, I’m sure she’ll like that.”
“Fish is best fresh,” said Tig. “We should be on our way.”
As Tig, Alex, Cinder, and fish moved off, Tig overheard the first couple of Flintport talking.
“That’s not right,” said Froom. “I should have been here. What did you tell him when he tied up?”
“I told him you were busy. You are always so busy.”
Cinder was glad she had something to bring the widow. The woman’s kindness was Cinder’s first indication of humanity’s potential. Of course, the incident at the inn had set that back again, but over the winter on the island Cinder pondered her encounter with the widow, and that, together with other factors, opened her eyes.
Humanity was a deceiving race. They were so small and slow and, while bright for animals, not nearly as intelligent as dragons. It was easy to see why dragons underestimated them.
In human form she was hardly a formidable-looking creature. Yet as Cinder practiced with the dagger, she became far more dangerous than she appeared. Ordinarily the dragon Cinder could never fall victim to the human Cynthia. But without warning or, as she was ashamed to admit, proper understanding, any dragon might fall prey to an armed and prepared human, even one as small as she.
Tig was another good example of humanity’s surprising qualities. Cinder knew that Tig was formidable—her father never would have accepted him as an ally if he wasn’t—but his apparent poverty was misleading. Among dragons, a person with so little wealth could only be a cripple or a lack-mind. It wasn’t until she’d been with him nearly a month that she discovered that the wizard’s wealth was knowledge.
Lining this man’s walls was knowledge and wisdom from around the world and far back in time. This knowledge gave Tig capability far beyond his physical abilities or even his considerable magic. With this knowledge Tig could not only gain status among his people, but benefit himself as well.
Tig did not need to guard his wealth. He could keep it or share it and still have as much as or more than he had before.
Once she became aware of this wealth, Cinder lusted after it. She started reading his books. Cinder felt like a thief gathering Tig’s wealth of knowledge to herself, but the man actually encouraged her. He even assisted her in gaining as much as she could in the time she was with him.
There were books in her parents’ hoard, but they were rare books with covers of gold and illustrations by great artists. Cinder had read a few pages of one, but the beauty and luster of its wrapping prevented the power of the words from reaching her. Tig’s books were leather-bound and plain. Many were old and not too clean. There was nothing to distract her from the real value that lay within.
There was far more to humanity than she expected. She didn’t like being wrong, but now that she was aware that her prejudices had deceived her, even endangered her, she cast them aside.
There was even value in the boy Alex. The boy was the latest testament to Tig’s genius. In spite of her growing opinion of the man, she couldn’t understand why he over-valued his servant. Alex was clumsy, he was fearful, he wasn’t very bright, and he did not stand up for himself. Alex didn’t even have much magic in him.
Cinder had done her best to tolerate Alex, largely because Tig prized the boy. Then yesterday she had watched as a lower being became a higher one in the course of one morning. Alex’s fear fell away like a snake’s skin, and once free of it he became a person with power and the potential to gain more power still. He still could not hold a candle to Tig’s magic or her own, but to see such a complete change come over the boy made Cinder realize that Tig had been right all along. She no longer doubted the wizard’s assessment. In time Alex would be, like Tig, a creature to be reckoned with among men and, perhaps, even dragons.
She just hoped she didn’t start treating canines like higher animals.
Now the town, this port that she held in lowest contempt save for the presence of the widow, had done a thing of surprising grace and power. The town had taken the name of her father and brought it back to life. It was true that the people here did not understand dragons. They were weak and afraid to even look her in the eye, but they had built of themselves a monument to Flint.
She thought of her cousins on the Dragon Isles. They would mock her for thinking this way. Yet they would be wrong and would lack the knowledge treasure she now held in a hoard they could not steal.
It was hard to admit, even to herself, but she was glad her mother was forced to leave her with the wizard. The sunburns and stubbed toes, the insults and the frustrations, they were all worth it for this treasure she had gained. Humility comes hard for dragons, but honor demands honesty.
But there was more treasure here in this town. She knew that there was far more. There was an air of wisdom about the widow. It was something she could detect like the smell of magic, though it had no scent, taste, or sound that she could identify.
