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      “Stop.  Stop!  Stop!”

      I hung on for dear life as the world passed by like an old film through a projector.  My butt bounced up and down, but it was the down part I most remembered.  Soft tush collided with hard saddle, and my butt came out the loser.  Every single time.

      I whipped my head to my riding companion.  “How do you stop this thing?”

      Cassian’s eyes twinkled as he nonchalantly followed along beside me on his own horse.  “Your voice is correct, but you forgot to pull back on the reins.”

      Oh.

      I yanked back with all my might.  Out of the frying pan and into the fire.  The horse skidded to a stop and then put its gear into ‘full reverse.’  I yelped as the animal scuttled backward, nearly tossing me over the saddle horn.

      Cassian grabbed my reins and eased up on them.  The horse stopped its backward march, and I stopped holding in my breath.  “I-I’m not sure this was such a good idea, taking me out into these woods.”

      The thick forests around the Plains of Elysium surrounded us.  A crystal-clear blue sky hung over us.  And the saddle beneath my butt dug into my cheeks.

      “These forests have been managed by my subjects for centuries.  They are the perfect arena for learning to ride.”

      I shifted in my saddle.  “I know, but my butt needs that much time to get used to this thing.  It’s about ready to rebel and find itself a new owner.”

      His eyes dropped to my derriere, and he chuckled.  “That’s a pity.  I quite admire your bottom.”

      “Well, I hope you remember what it looked like, because now it’s squashed flat,” I quipped as I looked around at the woods.  “Besides, what happens if a nethral pops its ugly head up around us?  The horse could outrun it, but I don’t think I would stick around very long for the ride.”

      “There are no nethral here,” he assured me as he scanned the area.  A pensive expression slipped onto his face.  “The soldiers practice their infestation patrols here.  Any sign of the nethral is immediately obliterated.”

      I squeezed the reins.  “You wish you could do that everywhere, right?”

      “As do all the rulers of the kingdoms.  They cause nothing but grief for our subjects.”

      “Has anyone tried to make Lord Secundus’ blood stronger, or the church’s water more, um, holy?  Or maybe even duplicating your scales.”

      A faint smile graced his lips.  “The Conservatory and many others have tried countless ways to perfect the methods of fighting them, but all have failed.  Without knowing why they work, one cannot figure out how they work.”

      I pressed a hand against my chest over my locket.  “I wish this had a way to do it.  All those Dreadwroughts trapped in there doing nothing, especially since we know they can be used with the magic people have.”

      Cassian stared ahead and furrowed his brow.  “Ignivane, Cancer, Crustalune, Aequilux, Chronocapra, Aquafluxor, and Dualmaris.”

      I blinked at him.  “Come again?”

      “Those are the names of all the Dreadwroughts we have gathered.  Four of them are inside your locket.  The stranger who set you in this world told you to find them all.”

      My heart fell.  “Yeah.  That makes only half of them, though, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes.  The legends state there were twelve in all.”

      A heavy sigh escaped me.  “And we have no idea where the others are.”

      Cassian reached over and set a hand over mine.  “We will find the answers you seek.  I swear it.”

      I managed a small smile.  “I wish I could do the same for you with that nethral problem, but I don’t think I’m the one to look to for stopping something that’s been going on for centuries.”

      “Your smile is comfort enough for my subjects and me,” he assured me as he took up his reins and turned his horse around.  “But we had better return.  Caligo no doubt has a mountain of paperwork for me to sign.”

      I laughed as I eased my horse in the right direction.  “It can’t be as big as what was waiting for you after we got back from Thalorian.”

      Cassian shut his eyes and shuddered.  “Let us hurry.”

      He started at a trot, and I tried to match his speed.  The results were less than stellar.  I leaned forward and caught the horse’s eye.  “Could you do that with a little less bounce?”

      The animal blinked and continued its bouncing trot.  I swear that horse was part cat.  He seemed to ignore every word I said to him.

      We were approaching the edge of the forest when we heard shouts.  “King Scalyvar!”

      “Cassian!”

