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The child crouched within the one-roomed
shack deep in the Big Bend area of Texas. Outside under a
brilliantly starry sky the flames still licked lightly over the
body of what had once been a woman. A fire witch who had dared too
greatly for her abilities. Only hours ago she had been filled with
life–filled, too, with pride, and a selfishness too deep to care
even adequately for the five-year-old girl-child her dying sister
had bequeathed her.

The child, Joanna, was still crouched,
huddled motionless within the sour-smelling blankets when others
came to claim her. She allowed herself to be taken, the hands were
kind. But in her ears still rang the terrible sounds of her aunt’s
dying. The sight of it still haunted her eyes, she had seen–too
much–before she escaped to the shack’s shelter. Fire death for a
fire witch is never easy and it can be long in the gaining.

In the complex of massive stone buildings
that lay on the Mexican/Texas border – a place that was both school
and fire shrine – she grew older. Until the time came when those
who had taken her in demanded more than simple tasks such as any
ordinary person without the fire gift could accomplish. Then, she
refused.

“You have the gift.”

She faced them defiantly. “I won’t. I don’t.
I’m not a fire witch.” And, more truthfully. “You can’t make
me!”

Her young teacher looked at the child and
shook her head slowly, remembering the almost catatonic child
Mother Erma had brought here seven years earlier. “You fear to try
this? Joanna, I would not teach you anything that would endanger
you.”

“Not yet.” The tone was bitter. “Do you think
I don’t know what happens to those who fail to master fire? I saw!
I heard!”

Riana reached out to cradle the shivering
twelve-year-old in gentle arms. “I know you did. But this is safe,
such a small thing to do. Light the hearth fire, darling. Try it,
just for me?”

“No.”

Her teacher sighed soundlessly before turning
to a lesson of a different sort. “Very well, clean these fish so we
may eat. I have other work to do.”

Later, she sought out her superior.

“Will the child learn?”

“No, nor do I think she will change her mind.
Despite her age at the time it seems that she remembers all too
well what happened to Marra.”

The Mother Erma snorted. “Marra! She never
had much of the gift, nowhere near as much as she believed and her
ambition was the death of her. That may have been her true fate but
why did she have to destroy one who could be the strongest of her
generation? Would the child yield to peer pressure of some
kind?”

Riana shook her head. “She is obstinate.
Pressure would merely make her more determined not to learn.
Perhaps if we show her only the good side of the gift? Fire is an
excellent servant; maybe in time she will come to see that. If not,
at least she can strengthen her mind and learn the spells to
control the fire – even if she will not use them.”

Joanna learned well as Riana had hoped. Just
so long as she was not required to use the gift she feared and
hated. Yet she was lonely; the other trainees shunned her. She
could not join in their conversation as they eagerly announced each
advance in their control of the fire gift.

She watched as the older girls left to be
stationed in the towns across Texas. With them went the warn-dogs,
raised and trained to send fire warning. Each witch chose her
beast, but many of the dogs went alone at six months to live at
isolated ranches or homesteads. From them they would call the fire
warning mind-to-mind across the endless miles.

With contact made, a fire witch could use the
link to travel beyond ordinary space and kill the fire before it
killed in turn. Jo hated to see the young dogs leave, but she knew
that where they went they would be cherished. No man would
ill-treat the beast that might save his family and all they owned.
The dogs worked for love, the more they cared for those they
guarded, the safer that family was.

They had been bred from a mixture, wolves who
obeyed the pack, coyotes for their cunning, and dogs who bred
throughout the year. The parts had combined into a whole that was a
new beast, the warn-dog.

Jo’s fourteenth birthday came in spring. This
year that was not the usual sort of time when everything was
greening. Instead, it was – after a drier than usual winter - a
season when many wells had dried up and small streams ceased to
flow even before summer’s heat struck truly. The fire witches were
kept very busy that even hotter summer and all the following fall.
Fires raged across Texas and electrical storms lashed the
countryside, setting off more and more fires so that the women were
too hard-pressed to save everyone.

It was after one of the worst storms that
Riana returned, cradling something within her bundled outer
jacket.

“Jo? Come and see what I have.”

The bundle snuffled as the girl unwrapped it
with eager fingers. “A puppy.” She looked closer. “A warn-dog.
Where did you find him?”

“He’s a her, and–you remember the farm in
Escan valley? She came from there.”

The girl knew enough to ask no more. If the
pup had been taken from her dam and the farm, then it would be only
because none survived to care for her. She cradled the whimpering
pup to her. “I’ll look after her, don’t worry, Riana.” She marched
away, her face alight with dedication. The pup, too, had lost all
to the fire.