Perhaps it had a feel that she could touch.
Aunt Mabel had something she wanted very much indeed. A dragon takes what it desires, yet Cinder did not wish to take what the widow had. She wanted to increase the woman’s treasure so they would both have more.
Her heart was beating like the stirrings of treasure lust. They were finally returning to the widow. So many had surprised her by being more than they seemed; might the widow surprise her by being less?
Cinder saw the building in which the widow kept her business, but everything around the building was different. On three sides were large tents with many people going in and out. Under the tents was merchandise of all descriptions. At first it looked as if people were stealing from the widow, and Cinder brandished her dagger.
“No, Cynthia,” said Tig. “Those are clerks. They work for the widow and help her with buying and selling.”
“How does the widow know they are not cheating her?”
Tig laughed. “Only a fool would try to cheat Mabel.”
Tig walked up to a man who appeared to be one of the clerks.
“Is the widow Pumpfrey in the main store?”
“She is occupied,” said the man. “I will relay a message to her. What’s your name?”
Cinder was angry and wanted to spit the man for being so rude, but the wizard seemed not to be upset at all.
“My name is Tig.”
The man’s eyes opened wider. “Are you the wizard, Sir?”
“Yes.”
“You’ll have to hurry to catch her, Sir. She’s in the house, preparing with Nat and Ivan. Please, Sir, talk her out of it.”
Tig didn’t delay to ask what he was supposed to talk the widow out of, but hurried past the tents into the building. Cinder could see that beyond the building a large stone foundation had been laid recently. Obviously Aunt Mabel did not intend to do her selling out of tents indefinitely.
Inside, the building was changed as well. The tools, seed, food, cloth, and building supplies had all been moved out to the tents. The inner store was dedicated to weapons, armor, crystal, art objects, and fine jewelry. There was something familiar about the setting to Cinder. Realizing what that was came as a shock.
Cinder was looking at something very much like a dragon’s hoard! It wasn’t as fine and plentiful as what Flint and Spray amassed over the years, but it was a hoard nonetheless. Many dragons would be proud of so much treasure. Aunt Mabel was a woman any dragon might admire.
Cinder looked at the fish hanging from her dagger. A drop of sea water dripped from it onto a carpet of intricate patterns. She felt humiliated. This must be how Alex felt every day. She wished she had never caught the fish.
The widow was standing with two men by the armor. She was wearing a breastplate that had not been designed for her and an iron helmet. It was an odd vision that reinforced the hidden dragon within the woman.
“Madam Pumpfrey,” said the taller of the two men, “you should leave this to the barrister.”
“The barrister hasn’t the men available at present, Nat.”
“Perhaps you should wait until he does, Madam Pumpfrey. It is madness to go after them now.”
“In four or five days the scoundrels will be far from here with my trade goods.”
“But the dragon!” said the second man, presumably Ivan.
“Mabel?” said Tig.
The widow had been so involved with the two guards that she hadn’t seen Tig, Cinder, and Alex enter.
“Tigris! Oh my. Isn’t it like you to show up now? I haven’t any tea brewed.”
“That’s quite alright, Mabel. What is all this?”
The widow took off her iron helmet and managed to look graceful despite the breastplate.
“Just a few bandits, Tigris. Hello, Alex. Hello, Cynthia, how wonderful to see you again! That’s a fine fish you have.”
There was an awkward moment. Cinder knew it would be ridiculous to try to hide the fish now, but she didn’t want to offer such a common thing to a person of such wealth.
“She caught it for you, Widow Pumpfrey,” offered Alex. “You should have seen her do it!”
“Why Cynthia, how very kind of you!”
The widow removed the fish from Cinder’s dagger and held it up by gill and tail to admire it. If she noticed the stain the fish left on her sleeve, she gave no sign of it.
“What a beautiful fish! It’s a real prize, my dear. Thank you for such a thoughtful gift.”
Cinder found her tongue again. “You are welcome, Widow Pumpfrey—I mean, Aunt Mabel. You were so kind to me when we were here before.”
“Well, you are a special girl; there’s no mistaking that.”