      “Where are you at?”

      The first voice was that of Aurelius Auctor, military adviser to Cassian.  The second was the inimitable Titus, and the third was the brusque and slightly wild shout of Varro, the wildest man of all Cassian’s soldiers.

      Cassian stood in his stirrups.  “Here!”

      The sound of hoofbeats came a second before we saw our friends break through the brush ahead of us.  They came to a screeching, dust-raising halt in front of us.  Their horses were winded, and their faces were filled with worry lines.

      Cassian frowned.  “What is it?”

      “A letter, Your Highness,” Auctor told him as he reached into his coat and drew out an envelope, which he held out to his king.  “It’s from Ríona Sí.”

      The name sounded familiar to me.  It was definitely familiar to Cassian as he accepted the envelope with curiosity mixed with concern.  He pulled out a folded letter and read the contents.  His eyes widened, and he whipped his head up to his men.  “When did this arrive?”

      “An hour ago, Your Highness.”

      “Right as I was eating my meal…” Varro grumbled.

      “And the messenger?”

      “He was asked to stay in case there was a reply, but he said ‘his mistress will expect His Highness within a fortnight.’”

      I craned my neck to see the letter.  “What’s going on?”

      Cassian tucked the envelope and note into his riding jacket.  “That’s better left for the palace.  We must hurry back.”

      Oh boy.  The seasoned military men turned their horses and took off at a full sprint.  I winced and reluctantly clicked my heels against the horse’s sides.  My steed shot off after them, though Cassian stayed by my side.  I was overjoyed when we reached the palace and dismounted in front of the palace doors.  Servants rushed out to collect the reins, and the last one to step out was Caligo.

      The pasty advisor bowed his head to Cassian.  “I have prepared your departure, Your Highness.”

      “Excellent,” Cassian thanked him as he strode up the steps.  He stopped at the top and turned to the rest of us who stood perplexed below him.  “Everyone, please come inside, and I will explain the note.”

      We followed him into the palace and ended up in his large study.  Cassian stood in front of the hearth while the rest of us sat in the chairs or on an arm.  He clasped his hands behind his back as he furrowed his brow at the floor.

      “Well?” Titus wondered.  “What’s she say?”

      Cassian reached into his coat and drew out the letter.  “The queen has written to inform me of a hunter who is preying upon her people.”

      “Is that all?” Varro wondered as he scoffed.  “Why doesn’t the queen and her archers take care of him?”

      “That is impossible.”

      “Why?” I spoke up.

      Cassian’s gaze fell on me, and the cloud on his brow grew darker.

      “Because the hunter is using a Dreadwrought.”
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      My mouth dropped open.  “Using it?  Like with magic?”

      “The letter doesn’t go into particulars,” Cassian told me as he folded his arms over his chest.  “She only says that she has heard of our interest in the Eternal Dial components, and thought we would be willing to help her with her problem while solving our own.”

      Varro shook his head.  “Leave it up to the fae woman to be watching us.”

      That really piqued my interest.  “Fae?  Like a fairy, or an elf?”

      “They are one and the same,” Titus confirmed as his eyes darted to Cassian.  “Our old friend Queen Kaldrun is her cousin, too.”

      Auctor frowned.  “Do you believe the fae queen would summon His Highness there to entrap him as revenge?”

      “Not her.”  The speaker was Cassian, and his voice was low but firm.  “Ríona Sí is not the type to settle grudges for family members.  There must be something genuinely unusual and dangerous with this hunter if she’s unable to capture or control him.”

      Titus jumped to his feet.  “That sounds like quite a challenge.  When do we leave?”

      “As soon as the carriages and luggage can be prepared and packed.”

      Varro rose from his chair with a soft oomph.  “I wouldn’t mind a trip.  These old bones could use the exercise.”

      Auctor sighed, but a faint smile played across his lips.  “I suppose that means I’ll be left behind to handle any incursions into the kingdom.”

      Cassian clapped a hand on his shoulder.  “I wouldn’t have anyone else.”

