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Garden Encounter
Susana entered the garden, stopped and raised her face to the sun, her shoulders relaxing. Mama had two gardens: her kitchen garden, with all of her vegetables, herbs, spices, and potion plants, and her flower garden, filled with blossoms of all kinds. Mama's gifts included growing things, so both were lush, but Susana was always drawn to the flowers.

The afternoon light brought out the colors in the beautiful bit of heaven around her, emphasized by the deep shade of the surrounding trees. She breathed in deeply, smelling the flowers. Her mother had carved out Paradise, and she was the one who was blessed to be there.

This was the one place she could let herself go. She danced. Spinning, shuffling, leaping, flowing with the music only she could hear. And as she danced through the garden, a strong feeling of someone watching—no, of something or perhaps someone coming—disturbed her. Looking around, all seemed well, so she shrugged and kept going.

As she slowed and finally stopped the dance, sweaty and breathing hard, she found her way to the pile of old leaves clustered in the shade at the base of the gnarled oak, her sanctuary for clearing her mind and her favorite place in all her world. Leaning back against its sturdy trunk, she twirled a strand of her long auburn hair, which was pulled back in its usual ponytail, and tried to open her senses and feel the garden. The song she heard was always present, but here she could relax. The tranquility of this spot, her chosen place, enveloped her. She had never ventured farther than ten miles from this tree, but the tales of wonders told by her dad and those she had heard during her trips to Middlebury filled her imagination.

As she sat there, a feeling of strangeness washed over her just before she felt a weight settle on her left shoulder, barely enough to make the fabric of her blouse dimple. Slowly, she turned her head, half-expecting to find one of the timid creatures that lived in the garden. She had often meditated here, in the leaves, sitting absolutely still and relaxed, quietly breathing with her eyes closed, and the small ones had grown accustomed to her presence. But this time, it was strange. This time, the weight felt... different. Too light for her usual visitors.

Instead of a small songbird, a ground squirrel, or a lizard, she found a tiny dragon, perhaps seven inches long, from the tip of its nose to its lashing tail. Glistening jeweled tones of red and orange flashed in the dappled light as it tucked its wings and perched there, curling its tail around its feet.

She gasped as she realized what she was seeing, then said, "Hello, little one!"

The dragon shocked her again when he puffed out a smoke ring and said, in a baritone, a surprisingly loud and low voice for his tiny stature, "Hello to you, too! I'm Edward Drakonov, and I'm called to bond with you."

Susana was taken aback. It felt very odd to be talking to the small being as an equal, but she knew her manners. "I'm Susana, Susana Corrie, and I'm pleased to meet you! Forgive me, but I don't know what you mean by a bond. If it's magic, I have none, so will you explain?"

The dragon's voice held a hint of mystery, almost as if he were speaking in a cave. "Well met, Miss Corrie! May I call you Susana? I think you're wrong about your magic, but we'll get to that later. For now, I'll tell you we have a magical connection, but we'll get into what bonding means later. You are about to start a glorious adventure, and I will accompany you. In return, you will share in my magic as you learn your own, and you shall bask in my presence. And may I say that I've never seen a more beautiful dance?"

Susana paused and looked down at the small one."Thank you. I've felt an itch at the back of my neck and I think I felt a connection of some kind to you—Edward, was it?—before I sat down. Or maybe it was the feeling people get when they're being spied on. Is that the bond?"

"It is a hint of what's to come. Now that I'm with you, it will intensify. We'll explore the bond more later. Right now, you need to pack to travel."

She couldn't quite keep the sarcasm out of her voice. "Yeah, right. That sounds amazing, but impossible. I've always dreamed of seeing the world, but I've never gone anywhere beyond the village. But you're full of poo if you think I'm going to just up and go on a journey with you, as much as the idea excites me."

She sighed. "I must tell you, Mama will never let me go. I'm unmarried and therefore need to have a chaperone or guardian with me. I would need to have someone do my chores, too. Are you always this size? Because if you are, you won't work as a guardian."

The dragon shook his tiny head. "No, I have other forms, one quite large, but you already have a guardian, though you don't know it."