“Excuse me, Madam Pumpfrey,” the taller guard interrupted. “Does this mean that we won’t be going?”
“We are still going, Nat,” answered the widow, “but there will be a delay. I want you and Ivan both back here in an hour.”
“Yes, Madam.”
The guard didn’t look pleased with the answer. He gave Tig a pleading look.
“Mabel,” said the wizard, “why don’t you tell us about this bandit problem.”
“Of course, Tigris. Let me get the water boiling first.”
The widow led them into a room that Cinder had not seen before. It was a kitchen, but it hardly resembled the one Tig and Alex kept. The single room was nearly as large as the wizard’s hut. It was also spotless and meticulously organized.
On the table was a pile of gem stones, a magnifying glass, and a ledger.
“Alex,” said the widow, “my hands are filled. Will you put those items in that box on the counter? Tig, there’s some water in that bucket if you wouldn’t mind filling the kettle. Cynthia, dear, there’s a knife in that drawer. Let’s do justice to this fine fish of yours.”
As gracious as the widow was, she had no difficulty taking command, and her three visitors responded to her easy authority. Cinder winced at the casual way Alex swept the precious stones off the table and into the box. He was much more careful of the glass and ledger. The smallest of those stones could buy a dozen glasses or a hundred ledgers. No wonder wizards were so poor.
“Let me show you something about this particular fish, Cynthia.” The widow took the knife that Cinder offered and whirled it around her fingers deftly. In six long strokes she scaled and removed one side of the fish except the head, tail, and fin. “At the inn they make clumsy filets. The fish is such excellent quality that they still make a good meal, but to bring out its true qualities you must cut the slices fine, like this.”
“You wouldn’t have some sliced pumpkin?” Tig asked.
“No, Tigris. I might have if I ever knew when to expect you.”
The knife blurred in the widow’s hand, leaving many wafer-thin slices on the table. There was no board beneath the fish and not the slightest mark on the table’s surface. This was a woman familiar with blades.
The widow had the fish filleted before the water boiled. She dropped some of the slices into a heated pan. As they were so thin, they cooked very fast. The widow wrapped the rest of the slices in paper and placed them in a box. Alex washed down the table, and Cinder gathered chairs, while Tig filled the teapot. Aunt Mabel set out cups, small biscuits, and a dish with some sort of confection in it. Finally she removed the fillets from the pan and set them on a platter.
They were delicious.
Tig picked up the confection dish. “I don’t recognize this, Mabel. Is it something new?”
“Oh yes,” replied the widow. “I’ve been getting them from my overland supplier. They’re called peppermints. Please try them.”
They were pink and white and smelled strongly of sugar, but with mint and spice. Cinder popped one into her mouth. It was quite sweet. Perhaps too sweet. She had the impression they were not good for her teeth.
Alex’s eyes brightened immediately. He bit down on the confection, making a loud crunching sound. Was it the candy or a tooth that crumbled? The boy looked at the dish hungrily. There were only a few there, and he looked torn between desire and his naturally polite nature.
Tig rolled the peppermint around in his mouth as if exploring it from every side. Cinder envisioned notes and calculations forming above the wizard’s head. The widow waited for his reaction with amusement and gave Cinder a wink.
“Mabel... I think you have something here. This is quite extraordinary. Yes, indeed, quite extraordinary.”
Alex nodded his head vigorously.
“Why, Tigris, I’ve never known you to be so fond of sweets.”
“Oh, no—I mean, yes, it is quite pleasant, but there is a quality here for which I’ve been searching some time. We’ll need to purchase a good quantity of these for a potion of great importance.”
Alex brightened visibly. The apprentice showed keen interest in working on such a potion.
“All the more reason, Tigris, that I must track down these bandits. These are the last few peppermints I have left. The thieves stole the shipment I was expecting, along with fabrics.”
Cinder envisioned the bandits facing the widow with her fillet knife at full speed. It made her giggle.
“Now, Cynthia,” warned the widow, “I certainly wouldn’t expect a strong young woman such as you to laugh at a woman protecting her own.”