Riana looked after her and hoped that the
small beast would give Joanna something to love. It might ease the
fear and loneliness Riana had seen more than once in the dark brown
eyes. She had no more time to consider that however. The summer of
1847 was brutal for all, but for the fire witches and their
warn-dogs, more than most.

Luckily, summer faded into a wetter fall and
a rain-soaked, snow-heavy winter. Next spring there were only a
handful of fires, easily quelled, and the witches rested.

Jo’s pup, now named Moreha – an ancient word
for Survivor – grew and prospered. All Jo’s love was lavished on
her animal which was developing into a magnificent example of a
warn-dog.

Riana studied Moreha one afternoon as the
beast drowsed in the sun. “Do you plan to breed her?”

“Of course, but not for another year. Mother
Erma told me that relatives of the people who owned Moreha’s dam
had moved back into Escan valley. I’ve gone to talk to them a
number of times since then. They have a sire there, a dog of the
oldest royal line and they’ve agreed that once Moreha is ready
they’ll allow him to breed with her.”

Riana wondered silently if the girl
understood the consequences. Warn-dogs were bred to alert their
owners to any coming fire. They could feel the fire’s beginnings;
know which way it would run. And, far greater than that, they could
link with a fire witch to draw them through other dimensions to
fight the flames. Well, if the girl did not understand what she was
doing, she would learn.

“I’ll look forward to seeing the pups; with
that breeding they should be wonderful.”

Joanna laughed. “I owe you one in exchange
for Moreha. Once they’re born you’ll have your choice if you
want.”

Riana shook her head. “I may be too busy this
next year or two to take on a pup.”

She cursed her unwary tongue as she saw her
young friend’s face smooth into expressionless lines. There had
been a prophecy. Some wise woman across the border in Ojinaga had
had a vision on the Day of the Dead. Her words had flown through
Mexico and Texas in weeks and there were few who had not heard–and
feared what she had dreamed.

She had seen fire. Streamers of flame
reaching up to claw at the heavens, below the land burned as if in
a great furnace. None would have the power to halt these flames
with which the fire savaged the shrinking earth. Death,
destruction, and an end to hope. When she did not know; but soon, a
year, maybe two, no more.

The Mexican authorities would have kept that
quiet but they had been too late. By the time they heard the
foretelling it was already a tale carried on the winds. They were
doing all they could but if what had been foreseen came to pass,
all the preparations made would never be enough to save
everyone.

The women of the teaching house of the fire
witches heard and shivered. Joanna had heard of course, but until
now she had shut her mind to the story. It was nothing to do with
her, she was no witch, and she had neither powers nor gift to call
upon. She occupied her mind with work. Meals to be cooked, mending
to be done, and the pups her beloved dog would produce in another
year. Jo had just celebrated her fifteenth birthday when Moreha
vanished.

All that day and deep into the night Jo
hunted and called for her dog. She wept, and moved by her grief,
even those who were indifferent to her helped her search. A month
later the dog came trotting in, footsore, starved, and—as was
ascertained by one of the women who knew dogs–in pup to some beast
unknown.

Jo fed her dog, brought water and watched her
drink then subsided to the floor to wash the grubby beast and mourn
over the purebred litter she might have had. Riana watched her. Jo
looked up from her task.

“They must have been sired by some stray, or
perhaps a wolf. They can’t be purebred; they’ll be no use as
warn-dogs.”

“Will you kill them then?”

“No! But. . .” her voice faltered. “What if
it was a wolf?”

Riana slid an arm about her shoulders.
“Puppies follow the dam’s example.”

From behind them the dry voice of Mother Erma
added, “And besides, pups often throw to their dam. Half wolf they
may be, but they may well follow her gifts and training. Don’t
complain, girl. If they have Moreha’s loyalty and a wolf’s gifts
they’ll do well enough.”

“Won’t they be more timid?”

“Aye, likely, but they’ll probably be more
clever as well and that’s something we can all do with.” She
stumped away leaving Riana and Jo to smile at her retreating
back.

“There,” Riana said. “And Mother Erma knows
everything—as she’d be the first to tell you.”

Hastily smothered giggles made the dog look
up from her water bowl and whine. Jo caught her up in a hug. “Don’t
worry, you’ll have a whole litter of fine strong pups and it’ll all
be well.”

Spring was short that year. Sooner than usual
the sun rose into full summer heat, drying the land, opening great
cracks in the earth while the grass died and streams became mud and
stones. Many ranch owners sent their cattle north in great drives
to where the grass still grew lush and green. Some homesteaders,
remembering the prophecy, sent their families to stay with friends
or other relations in the east. And still the summer grew
hotter.

