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CHAPTER ONE

“A little to the left."

Mendry paused, his dagger poised. Nothing moves gudaint stirring of the air from the
open window. His senses had been alert for anythigirthe room’s occupant had been
awakened by his efforts in forcing open the shattelis body protested his frozen pose,
balanced at the apex of a swift, killing strike.

"Through the heart. | wouldn't want to linger."

A voice steeped in weariness came out of the dasgeness of the room. That jaded tone
made him, for the first time in many years, hesitdihe voice came from a blanket-draped body
that lay still in the darkness, its position be&adyy a lumpy silhouette and now a glint of eye.
Mendry’s erstwhile victim seemed almost quite rasid, even on the threshold of his own death.
It was this very indifference that stayed his hand.

Mendry’s gaze drifted as he stood, bemused andsisaabout what to do with an elf
who obviously didn't care at all whether he livedl@d tonight. Dirt and disarray clung to every
corner of the room and it seemed to Mendry to lmevgplace for an elf to have sunk to. But
Mendry was hardly in better circumstances, a tragxd soldier of the Dragon working for hire
as a common murderer. He had been an assassmltmrgsand had mastered it so well he rarely
wondered why he did it these days.

"Quickly now," the sleepy voice urged. "I abhormai



JOURNEYS END

The elf closed his eyes, leaving Mendry alone endrkness with his dagger and the
sound of slow, patient breathing, unaffected by.feléss dagger hand began to drop slowly to his
side. He had no wish, now, to continue—no mattev generous the fee.

He could not help but remember the last time mbaexy stayed his hand. His father
yelling, "Do it! Do it for the Gods' sake!" as helt the trusting lamb. His father towered over
him, dark hair shot with early gray, eyes rich wileir habitual anger. He could feel the dagger
in his hand, as it was then, a sinister tool nofagmiliar to him in its form and use, while his
other hand was buried deeply in sour smelling eéte remembered how his hands shook then,
unable to strike, and then how his tears had méhgi¢h warm blood. His father’s finger,
crushed over his, had driven down the killing srik

Mendry had learned by long, hard experience tcdhpugualms aside and take lives, but
he was a taker of life—that was important—not asrenger collecting life already cast aside. His
eyes became slowly keener in the dim room. He cowdke out the elf, laying, his face almost in
profile, marked by delicate features with pale bs@md lashes.

As a mercenary soldier Mendry had fought both \&itd against elves, seen their faces
in anger, fear and disdain. He had seen the fdagseas in pain and dying. He had glimpsed
them carousing together, but apart from the lesseps, smiling and laughing in each others’
arms. But he had never been within their tentssmah them naked of any emotion, like this
peculiar elf. This one seemed quite helpless, getraven with it.

Whether it was old memories, or some new weakiésadry knew he would not
complete his contract. He bent down slowly, lettmgweapon hand fall lax. His other hand
crept forward; gently caught a disarrayed hankefdlf's long hair where it lay on his pillow.
The pale strands caught the starlight as theyeshifeneath his touch. Each hair glittered as if it
was spun from silver, feeling cool and wiry bendathfingertips. The elf's eyes stayed
stubbornly closed. Mendry pulled back, sheatheditlgger and sighed.

"I'm getting too old for this game," he grumbleds Be exited through the same window
that had granted him entrance, the image of thefeie-featured face lingered in his mind's eye,
pure as a porcelain mask in the grainy darkness.r&hlization was growing in him. It was a
poor thing to kill, to live by killing. It was poadhing that he had become.

With the sky still more black than pre-dawn grags@l braced his hand upon the
doorframe and looked out at the world beyond time linwas a world he had no particular desire
to traverse, but on this occasion it could notw@ded. He pushed himself out into the dark city.
Even though it was very early, the market was dlyestirring with the bustle of trade. A man
with a tall stick made his rounds, tapping on wiwdpwaking workers. A lamplighter, now
douser, toted a ladder upon his shoulder. Thenatled fresh and would remain so a short while
longer until the town’s fires and ovens were rekaddor the day’s business.

Castel shook his head, easily dismissing last [sdgntish with death. Such things needed
no pondering—it did no good to speculate about whated him dead and why unless he was
prepared to rouse himself to take some kind obaabn the matter. It hardly seemed worth the
effort, so many facets of his life were now scrattland dull, and no part of it could be
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considered a jewel of any particular worth. He divan out of old habit rather than real desire.
The sun still rose and the heart still beat.

It was high summer so the morning was dewlessstheBs haze of road dust stirred
under his feet and settled across the scuffedabless boots like gray-gold ash. A faint sulfurous
smell wafted in the air. Castel made his way actoas to the bathhouse and presented himself
at the servants’ entrance, as always. An aged husizered him in wordlessly, while the squat,
dough-faced maid took over smoothly to show hira firivate bathing room. Her expression on
his early visits had been cautious and awed, g &nd gossip had leavened that. She had some
idea as to the purpose of his meticulous preparsitn@w and the shadow of pity was beginning
to creep into her expression.

Castel kept his face as blank as a mask, lock#thinsafest of expressions: none at all.
He draped his frayed clothing across the benchstaqgped into the great metal tub of steaming
water that had been prepared for him. The batha@digs had anticipated his arrival; he sank
into water heated to the perfect temperature. Casted forward, dipping his face into the
warm liquid. His mask threatened to buckle undentieight of unshed tears, but, dam-like, it
held against the pressure. Castel washed his bmolyssively, methodically, with the sands and
oils provided, until he was once again fit to predamself to a landed elf who reveled in all the
refined sensibilities that his status conferred.

He combed his hair out. It was longer now thanamstiictated and fell almost to his
waist. The water climbed the damp strands untihleisd grew heavy upon his neck. Castel stood
and let the scented water flow off him with theldoietallic sound that characterized the
element in this realm. He dried himself thoroughilth the great, embroidered bathing sheet that
hung upon a row of hooks near the door and pubhertold, satin robe that was its near
neighbor. Thus garbed, he walked out the farthest dnd down the cool empty corridor.

He paused a moment at the door to the study beyofalver's Underhill this door
would be curtained in sheer silk. Even with solidod between them, Falver would know he
was here. Castel stepped through. Derim Falvesadusr and tormenter, a prince of Balian, but
not distinguished by any role of his own making ametit, waited with a thin smile on his plain,
oval face.

For the pain of Castel’s circumstances was thislboast out of Underhill starves for
lack of magic and, after a sufficient amount ofdispent lingering, slowly losing whatever
dignity remains after the sundering, dies. Regtddb the human lands, there is only one
possible remedy: establishing contact with a lareléd-orging such a contact is difficult
because it is forbidden by elven law and punishbildeath for both parties. But some ... some
find it worth the risk.

Falver was lounging on his morning seat. His unupewater-colored hair was piled upon
his head and fastened by dull greenstone combse Bod ivory beads hung from his neck on
strands of golden chain and his torso was drapetl/an silk. He seemed to be dressed in tired-
looking evening robes, not the fresh garb of a daw The scent of stripeflowers about him
suggested that he had only recently come from #imBclan’s Underhill, Castel’s lost home.
The subtler aura of gating magic about him confante

Falver watched Castel enter the room with uncomecksdtisfaction as he lay patiently in
walit like a hunting cat. Castel paused upon thestmold, and then forced himself to turn and
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close the door behind him. Every day there were emaswhen he knew it would be better to
die than continue so, but every few weeks, whewd® summoned, he returned.

Castel had known Falver vaguely in the years bdimdall. Falver was the eldest son of
Sedge, head of the high college where Castel sew@agage and teacher. But because Falver
had few talents and little will to hone them, hel Im@t risen high on his own account. He still
lived in the college in the rooms accorded to hgvsadge’s child. Castel, by contrast, had been
fostered to Balian, for his clear potential as ayent be properly developed. His path and
Falver’s had run side by side, but rarely crosgdithough Falver had been born to privilege,
Castel’s inborn talents had, for so long, given b easier life.

All Falver had to show for his privileged birth wiais clan’s disappointment and a strong
resentment, which etched evil plans upon his h€asting his mind back, Castel realized he had
been almost oblivious to Falver’s occasional anipperal presence, feeling little more than dim
pity that Falver had proved so mundane and blamdmtrast to his brilliant and mercurial father.

“Never the slightest distaste on your face,” Falmeserved. “But the difficulty you have
getting from one end of the rug to the other igjent enough.”

Castel looked up into his cool green eyes. “Whydo do it, Falver? Is it still spite from
your testing? | was only there to witness; youhéatdidn’t want outsiders present to make a
spectacle of your failure.”

Falver smiled thinly. “His failure, you mean, intrfmreeding the verdant magic true.
Perhaps it was his age, it weakens the lythurerstted, I'm told. And it was his shame, too; |
never aspired to magic, nor thought for a momeat ithwas my path to be a mage. Only my
father’s selfish cosseting prevented me from pugtiose talents | had. And being the great
mage did not save you, Castel. It all slipped tgtoyou fingers like so much sand.”

Falver watched Castel intently, like a curious bke was in a cruel mood, bitter, no
doubt from yet another imagined slight from hihéat

“All you had to do was to betray Sedge,” Falvedsaia dangerously distant tone. “Just
tell them he was your lover, but instead you presgmy father's position. We could have
divided his honors between us as he suffered etkiblg-was what you were meant to do. That
was why | told them to test you. You ruined my glamd for that alone | would do anything that
made your life longer and more degraded.”

Falver stepped forward, closing the gap betweemtiizastel looked over his shoulder to
the window, losing himself in a vista of trees alaivning sky. He knew what would happen
next and he did his best to stifle the dread. Hedgreed to this, it was the price. But Falver was
testing the limits of his influence today. Falveuthed just the tip of his index finger to the
center of the triangle of skin at the base of Gadieroat, revealed by the drape of his robe. The
aether of elvenhold would naturally seek and passsa this connection, but Falver held the
bridge to the slightest trickle.

Castel swayed a little where he stood, his sengasmped with sweet smelling lavender-
grass and the crisp night air of Underhill. He figitheard the chanter’s shrill calls and the roar
of the flames as the fire-dancers celebrated m@&m@anly when the connection was cut off did
Castel realize that he had closed his eyes. Héhlerfh that way.

“I do wonder how far | can push you before you kré&alver purred.

“Are you in such a hurry to find out?” Castel saich tone that was almost indifferent--
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but knowing that ‘almost’ was not nearly enougheapng elf to elf.

“Perhaps not,” Falver conceded with apparent mbetgre continuing, “not as yet.
Though half the pleasure is in seeing how low y@tdop.” He leaned forward and whispered,
“The other half is in making use of that sweet boflyours when you do. | only wish my
honored sire could see it. His precious Casteh mgge of the highest college and so selective
in his lovers. reduced to a being my plaything, himd the reason. His failing and his alone. It
might be worth both our deaths just to see the lgmkn his face.”

Castel stepped back. No matter what it cost hintdugd endure these taunts no longer;
made sharper because there was truth in them.ddis Wwas still torn between love of Sedge and
hatred of what that love had cost him.

Castel turned and walked away from his tormentor Halver stopped him, swiftly
winding one hand in his hair and pressing his aetbaked palm against Castel’'s neck. And
with that touch Castel’'s sudden resolve was quiskiyendered. He dropped to his knees and
Falver followed him, draped across his back lilggeat, heavy cloak. Falver drew back his right
hand wrapped in golden strands and pulled Casé{’body against his own. His other hand
caressed Castel’'s arched throat with sinister teeds.

The aether soaked into Castel's body like heaviupes, warm and sweet. It sought out
his body’s wounds and weaknesses and spent ibskédl them. It banished all the earthly
insults and poisons of this foreign realm and dillem with such dreadful, inappropriate joy.
Even now, he dimly felt the evidence of Falverswsal against his back and hoped only that the
strength of Falver's desire would prevent any ferttaunting. Falver’'s hands left him for a
moment. Castel lolled back like a string-cut doltihe wake of the aether’s passing, while Falver
was busy stripping away clothing, awkwardly, gidlding Castel draped across his chest. Brief
contacts of skin-to-skin cut across Castel's sdlgegazor slices. Falver lifted him from the
floor to the great bed and threw him there uporbhisk, crawling up after him like a great cat.

In a daze, Castel felt an insistent knee push dyp@iegs and a firm hand raise them. He turned
his face aside for fear his mask would break, &8s &nd most simple mask. The aether surged
through him, oblivious to his mind and heart, aratenhis body answer to the touch. Even as he
hated it, he adored it — that was the worst part.

The aether linked the clan, those born to it alndétigiven to it. It passed in acts of
intimacy, growing as it went and weaving the whdbn in a web of power and unity. Aether
came from the earth into the mages and from theatl tbey touched until it faded away. Yet
outside of this intended use it was cold comfoeyeenary, and, by elven standards, a
perversion. Mages did not lie with each other-diswot allowed. To be frank, it made them too
powerful to trust by doubling the power up and grayit rather than letting it bleed away.
When the council tested Castel they were quicle#bize that he had taken a lover with power
and they demanded to know who. Knowing that theredd two lawbreakers would be punished,
Castel refused to tell.

Falver looked down at Castel’'s naked body, reveinigis power over one who had held
everything he coveted and who had saved the ohatee most in the world. Castel stifled a
flinch as he felt a hand upon his stomach, thergibehing a thumb inside his body, a sharp nail
caught the tender skin within. Castel’s torso veas,twracked with conflicting desires, but as
Falver replaced his digit with his shaft, the warkthem dominated. Castel flinched and
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clutched the sheets, the insidiously smooth eleets that gave no comfort now.

Falver pushed forward, the round head of his peuisng slowly, slickly, through a
resistance Castel’s body offered even though higimias lost beyond the ability to refuse.
Falver's hands rose, gliding over Castel’'s bodg kkvans on a still river, settling gracefully
upon Castel’s throat as he pushed inside to thestubxtent and then braced himself to penetrate
yet further on the second, faster stroke, anglmgrdand deep into a body clenched upon itself
but unable to offer anything but surrender.

It was a fitting punishment. His crime had beewithhold his energy from the others of
his clan, to lay only with the one who neededasske another mage. It was as if each tryst with
Falver weakened, cheapened and gradually erasedeing Castel had imagined his affair
with Sedge to have. He could hardly picture Sedfges now, that face which had once seemed
worth risking everything for. He could hardly remaen the touch of his lover’s hand which had
seemed pure and good, whatever custom and law saght. the touch of a man who had
watched, expressionless, and allowed Castel tosaleeblame and severe punishment without
ever admitting his part. Lover, teacher--seducer.

Sensations spread across Castel’s fogged mindhéedappled shadows of leaves upon
the ground, like moon-cast shadows, whispering. ddtber half drowned him now, flowing
over and through his sated body like a goldenaideomfort and death. Fingers closed like an
iron band upon his throat and all consciousnesk fle



EMILY VEINGLORY

CHAPTER TWO

Mendry sighed as he returned to his home in thallaidours of the morning. His purse
was lighter now not only by the fee he forfeitechot killing the elf, but also the penalty for
doing so. His broker was displeased at the los&obwn commission. His heart lightened to see
the old building that was his home. Boldly whitewwad and basically sound, it listed slightly
toward the warehouse next door and its second @ieerhung the pavement with heavy,
timbered eaves. It was a simple place, showinggesin places, rather like himself. It had been a
rash purchase, made from a generous payment fgkyacommission, and he had not regretted
finally having a home to return to each night.

Derek Delan was opening his store, a cubbyholesbiog with a storehouse behind it
that took up most of the ground floor of the shabbyding. Even from a distance his straight-
cut hair and stark white apron suggested the dadnventional nature of the man beneath--if
not his immense energy and amiability. Mendry weepdly and irrationally fond of Derek, for
all his fussy ways. Mendry owned the premises ptayed the part of a renter so as to stay
within his apparent means as a freelance strong{aemek vended spices and filled most of his
space with barrels and bushels with only a cowemeérthe narrowest of aisles out front. A
plump, brown rat lazed in the sun just where thenter joined the wall. Mendry gazed at it with
some disfavor.

“I swear he is keeping the other rats away,” Desakl in reply to that mute criticism.
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Mendry merely sighed and settled himself upon aezddbarrel. He watched Derek open
the store and then open his account book to themupage. Mendry enjoyed watching Derek go
through his morning routine, knowing he would net g word out of the man until it was
complete. Mendry often wondered where a man witrekle youth, he had probably yet to see
thirty, had acquired such meticulous habits. Atdalgh theirs was a strong friendship, the
irony of sharing the house with a man who coulén@n kill a freeloading rat had not escaped
him.

