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          ALTURIS 1285; NIENNA’S THIRD YEAR AS A STUDENT AT ALTURIS UNIVERSITY

        

      

    

    
      Stars glittered like diamond dust between the double milky band that dissected the firmament. Nienna’s third-year cartography class held session on a small island’s rocky shore in the middle of Lake Alta. They were learning to use the stars to create their latest map.

      Rarely had Nienna stayed up so late; however, the view of the celestial brilliance above was worth it. The night was deep enough that most of the noise and bustle from the city had gone to bed. Crickets and frogs sang their chorus to the hum of a thousand waterfalls.

      Nienna’s professor, Serian Kettle, stood in the center of her students, waiting. A three-foot wide plant in a pot rested next to the striking woman. When Nienna asked about it, the professor only gave her a wink.

      “Quickly, class. Finish your assignments and turn them in. We’re entering the deepest part of the night, and I promise you won’t want to miss this.” The bangles on Kettle’s arms jangled as she adjusted her purple teaching robes.

      The teachers and students only knew Nienna as Nina Rostock, a wealthy merchant’s daughter. However, Kettle often gave her the impression of knowing more than she let on. The stragglers hurriedly turned in their assignments and grabbed blankets before settling onto the banks of the lake.

      Once everyone was seated, Kettle spoke. “Who remembers the coordinates for the Four Pillars? You should have marked that on your map.”

      “Which Pillar?” a student asked.

      “Nice catch,” the professor said. Her smile widened. “The North Star.”

      “It’s 90.274 degrees north by 79.121 degrees west,” the boy recited.

      “Correct,” Kettle said. “Who can tell me why we call this star and its companions the Four Pillars?”

      Nienna raised her hand. “Because they’re the only stars that remain in their positions all night. They create the foundational compass used in mapmaking.”

      “You’ve been doing your homework, Nina. Yes, the Four Pillars never waver in their positions in the night sky. If one star did this, it wouldn’t seem so odd. But to have four stars remain stationary strains credibility. And yet, here they are. Who knows the story behind these stars?”

      Nienna had never read about it, and apparently, neither had anyone else.

      Kettle pursed her lips. “Our folklore is withering away because of superstition. The taboo topic can land you a night in the bricks. For this reason, we’re here on this island tonight.”

      Several hushed whispers broke out. Professor Kettle waited until they’d died down before continuing.

      “As of this moment, our class has officially ended. You must zealously guard the information I’m about to share. It is important to keep this knowledge alive, but not at the expense of your career or your life.”

      Nienna’s full attention was on Professor Kettle now. If their class was officially over, this could only mean one thing. No wonder the older students were mum when she asked why this class was special.

      “The most ancient and consistent accounts state these stars represent the four Guardians who created this world.”

      Few topics interested Nienna like the Guardians. Though none were more dangerous. After the collapse of the Comstock empire, no one could openly speak of them except to curse their names. After centuries of this, knowledge of them withered, making it hard to discern between fact, fiction, and outright lies.

      “Aros, the North Star,” Kettle was saying, “created the sky, wind, and weather. Serene, the West Star, ripples her light like the water she formed. Fiora, the South Star, has a reddish hue like the fire that keeps us warm at night. Then there’s Tellen, the East Star.”

      Hissing and quick curse words accompanied the name. A few students took three fingers and dragged them crosswise to ward off evil. Owen, Nienna’s elder brother, had given her many sleepless nights with tales of this Guardian beneath blanket forts as children.

      “Tellen is perhaps the most notorious of the Guardians, despite giving us the soil, plants, and animals,” Professor Kettle said.

      Nienna shuddered as Kettle said the name of the Earth Guardian again. Considered synonymous with black magic, Tellen was the reason the Comstock empire collapsed a thousand years ago, nearly taking the Tellidine kingdom with it.

      “Oh, class, look!” Kettle exclaimed.

      Everyone craned their necks to see what the professor was pointing at. “It’s the Queen of the Night. Her constellation just appeared in the northeast quadrant of the Pillars.”

      “The what?” a girl asked.

      “Surely you’ve heard of the most infamous thief Tellidus has ever known,” Kettle said.

      “Why was she so infamous?” a boy asked.

      “According to legend, the Queen of the Night robbed Tellidus of half its wealth while halting nearly every industry, from logging to masonry to farming. She was also a favored servant of the Earth Guardian.”