Moreha bore her litter although to everyone’s
surprise that was one pup alone. A large brindle-gray male with a
white mark like a flame between his ears. Mother Erma looked at him
and agreed their suspicions.

“Aye, wolf sire no doubt, but there’s no
saying he’s the worse for it. Let us wait and see. In a few months
you can take Moreha to the valley and mate her again. There’s
nothing lost but a little time and you may yet have a warn-dog in
this one.”

The Rio Grande grew shallow as the summer
wore on. By late summer, sandbars showed where for four generations
none had been seen. The lands of the Big Bend country withered,
some smaller saplings insufficiently deep-rooted died, even deep
creeks ceased to flow, grass became yellow stalks then turned to
dust. And desperate creatures gathered near the fire witchs’
buildings as if knowing the women could be saviours when the time
came.

Then the lightning storms began and even Jo
could shut her eyes and ears no longer. She had tried, seeing and
not seeing those who went out to fight the fire, seeing and not
seeing those who returned – and those who did not. But all the time
over the long dry months the many fires grew. Burning closer and
closer together until in two places all had combined. One in Texas;
the other from the lands beyond Cuidad Acuna. Slowly, these two
neared each other. Large growing into larger until it seemed as if
all the sky was on fire.

Jo knew that those who lived with her were
failing. Now only two fires remained and half of two lands were
black from their breath. The fire witches had exhausted themselves.
No one remained who had more than the strength to handle a hearth
fire. They had spent themselves—some into death—and failed.

Soon the fires would meet and everything Jo
had ever known would be gone. Still she denied, and no one asked
her to turn to their aid. They might have, but Mother Erma forbade
them, and—what use was one more young witch when so many older had
lost their battle?

A great wind from the south came up in the
last night of true summer. It hurled the flames from across the
border towards the single great fire that burned across more than a
quarter of the Texan lands. Jo woke with the roar of fire in her
ears as Moreha pawed at her desperately, sending over and over to
her mistress the warning encoded in her line. The girl peered out
of the window and sucked in a horrified breath. It seemed as if the
very sky was ablaze, like a mad sunset in the distance.

Fear-crazed wild creatures raced by the great
stone building. Past it too galloped people on horseback, some
driving cattle; others were clutching children up before them.
Buckboards, wagons, traps and carts, each with their cargo of
terrified people drawn by fear-maddened horses lumbered or rattled
by. Loose horses followed, eyes rolling in terror. It was clear to
the watching girl that even those who had known the fire witches
all their lives had lost trust.

It did not surprise her. Four generations
ago, the records said there’d been another fire like this. The
stone buildings would stand as they had then. The records would
survive, but the women still remaining here must leave at once. The
records were etched on metal; flesh would not survive the heat to
come. And when the two fires met anyone in the buildings would die
when the fires sucked all the air from the rooms even if they could
have survived the heat. She and Moreha, and the pup she had named
Isho, must flee.

Jo dressed hastily, calling Moreha and Isho
to her as she seized small items and thrust them into a satchel.
Riana came running.

“I’ll free the livestock; help Mother Erma to
dress and help her to the cart. The others will bring what they
need. Hurry!”

Dog and pup at her heels, Jo ran to and fro.
Mother Erma was dressed and helped up to sit on the cart while the
personal possessions of the other women were stacked about her.
Anything left in the upper levels would burn, only the stone would
stand. Deep in the caves under the great stone building, the
records would survive.

Mother Erma might have considered staying
with the records but that it would have been futile. Some had tried
to do so when last this occurred; they had died, not of burning,
but from the heat and the lack of air as the fire sucked it away.
That information, too, was in the old records as a warning. The
cart departed with four injured fire witches aboard, and driven by
the old woman. Freed stock streamed past it. Indignant hens cackled
angrily from atop the load as the cart vanished down the road.

Only Jo and Riana were left. “Take the pony,
drag the pup up with you, Moreha and I can run beside you.”



Behind them abruptly there was something that
was vibration more than sound. The two fires met and so great was
the impact it was as if everything was suddenly silent. For a
moment they halted, then they merged and a monster lifted its head
to the sky and bellowed challenge. Great fingers of flame reached
out toward the buildings in its distance and the four who stood
beside it. A red arch that hungered. Firestorm!

Riana’s hands shot out to seize Jo’s arm.
“Run for the caves below.”

“We’ll die there.”