“I hope your customers are more convinced by tkea iof a guard rat than | am,” Mendry
said mildly.

Derek shrugged as if their opinions meant littléitm and stroked the contented rat on
the head with the tip of his finger. “Most peopte aot as cynical as you,” he said, “and
somewhat happier, if that tells you anything.”

He left Mendry to think on that as he weighed aunhs cinny-bark for a flushed looking
maidservant. When the shop was empty again, Meneghied.

“Happiness isn’t everything.”

“Well, that explains where I've gone wrong all nife)” Derek replied dryly.

As with many of their past conversations, Mendrgwat too keen on where this one
was going. It echoed his own recent doubts andaldenb wish to hear them out again. Mendry
tried to muster the will to leave, but he was tifiemin a night of surveillance and he had strained
something in his thigh scaling the inn wall. He wa$ quite ready to move from his comfortable
perch with the warm morning sun beaming down on. him

“I have some fresh bread for breakfast if you’lhjois,” Derek offered.

“Us?” Mendry asked cautiously, mindful of Derekiacere opinion that his sister would
make a perfect wife for Mendry, especially sinceatl become apparent she was with child.

“Myself and Rufus.” Derek indicated the rat. Heked at Mendry with an expression of
honest idiocy on his face. It had something to db Wis clear blue eyes and sandy mop of hair.
Derek looked like a bemused child, although theuldus ease with which he spun spices into
profit belied that appearance.

“Rufus the roof-rat,” Mendry muttered. “Dear me.”

“He’s sort of reddish colored too,” Derek repli&@erek looked abstractedly out the
window in the way he usually did when about to ag&vor. “| don’t suppose you could look
after things for me this afternoon? Sarah’s get#inidtle far along to be fetching after customers
and there’s a ship’s share | have to pick up froenRecian clipper that came in yesterday.”

“Sorry, not today,” Mendry said. “I've had no restd I'll probably reckon everything
wrong.”

Mendry didn’t mind shop-tending for Derek occasibndut since he found out about
his sister’s pregnancy the requests were becomorg fmrequent, threatening to become
something of a profession. Derek insisted on corsgimg him for his time--he had a jar of
copper and silver upstairs to prove it-- but... Mgndould only suppose it was his upbringing.
A Dragon Knight did not wear an apron for a livimggardless of the profit, even a Dragon as
reduced as he.

“So who will be found dead in his bed this mornih§2rek asked.

The import of that statement dawned on Mendry sjowl

11
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“What the hell do you...”

Lord Fitcher’s cook bustled in, interrupting Mendrgurprised outburst, and immediately
began reading ingredients from a long list on agrpparchment. The cook ignored him and the
resident vermin with equal disdain. Mendry frowngdthered himself, and looked closely at
Derek who had no trouble avoiding his eyes as lgaéo fill the order.

Finally, Mendry gave up and walked, up the staira daze. He could only hope he was
safe enough to rest a few hours in his bed. Thamebded a few private words with the
deceptively mild-mannered shopkeeper. Mendry sh®kead and barred the door behind him.
He wanted a clear head before he tackled thidathst of his troubles and not the least.

Castel let the remainder of the day pass in thef@araf his bed, in a state that hovered
between sleep, wine and waiting--experiencing tirgatory of consciousness in the shadow of
despair. He emerged from beneath his covers ontygasw dark, casting off his rough, human-
spun blankets and seeking out his rough, human-siptimes.

The common room of théourney's Endnn was dim and welcoming in its familiarity.

The manager nodded to him as she wiped down tharuhthe prostitutes, those that looked up
as he made his way to his accustomed table, smifedted greeting. Quite a few of them had
suggested that Castel could make a fine livindn@irttrade, not knowing, for the most part, that
he prostituted himself regularly just to prolong hie.

To extend that privilege to humans... it was a thoungt to his liking. Although
intimacy was largely a casual matter between thesabf a clan, Castel had never really felt
comfortable with their natural ways. He had segrpteferred a more select company in his bed
and at the end, only one. That was the heresyhdhseen him cast out, one that a human would
surely not understand. It was important to elves$ tbmantic love not be important. Mages in
particular were expected to nurture the generahgth of the clan over the selfish bond between
two individuals. Time in the human realm had onlgda him more firm in his perversion, that
physical favors should be given to one, or none.

Besides, he found humans unpredictable enough wiithe complications of intimacy.
There was no telling who a human might count as; ¢tee multiple boundaries of their
allegiance seemed to shift from moment to moment.

As things stood, his current profession providemhtand board, which was all he
required-what more could money buy? Castel, onagtGorcerer, once Spirit master, now had
two simple duties at the Journey's End: he usethhc to keep vermin from the premises and
to prevent the staff from contracting disease @obh@&ng pregnant (unless, as was occasionally
the case, they so wished). His two tasks were fighé sorcerer of his talents since it was simply
a matter of which spirits settled where. Even smdurrent circumstances, with his power
reduced to a mere shadow of its former glory, hdlifaeeded to expend any energy to fulfill
his responsibilities. Any first level Spirit novioeuld do the same. He was surprised at the value
the Lady Kelly placed on these two undertakings, s assured him that their accomplishment
was quickly making her establishment one of thetrpossperous in Himelton.

On the mezzanine that led to the sleeping roonre thias a small balcony where
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musicians could congregate and play for the patoonthe lower floor. It was normally empty as
the guests of th@ourney's Enatared more for their own conversation than entartant of that
sort. Castel had developed the habit of sittingh@pe, out of the way yet able to observe the
proceedings below. Having been cast out by his kiwphe participated in this society as closely
as he could bear, striving for a balance betwesméed for companionship and his fear of the
humans' strange and contrary natures. This plastealpproximated a human practice he could
understand, his own clan largely holding to thedbehat all-important bonds were chaste --
family, teacher, friend or courtly beloved -- arekgal activity was merely a matter of pleasure
and duty neatly combined.

When he had first been cast out, nearly three yagwsCastel had wondered whether he
might find a good home amongst humans. He had emebdf their number, cloistered in the high
college passing on his skills to the next genemnabioyoung, student mages. Yet the human
books that he had read seemed much taken witli¢aethat true love passed between just two
committed lovers, albeit a man and a woman in evasg. In reality, thdourney’s Endseemed
less than true to those beliefs—acts of love hemeeva matter of commerce, even less select and
less meaningful than in Underhill. Castel contertgalais disillusionment nightly and had yet to
tire of it.

One of the wait staff brought him his meal, sernvimg silently, knowing that he wasn't
given to conversation. The resident cat came avérsat on the table, another stale part of his
evening routine. Castel wasn't fond of meat sopary of the stew or soup that was flesh was
passed to the cat, an appropriate tithe as shenget had mice or rats to practice her skills
upon. She only retained her place as the inn's endaexause Castel had cast his glamour against
vermin upon her body, an unnecessary practicepleasing to him in that it avoided disrupting
an existing duty of employment, yet still satisfied own.

The evening passed to early morning without evEme. crowd swelled and then thinned,
people met and parted. Castel dropped a glamoeardmat there to calm a man too far gone in his
cups to listen to reason. The guard of the houseGastel a nod of thanks when he detected
Castel's aid in maintaining order. Some believedgiiard was getting too old for his job and
Castel feared some incident would demonstrateattteaind cost him his means of supporting his
family. After a while most of the girls retired tlhe bedrooms with their customers. The main
room emptied and grew dimmer as full night fell.

He was contemplating what a pleasing creature wastwhen he became aware of
another person ascending the stairs. The intruderaaman of considerable height and breadth,
but with a strange fluidity of movement, and natirety a stranger unless Castel missed his
guess. Castel was sure it was the same man whehssed to put a dagger in him early the
previous evening. He thought it strange that suetaa would seek his company, but not
noticeably stranger than many things he had seedehizens of this city do, and in fact some of
their practices had come to make more sense tavtimtime. Intoxication, he acknowledged as
he sipped his wine, was not an altogether unplgasate — though drunkenness always exacted
its toll in later pains if one rose from bed toolga

The man sat and waited some time, then clearetthtuat. Oh yes, Castel frowned, these
people insisted on all kinds of unnecessary spegesimmon practice dictated that he should
make some comment to indicate acknowledgementeobtimer's presence, as if he could have
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missed such a large individual. The man would besictered tall, even for his race, and had the
look of the local mercenary class, lean and datk wourse graying hair pulled back in the
soldier's knot. Although the man was considerabdyerattractive than the scarred old cat, he
was sure to be much more demanding company.

"I must have cost you some wages," Castel saidowitturning.

"No more than | can afford,” came the pragmatidyeéhough they'll no doubt use the
funds to send another in my place.”

It was an obvious enough fact, and Castel couldhegeason why the assassin felt the
duty to inform him of it. In fact the debt was rathn the reverse for although he had not asked
it, the man had spared Castel's life, to his owsup&ry cost. Castel drained his glass and
resolved to think no more about it. As his old teachad always said, only a rat understands a
rat - a peculiarly apt axiom at this time in hieli

They watched the floor together, silently. A waiteame up in a quiet moment and
refilled their glasses; a service that he did marge for, assuming the taller man was Castel's
guest.

"l hear the girls here are expensive."

"Yes."

Well what more was there to say? Lady Kelly (how bBhated to be called that, but she
held his duty and so commanded the title) had éxgdathe matter to him. Apparently, the girls’
good health made them more beautiful and safengarfor those who feared disease, and who
did not? That in turn made tBeurney's Ench preferred place of employment and drew the
more attractive and accomplished women to its servi

Somehow Castel assumed the man either knew tiigdbno wish to know it, so he
remained silent. Then he thought, maybe the comrhartng no intrinsic meaning, had been
uttered merely to support conversation, which heghbconfounded by his minimal response. It
was all very tiring, but at least it was a chartge.resolved to make an effort.

"Business is brisk," he ventured at last. "So omstrassume they are worth the price."

"Oh indeed," the man replied. "I'm told their pradéows them to work no more than they
please and to pick and choose their customers. Amasst pay court and convincdaurney
girl to take him on."

The silence stretched and Castel let it be, stiblegconfused as to the man's purpose. His
continued presence in spite of the silence begamake Castel curious. It was always a great
game at court to try and untangle the many anchaibaflicting duties that bound folk to their
actions. With humans, duties were less numerougboitely more subtle--and it was certainly
a much harder task to discern their motives. It ala®st as if most humans had no idea what
motivated their actions at all.

Castel drained his cup several more times, buasisassin merely waved the girl away; it
raised him in Castel's esteem. Though he demoedtitdittle, the assassin obviously valued
moderation. It indicated either a very simple manch very sophisticated one and the latter
seemed more likely in this case.

"That girl," the man said, "with the old gent. | maer why she picked him. He might be
rich, of course, but many more attractive suitoesavailable.”

Castel frowned and looked at the couple indicatdas wealth is of no import,” he
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explained, pleased to know for once what to sakie"manager requires the ladies to charge on a
fixed scale. No, the answer is much simpler.”

The man reached out to stoke the cat that stilblaghe table between them. She pulled
herself away and dropped to the floor, stalkingazifoss the balcony. Castel understood her
response, touch more often augured hurt than coreioher and she responded accordingly. It
was something Castel understood and practiceane £xtent, though having the benefit of
elven intelligence and judgment, he need not babsolute in his own behavior.

"Simpler than that?" the man prompted, leavinghaisd laying on the table. It was a
strong hand, though scarred, and its placemensuggestive of a certain attempt to close the
gap between them, something his words also seepsdnd to achieve.

"She is fond of flowers and poetry, but more thaat tof certain types of flowers and
writers of poetry. He took the time to discover pegferences and delivered them with every
appearance of sincere regard.” Castel leaned lmatkansidered the pair; they were engrossed
in each other's company beyond the mere physeasaiction that formed the basis of their
association. Their contentedness was a thing trdtised him, the blend of tawdry sexuality
with true regard, yet it seemed to spring up abad him in this human land. He expounded on
his point, as the assassin still seemed bemused.

"With every dollar earned each subsequent dollashiess sway," Castel explained.
"There is a limit to how much money one desiresam, but for another to make an effort on
one's behalf, to spend their time and thoughtf endless worth. Attention and effort—that is
what sets one man apart from another more thalodks or wealth."

The man shook his head as if he thought the idkkelyn "Many men would gladly seek
to earn much more than they need and ruin the dexfasthers to do it. | kill men and do it for
wealth alone, but never mind..."

Not for wealth alone, Castel concluded to himsEtfe world had need of murders and
found a way to break men to the practice and hadiccondemn them for it. A cat killed rats,
not from spite but because the hunt was part ofatare.

"The dark haired girl who sits alone, what are prefferences?"

Perhaps the assassin wished repayment for hisvea@nce, no matter how unsolicited
his restraint had been? Well that was simply done.

"She is taken with fine clothes, a gift of velvetace attracts her, but she has an aversion
to speech and requires all her customers to be gilént in her presence. She claims to have
heard enough lies from men to last her a lifetilng,it reduces the number who wish to seek her
company. They stay a while, hoping to break hehefhabit, but failing, they move on to more
engaging company."

That quiet lady would be a good choice for an agsas that she was attractive, not
overly in demand, and hardly likely to betray a ntaa delicate profession. Castel approved of
the man's reasoning.

"What of yourself?"

Castel drew back, "I'm not in the trade," he raplie

"I never supposed that you were, but we each havereferences."”

Castle finally looked directly as his persistentng@anion, to see himself observed closely
by a pair of serious brown eyes. So that was thesore of it. Well enough. He could understand
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the simplicity of sexual attraction, but he was imb¢rested in repaying his debt in that coin.
Falver was bad enough, a coarse, cruel parodysdather—whose own betrayal was still fresh,
even after the passing of three years. Yet thisamyris narrow nose, crooked from an old break
and his cheeks coarsened by scars and stubblere Was compelling beauty to him, which
spoke of sound bones and hard earned strengthebués a man alone, and indifferent to his
loneliness, and such a man could not be dependmdtopbe kind. Castel resisted the strange
attraction he felt to this quiet human, he drewgethback a little, but not enough to insult.

“That would be rather too sudden a change in tihereaf our acquaintanceship,” he
suggested, as he stood and retreated to his room.

As he barred the door to his room, Castel foundhargls shaking, though, in truth, his
mind seemed clear and calm. He held them beforethimwhite fingers trembling with obscure
emotion. He couldn't remember the last time hefelido...unsettled. This assassin, he augured
ill for the quiet decline Castel thought the futtmedd. He felt an unreasonable foreboding.
Unreasonable in that prophecy was far beyond him #amd yet he slept that night restlessly,
with the shutters closed and bolted against theoasbing night and his dreams were full of the
calloused hands of a human lover.
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CHAPTER THREE

When had risen in the afternoon, Mendry had foulnedshop closed and the room across
the hall quite empty. In past days, the realizati@t his chosen profession was known to even
one person would have caused him to pack up hisltds and slip out of town. But he was
older now and more settled. His cautious, solitaays were beginning to erode. With Derek and
Sarah his almost friends and Castel nothing abuytethe promise of ... Well, who knew what
might come of that? He had gone out that eveniriggdourney's Endo distract his worried
mind and had returned with a burgeoning fascinatiah a surly elf. Castel still dragged the
tattered edges of his arrogance after him, yetdtbrtéat Mendry glimpsed something worth
risking his years of less than splendid isolation.

Who wouldn’t be distracted by Castel Balian (fortke bartender named him). He was
surprised that everyone else in the room so e@gityred the fine-featured beauty. It was not just
that elves were pretty--though they certainly wexen a weary and dissipated elf who dwelt in
a bordello like a troll might dwell under a bridgewas the nobility threaded in their delicate,
fine features that caught and held the eye andlyptre way their magical aura seemed
designed to taunt the senses of less carefully edatdeatures. On occasion, Mendry had fought
both beside and against elves and knew never terasiimate any of their number. Behind their
doll-like appearance was a creature beholden antlgdir own kind. An elf alone was like a lost
child no matter how old or powerful they might be.
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Castel, however, in his shabby clothes with nonthase fine elven manners... He did
seem like an elf lost. His inner darkness leakedbbhim like light might leak from a crack in a
shuttered lantern. That deep, weary darkness dremd& as no light would. He recognized that
burden as being very like the one he bore, albiit f@wer outward signs of strain.