      Titus raised his hand.  “I could remain behind.  The treasuries will be safe under my care.”

      The king chuckled.  “The treasuries would be safely in the hands of all my subjects by the time I returned.”

      The whole group burst into laughter.  Titus sheepishly grinned at his old companions.  “Not every subject, Your Highness.  Only those who are worthy.”

      “And that would be the ladies and the bars,” Varro retorted.

      That earned another round of jovial chuckles from those present, me included.  Cassian nodded at Auctor.  “I hope to return to a goodly treasury, if you don’t mind.”

      “And when might that return happen?” Auctor countered as he looked about the group.  “The fae queen is an ally, to be sure, but something that has her beat is something not to treat lightly.”

      “Then we’ll treat the time of our return just as lightly, and say we hope to be back within the month, including the journey there and back.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” Titus spoke up.

      Cassian nodded at him.  “We are waiting for you to pack.”

      “Then you won’t have long to wait.”  He slipped out of the room with a wink and a smile.

      Varro ran a hand through his greasy hair and sighed.  “I’ll be back in a bit.”

      That left Cassian and me with Auctor and Caligo.  Auctor walked up to Cassian and held out his hand.  “I’d try to convince you to remain here, Your Highness, but I think I’d be wasting my breath.”

      Cassian grinned and clapped his hand in that of his old comrade.  “It would.  The queen specifically asked me to come, and I wouldn’t want to disappoint her.”

      Auctor sighed, but a faint smile teased the corners of his lips.  “Just like your father.  He left things to your mother more than once.”

      Cassian clapped him on the upper arm.  “You don’t quite fit into her shoes, but I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      The old general laughed.  “That’s fine with me.  I wouldn’t get my boots on.  I’ll be seeing to the goings on then, and you take care.”

      “Thank you, old friend.”

      Auctor slipped out, and that left the shadow in the corner of the room.  Cassian turned to him.  “Caligo, you don’t appear pleased by the sudden news.”

      “You have several documents to sign, Your Highness.”

      Cassian laughed.  “Only several?  Things must be slowing down.”

      “There is the matter of the bill coming due, Your Highness.”

      That killed Cassian’s laughter.  A dark cloud settled on his forehead as he pressed his lips together.  “Is it?”

      I blinked at the pair.  “What bill?”

      Cassian folded his arms over his chest and furrowed his brow.  “I suppose it has been twenty-five years, hasn’t it?”

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      The corners of Cassian’s lips twitched upward.  “Would you like me to be your caretaker again?”

      Caliga stared at him for a long moment before he turned to me.  “I would have Lady Holt perform that task.”

      I held up my hands in front of me.  “Wait a second!  I don’t even know what you guys are talking about!”

      “It’s called the Dragon’s Vigil,” Cassian told me as he looked his advisor over.  “Every twenty-five years, Caligo must replenish his strength by reverting to his original form.”

      I cocked my head to one side.  “His original form?  So he really isn’t human?”

      “I am a noctari,” Caliga revealed.

      “And that is?”

      “A creature capable of transforming into a human, just as His Highness is capable of transforming into a dragon.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “Are there a lot of you?”

      “No.”

      There was a tinge of melancholy in his voice that warned me not to ask any more questions like that.

      Cassian stood straight and bowed his head to his advisor.  “As a member of the house of Scalyvar, I swear that I will protect you during your replenishment.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness.  I will finish what preparations are needed for the trip.  If you will excuse me.”  He inclined his head to both of us, giving me a longer look than at his king, and slipped out of the room like a ghost.

      I ghosted over to Cassian who appeared deep in thought.  “So what’s this about a bill coming due and me helping out?”

      A crooked smile slipped onto his lips.  “I think perhaps I’ll tell you when our journey begins.”

      “Why?  Aren’t I supposed to stay and watch Caliga?”

      Cassian looped an arm around my waist and drew me close against his side.  “You will remain by my side on this adventure.”

      “Then how am I going to take care of Caligo?  Is he going with us?”

      He tapped the tip of my nose.  “That is a secret you will soon discover.”