“I know, but it’ll be a better death than
that will give us if we stay up here. We’re fire witches. Believe
me, better to die from lack of air or the heat.” Her hand gestured
to the approaching monster. Even as she spoke she ripped the gear
from the panicking pony. “Let the poor little beast have his chance
to outrun it.” She flung open the gate and the pony was gone behind
the smoke in one terrified leap.

Jo stood dumbly, unable to take in that she
was about to die. She stared at the thing that would be her killer.
It writhed against the sky; it danced in a terrible majestic
beauty, searing winds drying the tears on her face. It was not
advancing for the moment and she resisted Riana’s efforts to drag
her away.

This was the enemy. This was the thing she
had feared for most of her life. It had taken her aunt, driven her
to live in fear for too long. She stared up, hating it with all her
heart. Knowledge grew slowly, if this beast killed her now it had
won. In winning it would take not only her, but Moreha, Isho, and
Riana. Once the fire moved it might even be swift enough to catch
Mother Erma and the others. Old Drusa who had told her stories;
Mardi who had taught her to cook. The livestock, the hens, horses,
cows, and the warn-dogs—those who yet lived. Her friends; her only
family.

The picture of Marra as she had died thrust
itself into her mind as she cringed at the memory. A small wind
came, stroking burning fingers against her cheek. The monster moved
now to slay. She whirled on Riana.

“Take the dogs to the caves and stay
there.”

The look in her eyes was no longer quite sane
and she knew it. Jo laughed. Of course she was mad; why not? Riana
saw that look and scrambled obediently towards the steps that led
downwards, hauling the unwilling dogs with her. Behind her Jo faced
the red beast and her own terrors. Small embers fell about her,
settling on her hair and flesh. Her clothes burned but not her hair
or body. A fire witch takes no harm from such minor things.

The fire she faced however would be
different. Too great for any witch to live standing in its embrace.
She shrugged. Riana had fought until her abilities had been burned
out for weeks. The others left alive had been in no better shape.
Only Joanna of all the fire witches remaining had power—and that
was because she had feared for ten years now to employ her
gift.

The fire moved, arching slowly towards her.
Blazing branches were falling, lifted and flung by the winds within
the fire. Already it was hard to breathe. Jo looked up and hated
the thing, the red beast that hungered. She had known this day
would come when either she mastered her terror and her gift—or she
died as Marra had. Riana’s face rose in her mind. Moreha and Isho
who loved and trusted her, all those who strove to outrun the
flames northwards.

In the seconds she stood frozen, her mind
flailed hopelessly. She remembered the boy in Escan valley. Kevin
had shown her their warn-dogs, talked of bloodlines and of how
Moreha would make a good dam. She’d gone back a number of times so
that he might walk and talk with her. It had been sweetness.
There’d been something between them, a small fragile beginning. He
and his would have long since fled, his dogs would survive, and
their bloodlines would still be there when the fire died. It was
she and her dogs that would not.

Her long sigh was lost in the bellow of the
fire.

But something changed in that outward breath.
She stepped in sudden decision to front the fire. Even as she moved
she was gathering stillness within herself. Centering as she’d been
taught. She had refused to use her gift, denied she had the
ability; but she had learned the art and the spells even as she
denied. She ran through her teaching and flung it outwards. The
beast paused, and then shrugged off all she could do. It moved
closer.

The girl cringed back, seeing again in her
mind her aunt’s death. She remembered how Marra had fallen, charred
beyond recognition, no longer human—but still screaming. She
reached deeper as she flung other learning at the monster—it
faltered—and elation filled her. Then it gathered strength from the
winds, power from the tortured land, and came on.

From the stone building at her back two
shapes hurtled towards her, one barking a warning, the other
yipping in urgent puppy cries. Jo cried out angrily as her dogs
were followed by Riana.

“Get them back.”

“They won’t, I’ve tried.”

The dogs came to stand by Jo. Within her mind
she could feel the warning from Moreha, fire came, and a witch was
needed. Moreha faced the fire beside her mistress, even the
warn-dog instincts quailed before the thing she faced, older
instincts cried out and she whined in fear, still she stood.

But Isho paced to stand between his dam and
friend and the fire. Listening, Jo heard what would be a snarling
thunder deep in his chest when he was adult. Now it was almost a
squeaking, but it was still defiance. He swung his head to look at
her and she saw the fire reflected in his eyes. Wolf eyes. The eyes
of a beast that would die fighting for those it loves.

