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The cave gleamed ferociously.  All about, gold and silver, rubies, emeralds, amethysts, and sapphires shone.  The center of it all, the dragon shifted like quicksilver; every fiery scale on her body glinted with motion.  Even her black eyes, like liquid, shone as she looked at the only drabness in the cave.

The wizard, in his sigil-marked brown robes, held out his staff as if that would fend her off.  The dragon breathed orange fire, too bright to look at, and the wizard charred before Mae's gaze.

The vision cut off.

Mae gasped for breath.  One day, she would murder Gregor for showing her these things; she hated, hated, hated them.  He could just tell her.

She looked about.  White-washed walls, windows letting in sunlight and not a gem in sight except in Gregor's hand—she let out her breath.  She and Gregor had sigils on their clothes, but on prudently short smocks, not robes.  The room, with its tables and shelves, looked like that of a tidy clerk—if you did not look out the windows at the wheeling birds.

Gregor studied the gem in his hand.  "The dragon is displeased."

The king was bound to deliver justice to the dragons.  That had been the bargain that kept them from ravaging the countryside with fire and slaughter whenever a thief offended.  Still—

"She seems to have dealt with her problem," Mae said dryly.  "What does she need to be appeased?"

"The wizard," said Gregor, "survived."  He put down the gem with a click.

Mae blinked.  Only a very powerful wizard could survive dragonfire.  Then, survive was all that he had done; the dragon had burned him; she had seen that clearly enough, and shuddered.

"Not even return spells could restore those burns.  What penalty does she want?"

"This happened twenty-odd years ago," said Gregor, "at which time she was content with that as punishment."

Mae cocked an eyebrow.  Gregor looked back at the gem.

"Since then, she has seen him.  Recently.  She says if we do not deal with the thief, she will come after him."

Mae sat back.  Six generations ago, a dragon had come after a robber; it was still a byword.  And King Carolus's most famous deed was persuading the dragons to abide by his justice. . . .

Which meant, since the king could not chase after every thief, the king's men had to wreak that justice for him.  Particularly his wizards.

Gregor touched the stone.  "She enchanted a gem out of her own hoard to send to us."

Mae flinched.  A dragon willing to do that was angry beyond belief.  Still, she needed to know more.

"I know that dragons have sharp eyes for thieves, but how can she know that this one is her culprit?"

"She saw him look as he had before the fire.  Also, she smelled him."

A dragon could not be mistaken there.  Mae let her breath out.  "I don't suppose that any of him was left behind—charred or what have you.  For a similarity spell."

"She didn't speak of it.  And it would be in her lair if there were."

Mae scowled.  Gregor should send a wizard more powerful than she was.  The thief had saved himself from dragonfire.  Dealing with him called for a master wizard, not a young one, new in the royal service; she was still working off the years she had spent in the royal academy for wizards.  And spells for hunting down strangers had never been her strength.

Light glinted from the gem.  If Gregor were willing to send someone else, he would have summoned someone else.  She was not so new to the royal service as to not know that.  Softly, she let her breath out.  He had not even said that wizards more fit for the task were too busy for it.

"The dragon must say where she smelled this culprit," she said.

"By the Bay of Stars," said Gregor.  "The dragon lairs in the mountain, and she saw him in the city.  Recently."

"Within a month or two?  He could be anywhere by now."

"I have confidence in your abilities," he said, his bright tone making his actual indifference clear.  "You'll be in time for the spring festivals—they hold them late, there.  And Imogene is stationed in the city.  If nothing else has happened, you can call on her for aid."

"Better," said Mae, "that's where Christopher lives.  And that's where the cave and its crystals are."

Gregor scowled.  "His ability to scry is—limited."

Mae lifted her eyebrows.  "Isn't that why he's there?  Because the cave of time improves scrying?"

"He's there," said Gregor, "because a wizard has to watch over the cave of time.  It does us no good at all to contain the harm that magic does to time if we let it grow there.  In time, it would destroy all."

Mae folded her arms.  She had learned this the first year in her studies.  Which meant that she knew that "in time" meant in centuries.  And any wizard could have protected it.  Sending one who could scry was not to protect the cave.

"He must scry something else, besides," said Gregor.

"Sometime more urgent?  A fire-breathing dragon could distract even Christopher."