      Nienna knew this. Every history book her tutors gave her said as much. The Comstocks instilled a hatred of the thief in every generation.

      “They never caught the woman until our king and founder, Saul Comstock, took up the hunt. He beheaded her for her crimes. Or so the stories say.” Kettle gave them a sly grin. “I believe the thief still walks among us.”

      Nienna stared at the professor. Then something strange happened. A dozen blooms on the potted plant opened on the dark green foliage, shimmering with white light. The petals unfurled, casting their brilliant glow on the professor.

      “When the Queen of the Night appears in the heavens, always between Aros and Tellen, this plant opens its blossoms,” Professor Kettle said. “It’s called the ‘Queen of the Night’ flower or ‘Thief Flower’ in some circles. It only blooms while the constellation remains in the sky. The smell is intoxicating, making it irresistible to night feeders.”

      Sure enough, several bats and moths swooped in to drink the sweet nectar. Even one hungry hummingbird appeared, took its turn at a flower, then zipped away faster than before. The professor picked a shimmering blossom and brought it to her nose.

      “These flowers are unique from other flora in the woods. They offer the drinker enhanced vitality, whether human or animal. While this flower can enhance your abilities, the effects wear off after a few hours, leaving the drinker weak and ill.”

      Nienna leaned forward to get a better view of the flower. They reminded her of bloodroot blossoms with their golden centers.

      Kettle continued. “Those who ingest the nectar repeatedly, especially within a brief time span, will find their lungs shutting down. The nectar will rob the person’s ability to breathe if not treated quickly. Just like a thief in the night.”

      Those students closest to the plant scooted a safe distance away.

      “The white glow of the flowers is also unique. When we dry them to harvest their bioluminescent qualities, the color turns gold. This is why they’re used in the summer solstice celebration inside the sugar globes.”

      Talk of the summer solstice sparked a fresh wave of chatter among the students. Professor Kettle waited until the whispers quieted before going on.

      “To return to their namesake, some stories say the thief changed into a bird, flying away before Saul could execute her. As Tellen’s tears fell, these flowers sprang out of the ground. Others say her death caused the fall of the Guardians.”

      Nienna studied the glowing flowers. Pockets of light always appeared around the gorge late at night. She’d always thought they were groups of people going for nighttime hikes. Now she realized they were these flowers.

      Professor Kettle bent to inspect one of the biggest blossoms. “For all we know, the Queen of the Night is a grand story. Likely made up to explain the constellation and this magnificent flower.”

      A few of the class members tittered. Most myths were just grand stories. Why should this one be any different? However, the longer Nienna stared at the potted plant, she was certain the truth existed somewhere in Professor Kettle’s story.

      She brought her eyes back to the constellation circling above her and sighed. What she wouldn’t give to know the truth.
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          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      “All I want is you,” Nienna said, leaning against Tellen’s decrepit door inside Peroma.

      She’d chased him there after their argument in the atrium. Tellen wouldn’t hide from her this time.

      She waited, but no reply came.

      Suddenly, a blinding flash of light replaced the door she’d been leaning against. Nienna raised her arms to shield her eyes against the brightness, causing her to stagger in a sunlit meadow. The scent of summer mountains and chirping birds surrounded her.

      “Tellen?” she called.

      No answer.

      “Tellen,” she said again, spinning around.

      Her boot caught on a rock, and Nienna fell backward with a loud crash. She still wore the feathered armor she’d used on her adventures in the Northern Reach with Aros.

      She was going to have a word with Tellen about his cursed fortress. Peroma’s habit of stealing her away at the worst moments had struck again. Right now was possibly the worst one yet.

      “Turn around and keep your hands off your weapons,” commanded a male voice with a strong northern accent.

      Nienna peered over her shoulder and raised her hands. This was not a typical vision. Usually, she was carried along as a passenger.

      “Where did you come from?” the man asked.

      The trees were too high for her to know for sure, but this had to be somewhere in Tellidus. Often, the better question to ask with these visions was: when was she?

      “Can’t speak the troll’s language, eh?” the man asked in Northern.

      “I can speak it.” Her voice was hoarse after shouting down Tellen’s door. “I just didn’t want to speak to a greasy pig.”

      The man glowered. Tattooed dots covered his face, with leather and furs adorning his body.