Firestorm bellowed above them as the flames
poised before crashing down to engulf. Isho and his dam snarled up
in a last mad defiance—and within her Jo broke through into the
stillness at the heart of her gift. She turned, a hand on the head
of Moreha, reaching down to lay the other between Isho’s ears. Then
she spoke, quite gently.

“No.”

Her gift reached out. No spells, no structure
of learning, just the power. Reaching out to touch the soul of the
firestorm, and as she connected, to drain its strength into
herself. It filled her, overflowing until she glowed with cold
fire. The red beast transmuted by the passage. One by one she could
feel the paths of her gift overload. It didn’t matter. Those she
loved would live. Then from through one hand strength came, cooling
the fire, comforting, supporting her. The fire was growing smaller.
Flames flared up desperately one final time.

Jo walked forward a pace. She smiled, held
serene in her calm, knowing another aided who would not let her
fail.

“No.”

The flames died, the last of the strength
pouring into her as she held all the channels wide open. The fire
collapsed, and Jo with it. Falling to the ground in a graceless
sprawl. Riana rushed to catch her as the dogs whimpered.

Her fingers sought and found a pulse. “It’s
all right,” she reassured the dogs. “She’s alive. She’ll live.”

Joanna did. The fire witches returned to
their home. The land greened again and the authorities in Mexico
agreed to another house of teaching in their own country. Women who
proved to have the gift would be freed from any unwanted
obligations. In Texas, the Governor sent supplies to the fire
witches and a commendation.

A year later Mother Erma was talking to
Riana. “A spring wedding. Well, we guessed that would be. I tested
the girl’s gift; the channels are burned out, probably for several
more years.”

“I know, it’s a pity, she has a greater gift
than any in this generation.”

Erma nodded. “Her mother was another one like
that. Long way it got her, dying in a stupid accident. Marra for
all her ambition never had half the gift and she died because she
wouldn’t admit it.”

“And now we’ve lost Jo and all her gift too.
She won’t return even if her gift does. Still, she’ll be happy with
Kevin and we’ll see her often. The valley’s only four miles away.
You were right about that pup though.”

Mother Erma grinned toothlessly. Oh, she had
been right there, yes. She’d had a lot of amusement saying “I told
you so” to everyone for months now. The beast would sire a line of
a new breed of warn-dogs. One that would stand beside a witch and
lend her strength beyond her own—as Isho had done for
Joanna—allowing the girl to survive what she’d done and maybe in
turn, for her gift to regenerate.

Riana was still talking. “It’s such a shame
we’ll lose Jo and all of her abilities.”

Mother Erma snorted vigorously. “Don’t be
more of a fool than you can help, child. Or do you think the
marriage will be barren? In another ten or twelve years, we’ll have
one of Jo’s daughters here—if not two or three—or so I’ll
wager.”

Riana turned to stare at the old woman,
raising an eyebrow in question.

“Uh huh. Pity she never read further into the
records.” Mother Erma said to that raised eyebrow. “Four
generations back it was Kevin’s great-grandmother who halted the
firestorm. She died of what she did but the gifts were already in
the line.” Her grin widened and she cackled triumphantly. “I told
Joanna to look to the Escan valley for a mating. She thought I was
only talking about her dog.”

She collapsed into her armchair chortling as
Riana began to smile. Overhead the Texas sky was clear, spring was
coming, and soon the land would dry. The fires would begin again.
The fire witches would be ready for them. They’d been born that
way.
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“We go on foot from here, Prince Darville”
Lord Krej, my father’s cousin, announced to me. A placid smile
creased his broad face but did not reach his deep blue eyes.

He maintained the masked expression he wore
at court.

Gratefully, I dismounted. After three days on
steed back, hunting a rogue spotted saber cat, I needed to feel the
Kardia beneath my feet for a time.

Eliminating an animal that had developed a
taste for human flesh did not necessarily fall to the Crown Prince
and the First Lord of the Council of Provinces. But I had taken
Krej up on the offer of adventure for many reasons.

Our six guards dismounted with me. We’d left
the pack of nobles and retainers behind a day and a half ago.
Knowing Krej’s need to preen before an audience made that decision
suspect.

I left the heavily jeweled, ceremonial sword
my father insisted I carry as suitable to a man of my station in
the saddle sheath. For this adventure I wanted something sturdier,
heavier, and keener. Krej had too many secrets to trust him with
only a useless weapon in my hand.

Instead, I belted on a serviceable blade I’d
purloined from the palace armory.

“You three, remain with the steeds,” Krej
ordered the guards. “Make camp.”

They set about their business with
unquestioning efficiency.