If he had been asked, Mendry would have said ldfepgnce was for girls, that it was
mainly a matter of pragmatism that led him to etrtenmost charming of men. His career as a
soldier, then mercenary, and finally, assassibhiiefi largely in male company when evening
fell. That had changed now that he commanded apngk and needed to ply his trade only a
handful of times each year. Yet in the inn the womere picturesque, but appealed only as
vacant flowers, devoid of anything more than passippeal, compared with...

Mendry had no great faith in his own intuition whename to such matters, but he felt
that Castel’'s refusal had been more provisional flraal. He also felt that he would go back to
theJourneyeither way. Perhaps he had a touch of Derek’shedttedness after all. The elf was
wounded and there were only two ways to deal viiédhvwounded: provide a quick death or
loving care. Having already refused to deliverfirs, he felt himself somewhat obligated to the
second course.

Mendry unlocked the outer door. From the foot @ $hairs he could see that the door to
Derek and Sarah’s suite was now open and thewgbkton. He paused and checked the dagger
at his belt before ascending, suddenly not surdiveiné was an old friend or a new enemy that
he went to meet. It was a long-standing customitti2erek would welcome company he left his
door open. Mendry, for his part, guarded the pywvaichis rooms closely and had never taken
any guest within.

Derek sat in front of a low fire-- a fire that prded more light than heat. Mendry stepped
inside and closed the door. He saw a little nermess in Derek’s face, beneath the resolve.

“Sarah’s friends are gathering to celebrate theyfidberek said. “I hope none of them
gives her a crib, | already have the perfect ookaa out.”

Mendry knew Derek was a lot smarter than he appeare he hated confrontations.
That was probably why he took to acting mild anchewhat dim most of the time. Mendry had
known a few men with that manner and most themtgutthe hands of a brutal father. Derek
was different from most of them in the way he wambut things, he'd avoid a fight, but not at
the cost of getting his way.

Mendry supposed Derek timed his comment aboutddasional nocturnal employment
only after assuring they would be interrupted. Retigl it, perhaps, to give Mendry time to calm
down so he wouldn't have the opportunity to acttenimmediate defensive impulse. Perhaps he
timed it knowing his sister would be safely awaythg time they talked in earnest. Derek was a
deep and calculating man beneath his affable sirfac

Mendry silently took the padded seat opposite ldsaoquaintance. One who, in the style
of most men, he cared for more deeply than he wewtd admit to openly.

“When | first came here, years ago,” Derek saidyék busy setting up the business,
pleased at the reasonableness of the rent, théiitgiaf the other tenant--you. Better yet, you
were often around to help out. | realized you wggwed with numbers and had enough sense to
run the shop as well as | could run it myself. ¢tukd have been perfect if you had taken to Sarah
as strongly as she to you. Getting to know you oleryears, | had harbored hopes that you



JOURNEYS END

could be a brother-in-law and partner, providinghair to the fortune | am building. These
hopes kept me in this old building long after | kbbave afforded better.”

Derek stared fixedly into the guttering fire, kEttinore than embers now since neither of
them stooped to stoke it.

“After a while | did come to wonder at how infrequily you seemed to work, given that
you hardly seem wealthy, but you never seemed sglitbdr. You were always evasive about
what work you had. It was only when | saw you tagkin such a friendly way toward the rent
man in the Arms--the same man you treat as a stramgenever he visits this building--that |
really began to wonder. This building—the way tisdtept, if not pretty, then extremely sound—-
by an absentee landlord who needs never worry aheubof leaking on his own head. Then |
thought about you--the fellow lodger who spends eydout rarely earns it and the occasional
nights when you would stay out late but come hoates | started marking those nights in my
ledger. | started noticing the pattern: on the tsglou stayed out late, a man would show up
dead. | began to suspect and, finally, | becamiicethat | was living under the same roof as a
murderer, under a roof owned by a murderer.”

Mendry was reassured that whatever followed coelddxrlt with because Derek’s
matter-of-fact tone said as much. He was embarassind his hand had crept, unconsciously,
to his dagger blade. He learned back and remoweistibtly as he could to the arm of his chair.
Mendry has long suspected that Derek was a shargediman, but he had never planned to
deal with a situation like this.

“It's not the word I'd use,” Mendry said by way wfary confirmation. He could not bring
himself to lie to his one friend, even with thedamce so flimsy—more a crutch to intuition than
anything else.

Derek nodded sadly and looked at him at last. “faue learning enough and sense
enough to still be what I'd hoped,” Derek offer&s business grows, | will need a partner and
the house will need the security of another mahiwiit, especially one who can handle
weapons. That you've no particular interest in Bdras been made carefully clear to both of us,
but a partner in business | still need and | cagkl for none better. All | would require is that
you give up your current trade and we need nevealkspf it again.”

Derek fixed him with those great blue eyes, unbhgk

Mendry tried to consider the offer. It was a godi@ioand more than fair. A chance for
an honest life, for real friends, a position... Is heart, however, he knew that it was already too
late. It had been too late from the moment hisdiagitessed the dagger into his hand, its hilt
double-twined with serpent tails. He had run fraighlevil, but only as far as low evil; that was
as far away from his heritage as he could get. itiEdipeople; he had been born and trained to
kill people. That he never became a Dragon meatth killed only bodies and not souls.

Mendry frowned. So why could he not give it up? Riésart answered. He couldn't, that
was all.

“It's a fine offer,” Mendry said. “But | can’t acpeit.”

Derek dropped his gaze to the floor. “I'm in ned¢daoger premises,” he said, finally.
“There is a place on the other side of town. 18l through the formality of giving my notice to
Carl, but you may as well know now.”

Mendry nodded and stood.
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Derek was looking up at him with that expressioimabcent puzzlement. Then he said,
“How can you be the man | know and be what | kn@u o be?”

It was in the nature of a rhetorical question, senlity did not give an answer, nor did he
have one.

Castel steadied the barrel as Kelly tried agaigeton the tap.

“Damn Barry anyway, he should be here to do tlskg muttered.

Finally she got the spike in place and togethey thmed the cask into the rack.

“Castel...” Kelly said.

He saw her eyes on his neck where his shirt cgiped open. He knew his skin was
marked there by a ring of distinct bruises, likeegklace of black pearls. He stepped back,
pulled the cloth up to cover the marks and leftaékar rapidly before she could question him
further. He could hear her footsteps on the stafgnd him. A woman not a quarter his age, but
his employer all the same and protective from it.

Falver’s little demonstration; he had tried to pub the back of his mind. He wasn’t sure
whether the marks were merely a side effect obtiugality, a brand of ownership, a message...
Falver could have killed him. Taking the aether smaan entirely unable to defend himself from
any sort of attack.

Once again he resolved not to go back. Betterddhdin to be degraded so... yet even as
he thought this he knew he probably wouldn’'t beedbldo as he intended. To wither and fade
away by a form of starvation, to hasten the probgdsis own hand. This was something that, as
yet, he could not do.

Barry was coming in, late for opening, but not disgfully so. Lady Kelly’s discretion
and Barry’s presence would save him from furtheneosation on the topic of his recent
injuries. Castel was surprised to see the big hymd@mdry, come through the door next.

Barry crossed to where Kelly stood behind the b&kell, if it isn’t Cassy’s new friend,”
Barry said conspiratorially as he passed.

“I'm not sure | like him,” Kelly murmured in reply.

Castel had some idea what she was thinking, butwasvnot the time to correct her.
Mendry leaned in the doorway.

“There is a ball on the barge tonight, | thought1 yeight like go down to the river to hear
the orchestra play.”

“You thought | might like to hear the orchestra?”

“l said so didn’t I? There’s a good place up by Rexflower grove.”

Mendry looked solid and stoic, like a man who didréed anyone, but knew the
difference between need and want.

“Very well,” Castel said. He picked up his jackedrh where it lay on the bar. “If my
Lady doesn’t need me.”

“I do wish you'd stop calling me that,” Kelly saigdhich he took as permission.

He stepped out into the dimming day. Mendry wasibyside; a comfortingly silent
presence. Most humans seemed always to pry at ithrtlveir eyes and the one elf he still
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saw....

“You're a persistent man,” Castel said.

“Nothing better to do with my time,” Mendry repligdith the slightest edge of bitterness
to his voice.

Mendry had a folded blanket over his shoulder abd@under one arm. He led them to a
vantage point that was obviously already clearisnhind. Others sat closer to the water or
wandered along the shoreline, taking advantagkeofusic that floated across the water from
the great barge. No one was dancing yet, but bergdwadies could be seen arriving, in great
lacquered coaches with crests upon their sides.

Mendry laid down his blanket on a much higher slapere the music played,
accompanied by the whispering of the trees. Thatdrewl! of land transmitted its sound clearly
to their ears.

“So why didn’t you do it?” Castel asked, havingyjst now thought to wonder.

“Just perverse, | guess.”

Castel sat on the wool blanket. It was soft overltimg grass. He lay back and looked up
through the branches. It was still comfortably warow, but cooling as the clouds drew over,
threatening rain. The sky peeked down at him. Blwe wvibrant, human music hummed over the
water and air.

“So why were you going to let me?” Mendry askedaturn.

Gazing up into the sky, Castel answered. “Beindeexs a death sentence for an elf. I've
already lived too long. | don’t want to live anynlger or to do the things | need to too live. It
seemed... convenient when you appeared that night.”

“Convenient.”

“Yes.”

They listened in silence as the dancing music beftgshes of bright silk could be seen
on the barge and the occasionally lilting laughdwd with the other sounds in the air. He smiled
when Mendry put an arm around him. Persistent iyp@instrangely his touch was not
bothersome this day. It seemed more like a protedéince than an intrusion and Mendry made
no move to press further. Castel let himself leaslightly to the solid, warm presence beside
him.

His senses drifted out on the strings of harpslates, borne up and out by the lilting
flutes. The city was still and dull in terms of n@gas human places generally were, but bustling
with life. Great life, terrible life. A few sharpms in the blackness behind his eyes marked spirits
of note. Wraiths, elves, others he didn’t takettbeble to identify. It was the ordinary humans
who were, after all, most interesting. Humans, wheatzles they were.

What was it Mendry thought he could gain by thia®/&r; Falver was despicable but
comprehensible enough, what he gave, what he toekdhange.

What Castel wanted... he recalled the easy comrgaléghihad known all his life when
he slept in the greathouse in the arms of kin and. kWhere speaking was rare, but touching
ubiquitous and one might go days without standimgely apart from others of the clan.

He had learned hard lessons in solitude, in apsstri@alver had helped in that. He had
largely unlearned such touching, well before commthis town and to théourney Human
men were inclined to take offence and either sewrisronstrue... but still. An elf is not a
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solitary creature at heart, regardless.

He was drawn to Mendry’s body. The thin, worn clatfainst his check smelled of the
skin beneath. Castel moved his hand tentativelg tiblat on Mendry’s stomach. The warmth of
flesh rose gently against his trembling palm. Mgndy stalking still.

Castel felt desire kindle in him, right here in thygen with humans milling all about. He
became acutely aware of his own breath tiding thindus body, warm and wet. For the first
time in a long while Castel felt every frail fibef his body shiver with life and it scared him. He
had just about got to a place where dying didrétlyescare him any more because life didn’t
hold much interest. But he was deeply and fundaatignhterested in this man.

“Have you given any thought to who might want yaad?” Mendry said.

“You don’t know?” Castel pulled his mind back to ndane matters with palpable effort.

“It is all done through my broker and she would erctell.”

“I'm already dead to the clans,” Castel said. “Arzan’t think who else | have
offended.” He shook his head slightly, feeling #fight cloth barrier between his skin and
Mendry’s slide as he moved. “But | don’t always arstand people very well.”

He sighed. It was his duty to tdeurney he supposed, not to draw trouble into its
confines. Castel knew he did little good in the M@ny more, but likewise, little harm. That
would be greatly changed if a lesgerverse killer came after him, as one surely diotihe
thought of leaving his home of the last year otisa him.

He felt Mendry shift, tension shivering over higdgoHe drew a little apart and Castel
lifted his hand, feeling the cold air between th€rastel looked out over the great, sloping
meadow and saw Barry climbing up toward them wisiearching look in his eyes.

Spotting them, he trotted over. “There’s a big,lveeined fellow in theJourneyasking
after you,” he said to Castel in an incautiouslydwoice. “Kelly asked me to slip out back and
warn you, but | can’t be long. She says you havatexer permission you need to make yourself
scarce for a while. An’ she’ll be pleased to knawyour return just what you did to piss the
bastard off.”

Barry grinned and winked and trotted off withoutther ado.

Mendry grunted and lay back. “You had best stajwie,” he concluded.

Castel remained with his arms locked about his &nessibility had become truth and
needed facing.

“No.”

“Why the hell not?”

“I am already sufficiently in your debt.”

“Ahh,” Mendry said in a considering tone. “And ydike any damned elf, won’t go
further without seeing a way ahead to settle thernza.”

“Just so,” Castel replied. He looked down at Mendrgurprise, no longer used to being
so easily understood.

“Well there is this,” Mendry offered. “My co-tenahas recently discovered the nature of
my profession. He is ordinarily a nice enough felldut with more morals than make this
knowledge safe in his hands. The issue is complichy the fact that | do not wish to relinquish
residence of the building, which | own. And neitloéus wish to disturb in the slightest his
sister, also resident, who is far gone with chiid atill does not know about me. In short, it
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would useful to me to have another person aboud fehile, until Derek takes his leave as he
has promised to do.”

Castel considered this. It was as pleasing a welntiés as could be hoped for outside of
a ballad. The assassin was, as is the nature tfathe, a clan of one. This building being in that
scale, his Underhill, could obviously not be relirghed. The one that threatened him was not
only a half-friend, but guardian of the most saarus of persons - a mother-expecting. It was
guite a situation, and made an ally an asset indead here was something worth leaving his
tawdry home to follow. A private place with the twbthem together—his mind seized on the
possibility and held on tight.

Mendry smiled slightly in a way that suggested hew he was manipulating Castel, but
not dishonestly. He was offering a fair method alance. Castel wouldn’t have to hold his head
lower than Mendry’s. Which was as well. Falver Iau in such a state and it was as wretched a
place as he had ever known.

“Very well,” Castel replied at last, with as mugbparent indifference as he could
muster. “If you wish.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

It had been a long and peaceful afternoon andMeadry considered. He had shown
Castel his building, a little embarrassed all stidden at the splintered doorway and listing wall.
He had it in mind to see whether the hunter wdlsagtihe inn and whether it was anyone he
knew. So he left Castel curled up before the headhsed to put on his sword and set out across
the city again.

Now a sword, with Mendry, was more for look thae.uglen just didn’t take a dagger
seriously enough, short of being killed by it. Gnglwith sword showed you meant business and
there was an outside chance he might need to tlessaething of that nature with his
successor-in-contract.

TheJourneyseemed a little subdued for the time of night,thetcustomers were there
and the girls. It took no time to see that the raiatihe bar was not entirely welcome. Kelly stood
back against the wall with arms crossed and a frpiwohing her face. Barry was being careful
to stay between the two of them and Claris, thedyusvered nearby. The rest of the room’s
inhabitants were concentrating very hard on notimg that anything was amiss.

The gentleman in question seemed to be behavingghfinfor the most part. He was tall
and lean, lounging with one arm along the bar.felie bore a look of utter disdain, but the rest
of him stood lax. Mendry took to the bar some diseaaway and signaled to Barry. The young
man dithered a little before moving over to take drider.



JOURNEYS END

Mendry didn’t know the young tough and on first iegsion didn’t rate him. His
weapons were shiny, but not actually well kept. ¢ladhes were tight and flashy; the kind of
outfit that looks menacing and shows off your tdma, binds when you need to move quickly.

His surreptitious inspection was made easier wheryoung bravo approached him.

“Do you know Castel Balian?” he accused.

“I've met him,” Mendry replied, without looking up.

“Where is he?”

Mendry pursed his lips. Then he carefully relaxeddody and expression as he looked
around behind him. “Not here,” Mendry said, aiftwas news.

He stared across at the young man, meeting a faggtessive stare with apparent
disinterest before returning to his drink. He sashimg there that Claris couldn’t deal with, if
need be. Then the young man leaned forward andreththe glass from the counter before him
and dropped it to the ground where it shatteredl wiloud smash that silenced the room.

“l was talking to you,” the bravo hissed in a wagttwas meant to be impressive.