      With that man’s crossbow aimed at her chest, she’d have to be quick. But which way? The landscape here was unfamiliar.

      “What’s a tribe-brother doing in the south?” Nienna asked. She needed to buy time while she thought of a way out.

      The raider smiled, keeping his crossbow level with her chest.

      “Don’t think using our mother tongue will get you anywhere with me, girly. You just called me a pig.” He called over his shoulder, “Oi! Kip! I’ve got a live one. And bring the boys.”

      Within a minute, a horde of hairy, smelly men surrounded her. She should have run for it when she had the chance.

      “Nice work, Frezi,” one newcomer said. “You caught a member of Aros’s Flock. Not a small feat.”

      Catching one is easy when they appear out of thin air and are disoriented, Nienna thought as she gritted her teeth.

      Frezi grinned stupidly as his friends patted him on the shoulders.

      She slowly pushed up to her feet. Her hands stretched to her staff blades when Frezi returned his attention to her.

      “Don’t chance it, girly,” Frezi warned. “You’ll turn into a pincushion. Besides, I think our boss will be very interested in you.”

      “I have no interest in meeting your boss,” Nienna said, lowering her hands back to her sides, fingers held at the ready. She needed a distraction. Grabbing her staff to send a crack through the ground would take too long. She needed something simpler.

      “Too bad you don’t have a choice.”

      A raider near the front brought up a long wooden tube that she recognized immediately. Her stomach dropping, Nienna sprinted for the treeline.

      Before she’d gone three steps, a light twinge of pain pricked her neck. A dart had found its target. Brushing it away, Nienna pushed her Earthspark to eliminate whatever they’d hit her with before it could bring her down. She ran on as more darts lodged in her skin. She brushed them away and pumped her feet faster, aiming for the tree line.

      Then a quarrel hit her in the back of the shoulder, causing her to stumble. The pain was blinding. She took five more steps before a second quarrel hit her other shoulder, bringing her to the ground with a crash.

      Nienna flipped over with a groan and reached for her knife as gravel crunched around her. This was not a normal vision. The times she’d found herself transported through memories, she’d always been a passenger. This was real. Her knife slipped in her sweaty hand as the raiders drew near.

      She tried to blink away the double images. Nienna made to run for it again when a man seized her wrist, shaking the knife from her grasp. Then a familiar pain etched itself on the inside of her forearm, blocking her Skyspark.

      No. Not this time.

      She kicked out, catching a raider on the chin. He fell back with a curse. Nienna brought a sharp uppercut to the raider holding her wrist. Then one man grabbed the shafts of the quarrels in her shoulders and yanked back hard.

      Nienna screamed as the blades twisted. Blood seeped down her armor, and her eyesight flickered. The man wrestled her onto her belly and sat on her back, pulling steadily on the quarrels.

      “Why aren’t the darts working?” one man asked.

      “Because she isn’t a normal Skydweller,” the man on her back said. “Look, she’s glowing green at the wounds here.”

      A new hand reached down and grabbed her other wrist. A second dragon mark burned against her skin. Nienna screamed and thrashed as dozens of darts pricked her exposed skin.

      She broke free and scratched the face of the man who had been holding her wrist. A boot connected with her ribs, dropping her back to the ground.

      I didn’t know a vision could hurt so much.
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        * * *

      

      Nienna stared at the inside of a sprawling canvas tent supported by poles that once belonged to sturdy trees. The raiders had stripped her armor and weapons, leaving only the downy underclothes worn by the Skydwellers. Her shoulders throbbed from the quarrel wounds as her spine pressed into a wooden pole planted in the carpeted floor.

      Several agonizing hours passed as she watched the sun travel across the tent. She wondered why she was still inside this vision. They never lasted this long.

      Plush carpets and other fine things in the tent bespoke a wealthy owner. The wandering families in the south used tents like these for grazing their horses, sheep, and cattle on the open plains. Not unlike the northern tribes with their yurts.

      A platform bed sat next to her with thick blankets and pillows. Golden statues of dragons and animal skulls rested on tables against the nearby tent walls. Several partitions blocked the different wings of her new prison, making her wonder just how big this tent was.

      Nienna continued to pull at her bindings, biting her lip against the pain in her shoulders and the raw feeling developing in her wrists. Whoever tied these ropes was no fool.