I needed to know what my cousin plotted. He’d
not reveal himself in front of men sworn to my father. For that
reason alone I did not question why the horses needed more than one
guard, two at the most.

“You other three.” Krej pointed to the
remaining guards. “Rest your steeds an hour then return to the rest
of the party. Send them home or bring them here. Whatever they
choose.” He shrugged as if disgusted with the lack of stamina among
his cronies.

~ * ~

I suspected the nobles who had ridden out
with us from the capitol felt more loyalty to him than to me and my
father. Possibly more loyalty to my cousin than the kingdom of
Coronnan.

Why else had they feasted on Krej’s bounty
the last night we were all together. Krej had wounded the deer then
run it nearly to death. While it lay panting in terror he had cut
the living heart out of it. His mad laughter as he performed the
hideous deed still haunted me.

I’d caught a whiff of something strange in
those terrible moments. Something worse than the smell of fear and
sweat and blood and offal.

What?

I had not eaten any of the deer that night.
But the nobles had. Nearly all of them had been sluggish and sick
the next day. We left them behind.

Only Krej and I remained to hunt the elusive
spotted saber cat. Reputedly the beast had savaged one of Krej’s
villages, killing a child. I added a stout dagger to my sword
belt.

Out of fear of the cat or of Krej I could not
tell at that moment.

While my steed stood between me and Krej, I
checked my boot knives and the blades in the wrist sheaths.

The gang of city boys I had run with as an
adolescent had taught me to fight for survival. I needed to wade
into this fray with intent rather than honor. Rumors in the capitol
claimed that Krej knew nothing of honor in any of his dealings.

I slung a pack of provisions over my shoulder
and stepped toward the path Krej indicated.

“We won’t be gone long enough to need those,”
Krej said, pointing to my pack. He smiled again. His teeth gleamed
in the winter sunlight like the predatory animal we hunted.

“The cat is that close?” I asked. The tracks
we’d been following for days did not look fresh to me. I bent and
placed my dominant left hand atop a clear print. Nearly as broad as
my palm. Stray leaves and twigs as well as dust had blown across
them. It was not fresh. Still I needed to keep up the pretense of
ignorance and wits dulled by cold, if Krej were ever to reveal his
plans to me. He loved to boast, but did not take unreasonable
chances with men equal to him in strength and intelligence.

In a fight I had the advantage of longer
reach and greater agility, as well as youth. My left-handed
dominance often proved awkward to right-handed men. Krej had brute
strength in his broad shoulders and sturdy legs.

He flung a cloak made from the pelt of a
spotted saber cat around his shoulders. A new cloak I had not seen
before. A cloak that would earn admiration and gasps of awe from
the court. A man as vain as Krej could not resist wearing the
garment before the audience he craved.

The sun and fog colors gleamed in the weak
sunlight. Nearly rippling with life and menace.

Every portion of my being froze. Krej did not
need to hunt a cat that preyed upon his villages. He had already
killed the beast.

Surreptitiously, I fished a talisman from my
pack and stuffed it into my pocket. I remembered clearly my friends
warning me that the magic in the amulet would not activate until I
kissed it and placed it in a pouch around my neck. I had kept the
thing only to please my friends. At the time I had scoffed. I did
not need magical protection. I was a prince and a trained
warrior.

Now I was not so certain.

Krej’s cloak covered most of his magician red
hair.

Another rumor I needed to verify. Krej
reputedly used magic to insure the cooperation of the twelve lords
on the Council of Provinces, and to coerce wealthy merchants to
guarantee his debts. Debts he rarely, if ever repaid.

Kings and their families were not allowed to
possess magic in Coronnan.

In his youth, Krej had studied at the
University of Magicians. He’d inherited his talent from his outland
mother. Neither of his two older half-brothers showed signs of
magic.

Five strong men had stood between Krej and
the throne—my father, myself, Krej’s father, and his two older
brothers. He’d been allowed his magic.

But then, quite unexpectedly, all within the
space of a few months, Krej’s father and two older brothers had
died of disease or accident.

Only two lives, myself and my father, now
stood between Krej and the throne.

Krej had renounced his magic and assumed his
new responsibilities as lord of Faciar, cousin to the king, and
leader of the Council of Provinces.

My magician friends questioned the accidents
and suggested poison and murder instead of disease and accident in
the death of Krej’s relatives. I had not the courage to question
until I saw what Krej did to the deer. And heard what he’d done to
one of his peasants.

Had he really forsaken the practice of magic?
I knew he could not get rid of his talent—even if bedding his new
bride before he achieved master magician status was supposed to rob
him of his powers.