      I wrinkled my nose before I puckered my lips in a pout.  “If you won’t tell me about that, then will you tell me about the fae queen?  Is she like Pontarion, or does she have enough sense not to fall for her cousin’s tricks?”

      “Ríona Sí is a very ancient and very wise queen.”

      “Ancient?  How ancient?”

      His eyes twinkled as one would when they’re telling a naughty secret.  “Some say she is a thousand years old, but she has never divulged the exact age.”

      My eyebrows shot up.  “A thousand?”

      “Fae are as close to immortal as any creature can be, so the estimate is not impossible.”

      A dark thought slipped into my mind.  “What about the nethral?  You said you had to keep destroying their nests because they keep coming back, but they’re not immortal?”

      “The nests return, but their individual lives are short.  One of my ancestors once had the Conservatory study a nest.  The nethral were born and died within a fortnight.”

      I wrinkled my nose.  “That’s not very long.  How can they keep going with that kind of lifespan?”

      “As any vermin or bug with such a short life can continue, through the nest creating them as quickly as they are destroyed,” he pointed out.  His softened gaze settled on me.  “Ríona Sí’s kingdom lies beyond Thornwatch.”

      A needle of familiarity rattled around in my head before it pricked my memory.  “Isn’t that where the guy shipped his package to me?”

      “Just the same.  We may discover more information about your stranger while we pass through there.  The picture Sero crafted for you will come in handy.”

      A rap came from the door, and Cassian answered.  “Come in.”

      Felix stepped into the room and bowed to his master.  “Your bags are packed, sir, and loaded on the carriage.  His lordships Carus and Varro await you.”

      “And Caligo?”

      “He is also prepared.”

      I cocked my head to one side.  “So Caligo is coming with us, too?”

      The corners of his lips twitched upward.  “Yes.”

      I could just imagine sharing a carriage with that pale, stoic figure.  This was going to be a long drive.

      As it turned out, that wasn’t the half of it.
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      We strolled outside the main palace doors and found the carriage waiting.  Four beautiful white horses pawed impatiently at the gravel driveway.  Titus and Varro were saddled, and Bailo sat atop the box, the reins in hand.

      Caligo was nowhere to be found, but the carriage door was open.  Felix stood at the ready with the handle in hand, waiting for us to climb in.  I was the first, and was surprised to find a strange rectangular-shaped object in the seat behind the box.  It was strapped into the seat, and a cloth covered the item, but on first glance, it looked like a bird cage.  The curtains were all shut, casting the interior into almost complete darkness.

      I took my seat opposite the strange carriage companion, and Cassian dropped in beside me.  Felix stepped into the doorway and bowed.  “Good luck, sir, and may Providence quickly return you in good health and spirits.”

      “I am sure it will, so we shall see you in a fortnight.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      Felix stepped back and secured the door.  Cassian rapped his knuckles on the carriage ceiling and raised his voice.  “Move out.”

      Panic overtook me as the carriage made a jerky start, but the horses found their groove, and we were off down the drive.  “Wait!  What about Caligo?”

      A crooked smile curled onto Cassian’s lips.  “He is already in here with us.”

      I blinked at him before I inspected the interior again.  There was only the strange box-shaped item.  “Where?”

      Cassian’s eyes twinkled as he crossed over to the other seat and plopped himself beside the clothed item.  He grabbed the top and drew the blanket off with a flourish.

      And revealed a cage, but there was no bird inside those bars.  I leaned forward and squinted at the black, leathery creature that hung upside down from a perch.  My breath caught in my throat when I recognized the tiny thing.  “A bat?”

      Cassian plopped himself beside the seatbelt-strapped cage and clapped his hand atop the metal bars.  “May I reintroduce you to Marius Caligo, of the noctari.”

      I blinked at the tiny creature, who blinked back.  “That’s Caligo?”

      “In the leathery flesh.”

      “He, um, he’s lost some weight, hasn’t he?”

      “Quite a bit.”

      The bat flapped its wings and squeaked.