      A strange rushing sound filled the air outside as she struggled. A light wind ruffled the tent walls, bringing with it the howls and screams of terrified people.

      “We’ve got a good haul today,” boomed a deep, excited voice that raised the hair on Nienna’s arms. “Separate the able men and get them ready to march. You know what to do with the rest.”

      Nienna had heard that voice in a vision from Peroma. More screams echoed around the hillside. The tent fluttered, then grew still.

      An uneasy feeling settled at the base of Nienna’s stomach. The bindings refused to give way as she struggled harder. The effort exhausted her remaining strength, and she slumped against the pole as the wounds on her shoulders bled.

      Then the cries died as the sun set.

      In the silence that followed, Nienna’s imagination dredged up plausible reasons. Each more unsavory than the last. She hadn’t heard the booming voice since the crying people arrived.

      A man burst through the tent entrance, causing Nienna to jump. The pain in her shoulders flared. The man was of average build, with dark hair that fell to his shoulders and an expertly trimmed beard. His golden eyes flashed as they landed on her, and a wicked smile lit his face.

      “This day keeps getting better and better,” the man said.

      Those eyes never wavered as he inspected her. His musky scent was overpowering, choking out her thoughts of escape. Soon, all she saw was his hungry expression.

      Nienna shook her head to clear it. She was in the presence of a master predator.

      He reached out a hand to touch her face. The ropes binding her arms and legs were too tight to squirm away. The man placed his warm fingertips on her temples, and images flashed in her mind.

      Detailed visions of an acid-green dragon breaking free on North Point surfaced. Tellen, using a blue-and-black stone to become a black monster. The day she became a Pathfinder.

      The whirl of scenes made her dizzy. The man’s expression grew ever hungrier. When he finally released her, Nienna’s stomach roiled. She leaned forward with a groan. The man stared at her as though he’d just found a pot of gold lying in the middle of the road.

      “Nienna Comstock.” He savored her name. “You have quite a history for one so young. And you’re covered in Irizar’s magic.”

      “How do you know my name?” Her mouth went dry.

      “It’s all here in your head.” He tapped her temple with his sharp index finger, making her wince. Dark delight filled his golden eyes.

      “You saw everything I did?” Dread pooled inside her.

      The man’s lips curved upward, revealing pointed teeth.

      “That and more, I think. You have two dragon marks because you carry two elemental gifts. Unheard of. And yet, exactly what I needed.”

      “This isn’t a dream?” Nienna asked, losing her last shred of hope.

      The man chuckled darkly. “No. Dragon magic has touched you before, so I can understand why you might think so. Irizar’s greatest power is over time and space.”

      Nienna’s eyebrows pinched together. The old man she’d met as she entered Peroma was a dragon?

      “The only kink in this design is Irizar. That old codger’s magic is all over you. Though he must be losing his touch because he dropped you off at my doorstep and in the wrong time, I sense.” Darius rocked back and forth on his heels as he considered her.

      She’d always thought it was Peroma showing her visions. Instead, Irizar, a dragon, was the culprit. And he’d just handed her over to someone who seemed ready to devour her.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “My name is Darius, but you’ve seen me before. I want you to guess who I am.” The hungry light returned to his eye as though he were settling into his favorite game.

      Nienna stared at him blankly. She’d never encountered this man in her life. A silky voice and golden eyes like his would be hard to forget.

      “Come now,” the man said, edging closer. “Surely you haven’t forgotten a beast with green scales and black spikes so easily.”

      Nienna’s insides froze. A memory from the cavern where her new tribe-brother, Ulif, died surfaced. But it couldn’t be. Dragons weren’t skin-changers… were they?

      “Cadaras?” she asked, hoping she was wrong.

      “I told you that you knew me.”

      Without warning, he leaped at her, pinning her against the pole. Nienna cried out as she struggled to free her arms. Something sharp stuck in her hairline just behind her left ear.

      A darkness spread in her vision, and she arched her back, trying to fight it. Darius held on tight, bringing his cheek to rest against hers. His hot breath landed on her skin, hissing words in her ears, and penetrating the very depths of her mind.

      “Stop resisting, Nienna. You’ll only get hurt, and I need you intact.”

      Her heart beat erratically, and her vision swam. Darius stroked the side of her face, sapping Nienna’s strength. Within moments, his will asserted itself in her mind. His words echoed behind her eyes.