I left my own cloak of wolf fur and oiled
wool open across my left shoulder, keeping my sword arm free.

We stepped off the caravan road onto a steep
trail leading up the mountain. The lucky charm bounced reassuringly
in my pocket.

Not once did Krej pause to inspect the tracks
I discerned occasionally along the trail. He did not bend to sniff
the spoor. I knew he no longer hunted.

I worried that he no longer pretended to
hunt.

But I had to know what he was up to. For my
father’s safety, and that of our kingdom.

Two days before we began the hunt, word had
reached me that one of Krej’s villagers had tried to run away. Krej
had run the man to death—never even trying to capture him, just
kept him running and running until he could run no further. When
the man finally lay on the ground gasping for air, too spent to
move naught but his lungs, and those painfully, Krej had dismounted
and kicked the man in the groin and the chest and the head until he
died.

The man had fared little better than the
deer.

And Krej had laughed as he murdered the
man.

I could only wonder what cruelty on Krej’s
part had driven the commoner to run away.

Now I paced warily behind the most powerful
lord in the land.

The higher we climbed, the colder the air
became. I smelled snow. The tree canopy obscured the sun. By the
time we cleared the upland forest and moved onto the open slope of
the mountain, clouds blocked the noon light and a fierce wind
howled. I wanted to draw my cloak closer about me. But I needed my
sword arm free.

Finally I stopped. A broad ledge, about ten
paces deep, cut across an open curve of mountain. Above us, the
mountain soared to uncounted height now lost in clouds. Below us,
an old landslide dropped sharply to a stony valley. I did not want
to be caught out in the open on that ledge.

“Why have you lured me here, Lord Krej?” I
drawled the title with contempt. All pretenses gone.

I fought the urge to pace. My habits demanded
movement. I thought better while moving. Now as I looked around I
realized we had been following the cliff edge for some time. My
sense of space had been tricked by a gentler, rolling slope to my
right. Now that it climbed thousands of feet in a single glance I
felt the danger of the drop to my left much more keenly. I glanced
nervously toward the valley below. A long, long way below me.

I held my breath. I often dreamed of flying
with dragons. The reality of the danger made me sidle closer to the
solid security of the mountain. My safety lay in staying away from
the edge.

“The time has come, dear cousin,” Krej
replied with a sneer—all trace of mild condescension vanished—”to
end the charade of your father’s reign over Coronnan. To end the de
Draconis line and the myth of your dragon protectors.”

“So soon?” My thoughts whirled. I lifted one
eyebrow in an attempt to stall for time. “You have no son or
grandson to succeed you. Only five daughters. I would think you
would marry off at least one to get a male heir before attempting
to displace the de Draconis line, a line of kings born of legend
and worshipped along with the dragons.” I kept my tone emotionless.
“You should have put your wife aside years ago. You’d suffer a lot
less frustration with a younger woman capable of producing a
son.”

The longed for son must be the only reason he
had waited nearly fifteen years to eliminate the last two men who
stood between him and the throne. Fifteen years while he lulled
Father and I with false words of loyalty and honor
and—choke—love.

I clasped my hands behind my back instead of
pacing. If only I dared move I might keep my blood from
freezing.

A piercing screech sounded above. I looked
up. Saw nothing but a bright flash and dismissed it as the wind and
storm.

Krej recoiled from the noise, shifting
uneasily closer to the upper slope of the mountain.

No one had seen a dragon in generations. They
truly were myths. My sword was the only reality, the only rescue, I
trusted.

I shifted my hands to the grip of my
weapon.

Krej swallowed deeply. Then seemed to shrug
off whatever had frightened him. He turned his piercing blue eyes
on me.

I could not move. He seemed to drive a spear
through my will with those eyes.

“Only I know how to tap Coronnan’s
greatness.” Krej’s voice took on the rhythm of a chant. He began to
draw arcane symbols in the air. Red fire followed his gestures,
leaving the sigils in plain sight.

I struggled to free myself from his thrall.
Sweat broke out on my back and brow despite the freezing wind.

“Your oath of loyalty...” I tried to stall
while I fought for control of my sword arm. If I could speak, his
spell over me was not complete.

“Loyalty to me is loyalty to Coronnan. Only I
can bring our land into its true greatness,” Krej replied in
song.

His words chilled me more than the rising
wind.

He blinked.

The thrall cracked. I reached for my sword.
My cloak tangled around the sheath.

In a flash and a whirl of spotted fur cloak,
Krej was behind me. Between me and the return path.

Uphill the faint trail narrowed sharply
beneath an overhang and disappeared. Legend claimed that only
dragons could climb higher upon the mountain.