Claris lumbered over. “That’'s enough,” he said. tife not drinking, you’re not meeting
a girl and now you're causing trouble. Out with you

The young man whirled immediately, as if to attéo& guard. Mendry put out a casual
foot, which tripped him and sent him sprawling. i@ atepped aside fairly nimbly for a man his
size and took the opportunity to put in a solid twhile his erstwhile attacker was down. He
then grabbed the retching body and hauled it unceneusly out the front door.

Mendry only hoped he was humiliated enough by reigtinent to crawl off, rather than
angry enough to come back and cause more griebdglamateur killers, drawing attention to
themselves and not even having the skills to déal tive trouble it caused them. He didn’t think
his Cheryl could be broker for such a cur, whicranmtehe contact was out on more than one
desk. It was a mess to be sure.

The room was calm now but for the buzz of commieat old instincts wouldn'’t let
Mendry drop his guard. Something was still amiss.g¢yes scanned across the girls and the
clientele. Some he recognized and others werelglebthe type. The dark girl, the one who
didn’t speak, was with a man in a brocade tunicndiftg’'s eyes could just make out the symbol
embroidered upon it, black on black. It was a dragonpart. His eyes drifted up to met eyes
looking in return.

Dragon knights change as they follow the way: #eefbecomes smoother and darker,
the eyes come to glitter and almost glow with inp@wer, the hair grows fine and silver-white.
But the bones remain true and the same, a shaddwve ¢ce that was.

Now was not the time for a family reunion. Mendejt whilst his father would be
hampered by his obvious desire to act unobtrusively

His heart pounded as he hit the street and took @ffdirection neither directly toward
his home nor directly away from it. He walked sWyithrough the dark streets, with a feeling of
damnation close upon his heels. The sky was lighgeto day before he felt safe enough to get
back to his home. His mind was still reeling witie tshock of seeing a man, and kind of man,
that should not be found within a month’s ride andll mountain range of this place.

The Dragons made what villains the city had lookwdlas threatening as angry
butterflies, himself included. He fumbled with tkey and ducked inside his room. The fire
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burned low, a few embers falling through the gr&tastel was sleeping upon the single great
bed, knees and elbows drawn in and on his sidealikierled up cat. Mendry shook his head.
Their best bet was that they both leave the arédysand without a backward glance, but if
tomorrow was too late, then too bad. He neededlbhieion of sleep or his nerves would wear to
shapping.

Mendry cast off his stale clothes and left themruhee floor. He took what space was
available on the pallet and pulled over him whatere he could reach without disturbing his
guest. His crowded mind refused to consider sledpedelt Castel turn groggily toward him. He
felt smooth skin, lithe limbs naked beneath thehled covers.

Without thought he gathered the elf in against iMendry’s hand slid under and down
across the subtle terrain of shoulder, hip andbkttCastel was a little too lean, even for an elf.
Castel’s thigh rested over his own, its top surfaceshed the head of Mendry’'s cock and made
his whole body tense. He was not quite sure yetttiewas, what Castel wanted—elves being
easy to read wrong.

All doubts fled when he felt a spit dampened handl his hip and settle on his half-
proud cock. He hissed as it fitted into Castel'srpaneld tightly and moved in small, firm
strokes. Mendry felt his own hands tighten likeadaagainst Castel's back. Mendry rolled
forward, toward the elf, pinning him down.

Mendry knew that kissing was a human practice (asgtel returned the gesture
carefully. The elf’'s hand moved carefully over Meyid balls, massaging and then releasing
him. Mendry felt Castel’s smooth thigh hook undien hurging him on. He put his hands down
on each side of Castel’s shoulders, clutchingungply surface of the old mattress. Castel's
thighs curled around his hips as he rose up paromayis knees. The blanket tented over his
back and he looked down at Castel, barely makindheupale figure in the darkness.

Castel reached up, running long-fingered hand$itqugh the sparse hair of Mendry’s
chest and then down his sides to rest upon hig.wais

“I want to feel you in me,” Castel said simply.

Mendry leaned down. He felt his cock nudging agaiestel’s body where the thigh and
torso met and Castel’s prick, stiff and buttingiagahis stomach. Castel raised his thighs,
resting his shins up over Mendry’s buttocks andhiaug back. Mendry hesitated; there was
something about the elf that seemed too trustowfragile. But then Castel grasped him firmly,
thumb and forefinger at the furred based of higtshad drew him down. The length of his cock
lay across Castel’s slender fingers and he puldatt 8o that his head kissed the crease of
Castel's buttocks, sliding up to nudge againstédas.

Mendry clutched the mattress and followed that igigidouch to press forward so slowly.
He felt his spine tense and arch as much fromebtaint as from anticipation, his eyes closing
so that he could feel it all the more. Flesh resigtim, then ever so gently yielded. His cock
head teased Castel’s tight hole. The length o€tk was still in Castel’'s palm as he nudged
inside, withdrew, and pushed forward again. Cagtehned and withdrew his hand, pushing his
body upward so that Mendry felt his broad cock dramby a body that strained to encompass
him.

Mendry leaned down upon his left elbow, movingright hand to Castel’s waist to
restrain him. He entered Castel’'s body with inekt@alowness, careful to do no harm. He heard
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Castel's panting breaths and felt his body sprigguith slick sweat. Castel grabbed at Mendry’s
forearms, his nailing digging in impatiently.

He was fully inside, the aching length of his cpeished in deep. Castel pulled him
closer with legs and arms as if wanting to be gertirough entirely. Mendry dragged his hand
down Castel’s waist and lithe thigh. He pulled badkaction and pushed in again, further than
he would have thought possible, burying his shadt stimulating his tightly compressed balls.
Castel jerked his body, pushing against Mendry—agdiim on. Mendry released the last of his
inhibitions. He pulled back so far that the headhisfpenis pulled out and entered again,
plunging again and again into a body that embr&gednrelenting cock, hard and tight.

His breaths became hoarse grunts in time to eabthestd Castel scratched and pulled at
him like the elf was riding and wanted only to gster and faster. Castel called out and bucked
with a long climax that gave first impetus to Meyldrown. He pressed down on Castel hard and
heedless of his greater weight, shuddering asaiis tlenched and he came in a great, warm
rush that left him dizzy and hollow.

He collapsed down beside Castel, pulling out henspock, his head full of a sound like
the ocean and his eyes misted over with grey shadiomthe darkness, the whole world seemed
to fade away into a pale light flickering on a astant horizon. Castel spooned against his body
damp and spent--and Mendry could not imagine exar, letting go.

Castel woke, stretched cautiously and looked arodiglhost slept on, with a frown
upon his face and shadows beneath his eyes thademwaking. Castel stretched and felt a
satisfied ache up inside his body. He could sd# hguises spread over his own thigh, the mark
of Mendry's fingertips showing, and he knew he wlauted to prevent Mendry from seeing
them. For a man who killed for money he had a giehngentle soul. Castel slipped off the bed
lightly, feeling the urge to spend a little tim@maé to get used to this interesting development.

Castel pulled on his boots and coat and decidddtieakfast might be in order. Surely
he could get to the bakery without calling deattvd@n his head? He had just enough coin to
cover sweet bread rolls or perhaps even a tarstéfgped out into the narrow hall and into the
path of a heavily pregnant woman carrying a loadedn linen.

“Oh, pardon me, I'm sure,” she said, juggling head.

“Not at all,” Castel replied immediately. “Pleadoa me to assist.”

He managed to wrest the laundry from her and cathe admittedly short distance to
her suite at the other end of the hall.

“l do think there’s nothing like fresh air for shigg she explained, as if they were already
fast friends. “And they are hardly heavy. You miamnking a woman is glass when she’s
carrying, and brass the rest of the time.”

Castel really had very little idea what she mehat,had gathered that human women
caught more easily and died of it less often thiarotvn kind. Still, a woman in childbearing
surely shouldn’t be carrying heavy loads? Well,t€lasasn’t going to be the one to suggest it—
she was a substantial woman who seemed to knoawremind. Seeing him still at the
threshold, the woman reached out in an almost efesture to grasp him by the forearm and
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draw him in toward her kitchen table where he mwid her now somewhat crumpled laundry.

“Not that | don’t appreciate the gesture and amnfit of Mendry’s is quite welcome.
Come have some tea with me and do tell me how yetuhim. I'm Sarah, my brother Derek has
the place downstairs...”

None of Sarah’s comments seemed to stand aloneabhtpiled atop the other as if her
voice was a small doorway for the crowd of thougivtsiting exit. Castel found it rather
reassuring in that it required very little from Bisle. He had nothing against conversation; he
just wasn’t very good at making it with humans—thegpt to assumptions quicker than hounds
after a stumbling fawn.

“...Is it from his work you know our Mendry | suppgses not often he has visitors, in
fact | cannot recall another occasion.”

Sarah finally paused, apparently ready for an anawashe looked him up and down with
undisguised curiosity.

“We met through his work, yes,” Castel confirmedhbland truthfulness. “Allow
me...”

He took the heavy ewer from her hand, filled thekegtle and set it on the hook over the
hearth-fire. The tea set was in ready view andélast a measure in with the water and
arranged a few sticks of kindling to better casither boiling. Sarah set to folding her linen and
stowing it in a cupboard by the window. She wasaagptly the type to keep in motion and more
in need of company than assistance. He settled draekchair at the table and watched her
navigate her greatly augmented frame about th@waiwom with apparent ease.

“A good enough man, | was put out a while when ide’'ttake to me in a way I'd
hoped, but when the archer’s not in play theretstmach a woman can do,” she continued.
“Besides, now | have to worry about the babe miba@ tmy ring-finger. It'll have to do as it is
for a while. It's as well | have Derek to depensba@nd him not the marrying sort...”

Derek appeared from the hallway as if invoked lsyfame. He cast an immediately
suspicious eye upon the unknown elf at his tab&rewas a wiry looking human, quite young
and well kempt—and there was an edge to his eygs#id much about the mind beneath.

“Ah... Derek this is... a friend of Mendry’s from workdon't believe I've even asked
his name,” she turned to him apologetically.

Derek’s eyes hardened. “You should be more caoéfwho you let into your kitchen,
sister, and what you go telling them.”

Sarah smiled, “He’s a friend of Mendry’s, silly...”

“And we need to speak about him also,” Derek matteHe left the door open as he
came into the room, a tacit invitation for Casteldave.

“If you will excuse me,” Castel said to Sarah astuod.

His fingers brushed her shoulder, in leave takamgl as he passed close to her his
wariness sparked the Art to the surface of his.gBently his other hand touched the surface of
her stomach where the bulge of the child was mastqunced. It was an honor he should
perhaps have asked for—but an aura of somethinggulcew his attention.

“You must be careful,” Castel said, almost withthubking. “The infant is close to
coming, yet still has not turned feet first, youikted to have a good midwife by.”

He hoped that such a person could be procuredspént of town. Castel’'s mind was
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still more on the babe than the room when Derelnalred him away, sending him slamming
into the wall. His head connected with the solicoden planks and for a few moments his
perceptions were not entirely clear. Sarah’s ptetegre drowned out by Mendry’s, as he
appeared in the doorway.

“Don’t bring this to blows, Derek,” he snapped. ‘t¥d not come off best.”

Castel was quick to come between them, puttingha loaer Mendry’s, which had
reached for the dagger he always carried. “No hdone,” Castel said. “And it's understandable
that a man be over-protective where a child unimooncerned.”

The anger drained quickly out of the room. Saralyss danced quickly between her
brother and her friend, both acting sharply outldracter. Castel pushed Mendry gently out
into the hallway and shut the door behind themsTdas meant to be his role, after all, to keep
the peace. It was as well he had been given a eltardo so, even the trouble was largely of his
own making.

29



EMILY VEINGLORY

CHAPTER FIVE

They stepped out on to the street together. Mehliinked uncomfortably in the bright
light and yawned.

“As | said,” Mendry excused, “Derek has just found about my trade and he is not best
pleased.”

“You are careful with him.” Castel said. He was wering, as usual, about these human
who seemed to treat each other as clan and enettng same time... hopelessly confounded in
their bonds.

“I like him,” Mendry replied bitterly. “Even if théeeling is no longer mutual.”

“You should sleep,” Castel said. “You are stilktir”

“Aye and hungry,” he replied and led the way dowa s$treet.

Castel watched Mendry go a moment and then detidedust be meant to follow. He
certainly wanted to, but one night together couity e the beginning of more if Castel sorted
out a few things. If Mendry was vexed, Castel wasitdply claim a confusion of culture, it was
an excuse of last resort that he had turned taaktmmes when pressed. He watched Mendry’s
retreating back for one long moment and then tusvettly aside.

In that moment he decided that conscience suggast@tier path. To see his way clear
to settling his debt he must first find who hadtcacted for his death. There was a chance that
the contractor might decide to eliminate MendryH prevarication and either way Castel
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would drag death with him wherever he went un# thatter was settled. To even be able to
repay his debt, he must remove this shadow noemiatiw his lazy soul had resisted that
necessity.

He wandered by the overgrown shore of the canatohaluct a finding was within the
reach of the aether he carried. Any higher magjaired the lythur, an energy Falver could not
hold or pass, and so he no longer had access twitsmaller works like glamours, bindings,
wardings and findings were still his if he chosdéar the cost. He would need the aether much
sooner if he used himself this way.

When Castel found a quiet place, he settled hinmsethe ground beneath a crickle tree
that overhung so heavily that he was all but iflesin the cavity between its trunk and its
sagging branches. An intent to murder was strdrizpund predator to prey for as long as the
intent lasted. So long as the person who meanitltoita still stood by that wish and was within
a few miles, he would find him. If it was some glting in Underhill, or the link was otherwise
too stretched or broken, his effort would be wastbdt it was his one way to attempt to answer
a question that he could no longer avoid.

He set his last doubts aside. He put his hande@edrth and searched for the bond of
intent. It was not simple to find from this endt @astel’s strength had always been his ‘eye’,
his ability to sense patterns of magic. He nurssdétiength, searching systematically for one
unchanging thread in the many that flowed overamodnd him. He missed the old threads that
used to bind him, to all the members of the claredge. They were gone, none of them
thought of him anymore. Only Falver’s barb stuckim beside the gray tether of his potential
murderer.

He took hold of the line he wanted, familiarizinignself with its texture and type.
Following it would not be simple, for as long aslbeked for the threads he had trouble seeing
the world. Fortunately, it seemed he did not hawefar to go, the thread was thick and near its
source. He followed it carefully, risking glimpsatsthe mundane world as he moved up towards
the streets; then trailing his hands along thesstdehe buildings like a blind man. He came at
last to a rooming house in a more salubrious daven.

He could feel the position of the room that hele time he sought and so Castel was
grateful to let the thread drop and spent no mbhesoprecious resources upon holding it. The
passers-by eyed his ragged attire with distastestarted to see that he was an elf. They were
probably more used to the refined arrogance of gamiss from Underhill than the ragged
outcasts living out the brief remainder of theiysla

Castel straightened to his full, if modest, heigihdl walked straight toward the main
entrance of the rooming house. A simple glamourexbed the inadequacies of his dress. He
walked directly past the front desk, the attendaning around.

“Sirrah, if | may?”

But Castel had already gone past him to the stdasvalked swiftly up to the correct
level. He wondered what he meant to achieve, yen &t was only his death, well, death
cancelled all debts. He smiled. At the correct duoraised his hand and knocked firmly.

A woman answered the door. She was a slight figuite gray-streaked black hair in a
long plait, pulled back from a plain, round faceeSlinked at him in incomprehension.

Castel pressed on with his audacity and pusheddbefurther open to let himself into
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the room. The chamber was well furnished with waodeairs about a cluster of small spindly-
legged tables. The wood gleamed with the lustagef Two men sat near the window, one
smoking some herb cigarette and blowing dark snooktéhe window. All three of them glowed
with the Art and their brown robes only confirmé&dGastel walked in and sat opposite them.

The older man leaned forward toward him, whileybanger continued to smoke with
feigned indifference. Castel seated himself in @wachair and the woman came and sat to his
left, uncomfortably close. Castel’'s mind was distied momentarily, but he forced himself to
focus on a conversation that could easily becomatser of his life or death.

He dropped the glamour, which although it would imate fooled them, would still have
concealed his faded brown trousers, scuffed boawtstained, gray shirt with its frayed collar.
The older man watched Castel intently—he had tbk & a scholar with his imperfectly shaved
face and white hair combed back impatiently belisdears where it fell in loose, white waves.