      Cassian grinned and patted the top of the cage.  “We meant no offense, old friend.”  Caligo folded his wings around his small body and narrowed his coal-black eyes.

      I pointed a shaking finger at the tiny, disgruntled creature.  “Why is he a bat?”

      “Every twenty-five years, a noctari must revert to their original form to replenish their energy,” Cassian told me as his demeanor became a little more serious.  “They are most vulnerable during these few weeks in their small form, so many make a pact with a family to serve them, and in return, they are granted protection.”

      My eyes darted between the king and his, er, fangy advisor.  “So a few weeks?”

      “At most.  The process can be hastened by the procurement of blood.”

      A little bit of that drained from my cheeks.  “Willing?”

      “If available.”

      I slowly slid my hand around my neck.  “Caligo mentioned I could help.”

      Cassian’s eyes glittered.  “You could.”

      “By being an open bar?”

      The tiny bat unfolded its wings a little and squeaked.  Cassian looked down at him and chuckled.  “That is an option.”

      My heart skipped a beat.  “What?  What’s an option?”

      “You may clean his cage.”

      My face drooped.  “Seriously?”

      “It’s a necessary function.”

      I jerked my head toward the window.  “Why doesn’t he just go outside?”

      “A normal bat is merely a nocturnal creature.  A noctari is even more sensitive to the sun’s rays, thus the necessity for the cage.”

      I folded my arms over my chest.  “Then is it such a good idea to take him with us?  By the way it sounds, the fae queen is in a lot of trouble.”

      “I have my family’s oath to uphold, and he still has his uses.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.  “Like squeaking at our foes?”

      Cassian burst into laughter, while the tiny advisor squeaked and flapped his wings.  The king patted the top of the cage and smiled down at the bat.  “That may not be such a terrible proposition.”

      The bat snapped its fangs at him and squeaked again.

      “Your voice is quite terrifying when you’re a mind to use it.”

      More squeaking followed.

      My eyes darted between them.  “Can you actually understand what he’s squeak-er, saying?”

      “Of course.  I witnessed his renewal when I was a child.”

      “And what happened then?”

      “My father entrusted his care to me.”

      Caligo screeched and flapped so hard he almost flung himself off his perch.

      Cassian threw his head back, and his laughter filled the carriage.  “I’m afraid my father did indeed place too much trust in me.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Five.”

      I leaned an ear toward him while a mischievous smile curled onto my lips.  “Did something happen during your bat-sitting?”

      “I dared to give him a bath.  He was housed in my room and smelled quite bad.”

      I tamped down a laugh.  “And how did that go?”

      Cassian rolled up his right sleeve and turned his arm over to reveal a faded scar some three inches long.  “That.  It was quite a bit larger on my smaller body.”

      My jaw hit the bottom of the carriage.  “He scratched you?”

      “Most profusely,” he confirmed as he covered the war wound.  “My father was both amused and horrified, and Caligo was henceforth relocated.”

      Caligo squeaked and folded his wings tightly around his body.

      I pointed at him.  “Is it just me, or is he more moody in that form?”

      “The noctari suppress much of their emotions to conserve energy in their human form.  As bats, they have no need to do so unless they are desperate to finish their rejuvenation.”

      I fell back against my seat and sighed.  “This…is a lot to take in.”

      “You will hardly notice him,” Cassian assured me as he threw the blanket back over the cage.  Stifled squeaking came from inside the cage.  The king draped his arm over the top and grinned at me.  “Did you have any other questions you wished to ask?”

      “I hope not.”

      He lifted an eyebrow.  “Why do you say that?”

      “Because whenever I’m asking about something, it usually means there’s new trouble.”

      He chuckled.  “You are quite right, but feel free to ask whatever you wish to know.  We have a long journey to Ríona Sí’s kingdom.”

      “How far is it?”

      “A hundred miles, a journey that would normally take only a week on good roads.”

      “And we don’t have good roads?”

      “The roads past Thornwatch are adequate, but there have been some issues with the nethral of late.”