No place to run.

I stepped forward. I needed to pressure Krej
into keeping his distance.

He laughed and held his ground. I still could
not get the sword free. He took up his chant again.

A flicker of movement caught my eye. A small
brindled brown cat stalked us. It could not help me and might
hinder me in my escape.

The cat had to be Krej’s familiar. Why else
would it be out in this weather.

Even a dragon would not be caught out in the
blizzard to come.

The sharp smell that had haunted me since
hunting the deer wafted across my senses again. An instant of
dizziness and blurred vision.

Tambootie. The word came into my head
without prompting.

Poison.

Dragon salad.

The tool of rogue magicians.

“The de Draconis line is weak, Prince
Darville,” Krej continued in song. “You waste your time with women
and drink, your father dreams away his days and nights with tales
of past glories. I shall not allow you to taint the throne when
your father dies.” The wind grabbed his cloak. Lifted it. It did
not swirl as mine had to block his eyes or hands.

I flung off my cloak rather than fight it. My
sword came easily to my hand now. The wind picked up my garment and
flung it in my face. I ducked it and lunged toward Krej.

He wasn’t there.

I whirled. He faced me on the path above me.
I plunged toward him. The sharp rise of the mountain on my right
became an overhang. The path narrowed further.

Again Krej eluded me. Another giggle that
bordered on insanity.

My sword met only air.

He danced around me quickly. I barely saw him
move.

The first flakes of snow rode the back of the
wind. They whipped past us to plaster themselves against the slope.
They showed no interest in melting.

I had to end this soon. I circled my blade
seeking an opening, a moment of distraction.

“Have you noticed, Prince Darville, how pale
and ill your father has become of late?”

I had.

“Have you also noticed how the Council of
Provinces listens to you less and less and your father not at all?”
Again, he giggled.

I’d heard a man giggle like that once before.
A condemned rogue magician who had eaten of the Tambootie tree to
enhance his magic.

The poison in the tree sap had rotted his
mind.

And I knew then, with desperate clarity, that
Krej too had eaten of the tree of magic to enhance his powers.

Logic and argument meant nothing to him. Only
power.

“Your father is weak,” Krej cackled. “Growing
weaker. At my command. He does not rule Coronnan. I do!” Krej
punctuated the air with another sigil, larger and more intense than
his previous gesture.

“You lie!” I snarled. I flipped one of my
wrist blades at Krej’s eyes. He ducked it easily.

Fear began to knot in my gut. “My father
rules with the aid of the Council of Provinces.” I said it quietly,
logically, to reassure myself more than to convince Krej.

“And who leads the Council of Provinces, eh?
Who makes decisions when your father is too sick or weak to choose
ought but which tunic to wear?” Krej smiled showing his teeth in a
feral expression. The cat that watched us mimicked him.

I tried to run, just plow through Krej and
get back to the bottom of the hill and the guards who would witness
my cousin’s treason.

My feet refused to move. They felt frozen to
the ground.

“The Council listens to me. They respect me,”
I asserted as I struggled to free my feet. Doubt crept into me
along with the cold wind. Did the twelve lords of Coronnan truly
listen to my advice or did they just smile and nod and then go
about their business as if I did not exist?

“But you are rarely in the capitol, Prince
Darville,” Krej said through his gloating smile. His teeth remained
clenched and his eyes glittered with malice, not mirth. “I see to
that. I send you where you will dissipate yourself with wild
escapades with your band of street boys, your women, and
drink.”

I tried to lift my sword. It seemingly
weighed more than I did. My arms bunched and strained but still it
would not move.

“Calm down, boy,” Krej laughed again.
Insanity shone in his deep-set eyes. “This won’t hurt a bit. And
Coronnan will profit from my rule in ways you cannot yet
imagine.”

A sharp screech above the roiling clouds
sounded again. Not the wind. A dragon?

“You are supposed to help me. Protect me!” I
called back to the creature who patrolled the skies.

I thought I caught a glimpse of a translucent
wing amidst the snow. Could a creature as large as a dragon do
ought on this narrow mountain ledge?

Krej had chosen well the location for this
confrontation.

My enemy began dancing in place while he drew
more sigils in the air. I could see them now. I had no defense
against the pulsing red and green magic. Soon they must lock
tighter circles around me. I had to break free before he closed the
spell.

If only I could move.

The dragon screeched again.

Suddenly the cat leaped to Krej’s back. The
creature’s claws dug deep. Its teeth sought the great vein in his
neck. Single-minded fury drove it.
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