“How might we assist you, ummm... Sirrah,” he askdédarly unsure whether the
honorific was required.

“You may desist in sending people to kill me,” Gaseplied.

A silence descended upon the room. Castel kemyeis on the man he addressed. There
was a little, gold thread on his collar, suggestheg he was a more senior member of this
curious caste of human wizards. There was no a@lieghis city, but Castel knew that in other
places the brown-dressed Iseult taught the Artpaadticed it, in that strange and erratic manner
that humans had with the wild, native powers ofrtben land. It was not a thing that Castel
knew a great deal about, but he wondered how ¢reatcraft could be if they sent a mercenary
to do murder.

Perhaps age had something to do with it. Castedkhat this human elder that he faced
might be half his own modest ninety-five years. ¥astel would be counted five years short of
his majority and centuries from the end of his raltlife, had he not been exiled.

The elder stared at him intently.

“I had no idea...” he said, and then stalled, remambgehat he must omit those
pointless expressions that humans littered theiesip with when addressing an elf.

“I have been in these lands for over three ye&astel said coolly. “You don’'t need to
translate your thoughts for me.”

The man coughed. “I had assumed,” he said. “Thateswere aware that a powerful
coven of necromancers were seeking a mage, aficaddine sufficiently weakened to
overcome, sufficiently learned to be a powerfulrdi@e. Our own we can protect and hearing
that there was an exile...”

He seemed to be taking the long path to his purpgoastel shortened the journey.

“You assumed that a lingering exile might be hunhadespatched, a mercy to him and
for the safety of all others.”

“Well, yes. | mean...” The mage rubbed his templésai Cleridge. These two, Thrudge
and Tirus.” He indicated the smug young man last.

The young man smiled slightly at his elder’s diséanty a double error had he been an
elf. It implied that the truth was unwelcome andtthis elder’'s discomfort was not his own.
Castel endeavored to ignore him.

“I knew it had been years since you were cast ndtthat you almost never left the Inn. |
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assumed you were in the final stages, incapacitatechean, how have you possibly?”

“That would be my concern,” Castel replied. “As goair actions; you have made them
so.”

The elder frowned as he parsed the sentence. [Emesistretched a while longer as his
two followers watched him; the woman intently ahd man from the corner of his eye.

“Could you defend yourself against six strong natacers who would use you to raise
a dragon?”

“More to the pointwouldyou?” Tirus inserted.

Cleridge grimaced. Castel leaned back. The elvdddray mourned the extinction of the
dragons and to die for their return would be norgaa. But it all rather depended.... “Which
dragon?” he asked.

“Salvradon,” the elder replied, with creditable pinity.

Castel nodded. Salvradon the evil. With necromaniteher service it was bound to be
one of the murderers, one of the dragons that tiaskd human heroes to wipe out their race. If
Salvradon was returned to life it could only leadrtassacre. The Balian clan had been beloved
of dragons, but dragons of a rather different typlee-elragonesses of the Verdant Skein who had
fought Salvradon more fiercely than the Iseult edidr

Castel leaned back and folded his thin arms owettinieadbare shirt. The human’s
guestion was not to the point and so he did nadymiit; he chose to press his own argument
instead. “If you presume to judge that it is tiroe finy life to end,” he said, “you will at least do
me the honor of carrying out your own sentence.dvn elders put me out through the gate and
the Iseult shall not dispatch me with a mere hireh.”

The elder could not meet his gaze, how the marbeadme a leader Castel could not
imagine. The young man seemed of a stronger mbtlajight have done it, but the moment had
passed.

“What did you do with the man we sent?” the eldeds

“I changed his mind, he is in alliance with me namd his life is my own.”

“Clan, with a human?” the young man exclaimed.

“There is no clan out of Underhill,” Castel saidipatly. “But | am in debt to the man
who does not kill me when he has valid reason tealand so | am obliged to protect him.”

“You must be Castel...”

“Castel that was of Balian,” Castel confirmed.

Silence returned, stubbornly between them.

“If you're not looking for my life any longer,” Caéal said, “I'll look to my own defenses
against the dragon-sworn.”

“You don’t wear a torc,” the woman, Thrudge, saist@ctingly.

Castel sighed, this human need to constantly 8tatebvious. “I have not reached my
majority,” he said. “Nor will I, | suppose, but bahot need the mercy death just yet.” Castel
stood. “You do withdraw the contract?”

“Do we?” the younger man said. He face, turned fpoofile, was too asymmetrical to be
handsome and his arch expression pushed him tawerdigliness.

“I've offered you my life,” Castel said impatientl§Take it or not.”

“You'd actually let us kill you?” the young man datontemptuously.
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Cleridge had the wisdom, and decency, to look erabsed. “Elves do not make empty
offers, Tirus,” he said.

Castel waited, he had thought the matter settietdngw it seemed unresolved. Castel
turned his eyes on Tirus, who looked away. He tilanced to the girl, who looked up at him
with some kind of awed fascination. Only the elseemed sensibly attentive.

“How could you stop them from taking you?” he said.

“I am as strong as anyone here.”

“But you are alone.”

“I have given you the choice.” Castel cast his egresind. A common dagger sat on the
mantle. He took a few strides and lifted it. Heeo#d it hilt first to Cleridge.

“My word, your honor... I'll have your decision nowCastel said.

He stood within striking distance and held his@otlown from his neck. Cleridge stood
and looked stupidly back at him. Finally Castehtd and left, hoping his point was made;
doomed to live. It was not so bad a sentence aliter

Where was Mendry likely to be now, he wondered witmile, as he turned his back on
these witless human witches and their plans antheat from his mind.

Mendry ate his breakfast, moodily, alone. Castdl $lppped away from him on the trail
of whatever elven imperative had reared its heaghdvly did not rightly know why he was so
fixed on Castel. He was not entirely sure.... It dgukt be that elven beauty, combined with a
very unelven loneliness and vulnerability, thatvdiem, but it felt like more. There was little in
his life to date with which he could compare thiesdings to properly know their nature.

He slammed down his cold soup, uneaten, and dropmgxbr payment beside it. It was
ridiculous at his age and in his station, but itstrae first love. He scowled at the notion. And
then there was the matter of Mrabel, his fatherntist be a full Dragon now, able to kill with
the slightest touch, able to use the souls of daldo work powerful magics. A legacy passed
from father to son down through six generations$,nmi beyond due to the desertion of a certain
wayward seventh son. Mendry had seen what it didsgrandfather and he had no intention of
becoming dragon-sworn.

Mendry knew that he could not afford to confrorg tbragon Knights. Whatever their
intent in the city, he could not stop them. He dosthy face them—facing death or
transformation... although, no, they could not tuim.hOr would not. Not until he had children
who could carry on the line. The dragon blood wdulah only those that descended directly
from the one who had first tasted Salvradon’s olwod--and as far as he knew he was the only
existing mortal offspring of that line. It would @mvith him so long as he had no child.

Perhaps that was part of Castel’'s appeal, with mavothere was the chance of a child,
of the horrible pattern repeating again. The tragnthe passing of the blood... having never
been initiated, Mendry never learned exactly wiwat ghey strove toward and dedicated
themselves and their children to. But given thaysy he could imagine that it was cruel.

It had been a dour household for a motherless ¢higtown up in, full of cold, impatient
men carrying heavy secrets. Mendry had decideg earthat his only goal in life would be to
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not fulfill their expectations... even though he diat truly know what those expectations were.
He had run away from home as soon as he was oldjarto, as soon as his father started urging
him to ensure the line continued into the next gaten so that he might take the blood and
become the seventh Dragon.

Mendry walked the city. It was a bright day and Bragons would probably not be
around, they preferred the night. Mendry lookedtf@m all the same, his father, uncle,
grandfather, great grandfather, great great grémelfand great great great grandfather. He
walked the streets without direction, daring fatertoss his path with that of his father. As a
young runaway he had expected that they wouldviohon immediately, using their magics to
find him. As the years passed he threw himself @iery mercenary war and skirmish he could
find. His only skills were with arms and perhapshieped to find a quicker end then his enraged
kin would give him. The more time passed the m@&®&dgan to assume they either could not
find him or had chosen not to. Perhaps they dicheetd him, ageless as they were. Perhaps their
arts did not extend to such things.

He had to leave town; it was the only sensibleghiendry stopped in his tracks. He
had to leave and to leave dear Sarah and poorcpixederek behind. He had probably been
foolish in thinking them his friends, after all.r8h needed a husband, Derek needed a
respectable business partner and he was only likddg an obstacle to them finding a man
appropriate for those roles.

Castel, perhaps, would go with him. Mendry fasteoredhat thought. The years had
made him weak, and lonely. He needed somethinigdeit his life, something like friends... or
like family. Like the families he had seen in thikage near the Dragon estate. Those miserable
peasants that his father disdained, fretting tcdhgeson raised so that he might take a father’s
share of the blood and stand on equal footing highown bullying sire. Mendry had envied
their every careless, tender gesture, the chiltrahran, playing in packs; the mothers cradling
infants as they walked to the well. He had live@ world without touch, without belonging to
anything other than a future he knew nothing ofept¢hat he must learn to kill to deserve it.

Mendry coveted a friend, a lover, a person who ptecehim as he was. Derek did not
accept his profession, Castel, with his elven pi@gm, did. Mendry turned his feet back
toward his home... He accepted that his attractiadhecelf might not be entirely based on caring
for Castel as an individual, but from knowing holwes needed and wanted to belong to a
family. Yet if they could be to each other whatyttwth desperately needed, the rest would
follow. They would come to know and love each othgindividuals with time; surely?

Mendry walked faster even as his doubts crowdedratdim. He flung open the closed
door and bounded up the stairs. Just as he rediohedp the stairs the door to Derek’s suite
burst open. Derek stood in the doorway, wide-epetind him a scream rang out. Derek
reached out and grasped him by the shoulder.

“Where is the elf! Gods know | didn’t thank him fois warning, but she’s in sudden
labor and there’s no mid-wife to be found.”

Mendry’s blood chilled. For all that he was readydave his friends behind he wished
them noill.

“I do not know where he...”
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CHAPTER SIX

The elf came up the stairs behind him. His eye&éll between them, comprehension
clear in his eyes. “I am here,” he said. He camatd them calmly. “But I'm not primarily a
healer,” he warned grimly. “I am not sure how mue¥ill be able to do.”

He strode past the two men, both looking unchanatitzlly on the verge of panic. In
the small room to the side of the suite, Saratalaad. She gave him a strained smile. “It's only
just begun,” she said.

“It's been more than half the day,” Derek said frtma doorway. “Since noon.” Castel
glanced at the darkening sky. Hours then, butrstillso long. There was blood, though, too
much of it. The child was free of the blood-bredithit was not yet in the air that it now
desperately needed. Castel laid his hand gentheotbelly.

“The child needs turning while you are still stgghhe said. “And the cord is twisted at
her neck.”

He glanced up at Derek and Mendry and saw littleetip him. Sarah, however, met his
gaze evenly, defiant of her own weakness and exibaus so it was Sarah he addressed.

“The child needs to take her first breath soon...”

“A daughter?”

“Your daughter. | will move her to the best pogitiand then you will push her out. The
men here will get cloths and water to clean henaadn some blankets by the fire. And leave us
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here to do this...”

They took his implicit command and Castel steeleasklf to the task. He was not suited
to being a healer, it was a talent he could useed, but too much of his strength drained into it
and for a meager return. Castel surveyed his wamisgrves and knew they would be barely
enough, if that. The babe could be turned someihaiand, but the rest would be force of mind
and the energy to keep her hale until she couldeigered.

Castel let aether trickle from his palm, througle child. Sarah gasped to feel it.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Just giving the child strength until she can takeath.”

“She’ll not stifle!”

“Not with us here to protect her... But best we hagedelivered now.”

Castel was only dimly aware of anything happeniatgide the three of them as he softly
persuaded the child to turn, not the easiest dimeets that would pull the umbilicus tighter at
her throat. She turned only slowly and Castel ktteat it was draining his meager strength.

“What are you doing!” Sarah said again.

“Just hold a moment. The child will turn and yoweddo stay relaxed and allow it, but be
ready to bear down. When I tell you, we shall hgwer daughter out.”

Derek was beside her now, taking her hand. Castplbed to both knees as the strength
drained out of him, but he despaired that the ohdd still caught. Finally, after long minutes,
the babe slipped into the channel that awaited it.

“Now,” Castel whispered, “we’ll have her out.”

Sarah moaned and pushed down and Castel coultestigach part of mother and child
moving grudgingly in accord.

“Derek, the child,” Castel urged, knowing that heuld soon not be capable of taking
even such a small burden.

The head crowned and the child was small, theofdser followed easily.

“Just hold her there,” Castel said, seeing Der#heding.

Mendry passed clean cloths and together they woaphpechild. Castel slipped to sit on
the floor. He was dry of aether but for that tingnsel needed to sustain heart and breath. His
skin flushed hot and cold. Sarah was crying andhieg for the babe as Derek lifted the little
one to show her. The after birth came within a feinutes more.

For a birth that could have easily led to two dsaiih the end it passed quite easily.

Mendry clasped Castel's shoulder, his eyes fixetherbaby.

“Is she meant to look like that?” he asked, lookanghe scarlet, wrinkled skin, mottled
with mucous and bruised and head mishapen fronweéged position in the womb.

“Aye,” Castel said quietly, and as the babe begandil he added... “she’s meant to
sound like that, too. But Mendry, you help themhaier. It may help you mend a friendship--
but get me clear of here first, will you? | usedstthat are hard on me and | will drop if | don’t
go to my rest soon.”

Mendry’s eyes fell on Castel’s face and his browdwed at what he saw. Derek passed
the child to Sarah who cradled her tentatively. Mtgrdropped an arm around Castel who
struggled to stand.

“Are you all right?” Sarah whispered in a hoarsego
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Castel fought to keep his head upright. “Aye, fi@e.l shall be in the morning.”

Mendry helped him get to his feet, and helped cahlsew weakly he employed them.
Once they were in the passageway, Castel aban@mysgretense of strength. Mendry lifted
Castel into his arms, carried and laid him in s ded. Castel was dimly aware of his boots
being removed, his shirt lace loosened and blaridatsy settled coolly over him.

“Castel, you look worn thin.”

“The Art takes a quick toll, but it'll pass withesp.”

Castel lied, but saw no point in worrying Mendrykeeping him away from reconciling
with Sarah and Derek. With a child now they neeshcheeded a protector like Mendry. Castel
smiled. Even should he die, at least now it was witrpose. What higher purpose than
preserving a child’s life? Mendry stroked his cheelassured by Castel's peaceful expression,
and then hurried to check that the babe still favetl.

Mendry rocked the babe in its crib, near the warafttine fire. Derek came from
checking on Sarah in the next room.

“She’s sleeping,” Derek said, as he joined Mendfple the grate.

“This one, too,” Mendry replied.

There was a pause as each man wandered in hishowghts.

“So where does this leave us?” Derek asked weakly.

“I have to leave this town,” Mendry said. “I worsay that you have nothing to do with
that, but mainly it's just time. Also, my kin hat@ned up in town and if you disapprove of my
ways... well you'll barely be able to imagine theirsvill take a day or so to settle things up and
if you're of a mind to buy this place you’ll haviest choice. But Derek, I'd appreciate if we
could bide as friends for this last little whileorFSarah. At least.”

His piece said, Mendry leaned back and waited feneR's reply. Derek gazed into the
fire, blank with relief and weariness. He leanexdvard and peered into the crib where the baby
drowsed peacefully, already looking smoother amdtgmi.

“All right,” Derek said. “All right.”

It was still a reluctant concession and Mendry itdhiest to leave Derek alone now rather
than try to push matters further while they werthlioed. He rose silently with a last peek at the
baby and went back to his own rooms.

It was fully dark now--the silence broken by drunlaarousers on the streets below,
heading down to the bawdy houses on the docks. Mén@ candle and went over to the bed.
Castel lay loose-limbed on his back and wearing brd long white shirt. There was a visible
frailness to him now and Mendry frowned to seélé&.was beginning to suspect that helping
Sarah had cost the elf more than Castel had adinitte

Mendry stripped off his clothes, it was a warm righd it felt good to cast off the
constrictions of cloth. He settled down tentativetythe bed and pulled up a separate blanket
from the base of the bed. Castel settled in tom@ardas the mattress sagged and it seemed
natural for Mendry to shift his arm and let Casteditle on his shoulder. Their bodies slipped
together with uncanny ease, like long acquaintedrka
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Mendry felt a slight tingle on his skin where Céisteheek settled on his bare chest. He
could hardly tell whether it was just his own desiexpressing themselves, or something more.
He held the elf tight against his chest, feelingldtesh slowly warm against him.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Castel awoke perplexed. He had gone to sleep saustdd of aether that the very flame
of his life was guttering. He woke to feel it a ld®wt steady flame--although he was weary he
was somehow recovering. How could that be? The fexatino aether here and he had touched
no elf.