She hesitated for a moment. "Well, so much for relaxing in the garden. I think we need to get some food and something cool to drink so we can discuss this more. My mother will certainly have something to say about you becoming my companion and our going off on some trip."

Edward said, "Your mother taught you well. Everything's better with food and drinks. And I'm sure she will have much to say about this."

With that, Susana stretched, stood, and left the garden, heading across the yard toward her family's cottage. "I think you're crazy, but since you're a dragon, what do I know?"

The dragon opened his wings for balance as she walked, then crowed, "Woo-hoo! I'm a dragon rider! Get it? I'm a dragon, and I'm riding on your shoulder."

She cocked her head. "I don't think it's supposed to go like that. In the myths, aren't dragons the flyers and humans usually the riders?"

"A common misconception!"

With that, they went into the cottage.
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The World Turned Upsidedown
Her mother was facing the sink as Susana and Edward entered. She didn't look up as she said, "Well, that was fast. Did you forget something?"

She turned, and her eyes locked on Edward, glistening wings spread as he balanced on Susana's shoulder. She stiffened and screamed, "No, you can't have her!" In a lower voice, almost sobbing, she said, "Please. I've kept her safe!"

Susana froze in shock. "What are you talking about, and how... how do you know Edward?"

Edward lifted gently from Susana's shoulder, flew toward her mother, and in an instant, became a tall, dark, and bald young man dressed in fine, expensive clothes. Susana felt her eyes bug out.

Crying, her mother said again, "I've kept her safe. You can't take her."

"Elspeth, you can't keep her safe anymore. You know that. She must dance with the Bull. We will do everything we can to prepare her."

"Prince Drakonov, I can't lose my child."

Just then, Jimmy Zimmer walked through the door behind Susana and said, "I felt the pull. I'm packed and ready to ride. You know I'll keep her safe, Elspeth."

Susana spun to see him. He was wearing a real, functional sword at his hip, and his clothes were those of a warrior. Jimmy was her friend, not a soldier, or so she'd always believed. She backed into a corner, and when she reached the wall, she shrank down until she was squatting. Her world had just shattered. No song spoke to her in that moment.

Edward pulled her mother into a comforting hug and said, "Elspeth, it's time. You must let her go. Take down your warding."

Susana was full of questions and fear. Why and how did Edward know her mother's name, and how did her mama know him? What warding was he talking about? How did Jimmy know about the trip she'd just been told about? How had Edward become a man, much less one towering over her mama? Why would she dance with any bull when she wasn't stupid enough to get close to one?

She couldn't decide on who or what to ask first, so she choked out, "Plea... Please... Please explain what's going on."

Edward glanced around at her and realized he had outed himself. "Well, you might want to sit down somewhere besides that corner. There's a lot for you to hear, and if your mother removes the warding, you'll need to be sitting. In fact, it would be better if you were flat on your back."

Jimmy said, "He's right, Susana. I'm your Guardian, and I tell you now that you need at least to sit. Trust me."

Susana looked at all of them as if they had all gone crazy, but she feared she was the one who had lost her mind. Still, she made herself stand tall and move toward the table.

Her mother straightened up, too, closed her eyes, inhaled deeply, nodded to herself, put on her most determined expression, and pushed through the men to hold her in her arms for a moment, then pushed her into a chair.

Susana heard the quiver in Mama's voice when she said, "Susana, please know that I've done everything to try to keep you safe. I've blocked your magic gifts to hide you. That's why they're telling me to take down the warding. My mother blocked my powers until I came of age, too, so I know what you've endured. She wasn't sure if I was going to be the Champion until I matured. These two are here now because you're in danger, and you're old enough that bad people are going to come for you."

"But, Mama, you said I might have a little magic coming in."

"I lied, my darling. I've lied all your life, but only to keep you safe. You will be far more powerful than I, and your magic has started leaking out through my warding. When I remove it, your magic is going to pop out like a squashed grape spraying juice. That will send out a wave of magic across the land, announcing that you are here."

"Wait. Back up. You've made and kept me mundane and let all the kids tease me? And I'll have more magic than you when you're the most powerful in town? Why?"