      My face drooped.  “Even in a desert?  They really are everywhere, aren’t they?”

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      A thought struck me.  “Have they been more active recently, or are all these attacks normal?”

      Cassian clasped his hands together in his lap, and his gaze fell on the covered cage.  “I asked that very question to Caligo and Auctor only a few days ago.  While they remembered heavy waves appearing every few decades, these attacks seem to be focused.”

      I reached up a shaking hand and clasped my shirt, under which hid the necklace.  “Focused?”

      He nodded at my hand.  “Focused on you, my lady.”

      My heart tanked like a cold hot dog at a Fourth of July barbecue.  I tightened my grip on the necklace and took a long, hard breath in and out.  “I wish I had to ask if you’re sure about that, but I guess we kind of know that this mess started when I dropped in.”

      “Slightly before your appearance.”

      A glimmer of hope warmed my heart.  “Really?”

      His eyes studied my shirt.  “I wonder how long that stranger was in your realm.  His appearance there may correspond more closely with their activity than your drop into my world.  In more ways than one.”

      A snort escaped me.  “I definitely made a spectacular entrance.”

      Cassian stared at me for a long moment before he slipped across the carriage and settled himself beside me.  He grasped my hand in both of his and smiled at me.  “Let us hope you have no plans for an exit.”

      As we were soon to learn, our best-laid plans were only there to make the gods laugh.
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      “You can’t keep it here.”

      The demand came from the surly landlord of the Bryar Head, the old inn hewn from stone and wood.  A blazing sunset peeked through the paneled windows as we stood in its simple lobby in front of the high wood desk.  An equally blazing innkeeper glared at the cage in Cassian’s hand.

      He stabbed a finger at the trap.  “No pets allowed.”

      “He’s quite trained, I assure you,” Cassian insisted.

      “No pets, Mr. Scales.”

      I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes.  Cassian hadn’t exactly set up the best alias for our incognito trip.  Traveling by kingship would have certainly made our lives easier right then.

      “Then perhaps might he remain in the stable with the carriage?”

      The landlord placed both thick arms on the top of the desk and leaned over.  “That would depend on what you’ve got there.”

      Cassian lifted the blanket high enough to reveal the upside-down Caligo.  The bat squeaked and hid its face with its wings.

      The landlord curled his lips back before he dropped himself onto his stool.  “Pretty ugly thing.  Why do you want to keep it around?”

      The bat squeaked, but Cassian shook the cage.  His little warning subdued Caligo’s rage.  “

      The man stroked his chin.  “I don’t know.  I don’t want the other guests to find out I broke the rules for one of ya.  Might make the others think they can bring whatever they want.”

      Cassian set the cage down and reached into his coin purse.  He drew out a thick silva and set it on the desk.

      The coin disappeared quicker than I could blink, and the man nodded at the cage.  “I suppose it won’t hurt nothing just sitting in your carriage, just don’t let it out.  It’ll scare the horses.”

      Cassian plucked the cage from the floor and grinned at him.  “I can assure you I will not release him.”

      The landlord waved his hand in the direction of the door at our backs.  “Then take him out of here before he scares off the rest of my customers.”

      My kingly escort bowed his head.  “We will do so.”

      We turned our steps to the shadowed outdoors.  The town of Thornwatch was a hamlet of some two hundred people and was well populated by a number of inns and pubs.  Most of them, like that of our own accommodations, had names that corresponded to the main trade focus and the town’s most notable attraction.  There was the Sandy Bar, the Thorny Trouble Pub, and even a stable with the title of Last Chance Livery.  The latter business made me slightly concerned about the rest of our trip.

      The rest of the hamlet was a picturesque scene of rustic cottages with thatched roofs and pane windows.  Whitewash covered the stone walls, and chickens clucked around the yards pecking away at any unwary bugs.  Everything moved slowly, even the dogs, as one of them strolled past us.

      The trip to this land of tranquility had taken us a good four days, and all my bones were still vibrating from the rough roads.  I rubbed my arms to wipe away some of the muscle quivers.  “So, what we went over is the easy part of the trip?”