He inspected himself and found the energy in howdd dreadfully low, but clear,
through him and from Mendry. Castel traced it aaligf The aether in Mendry took a different
form, but even as he watched that strength cameéhint and transformed into a form Castel
could use, came from Mendry in tiny amounts—jusiugh to keep him going.

The sharing of aether, the very basis of what a wlas. Castel could feel himself
shaking. So many exiles had starved and died autfitynderhill, but had the aether been here
all along? How could others have failed to notisenaextremity they must also have lain skin-
to-skin with humans?

Castel found that he could hardly believe thataswrue, but to be clan with Mendry did
not dismay him. There were two main castes to &y, the scholars and the soldiers. So he and
Mendry provided as good a beginning as any to aciewm And Mendry had always seemed a
particularly striking human to Castel’s eye. Peshapme quirk of blood or life had made him
stronger or freer with the native aether than wasnally the case with men.

Mendry stirred now as he woke. He looked down at€land instinctively drew the elf
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closer.

“You still look tired,” Mendry said fondly. “A nighs sleep was not cure enough.”

“I may have understated matters somewhat,” Cadteitéed, smiling in return. “But |
am recovering with your help.”

Mendry’s hair ran wild, unbound, and his face wasgered with gray bristles. It only
served to make his face seem less stern and mesoththat could be freely loved. Castel
reached out to him, running one fingertip overrbisgh cheek where an old scar cut across his
cheekbone.

“I have done nothing,” Mendry protested.

“Your indulgence, then.”

Castel leaned in and planted a kiss upon that Bicsshand ran down Mendry’s long
torso, pushing the covers from him.

Mendry stayed his hand. “It seems to me that yamwkhbe resting, not provoking me.

You stay here whilst I....”

“It seems to me that you are over careful. | ammatle of glass.” Castel straddled
Mendry’s body and leaned over, the tips of his lyefalling hair brushing Mendry’s face. “Or
are you under the impression that | am the biddsde”

“You do not have what most would call a willful tperament, | think.”

“Humans have a strange way of mistaking will witeremwords,” Castel chided. He
emphasized his statement by sliding down to settl®endry’s thighs and resting his hand over
the silken head of Mendry’s cock. He teased thallwith his thumb. “Perhaps you would rather
| was swooning like some vaporous lady, rather talimg an interest in— other things.”

“Far be it from me to deter you from any course goei set upon.” Mendry’s voice
sounded quite strained.

Castel smiled as he bent. With thumb and tonguedmed back the delicate skin to
reveal the wet, soft head of the penis. He covinedh his mouth and let his tongue tip probe
and outlined every contour. Old skills came backito with the flash of bright memories that he
pushed aside, old lovers, slight and perfumed amck nmdifferent in their hearts than this.

Mendry writhed beneath him but Castel was mercil€ke time for leisurely love-
making would come, but for now he wanted only tev@this man wild. Grasping each broad
thigh he lowered his lips to take a little moreletime, licking the underside of the cock and
feeling down with his hand. The head of the cochtled against his throat, bigger than any he
had ministered to before.

One finger traced down between Mendry’s legs, tepsie cleft. Castel held his breath
as the cock slid into his throat. He felt it fihd press against him, heard the stern assassin
quietly invoking his Gods. Castel felt quiet saitdfon feeling his lover panting and shuddering
beneath him. He took the cock in, almost to itteBilextent, perhaps another time he might
manage that. He drew back and teased the har@ngosg prick with nips and long licks,
covering the head and pushing the cock deep witinir—every attention unpredictable and
moving from quick to slow, soft to vigorous.

He paused a while, Mendry’s wet cock pushing up the air before him. Gently he
blew air across the head, watching it twitch witlgq@site sensitivity. Mendry’s hips moved on
the brink of coming. Castel pushed his dampenegkfimto Mendry’s ass and with his other
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hand he pulled up hard on the cock from base tdMigndry came with a tortured moan, spilling
his seed in a copious jet.

Castel sat back and looked down at Mendry’s flusretidazed face.

“Now perhaps | shall rest here awhile,” Castel atbdi He slid from Mendry’s body and
wrapped the warm covers about him. He was stdtiteind more than a little satisfied with
himself.

Mendry lay still upon his back a while and Casteliight he might have fallen asleep
again, but after a while he replied. “Far be infrme to ever suggest you leave this bed.”

Castel peeked out from his tight bundle of blankets made no move, already growing
groggy with impending sleep himself.

“Ah.” Mendry planted a dry kiss in the general aoé&astel's forehead. “You stay here
while | check on Sarah and her babe and find usefiung to eat. Then perhaps | can come up
with something you might like....”

Castel wondered at the ease with which they fé&dl this familiarity, but he rejoiced in it.
He had been lonely so long and was not going torekguess deliverance. He had no desire for
food, but knew that he would need it to recoverniftg slipped out of bed with obvious
reluctance and searched around for his clothegeGaatched him through slitted eyes. His
frame was large, but spare, and covered in scatsviére poor advertisement indeed for human
healers.

Before he left he went back to Castel’s side. “Réwst said. “I'll be back soon. There is a
matter or two we should discuss.”

Castel just smiled in reply. Unwilling to even thiabout what these matters might be...
he had enough on his mind threatening to push #isedeappiness of the moment. He ignored it
all, just for now at peace with what he had.

Mendry slipped into Derek and Sarah’s suite quiatig crept over to the crib. He was
not too surprised to see it empty. The newborn dstill be by her mother’s side. He hesitated
to bother Sarah, but in the end he knocked gemtithe doorframe and peeked through the open
door. Sarah had obviously been asleep, blinkingilyess she looked up, but the babe was not
with her.

“Is your daughter with Derek?”

“No,” she frowned. “I put her down after | fed heqt an hour ago, just before dawn. Is
she not in the crib; is Derek not with her?”

“No, but don’t worry, she’ll be with your brother.”

She half-sat and winced. “He might have taken logmdto the shop, to let me rest.”

“I'll go down,” Mendry said, gesturing that she st lay back. “Don’t worry, I'm sure
she’s there.”

All the same he went down the stairs swiftly. Dellaked up from his accounts and
smiled in welcome. Mendry’s eyes darted around.

“The babe,” he said. “She’s not with Sarah or ia ¢thib.”

All expression dropped from Derek’s face. “Whatysbm mean, | just saw her put the
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child down in the crib. | thought she would be gthti there a short while, | was not gone long.”

“She’s not there!” Mendry snapped.

He could feel his heart beating firmly and faste¥lstared at each other for a second,
searching for some logical explanation and findioge. Derek passed Mendry and raced back
up the stairs. Mendry went to the front door, ieoed easily... unlocked. He searched his
memory and could not be sure he’'d locked it theiptes night, but no... he had. Before going
to his bed he had stumbled down and locked theehopsafe. And who would take a child, she
had no value but to her family.

Mendry searched the shop as if the newborn couttebow have crawled down the
stairs and hidden herself away. He searched hid fomsome motive that Derek might have to
spirit her away, but found none. He was grimly @ierthat if the child was not found, it was he
that was most likely to face suspicion. He walkedhe stairs grimly and found Sarah was up,
searching the rooms, tearing blankets from theveisel

“Where is she!” Sarah said shrilly. “She’s not et a name yet, where is she?”

Derek watched her helplessly and when he turn&detedry there was suspicion in his
eyes. He spoke no accusing words, however.

“Your friend the elf,” Derek said. “Can’t he usense spell to find her?”

“He’s tired....”

“I would have to be dead not to hear this commaqti@astel said groggily.

He stood in the doorway of Mendry’s room with ariidet clasped rather too loosely
about his waist and hair all tangled.

“Oh,” Derek said, in a way that suggested he cbeldjuite slow about some things after
all.

“What?” Sarah asked.

“No matter,” Derek replied tersely. “The babe issging. If you have any idea how to
find her?”

Castel walked through them to the other set of madte circled the crib and paused,
closing his eyes.

“The dragon-sworn,” he said.

An ice cold chill struck through Mendry’s heart.<B& looked to him, not missing that he
understood the term.

“I saw one of them in th@ourney” Mendry said. “The same night the bravo was agkin
after you.”

“What have you done, what have you embroiled usetek snapped, wrapping his
arm about his sister.

Mendry felt his cool working-mind take control. “@n will be weakest during the day.
Castel, dress, we must find them quickly. DerekaBa shall retrieve the child or die trying.
You should prepare to leave town. | don’t know whgy want her, but once set on a task they
are implacable. Acquire whatever cart or trap yeacto be ready to move quickly.”

Castel moved to do as he said, but Derek reachtetd guab his shoulder. “Who are
they? Why do they want the babe? What the hell jauegotten us into?”

“I don’t know why they did it. But | know these pale. They are powerful and they are
utterly without mercy. For any part of this thatiswn to me you have my apology for all it is
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worth. Now | must act quickly.”

“l am going with you,” Derek said.

“Like hell.” He slapped Derek’s hand away. “You v e a liability and Sarah will
need help preparing to flee. And make no mista&a,will need to run.”

“Sarah can arrange these things. | am going with pmd don’t argue, sister, it is a lot to
ask the day after a birth that you get us a cattlead those few things we must take—nbut if it
comes to a fight | am the stronger of the two gfaideast today.”

Castel returned in his usual shabby clothes. Melahiyed from gangly Derek to frail
Castel and feared the worst, but looking into Saraide, blue eyes, he steeled himself.

“I will need my armor and sword. Castel, can yoadles to the child?”

Castel nodded. Mendry had the strong feeling hewadking to his death and taking his
dearest friends with him—»but with an innocent imilgge had not the slightest choice. He led his
two companions into the hallway. Sarah looked teas happy, but let them go.

“It is daylight, that will be to our advantage,” Mdry said. “You will both say nothing
and do nothing unless | approve it. These peogerare dangerous than either of you could
know.”

“They...” Castel began.

“What?” Mendry demanded.

“You must wait here, out of the room. | shall fitiee thread that connects Sarah to the
child and we shall follow it. It should be a straigead.”

He turned and went back to Sarah, closing the debind him. Mendry watched the
closed door a while, listening to a low burr of gersation in which no words cold be discerned.
Finally he turned to Derek, meeting guarded, amyes.

“Get used to hating me,” Mendry said matter-offiactrhe Knights are my kin and
whatever madness made them do this it will be somvetown to me.”

“What are they exactly?” Derek asked tersely, hgttany other arguments wait for
another time.

“Humans to begin with, but once they are adult ttadye a pact and enter a contract with
a larger force that makes them powerful and lougdli | fled them rather than discover more
than that. Whatever they are dealing with is end drives them mad.”

Mendry’s eyes were focused not on the dark hallMeay.a worn-smooth memory of his
father standing silhouetted against the midday Blismfather stamped down the dirt over the
grave and looked down to where Mendry stood, clatghis grandfather’s hand. He had been
very young, too young to even understand deathh&kihnew that his mother was down there in
the ground and he was worried about her.

“Didn’t need the bitch anymore,” grandfather said.

His father swooped down and picked him up, tuckimy under an arm more like he was
carrying a sack of wheat than a child.

Mendry came back to the present with a jerk to fedlek watching him, wide-eyed.

“If you think | am bad, you can’t even imagine thém

“I don’t think you’re bad,” Derek said with a sigh.even begin to understand what went
wrong with you to make you... you. But eventually yoight just decide to be somebody else.”

Mendry turned away. In a way he would prefer tdhaged. “We can wait for him on the
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street.”

Derek brushed past him and unlocked the door taslibg. “| have an idea of something
that might help,” Derek muttered.

Mendry waited on the street, feeling the wind qustut his ankles. Dead leaves scuttled,
catching and fleeing in clumps. He was struck log@p premonition that none of them were
going to live through this, not he, Castel, Derelewen the child. He saw, in his mind, Sarah
waiting and waiting alone in the empty building. kd not even made a will; he should have
thought to provide for her.

It was too late now.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The thread was thick and red like rope. It felt @tnwrong to touch it, an intimate thing,
implicit between mother and child.

“The Iseult,” he reminded Sarah. “If we are stillay at dawn you must go to them.”

Sarah nodded mutely. There was fear in her, bue¢ hop. “The baby?” she asked.

“She is well, the thread shows as much. She wartte back with you and by morning |
hope she will be. We will accept nothing else.”

He left her, feeling stone hard certainty deepdedgiis chest. It was a feeling he had not
known since exile. He had a clan here—a small alidring clan in great peril, but it was a clan.
His clan and he would give anything, everythingtotect it. Castel stood up straight, nodded to
Sarah and turned away. What they were asking ofvasrthe hardest thing of all. To do what
was necessary while weakened and fearful—and lgaen alone to do it.

Mendry stood grimly. Derek was standing there, yaadyo. Castel paid them little heed.
He held one hand ahead of him, touching the thsedajhtly that it would take an accomplished
sorcerer to know he was following it at all. It wasleep part of him that felt the bond, the only
exclusive connection an elf was ever meant to krsmwered early for the greater good of the
clan.

“Is it far?” Mendry asked.

Derek hushed him, perhaps sensing that distractaid not be brooked. “It doesn’t
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matter how far,” he said.

Castel led the way through dusty streets and windileys. The direct path was often
blocked and he cast about to keep it close. Theyeda the river and Mendry procured a small
boat as much by menace as with coins. They crasssdand wended through the town and
beyond into the fields. Hour upon hour passed wiariness and heat and thirst piling upon
Castel's shoulders. The thread was beginning te, femb—it was the natal thread and the new
child’s true bond had not been given time to form.

He staggered and leaned against a dry stone watldh looped one hand about his
shoulders. Castel let his head droop and his dgesd He wonder if he should say how the
Knights wanted him, how the Iseult tried to purehhs demise. But Mendry would be
distracted if he thought he had to protect Castelall as retrieve the child. The deceit rankled,
but he stayed silent. Were the Iseult right andkhights were raising Salvradon?

Was he just delivering himself into their hands?r&liikely he would collapse before
that happened. There was a limit to what willpoalene could make a tapped-out body do.

“If they were ahorse they could be miles away,tddaerek.”

Mendry squeezed Castel’s shoulder. “Are they clbose?

Castel nodded. “Close,” he said. “I think.”

He raised his head and scanned the low hills firabed up from the beaten path. They
were covered in dense, dark foliage from brittleubk that crowded close together and grew no
higher than his shoulders. He pointed to wherelbdnoé water too meager to call a stream
creased the cover of the trees.

“It may not be the best way, but is the most direcannot say how far, it could be very
close.”

Mendry scowled at the occluded path. “I will go alig he said. “There is some chance |
may surprise them or that knowing their way | canglain with them. You will wait until | call
you or you feel the child is being moved.” Derekda&o protest, but Mendry cut him off. “I
have the best chance of dealing with these creas@relo not insist on perpetrating some heroics
that will get us all killed. If | need you | willadl. If | fail, do as you may.”

He brooked no further speech, but left them. Cass¢thed him go, feeling dull and
drained. One man against Dragon Knights? He tutmé&krek whose eyes broadcast both
uncertainty and defiance. Derek needed to go hisekin and Castel was not inclined to stand
idly by while his lover walked into a death trap.

“If we follow this path around we may come uponaatage point,” Castel said.

Derek smiled grimly. “Lead the way,” he said.

Castel entered a trance to allow him to hold theatt and find his way. They followed
the path until it veered to the right and then €laslipped between the brittle branches. Derek
followed behind. Castel winced at the sound he madery time that man put down a foot it
seemed to crunch the great, dry carcass of ahebé@ery time he raised his arm it snapped a
branch.

They labored up a ridge. Squeezing between thegsuiey crouched and pushed
through, pulling themselves up by roots and bowamd¢hes. At the crest, Castel paused. Ahead
of them was the bowl of a small valley. Every shoéébliage had been charred and beaten flat
from the tip of the hill to the other side. The gmd was baked and burned black with nothing on
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it but charcoal and dust. Derek muttered in impetgeand clambered up beside him—to fall
silent at the sight.