"Oh, baby. I'm sorry, but I did it to keep you hidden, and I had to act that way and let them tease you, or they might have suspected. That's why I told you not to dance in public, too.

Elspeth sighed, her shoulders slumping. "That's not a great comfort, I know, for I went through something of the same. I should have told you about this earlier, but I thought I'd have more time. And maybe I wasn't ready to face it myself. You have to understand. The Regent wants your gifts, and there's a prophecy that he wants to break up, too."

"Regent Alexander wants me? Edward, uh, Prince Edward found me, so now I'm in danger?"

"No. You've been in danger all along. That's why I had to hide your magic. But since the Prince is here, it means that your magic is big enough that it's showing up to others. That's why he and Jimmy have come. The Zimmers have watched over our lineage for many years, and Edward will be your partner in magic and in life."

Her mama leaned down and put her hands on Susana's shoulders. "Baby, I don't want to, but it's time for me to turn you loose and let your magic free. It makes me sick to put you in more danger, but I know it's right. I'll lift my wards, and then you will have to run as fast as you can. Go with Jimmy and Edward to find sanctuary.

"Right now, though, you need to get a pack together. Then, I will remove my warding. After that, as soon as you recover, get out of here, but kiss me goodbye before you leave. It would be great if your Papa gets home before you have to go, but I'm not hopeful.

"As I said, get the bag packed first, and then I'll remove the warding. I don't want you to risk staying here a minute longer than you have to once the warding comes down. I've taught you all the spells and potions I know, so I hope it won't take you long to come into your full power."

"Wait! What? What spells have you taught me?"

"Look to the nursery songs you learned, but right now we don't have time for this. Edward will help, too. You can take Henry. He's never been a cart horse, though he's put up with it. He's been waiting for this day, and he's your perfect mount. Your daddy saw to that. I'll buy another cart horse. Heck, I even have the one I want picked out."

"Mama, you're scaring me. If I'm in danger, I want you to come with me."

"I can't, baby. I have to stay and help the village and your papa. The Regent will not be happy when he finds out that you were here all this time. You have your quest, and I cannot go. Edward and Jimmy are the ones who will help you get through the dangers. Now, go and get a pack together. You'll need a change of clothes, your monthly supplies, and..."

Jimmy interrupted. "I'll help. C'mon, girl, let's get started."

Susana didn't want Jimmy to peek into her personal stuff, especially her monthly supplies, but her mother said she needed to hurry, so she beckoned him to come with her. She went into the corner of the main room where she kept her few things. Jimmy held a duffel bag open for her to put the stuff in.

Meanwhile, she could hear her mama and Edward talking quietly and rapidly. Edward left after a few minutes, came back with Henry's saddlebags, and left again. Her mama grabbed the bags and quickly began to load them.

Susana didn't have much to gather, so she finished quickly, and her mother waved her toward the small table. For the first time in many years, her mother pulled her into a real, tight hug. Susana felt wetness on Mama's cheek as they stood there. Real, honest tears. She'd never seen her mother cry, not even when Papa left on one of his trips to a battlefront.

After a long moment, Mama patted her on the back and said, "Sit down, child. Edward is getting Henry for you, so it's time for me to do my part."

"Who's going to do chores for you?"

"Your father and I will handle them, and I can call on help from the other farms around. I may even hire someone to do the chores. We can afford it, but that's not your problem any longer. Now sit."

Susana gasped as she sat at the table. "This is why you wouldn't hire anyone else for the trips to the market! Someone might have figured out about my magic."

"Yes. I'm sorry you had to go through that."

Her mother gathered her power to cover them both, wrapping it around her like a hug. Even she, "dud" non-magical Susana, could feel it. Only she wasn't that anymore, was she... She was glad she was sitting down. All these changes made her feel dizzy.

Her mama had her wand out, which meant she was working big magic. Susana knew the wand helped her focus, making her even more powerful and precise than usual. Susana's hair stood up all over her body as if she were too close to a lightning strike, as she had been one day working in her mother's herb garden.