“Oh, no, I didn’t mean...”
“Was that all you had in the caravan,” Alex interrupted.
Cinder was annoyed. The boy would not have presumed to interrupt like that before his little success in the training yard.
“Yes,” replied the widow. “Oh, there was an arthritis remedy that Tutilla asked me to purchase for her. I know neither Nat nor Ivan carried gold. They leave their savings in my vault.”
“But no gold?”
“No, not unless the carters carried some in their purses. I make my purchases with letters of credit. Why do you ask?”
“That man, Ivan, spoke of a dragon.”
“Oh that,” the widow laughed. “That’s not to be believed. These guards know nothing of dragons. No dragon would attack a caravan for cloth and peppermints.”
Cinder was relieved with the widow’s response. When the woman first laughed, she feared the widow did not respect dragons. It was good to know the woman understood her kind so well.
“You think the guards were lying to you, Mabel?” Tig looked concerned.
“No. I think the bandits may have captured a wher and clipped its wings. It’s a horribly cruel thing to do. The poor beasts don’t have strong minds and can be trained to be vicious.”
“Still, Widow Pumpfrey,” Alex said, “a trained wher is a dangerous animal. If Nat and Ivan fled it once, what’s to keep them from abandoning you once you find the bandits?”
“What am I to do, young Alex? When Flint ruled the back lands, no wher would have ventured near that trail no matter how the bandits beat it. That dragon was a great blessing to us, and many in this town are just now realizing what he did for us. Now we must stand on our own. If we are not willing to fight for ourselves, we will deserve what becomes of us.”
“What of the barrister?” asked Alex.
“Mister Froom?” said the widow. “I must admit the man has a genius for city building. It was a surprise to many of us who thought we knew him, but he has a blind spot when it comes to the interior. He thinks of the sea and the river and doesn’t recognize our need for protection over land.”
“I’m not complaining,” she went on. “I benefit the most from the overland trails; it stands to reason that I should defend it.”
“I still don’t trust your guards,” said Alex.
“What are you thinking?” asked Tig.
Cinder said it before Alex could. “We should go after those bandits.”
Cinder thought about a wher wandering her lands. Human bandits were victimizing others in her domain! Such things didn’t happen when Flint was alive. She wanted to roar. She could feel her eyes glowing.
Alex looked over at her. There was a fire in his eyes as well. He gave her a short nod, which she returned.
“Oh, my, children really...”
The widow looked Alex in the eye.
“It’s just so dangerous...”
She looked Cinder in the eye. This redoubtable woman looked puzzled. This pleased Cinder. Widow Pumpfrey appealed to the wizard.
“Tigris, I really don’t think...”
“I think they’re up to it,” the wizard replied.
“But really, it’s my fight. I should be the one to wage it.”
Cinder slid her hand under the widow’s. It was an action of submission that she’d seen younger dragons do with Flint. It surprised her to be doing it, but it felt right. The widow looked at her solemnly.
“Allow it to be my fight as well, Aunt Mabel. I ask you this.”
***
It wasn’t as simple as that. The widow maintained that she should take the risks, but Tig insisted that the town needed her. To win back the cargo and to lose her would be a poor exchange.
Cinder didn’t think that words alone were enough to convince the widow, but there was something about the gesture Cinder had made, slipping her own hand under the widow’s, that made it an issue of honor. Cinder wondered if there was anything about this in one of Tig’s books.
Having lost her arguments, the widow tried to force weapons and armor on them. Each of them refused swords. A sword, Tig claimed, is more dangerous to the untrained owner than to his adversary. Each accepted a shirt of light mail, and Cinder took a short spear. Tig took some bandages, and Alex took the iron helmet the widow was wearing when they entered. Tig and Alex already had staves, and Cinder had her knife.
When the guards, Nat and Ivan, returned to find the widow no longer wearing the iron breastplate, they looked relieved. They were only slightly less reluctant to go to battle alongside an old man and two adolescents.
A display of magic from Tig changed their minds. They agreed to lead Tig, Alex, and Cinder to where the caravan was ambushed. Cinder wondered if they would be any help once they found the bandits.