"Then you must deal with the dragon before it bothers him.  If you take the night train, you will be in time for the spring festival's beginning."

Mae stood and sighed.  As if that would be a benefit.  The festival would be a time of abundant magic, making it all the harder to find their thief in the uproar.  But she calculated what she would need to pack.  Things for spellcraft, a knife for when wizardry would not suffice, and if she could work out what spells she might use—

"First, his face from the stone," Mae said.  "To show Imogene and Christopher.  We might do a similarity spell."

"Hope springs eternal, does it not?" said Gregor.

I thought, Mae thought, that you had confidence in my abilities.

He went on.  "Also, you must stop on the way and assure the dragon that we will catch her thief."

Mae scowled.  "When will she strike?"

"She didn't say.  We must catch him as soon as possible."  Gregor's mouth moved into something intended to be a smile.

Mae looked woodenly at him.  No one who considered her skills would send her as a diplomat, least of all to appease a dragon.  At least, no one who cared.

She nodded, left the room, and walked to the elevator.

A woman, one she vaguely knew, already waited there.  "New assignment?  The dragon?"

The elevator chimed, and they stepped inside.

"The dragon," said Mae.

"No wonder.  You have mastered ward spells better than anyone else in the king's service."

"I learned about dragons, too.  Cast a ward spell where a dragon can see me?  Let one know that I want to be protected from it?  I might as well rob the lair from the start."

The other woman raised her eyebrows, the elevator stopped at the ground, and she headed off.  Mae watched her go.  Angelica, she thought, her name was Angelica—but Angelica would not help her.

* * *
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In the valley, grass and wildflowers still grew, as high as her waist to either side, the grass lushly green, and the yellow and white flowers nodding in the wind.

Mae straightened her blue smock, with its golden sigils that would afford her little protection, but would not alert the dragon.  Then she started to climb.  The road was steep and rocky; she kept her gaze on her footing, without glancing ahead.  Steadily plugging onward brought her to where the grass was withered and dry.  She set her shoulders and climbed on.  That formed a narrow band.  Beyond, the stone had been burnt black.

Unlike their thief, she wore breeches, and her smock was not long; she wondered that the thief had climbed this.

Perhaps he had not.  He had reversed dragonfire, which argued some power.  His robes might not hinder him.

She closed her eyes a moment.  She wished she could check the stone, but she remembered mud on the robe hem.  Perhaps not powerful in all forms of wizardry.

"Ho!  Lady!"

Mae blinked.  From the valley, a weather-beaten shepherd waved and called again.  "Leave, lady!  There's a dragon up there!"

"So there is," said a deep and sibilant voice behind Mae.  The shepherd blanched, even beneath his deep tan, and hurried his flock off.

Mae let her breath out.  Her back itched, but she only managed to turn slowly.

The dragon coiled over dark stone.  Cloudy though the day was, the stray sunlight glinted from every scale, awaking color that would shame the opal.  The stone's vision had given Mae no notion how large the dragon was.  Seeing her loom over the wizard, in a tiny crystal, was one thing; to have her loom over herself, her scales scraping on the stone, was another.

The dragon's breath puffed at her, hot, inquisitive little breezes.

Mae bowed.  "I have come to tell you that we received your crystal, and now we hunt your thief for the king's justice."

The dragon breathed, in, out.  "My crystal."

It felt like a coal under Mae's smock.  "Unless you wish to reclaim it, and put off the day of his capture, we will use it in catching the thief, and return it with the word of him."

The dragon's tongue, long and black, and as thin as a sword blade with a forked end, licked the air.  "Soon."

"How soon do you wish us—"

The dragon's head lunged forward, within inches of her face.  "SOON."

"If," said Mae, "the sooner is the better, perhaps we could cast a return spell in your lair, and summon him back."

The dragon jerked away.

Perhaps indeed.  They would need something of him to use in the spell, and then a far more powerful wizard than she was would need to cast the spell.

She fought down a smile.  Then, the dragon would never consent.  "If not, I must use more leisurely methods."

She waited the length of three heartbeats.  The dragon's tongue licked the air again, but she did not speak.  Mae bowed again and walked down the hill.

She did not run.

Though she felt the dragon's gaze on her back every step of the way, she did not run.

Only at the bottom, with grass closing about her, did she sigh.  She had not gotten a time from the
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