Crackling sparks ran across the hairs on her arms, and then there was a loud crack from nowhere, or maybe from inside Susana. She felt an immense weight lift from her, one she'd never noticed until it was gone, and she felt right for the first time in her life.

And she could see! Streams of light like ropes came from deep inside her, from a ball of golden light, and connected with her mother, Jimmy, and Edward, with smaller threads going out the door. She could feel Henry at the other end of one of those. Another, thick but somehow faint, touched her father, and she knew he was coming home, but still some distance to the southeast. After a few moments, the light faded, but any time she focused on it, the light came back.

Magic. The real deal.

Her mother collapsed into another chair and whispered, "Go on, my baby. Come back when you're done, if you can. We love you, baby. But you need to go. Now!"

Susana got up and staggered to her mama. Her balance felt off, as if one of her shoes were on hard ground while the other was stuck in a muddy patch, or maybe like a drunkard she'd seen in town. She hugged her mother hard, kissed her cheek, received one in return, and said, "I love you, Mama. Tell Papa I love him too." She turned and staggered toward the back door, feeling off-balance from all the magic surrounding her. Jimmy held her arm, and after a few steps, walking became easier.

Then they were out the door, with Edward right behind, tossing the bags onto Henry's back and securing them. As soon as she mounted Henry, Edward shifted to his tiny form and perched again on Susana's shoulder. Jimmy mounted Snow, his pure white horse, his expression grim, making sure his sword was loose in its scabbard, and the three of them turned out of the gate and onto the post road away from the village.
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Riding through the Night and Day
Jimmy said, "I think we should go to Summerlin if we can get through the mountains before they catch up."

Edward blew out his lips—funny to see on his tiny muzzle—and said, "That's the first place they'll look. We should go to Harborton and take ship from there to the Western Isles."

The two bickered about the destination for a while, and Susana learned more about her world than she had in all her life up to now. Edward even flew over and landed on Snow's mane so he could talk to Jimmy face to face. Susana tried to ignore them, but she finally shouted, to her own shock, "Enough! Why, if I have to fight a bull at the Regent's palace, are we riding in the wrong direction?"

Jimmy's mouth hung open in shock. Edward turned to Susana and said, "You need time to learn your magic before you go up against the Bull. That's safer done in Summerlin or the Western Isles. Somewhere far from the Regency Palace. We can't go to the Wild Lands; that's too dangerous. Clitea is trying to start a war with the Regency, and both Alo and North Alo are unlikely to protect you since they are allies of Regent Alexander." 

He leaned toward Jimmy and hissed, "You just want to be close to Derek again!"

She said, "What? Wait! Who's... Never mind. Jimmy, list the reasons we should go to Summerlin. Then, list the reasons it's a bad idea. Edward, do the same for Harborton. Then, we can have a calm, rational discussion. Oh, and the negative reason is why we should not go where you chose. Do not list why we should not go to the other option. Keep it calm. Otherwise, I'm going to see if one of Mama's incantations will work."

She wasn't sure where her attitude had come from, but it seemed that her meekness had sloughed off with her mother's warding. She realized that along with suppressing her magic, her feelings had been altered, and she wasn't at all happy about that. However it had happened, her threat kept them quiet for half an hour while they worked out arguments.

As they went, they followed the "take care of the horses" rule, with a break every hour or so to let them graze and take water at creeks along the road. It made the ride feel more relaxed than the urgency at the farm suggested, but every moment on the horses they were going farther from her family, and Susana felt anxious to keep going, while simultaneously wanting to turn around and go home.

The main road carried freight and people into the Regency from Harborton and Summerlin, with lesser cargo from Alo, Clitea, and even the Wild Lands, and outbound traffic to all those places, too. The Regent had troops stationed on the road near the border to react to any threats. The people in Middlebury often added, under their breath, "real or imagined." International traders were frequent visitors to Middlebury, so even Susana knew that much. They often came through town on the way to the rest of the country and stopped for the night. Sometimes, they would even stop at the farm if they'd heard of Elspeth.