Would they even have dared argue with the widow as they argued with Tig? These were not men with hearts of fire.
Cinder took a deep breath as they started out. It was a breath she had not known she’d been holding. She, a dragon, fled a seemingly defenseless man who was attacking her family and hoard. It is not in the nature of dragons to flee.
Now she was returning to her lands for the first time. She would fight to defend the hoard of a woman she admired.
It was not the vengeance she longed for, but at least it was an opportunity to restore her honor.
The guards weren’t interested in Alex. He could tell that they saw him as a boy that was playing at being a man. He might have agreed with them if not for Tig’s affirmation. Of course, Tig by himself could rout a few bandits even if they did have a wher beast. But Alex didn’t think that was the way it was going to go.
This was a test of the training he and Cinder had worked on all winter. Any qualms he might have had about Cinder using a spear she was not accustomed to had been dealt with when she speared the fish on the boat. He’d never seen anyone with that kind of balance. It was almost as if she were flying.
He knew the guards would be little if any help, but that didn’t worry him. Tig would not allow them to be hurt. Strangely, that disappointed the boy. Why should he feel that way; shouldn’t he feel reassured instead?
So now, instead of worrying about fighting bandits, he was worried about how he felt about not worrying. There’s always something to worry about. It was a comforting thought.
That didn’t sound normal, either.
The sight of the ambush was a surprise. There were three dead bodies on the ground. Alex had been thinking about this as a training exercise with fabrics and peppermints. The bodies reminded him that the bandits were not just thieves, but murderers. This business was not simple training. An arrow had pierced one body. The other two were mauled. Maybe the bandits did have a wher.
Alex wondered how he’d feel if Tig were not there with him. Would he be terrified? He couldn’t tell. The wizard was too strong a presence in his life. He just couldn’t see the world without taking Tig into account.
The bandits had done nothing to hide their tracks. This was Froom’s fault. If the barrister had any sort of militia, a few bandits only an hour out from town would at least have some fear.
Not that Alex could spare attention to politics. He had no say in such matters. He searched the tracks and the woods around him.
Alex didn’t realize an arrow had been shot at him until he saw it clatter against a branch behind. If the archer had been a better shot, he’d be dead. Perhaps there was danger in spite of Tig’s presence. After ducking behind a tree Alex spotted the bandits, or at least two of them. They were quite a distance away. Alex revised his estimate of the archer. The arrow was shot at a hundred paces and only missed him by a foot or two. The archer was a good shot. Without Tig there was no way to get close enough to use his quarterstave without getting several arrows shot through his body.
Behind him Cynthia was motioning excitedly to Tig. She was holding the necklace she always wore. Tig shook his head no. For a moment Alex worried that Cynthia would sulk, but the girl just tossed her head and even smiled. She was a very odd girl.
There was a loud stomping sound approaching from his left. There was an even louder one to his right. Cynthia caught his eye to show that she would meet the threat to the right. Alex pointed to the archer and motioned for her to keep low. The girl nodded and stooped as she moved toward the approaching sound. Whatever was making the sound was closing fast.
Alex’s heart was pounding, but there was a smile on his face too. Maybe he was just as strange as Cynthia.
Cynthia closed with an attacker. True to the widow’s assumption, it was a wher beast. The stubs of the animal’s wings were twisted atop its body, but more important, it had five-inch teeth and sharp claws on short powerful arms.
Wher beasts are considered weak cousins to dragons. The term 'weak' is only appropriate when you have dragons to compare them to. This beast standing on all fours was still at Cynthia’s height and surely outweighed the girl four times over. Cynthia held the spear outstretched, and in one swipe the beast broke it in two.
Alex stretched out his hand and pointed at the beast. “Ignatio!” he shouted. A stream of flame left his hand and died out not even halfway to the beast.
“A baby wizard is it?” said a voice a few feet to his left. A man, taller than Alex and far broader, was raising his sword to cut him in two.
There was no time to cast a spell at his assailant. He lifted his stave to block the blow. The man’s sword came down, breaking the stave in half. Alex dodged and avoided having his arm sheared off at the shoulder.
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