There was a small, log-walled cabin on the higlds ef the basin. Castel stiffened to
see Mendry laboring up the gradual slope towardats. Well before he reached it the door
opened, the interior of the building too dark te sé1o stood there to admit him. Mendry
stepped inside and the door closed.

“What do we do now?” Derek hissed.

“Wait.”

“Wait. We've come a fair way just to wait.”

“We can see from here if he needs us.”

“His needs are not my paramount concern.”

Castel turned to Derek. “These people are prepaoimgise a dragon. If that happens,
innocents will be slaughtered by the thousand. Wedsbetween them and that goal and |
suggest we do not fall to bickering or we will fail

“Raise a dragon?” Derek snorted. “What kind ofyfdale is that?”

In answer Castel brushed a little more dirt from tidge they had scaled, clearing away
the grime and accumulated soil of a thousand y&seath his hand what had seemed like a
jagged stone was shown to be thinner and moreaeghilthin, striated plate pitted with age, but
still gleaming with verdant iridescent.

“This is one of the smaller spines of the neck,%@€hsaid.

Derek looked nervously around and Castel thougimingt have enough imagination to
see it now. The ridge that stretched up away frioamtin a steep, sinuous line. They were on his
back, the back of the dormant and almost giant lmddn extinct race. Castel shivered. There
had been alliances, bonds, between the elves andtdlgons once—before the dragons lost their
world and most of them made war on humankind tpestieir lands.

But in all the tales dragons were also spoken afias and just—right down to the
Verdant Queen, Loralla, whose final battle withv&adlon led to both their deaths and the end of
a majestic race.

Castel looked over the shabby building. He wondevrkedt witch or mage the Knights
planned to sacrifice and what was the point ofrtigkhe child? He cursed that he had not spoken
more with Mendry before letting the man go. Theerewsecrets between them that might lead to
many deaths or one appalling return to life.

Mendry was feeling coiled up inside, like beforbadtle. It was a strange sort of tension
that took men different ways. You know somethingd sacoming and you can’t escape. Some
pray, some weep, some become calm with distantayd®some are sure they are about to die.
Mendry always ended up feeling the same way —goist inside like a stone and ready, if needs
be, to die. He cupped an amulet of the Sun Godsip&dm and waited.

His grandfather opened the door with a smug, trivamp smile and Mendry felt a new
sensation, slow-burning anger, kindling inside hiie.stepped inside to find them all there,
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waiting. Father, grandfather, and four generatloefore that—even the oldest who he’d only
seen twice before. The older Knights grew quiehwhieir age but watched with cruel, beady
eyes like rats in the darkness. The door closethddghm with the finality of a coffin lid.

“Give me the child,” Mendry said.

Every single one of them turned to him and laughed.

“A girl,” his father sneered. “But it will have o. We have waited a long time and
cannot wait any longer.”

“You cannot raise Salvradon without me. And thé\gil do you no good—she is not
mine.”

Grandfather smiled. “Good of you to bring us sof§wto the point,” he sneered. “But
do not think that | am fooled by your denials. Wi veturn your bastard daughter to you. All
you need to do is join us in the invocation.”

“I am not going with you....”

“The Great One is here. Everything may be accometidy dawn.”

Mendry’'s eyes had been darting about the singlenrobthe humble shack and finally he
saw a plank crate in the corner and the tip ofiafinger showing from within it. There was also
a man in a dark robe, bound and lax upon the flotine far corner—he could not spare the
resources to even wonder about that. Knowing tisabtions for escape were negligible, he
took the only chance he saw and leapt for the babe.

He was barely an inch forward before his grandfashatched him and threw him
explosively back against the wall. The back ofttead struck the unforgiving, rough logs of the
wall, his teeth clashing together and his heaccktnumb. Mendry slumped to the floor with
weak and numbed limbs.

“Your consent is not really a matter of concerm$o Once we are done you may take the
mewling brat and be gone if Salvradon is mercifduwgh to allow it... not that the great dragon
is know for such concessions.”

The grim company of revenants chuckled with a sdikeddry bones rubbing together.
Father bent over him, gaping jaw revealing a royagfied teeth. Mendry rolled onto his back
and thrust the Sun amulet upwards.

A burning hiss cut the air and the rank scent ohbflesh, but Father tossed the bauble
aside with contempt. Holding Mendry’s throat witis free hand, he held out his other arm. His
robes fell back to show burn marks down his foreaineady healing.

“You are not pious enough to make that work.” Hekied down at Mendry and,
incongruously, smiled quite tenderly.

Then he leaned down. Mendry made one last compuédiort to get away, thrust
against the packed soil of the ground with handkfaet, but his neck stayed pinned even as his
body bucked. He strangled in his father’'s graspsekirown into darkness. Teeth thrust into his
shoulder, grating against the bone. Mendry coubtitfee infectious ichor oozing into his body.

Mendry called out hoarsely, pushing against hisdgtalthough his flesh gave no more
than stone. Mendry's vision blurred and he felteeeping paralysis fall over his body. He could
barely see the hem of his father’s robe sweep dweay him.

With the last dregs of his strength Mendry rolledaohis side. Peering into what seemed
like a fog falling from the ceiling, he saw histat bend in the corner and lift Sarah’s child. The
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baby looked so small and pallid, her tiny limbsking listlessly.

“The child is not mine,” his voice came out addittnore than a breathless whisper.
Desperately he repeated himself. “Not mine, naiwfline.”

Father turned to him. His face was paler, shaipemn ever before, almost like some other
creature was trying to burst out from within. Ori¢h@ elders came to stand beside him. His face
was inhumanly long with tiny deep set eyes and #kah seemed to glitter with green
iridescence.

“Could it be true?” the elder muttered.

Father bowed slightly. “The boy has a distortedssasf honor. He lies to save the child.”

“Save it? From immortality and power?”

Father shrugged. “He ran from such honors himself.”

The eldest nodded and reached out, taking the Bbblyall complete the circle. By
midnight we will be ready.”

Mendry’s right arm was trapped under his body |difistrembled and as he tried to move
it only his fingers twitched. His very tongue falimb to the root, cold in his mouth and almost
choking him. As his body escaped his control elytifdendry fell forward onto his front, his
face crushed against the moldering floor.

Dimly he heard the child emit a sudden whimperb&durned so young, what kind of
monster had that poor girl been made into becalsen® And worst of all he knew that Derek
and Castel would now throw themselves into the hofithese monsters who were stronger
even than he had remembered.

If only he had formed some better plan. If onlyhiagl never made friends with these
unfortunates, the elf, the man, the girl-child #imel woman who waited for her return.

Mendry struck down his fraying fears and scattehedights. So he would be one of them
now, a Dragon Knight. As soon as he had the stheingtwould save the child. Mayhap Castel
could do something for the little girl if he wasickienough. He was fairly sure the curse was not
meant to go to those who we not full grown.

Mendry hadn’t even the ability to close his eyedi@svaited. ‘Not pious enough’ indeed.
Mendry prayed to every God whose name he couldlréed me die if | must, if it please you,
but have mercy on the innocent. Give me the strergi¥e me the strength to.... And then the
torpor of the change took him like the sucking wsawéa deep, dark, cold and endless sea.
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CHAPTER NINE

Derek fidgeted. Castel found his fogged mind kept§ on the rustle of cloth and scuff
of displaced soil as his companion waited impalyefithe elf lay on his front, chin resting on
the back of his hand. The peril of the situationned with the fatigue of many days and far too
much magic use in his depleted state.

His eyes drooped closed just for a moment and peresnced the compelling illusion of
a heavy weight pressing down on his body. Each feitlfragile and yet leaden as if he was
sinking into the dark earth.

Blood warm and slick against her tongue.

Salvradon screams his defiance, but already theyfalting together, twined like lovers
in the sickening embrace of the earth. Salvradtors wings flare above them, blocking the sun,
turning them so he is on top.

So be it. If she must accompany Salvradon inteéiek it was not too great a price.

A rough hand shook Castel’s shoulder, overlaid sxthe feeling of the impact as two

massive forms hit the soft earth driving them int&astel tried to open his eyes, to remember
where he was....
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With the force of the impact her jaw slammed clagaeoh the target, the soft flesh of the
under-belly. Salvradon’s throat collapsed beneathteeth. He rose, straddling her broken form
and took one step before collapsing over her, heag/heavy.

Bodies torn and crushed subsided into decay. Thé sattled over them with the slow
tide of its own timescale, like a blanket. On tbeizon death stood, watching awhile, soon she
would draw close. Loralla was content. There wdagdno more dragons. No more of their
wisdom, no more of their evils—perhaps it was dittipg that she and he obliterate each other.

Castel's head swayed as his body was shaken Jiplétd lurched into wakefulness
abruptly. Derek’s hands were wound in his clotleges wide.

“Wake up, elf. They are coming out. Mendry hasefehit

“l was not..."”

Castel cut short any further protest; Derek wasaisly not in the mood for a debate.
And he seemed to be right. The sky was startirdatken and a line of robed figures was filing
from the small structure. Two tall men emerged fittse first of them holding the newborn
distastefully in extended arms. After them, twarpaif figures, each bearing a slumped form.
The first was clearly Mendry. His unkempt hair hiaggover face, a dark robe pulled
haphazardly over his clothes and his booted fesgging on the ground. The second dyad
carried another person.

Castel squinted, fighting the blurring of his visid he brown garb was of the Iseult and
even at this distance he could see the form waalem

“That is unfortunate,” Castel muttered.

“That seems like something of an understatement.”

Castel glanced over at his acerbic companion. “Tee captured an Iseult mage. Her
sacrifice may well be sufficient to resurrect thhagbn.”

“I don’'t give a damn about the dragon. How do wetbe babe?”

Castel looked back at the hollow before them. Tileading figures drove stakes into
the ground in a rough circle, seven in total. Téising of torpid dragons was not something
Castel ever had cause to study, but the basiciplenewas obvious enough.

They would need a number of living denizens natovenis world, humans with a link to
the dragon, and they would need a great quantityagfical energy—such as that which would
be released when a witch was killed. They wouldersame form of ritual guide the energy to
the dragon and its followers giving the dragongbever to rise and, through its minions, the
power to continue to live in the human world.

Derek might be most concerned for the child--artted a child was always to be
protected—but if Salvradon was allowed to risettileof deaths would quickly escalate. The
Verdant Queen’s sacrifice would be for nothing.

It is not too late, child of summer.

And the Verdant Queen spent the last of her sthetogpass on a desperate, last ditch
plan.
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Everything was bright, glaring bright, but the peaky was pierced with stars—could it
truly be night? The faint mew of a child broke thgt his confusion. Mendry struggled to get his
feet planted.

“Good,” his father said. “Time is short. The Isedilw close.”

Mendry kept his balance, barely, as the two Knigtepped back from him. Flames
crackled at his back and a circle of pitch-soakedles marked out a rough circle of bare ground.
The other Knights each stood beside a stake, ekaepis father who went to take Sarah’s child
from grandfather.

A woman lay bound and motionless at the centehisfdpace. Mendry spared her a
moment’s thought, but then dismissed her. EvenefiWwoman still lived, the child was his
priority and he would be lucky to save her and ntebk no distraction. By her side lay a
vellum scroll, weighted by a large pebble and bysitle a peasant cup.

Mendry clenched his fists, feeling weakness evdmsriingers. He looked for his
chance.

His father held the child casually in the crooloak arm as he bent to the ground and
lifted the rough clay chalice.

“What is that?” Mendry rasped.

“It is your blood, fresh turned, boy. All we neexdrhake our seventh and finally
complete the pact.”

And so there was no more time. Given that the chidd not his, the tainted blood would
harm her, perhaps kill her outright. Mendry toole @hallow breath and stumbled forward. “You
will not...”

Time seemed to move so slowly, the air parting ikaey as he moved; a dark drop fell
from the lip of the cup and splashed upon the m=pgllid cheek. Mendry reached out his hands,
fingers curled to grasp her, even as a secondfdhopeatly into her tiny mouth.

Father let him snatch the child away and simplghaad. “It matters not where she is
now.

Now there are seven and the dragon is bonded to fiteen the moment He is raised.”

Mendry stumbled back. The child wiggled feebly ia grasp. His eyes fixed on his
father’s gloating face, he stepped back again, ngpsiowly from their circle into the deepening
night.

Behind him he heard thrashing and breaking brandhstnctively he glanced behind
and saw Derek scrambling down the long, steep stbfee scrubby hillside. The Knights paid
them no heed.

Grandfather raised the parchment, flapping it awét rising breeze, and began to chant
in a high, unintelligible voice that cut througlethir like a razor. Mendry turned and thrust the
child at Derek who arrived out of breath.

“Take her to the Iseult, quickly.”

Derek took the child, but clumsily grasped Mendisiseve. “The elf said they would let
you both go now and we must go swiftly before thegadn is raised.”

“Where is he, where is Castel?”

“He has already gone to find the Iseult.”

Mendry had led a long life that had trained hisfeaties and that was a clear one.
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Wherever Castel had gone it was not to safety. Medd not bother to debate it; he thrust
Derek away as strongly as he dared for the chddfsty. “Go. | will follow soon.” He certainly
hoped that was true.

Five Knights formed the circle, outstretched armnsost touching, and the air crackled
with anticipation. Castel approached carefully. Melses would have seen him easily, but to
human, dusk-dimmed eyes his care was close enougjhdlth. When the blood was fed to the
child Castel gritted his teeth, but did nothingt Bweepened his resolve. The effects of the
blood would be hard on her and on Mendry—and ndvadt taken hold in his mature form the
transformation could not be undone—but it could sbaw be borne.

If the dragon was raised they were all doomed.afldhat the Knights seemed to think
they would somehow rule or share power with thgdnathey raised, the truth was they would
be most abject slaves and once the dragon haandeéblood again, they would be a most
disposable asset.

To see Mendry, to see the child suffer such a fate—+ could not be allowed. And then
there was the rather ironic role of the Iseult:uldge lay at the centre of the invocation circle.

Castel would wait for a moment when a recklessolish man might think he had a
chance. The very moment when the sacrifice wastabdae made all the threads of fate and
incantation twisted into a single cord. A singleccthat, if he had his strength, he could have
cut. But Castel’s body felt as cold and empty asrpse. He did not have the strength to break
the working, even at that, it's most vulnerablenpoHe was forced to take a great chance and
follow Loralla’s plan for all that it was not antaely selfless suggestion on her part and the
risks were great.

He saw Mendry grab the child and hand her oveetaincle. Castel willed Mendry to
leave—he would only disrupt a plan that had slimawgh hope of success. But there was not
aether to bind the wish and Mendry wavered ancetiback toward his kin. With clan like this
no wonder he had become such a solitary creature.

Mendry’s eyes skated over the scene, searchingpfoething and fixed on the prone
woman. The Knight that seemed to lead the cotéoigped and pushed Thrudge onto her back.
She lolled, alive but somehow paralyzed or drugged.

The older Knight's piercing voice rose into a ceso, but it was casually, without any
flourish, that the leader pulled a simple, castridagger from his belt and positioned to strike
down at the helpless woman.

Castel leapt from cover, his heart thumping. lewa swift steps he crossed the distance
and grabbed the Knight's dagger arm. There waseed o hold back in order to achieve his
goal—the dragon-blooded man was swift and strotiger him by far.

Mendry called out an inarticulate warning, but kiis restrained him with ease. Castel
felt a hand, cool and unyielding as stone, encindearm and thrust him, sprawling backward,
over the Iseult’s prone form.

The blade descended so quickly he didn’'t eventséteparted his skin and flesh, with a
swift, smooth intrusion, to the heart. Castel didigjht it. His eyes stayed open, unseeing.
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He fell.

Through his body, down and down into darkness.Wwaan flash, like a flower opening,
she told him everything. In a single moment thdblded its petal and revealed its heart, but
then folded back, magically, into a tight, hardgbu

Child of Summer. You know that there was a tindraons, but it was an older time
than you, or any man, could know. The land, thiglJagave birth to our race. Slow to grow, rare
in quickening, our numbers were always small, oxed were long and our minds hungry for
knowledge and connection.

One of our kind learned to travel as far as ourugbts could carry us and the talent
quickly passed to most dragons. Restless and titihe cage door was opened and we flew
outward to the stars. It became our quest to fititees—others who we could speak to and learn
from—the dragons were never many but surely ouéflsmewhere, there would be other
races, other minds.