Since the Regent and his troops would hunt them soon, if they weren't already, Jimmy led Susana and Edward off the main road before reaching the border, taking a side track, suitable only for horses, going into the foothills of the Spine, the great mountain range splitting the continent in half. It was slower, and they had to dismount and walk in places, but far easier than trying to deal with the troops on the main road.

From a hill, they saw a dust cloud showing a cluster of horses heading toward Middlebury from the border, riding hard. Edward lifted off Susana's shoulder and flew up high enough to see what was going on.

When he came down, he said, "From the looks of things and the timing, I think the Regency troops had orders if they ever felt a release of magic to go there and take whoever had the most powerful magic. I think we just dodged a trap for Susana. I counted a dozen horses moving fast. I bet they had mages with them, too. We were lucky."

Jimmy looked over. "Not luck. I've been with them there and on the road into Clitea, and they had such instructions. If they aren't fighting on the Clitean border right now, troops will be headed north from there, too. They'll find out soon enough that we aren't at the farm, nor on the road, and then they'll be back. Elspeth is well-established, so they won't try to take her. More fools they, if they should try to arrest her anyway. We need to keep going, and maybe pick up the pace."

Susana ran her hand along Henry's neck. "The big guy's doing well, but we'll need to take a long break for food and water soon."

They picked up the pace and met up with the main road as it entered the foothills a half hour later, well past the border guard station, leaving the Regency well behind.

Not long after that, the sun began to set slowly, as it did this time of year. Edward took the lead by perching on Henry's head, saying, "Dragons can see in the night, so I'll guide the way. We won't get to the Fork in the Road until tomorrow, even if we ride all night. If you can stay in the saddle, that's what I think we should do."

Jimmy sighed. "As much as I hate to agree, he's right. If we can push on and the Regent's men stop for the night, it will give us an advantage. Also, there's a creek not far ahead where the horses can rest and recover while we make do with whatever food your mama stuffed in the saddlebags. After that, we can go until we can't, as long as the horses are good. If we hurt them, we're doomed anyway."

"Mama has sent Papa off to war more than once. She knows how to pack a saddlebag. And I know Henry's able to keep going. And so is Snow, though I don't know why I know that."

When they came to the creek, Edward shifted to his human-sized form, wearing traveling clothes instead of the fancy ones he'd worn earlier. Susana envied his ability to create his garb, based on circumstances. That was a gift she'd need to learn, but looking with her new ability, she thought she saw something of how his magic did that. Maybe she could work on that later.

The three of them found thick sandwiches in the bags. While the horses grazed, they sat around a barren place and leaned against convenient logs and rocks to eat and rest.

"I've never been this far from home, never been on a horse this long, and never not had Mama's support. This is scary to me. I know Henry carried Papa into war before he became too old to carry a fully armored knight. Or that's what they told me about him. Maybe he's not so old. Huh. In any case, I can feel him. He should be able to carry me through the night, but I'm not sure I can stay in the saddle."

Edward said, "I know this is new to you, but your magic will keep you there, even if you're asleep or injured. Since we already have a bond, I can watch over you, too."

"By the way, Edward, who's Derek?"

"My brother. He and Jimmy were tight a few years ago."

"Tight tight?"

"Yup."

"Okay. That's something I didn't know."

Jimmy said, "Are you okay with that?"

"It's fine. It's a surprise, given the way the Middlebury girls hang on you."

"Yeah, well, I'm worth hanging on." Susana and Edward both snorted at that.

As soon as they finished eating and refilled their canteens, they were off into the falling night, following Edward's directions. The road grew steeper as they climbed toward the pass over the first ridge of the Spine, what the people in the Regency called the Front Range, and as they rode, Edward said, "Susana, would you like to be able to see in the dark?"

"I would love it. That would be so helpful, but I can't."

"I'm going to use your magic this time. I'd have you do it, but I suspect that you'd rather not risk damaging your eyes. We'll work on your control later, I promise."

"Okay, bondmate, give me night vision."

Edward's magic flowed over her, mixing with hers. His felt different and had a different shade of light, more silver than her gold strands. Turning inward, she saw him weave threads from the ball of magic at her core. She saw how he wove two
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