      “Yes.  The sands of Morsdren await us past the Thornwall.”

      I wrinkled my nose.  “That name gives me the creeps.”

      “Its original name meant ‘Mor’s Den,’ an allusion to the god of death.”

      My face drooped as we walked the well-trodden path to the detached stable.  “The god of death?”

      “Who else would rule over such a barren wasteland?”

      A heavy sigh escaped me.  “I suppose that does make sense.”  I distracted myself by nodding at Cassian’s light load.  “Will Caligo be okay in the carriage while we have a look around?”

      “He will be in better shape in the shadowed carriage than he would be in the setting sun,” Cassian assured me.

      We reached the stables and found the doors rolled open.  A dozen wide stalls featured horses of every color, including our beautiful ones.  We found our three companions brushing the fine coats of the steeds, who happily munched away at the provided grain sacks.

      “How fares everything?” Cassian asked them.

      Titus grinned and patted the neck of his horse.  “Couldn’t be happier here.”  Varro scoffed, and Bailo looked about him like a frightened squirrel.

      Cassian lifted an eyebrow at his men.  “There seems to be a disagreement.”

      Varro nodded at Titus.  “No disagreement, sir, I’m just not stupid enough to be smiling about it.”

      “About what?”

      “There’s talk of nethral attacking anything that moves out in the desert.”

      “Why should that bother us?” Cassian inquired, his eyes darting between the men.  “We have all faced our share of nethral.”

      “Some around here are saying they aren’t right.  That there’s something strange about these ones.  There’s less about them than there should be, almost like they’re made out of water.”

      A shiver crawled up my back as the description brought to mind a horrifying memory.  “Or maybe like paint?”

      “Nobody’s been sticking around long enough to figure it out,” Varro revealed as he nodded at the west.  “But I reckon they’ll be waiting for us out there.  We’ll make as tasty a treat as anyone.”

      My thoughts and eyes wandered down to my shirt.  Maybe we’d make a more tasty treat than normal.

      “Grace and I will venture out to the Arch,” Cassian told them as he held out the cage to Titus.  “Please ensure he’s safely tucked into the carriage.”

      Titus took the package and grinned at it.  “I’ll be sure to tuck him in nice and warm.”  A muffled squeaking came from underneath the blanket.  Titus feigned ignorance as he looked around him in confusion.  “Did someone hear something?”

      Bailo pointed at the covered cage.  “I think it came from under there, Sir Titus.”

      Titus patted him on top of the head.  “Some day we’ll get you trained, Bailo, now stick this-” He pushed the cage into the surprised young man’s arms, “-in the carriage and let’s finish patting down the horses and putting them to stall.  They’ve earned their several weeks of rest.”

      “Several weeks?” I spoke up as I looked at Cassian.  “We aren’t taking them with us?”

      “The desert is no place for a hoofed animal,” he pointed out as he nodded down at their feet.  “The guides use dunegravers to travel across the Morsden.”

      I cocked my head to one side.  “A what?”

      He grinned and offered me his arm.  “Allow me to show you.”  I lifted an eyebrow, but accepted his offer.

      “Don’t go getting yourselves into trouble!” Varro shouted after us as we exited the stable.  “It’s almost supper time!”

      Cassian chuckled as we strolled into the weak rays of the dying sun.  Lamp lighters prowled the streets, plying their trade with long, lit sticks.  They stuck the ends through the bottoms of the oil lamps that hung from hooks attached to long, thick wooden poles.  The wood was gnarled and bent, and many hardly needed the metal hooks, so twisted were their ends and bodies.

      I stopped beside one of them and studied the flaking bark.  “What sort of tree are these made out of?”

      “They’re not made out of trees

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Thank You
      


      		
        Sneak Peek: The Clockwork Monarch
      


      		
        Series by Mac Flynn
      


      		
        About Mac Flynn
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Series by Mac Flynn


      		About Mac Flynn


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/ravaged3.jpg
D

SHibonvily
FHE
MAC FLYNN