A few stayed behind. Some could not learn the miflight and so were trapped within
the prison of this world’s sky, and there were theose love of home was greater than their
greed for experience. Salvradon was one who n@aenéd; myself and my two sisters were
those who never yearned to leave.

We four watched and witnessed the great irony.ofthe race we ever found whose
minds rose and developed to resemble in some waywsuwere the hairy little beasts that
became men and women. My sisters and | began &k $pdiumans, those who seemed ready
for that discourse. Their closeness to us begarhémge them. Our presence, what you would
call magic, turned them into your kind. The elvidse humans’ own magic developed afterward
and | have never known if it is truly theirs or ddastrain of that which came from us....

Salvradon, on the other hand, took notice of mdy when they began to encroach upon
his wide and rugged domain and his response wasake them slaves. He gave them his blood
and it also changed them, it made them monsters.

Salvradon’s taint mixed with a single human lineage your magics give us this
chance, this one chance. Their blood and will rescfor Salvradon, but you, your heart, your
will, can reach for me.

The darkness roared. He was out there, in thetesa8an, hungry and impatient. All of
the darkness was Salvradon and his foully plottadg And in the maw of that darkness there
flickered a single, opportunistic light.

Castel’'s mind whirred. He was strangely unconcema his own death, perhaps it had
already happened and this was the last fading titswgf a doomed spirit. He saw the story, the
vision laid out before him. Elves had been, wetanans? How could that be when they came
from Underhill, another land...

We knew our time was growing short. Our brethremedack less often and no new
dragons were being born. Our time was short andetlies had grown dependent on our magic,
so we found and adapted a place for them, a pldwrevmagical energies were stronger than
here. But even so we instructed them that thesgiesevould have to be conserved, spread
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evenly throughout all the people who had follows@nd in their own way become as hungry
and as incomplete as Salvradon’s blood drinkinglisr Under the pressure of these
requirements their culture changed and adapted. ddamy became a perversion, community
bonds an imperative. But child, your time now igrsh

Reach out for me and we may both yet live.

The light flickered. It bloomed, it opened and t@ag out, Castel grasped it.
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CHAPTER TEN

Mendry screamed. Even before the strike was maeée, iéhe had been free to move,
there would not have been time. He knew this ewameaclawed his way toward his father and...

Castel seemed not even to struggle. He was loakiraf the blade as it descended, biting
with deft accuracy into his frail body. Blood spdtupward, spraying across the Dragon
Knight's pale, impassive face. Mendry lost sightledm for a moment as he somehow broke
free. Perhaps the other Knight simply let him gmwing it was too late to thwart their plan.

The spell had been spoken, the sacrifice made.

Father stepped away; leaving Castel’'s body spraoted the robed female like some
discarded doll. The iron dagger was still buriedhi® hilt in his chest. Mendry’s knees gave way.
Castel's eyes were slitted, showing only white. Bigrstruggled to know, to really know, that
this had happened.

Numb resolution filled the void of his disbeliefe2k and the child must be far enough
away from here now. Mendry’s hands curled arourddidigger blade and slowly he drew it out.
Castel made not the slightest movement, his ligsadly faintly blue. Love, happiness, a cozy,
little family—that was never really destined todreassassin’s lot. Mendry looked up to his
father and embraced the only option he had lefbigéance, and faint hope even of that.

Mendry stood to face his father. The old man jasghed. It all churned within Mendry,
muted grief, rage, guilt and the stale blood ofdheegon. He stepped forward and drove the
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dagger up toward his father’'s stomach, an attathkout any pretence or subtlety.

The ground shivered under his feet as he pressaanaon up the full force of his
exhausted body. His father held out one hand, aotthard as stone, obviously expecting to
thwart the strike easily. As they crashed togettier Knight was forced to step back. He gripped
Mendry’s wrist firmly and met his eyes—stopping tilade within a finger’s breadth of his
stomach

‘You are no match for me, boy. Let the blood workymu awhile and you’ll see that this
is futile—and join us.”

Mendry dug his heels into the pliable ground aradrhis weapon on with all the will
and strength that he could muster. He let his fatlsnug assurance stoke his own kindling
rage. No strategy, no speech and no games.

His father’'s eye widened to realize that, albeliydoy a tiny fraction, Mendry was
moving the blade closer—a magic blade meant tapiany flesh. The ground lurched and they
both stumbled, Mendry pushing his father a stefxwacod again. Incredulous that he was not
already dead, a tiny hope kindled, giving him mstrength. If he could only prevail, wipe from
the earth he sire who cursed his blood, end thestpo raise the dragon even if he must die to do
it—what was there to live for now?

A rending, tearing sound echoed through the ebithfather’s eyes darted over
Mendry’s shoulder. “The dragon is coming,” he sagive this up now and you may yet serve
him.”

With the last of his strength Mendry reached fodnais free hand and grabbed his father
by the throat. The flesh seemed strangely pliabteshth his fingers. He drove the dagger up,
grinding it through the flesh of the abdomen andinger the ribs. He looked into his fathers
eyes and saw nothing there but blank surprise béfe ground exploded up around them.

Mendry was buffeted aside. A hard, white pillartwét broken end thrust up through the
torn sod. It looked like a giant bone. The grouoskrupward in a giant dome, and Mendry rolled
uncontrollably down the slope as it grew steeperhii the side of the old shack just as it
crumpled and fell away from him. Dust billowed foih pale veils against the dark sky.

Then, amidst the chaos and destruction, a singiess form tore through the ground
and reared up into the sky. Skeletally thin, a nrons creature with a narrow pointed head upon
a swan-like neck. Its twin golden eyes glowed \isib the darkness. The dragon, for it could be
nothing else, was larger even than Mendry had inely—towering into the sky. It's head as
large as the building he had just been insidaats as wide and long as the oldest trees of the
forest. Its ragged wings ripped forth from the leanmd its neck swayed as it reached and plucked
two objects from the rubble.

Mendry's grandfather staggered from the torn kiélshis face streaked with dull blood.
“Our victory is at hand!” he rasped.

But even as he spoke his own skin split acrosshegk and forehead, the flesh beneath
crumbing away to reveal bone. He staggered; degdyands rose to his mutilated face and he
collapsed, slowly, his knees shattering as the htefhis body hit them.

Mendry rose to his feet, his heart beating in tbevgattoo he had not felt since last
taking to a mass battlefield. It was the calm a @y found in the depths of fear, when no
more fear could be felt. He turned to the dragon.
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“Salvradon,” he whispered.

The great beast turned to him, as if it had hdaigitiny sound amidst the carnage and in
a low but tuneful voice it replied. “Do you follo®alvradon?”

Mendry raised his bloodied dagger and shoutedédfiamte in a dust-choked cry. “I do
not!”

The dragon’s head swayed back. Its forelimbs wiitelwed tight to its chest, hand-like
extremities clenched. Mendry waited for the mongiestrike, but it seemed only to look over
his head.

“That is good,” it said, and the more he heartiét inore the voice seemed warm and free
of threat.

It lifted one hand and spread open the fingersfriont below Mendry could not see what
it held. The dragon gazed at its own hand for @ lmoment and then he saw the dragon emit a
breath and pearly vapor billowed into the air.

The dragon half closed its fingers and then vergfadly leaned forwards and tipped its
burden onto the ground at Mendry's feet. It wast€lamoving his limbs sluggishly. The elf
curled his body and raised his head weakly, bligkMendry leapt to his side. His questing hand
found warmth, and life, and beneath the torn ctamo trace of a wound. He dragged Castel
backward and clear as the beast shook itself fotige from its erstwhile grave—revealing long
hind legs and a whip-thin tail, almost like a ratlbeit on a mighty scale.

Of the Knights of Salvradon there was no sign, savéhe rags and dust that blew across
the scene. Mendry could make no sense of it anskedeaying. Mendry curled his arms around
Castel, clutched his clothing in tight fists andidhento him. Alive, together, come what may.

The dragon lay upon the hillside like a butterflgt come from its chrysalis, wings
fanning the night air that was growing cold. Cakglin Mendry’s crushing embrace and
struggled to explain.

“Loralla, another dragon. | didn’t have any timetiédd you—it was the only way...”

Clearly Mendry could not catch his meaning fromtsscattered fragments, but there was
no time to explain from the beginning and in fulbralla was weak. Brought back to life, but
only slowly recouping her energy. But she must aksase them, feel them coming.

And indeed they were here. A human figure bursihupem, the Iseult, Tirus, wide-
eyed.

“You have done it. | knew you elves were in leagiidn them.” He seemed caught
between rage and fear to see the dragon. He reémivadd them both with hands wreathed in
fire. Castel felt himself plucked out of the wayMendry wrenched them both to their feet.

“l think you need to calm down and find out whatesally going on,” Mendry said in a
soft voice.

Tirus just pointed toward them with a long, shakiimger. “I know what is going on.

The elves have always followed dragons; the oldettles say so. | knew from the beginning
we should have finished him.”

His ranting seemed to draw the great dragon’s @bigreven as an older Iseult staggered
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to join them. The ground creaked as the dragon chbeeself with laborious care to regard
them.

“This elf is not yours,” she said implacably. “Yaull not touch him. But this one...”
She opened her other great hand-like paw and reydla¢ groggy form of the robed woman.
“This one is yours and | return her to you.”

Tirus looked on with wild eyes as his colleague dagpped at his feet. “I will not allow
this!” he shouted, sounding more like a petulaniddinan a mage. “Men defeated the dragon
tyrants and | will not allow them to return.”

Cleridge tried to restrain him. “Tirus, we do noiokv what it...”

Tirus merely shook him off. “It is still weak. Thimay be my only chance, our only
chance to avoid calamity.”

He gestured with his hands and poured forth a betygeam of flames that hit the
underside of the dragon’s head and flowed oveskierlike water. After a few moments he
lowered his arms, panting and swaying where hedstéeeryone looked to the dragon.

She blinked slowly, turned to look down at Casted alinked again. Finally she said, “I
tire of this, do you come with me, or stay here. thvihese rather volatile witches.”

Castel looked to Mendry, who shook his head as laty he hadn’t any notion of what to
do.

Castel looked at the Iseult, the destroyed hillside dragon... and said, “we go with
you, my lady Loralla.”

The dragon reached out her hands and scooped ke large man might snatch up
a kitten. In the dark jumble of her grip Casteldchiggjht onto Mendry and felt the lurch as they
took to the sky.

Mendry had already faced the worst thing he comldgine happening and he had been
delivered from it. Being borne aloft by a dragonloimger seemed something worthy of great
fear. He felt the scattered digits banding arodmedr tbodies firmly—and then being held close
against the beast’s bony keel. At first they jerketh each labored wing beat, but then she
seemed to reach a smooth soar, perhaps ridingittiswt was freezing cold and he knew they
could not stand it long. But then with a lurch theysted and there was a sensation of falling
and a sickening lurch. It was clear they had |larefg=in.

The dragon released them with ginger care. Theydsitothe darkness of a stretch of
road. The air was split by the sound of a cryingyband before them two mules balked with
rolling eyes, behind them a large cart. Derek tieddreins loosely and by his side Sarah held the
bundled child. Both were gaping at the sight betbem.

Castel smoothed his bloodied clothes and lookedendry as if expecting him to know
what to say in a situation like this.

“Um.”

It was the dragon that spoke first. “I mean tom@o ithe mountains to rest now. And |
must speak again to the child of summer and seetlails child who has been given Salvradon’s
blood. Given her age the taint may yet be remowvexh her.” Sarah’s face grew taut with added



JOURNEYS END

worry. “If you come with me you might lack comfartsmean to find a place where men will not
encounter me, wild places.”

Mendry found it increasingly easy to think of thisast as a real... woman. He squinted
up at her. “I do not think you can drop us with Maderek here, we are not on the easiest of
terms.”

Derek rubbed one hand over his head, feeling kiers eyes upon him. “The nature of
our dispute is that you are an assassin. | worigeui might be considering giving up that
career. Things have... changed perhaps.”

And Mendry had to admit they had. Having seen tedgyhis family had pursued so
long, and seen them fail, why was he clinging &irtivays?

“We could discuss that, Derek. Things are rathep.inuthe air right now.”

He noticed the small birdcage propped up behinaénes driving seat, from which a pair
of beady eyes were peering.

“l see Rufus is coming along.”

Derek blushed. “He was too tame to leave behindwblgldn’t last long.”

The dragon stepped back one long pace, raisingeadiwind. “I will seek you out when
| am stronger. Look for me child of summer, for mast talk.”

She turned in one sinuous movement and for alsizerquite flowed down the road
ahead of them before snapping open her enormowgswaind launching into the air. The wind
driven in the wake of her wing beats blinded theithhwust and sand. They all watched until she
was a distant pale figure, mistakable for nothirgrerthan a trick of the moonlight.

“I'm pleased to meet up with you, anyway,” Derekdséal went to your room and
brought along the few things of value | found, udihg the rather significant trove of coins
hidden, of all the most predictable places, undembattress. Nothing would have lasted long
once the building was empty, but if | hadn’t conceoas you | suppose that would make me a
thief.”

“Gods forbid that | would find myself in such lowmpany,” Mendry replied.

There was a single brittle moment before DerekexiniiThere is some bedding in the
back if you want to climb on up.”

“We were just arguing about were to go,” Sarah.s#idd there are some explanations
owed all around, but that can wait. The both of lamk set to fall if you don’t rest.”

Mendry sighed gratefully. He put his arm aroundtélasnarrow shoulders and together
they went around to the backboard. It was an eadtento spread out a quilt and settle
themselves on the floor. They jolted on down thedrdout Mendry pulled Castel in close and
rested his head upon his own upper arm. Exhaudasoended over him and Castel lay limp and
spent against him, both in their stiff and soiléatloes.

He could dimly hear Sarah speaking to her brotthéeel better with them here,” she
whispered.

“With all that happened to your child...” he replied.

“And I'll know the full story on that bright and dg in the morning, but I also know
they'd die for her and that makes them family.”

There was a finality in Sarah’s voice that Derek ot venture to contradict, maybe he
didn’t disagree.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Mendry sighed as he set down the brush and surwegefdeshly white-washed window
of the store. Sarah was sorting through the basaks they had carried with them and Derek
was out at the market getting ingredients for timel& of potions that might be in demand in a
small, seafront village: balm against the dryingaviwound powder, teething drafts. The store
itself was two stone rooms and a kitchen out baith &vwooded storefront facing the main road
between the village proper and the dock. Mendrgtsw@ed coin had bought it, once Derek had
been hustled past his concern over ‘blood moné¥yeibs and potions would not do they could
stock other sundries fresh from locals or durablesight in from the town, there was no general
store in the village.

Rufus hung in his cage. The plump rodent had chewsale in one side of it, but rarely
ventured out so long as food and water were toaldewithin. Mendry had to admit he was
getting used to having the animal around. Onceggiwon talking terms with a dragon, a rat was
no obstacle.

The late afternoon sun was beating down warm amdighing boats were coming in.
Gulls cried and women shouted ribald greeting®itonhen coming in. Mendry turned from that
scene to see Castel coming on down the road, the Basella, in a sling across his chest. They
met Loralla once in a while, up in the crags oveking the sea, and she was confident that the
child would lough off the tainted blood and grow hgmlthy—with a little help from a more



JOURNEYS END

wholesome sort of dragon-magic.

Mendry had not been so fortunate. The blood haentddold of him, but Castel and
Loralla both told him that, so long as he refraifreen consummating the bond by drinking
human blood, the effects would be mild.

The stoic locals could not help but glimpse Lorakt&asionally, but the only noticeable
response had been the occasional reference tarfagon’ as if she had always been there.

Some places have long memories.

Castel waved as he approached and turned intdvtpe brushing a kiss on Mendry’s
cheek as he went by. He was different these dayseStrength he draw from the dragon made
him less tired and more beautiful. Mendry half estpd this new dazzling creature to cast him
aside, yet every gesture and word was still CastelCastle with the crooked smile and knowing
eyes.

People started straggling up from the boats, compasg the shop and calling out
greetings to the new arrivals as they went. Thesewen the whole, open-faced and happy folk
here.

Sarah was unbanking the cooking fire when Deraketdrback laden down with string
net bags and a big bunch of root vegetables ihdmsl, whilst Mendry found himself standing
on the threshold watching the sunset kindle.

“Happiness isn’t everything,” Derek reminded himhaswent inside.

“But it'll do,” Mendry replied. “It'll do.”
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