      You belong to me, Nienna, Darius’s voice whispered. I own you, body, and soul. And together, we’ll watch this world burn.
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      Nienna clung to Fallon, trying to stanch the blood pooling from her middle. “How could you? She was your family.”

      “My son is my only family,” Saul Comstock hissed as he towered above the two women.

      He raised his sword high. Nienna curled around the Pathfinder.

      “Soon, I’ll be rid of you.”

      Nienna squeezed her eyes shut tight. The whistle of the blade grew louder as it descended. Fallon gripped Nienna’s arm.

      Before the steel impacted on her skin, Nienna jerked awake. The brightly lit room burned her eyes. She threw her hands up to shield herself from the illumination.

      Nienna, a singsong voice echoed in her mind. It’s time to wake up.

      She whimpered as she rolled onto her side. Why couldn’t she have normal dreams? Her body ached, and the back of her head throbbed as if someone had taken a club to it.

      Open your eyes.

      Nienna’s eyelids flew open. She cringed away from the bright light. The dark shape above chuckled.

      Open your eyes, girl.

      Her eyes snapped open again. The ache in her skull increased.

      Now sit.

      Nienna didn’t respond. Her shoulders burned, as did her wrists. She had no desire to move.

      I said, sit up. The voice was growing angry.

      Heat infused the words, and Nienna found her body shifting into a sitting position that made the fibers of her muscles burn. What was happening?

      That’s better.

      Nienna blinked rapidly, trying to clear her vision. The dark figure came into focus, revealing the man with the golden eyes, crouched in front of her.

      “Welcome to the world of the living,” he said. “You fought so hard against me I was afraid I’d asserted myself too heavily and killed you. I’ve done that before, you know. What a waste it would have been in this case.”

      Flashes of this man attacking her and pricking her behind the ear rushed forward.

      “Cadaras!” Nienna reeled backward. Pain wrapped around her body. She had to get out of here.

      “Stay where you are,” he said.

      Nienna’s limbs locked in place. This wasn’t possible. Cadaras hadn’t touched her. He shouldn’t be able to bind her like this.

      She commanded her arms to move, but her index finger only twitched. The golden eyes on the skin-changing dragon watched her every movement.

      “I forbid you from using that name,” he said. “I can’t have Tellen pounding down my door yet.”

      “Cad—” Nienna willed herself to finish that sentence, but her tongue glued itself to the roof of her mouth.

      “At this camp, you will refer to me as Darius, or Master.”

      “Your name is ‘filthy worm,’” Nienna seethed the moment her tongue loosened.

      He pulled a knife from his belt, then took Nienna’s chin in his palm.

      “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have a mute servant. Open your mouth.”

      Nienna cried out as her jaw opened involuntarily. Her every instinct was to snap her mouth shut and run.

      The dragon grabbed her tongue. “I said you will refer to me as Darius or master.” His voice was calm, but the heat radiating off his hands was almost enough to burn her skin.

      Nienna hit the wooden pole as he tossed her backward. She coughed as her lungs compressed. Something hard bruised her shoulder as she tipped over onto the ground. It was a loose metal tent stake beneath the fancy rugs.

      Desperation fueled the muscles of her fingers to close around the stake. She came up swinging, but he easily batted it out of her hand. Nienna’s body went rigid again. Darius slid his fingers into her hair and yanked her toward him. The thudding of her heart made her ribs ache.

      “The sooner you learn I own you, the better we’ll get along,” Darius said in a silky voice. “Though it’s lucky you’re so strong-willed. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have survived last night. I was a bit… exuberant in taking control. The previous Earthspark user we caught died shortly after I asserted myself in his mind.”

      “What have you done to me?” Nienna asked.

      “Through my magic, I create bonds with my victims. I invade their minds. Make them do anything I wish. It’s quite exciting, but establishing a bond can be tricky.”

      Nienna collapsed to the floor when Darius released her. He walked over to a trunk and lifted the lid. Metal objects shifted around as he moved his arm back and forth. When he turned around, he was carrying a pair of bronze cuffs. Intricate designs in the metal resembled the curl of smoke.

      “Though it will be some time before we venture away from camp, I want to get these on you now.”

      Nienna tried to scoot away. Darius caught hold of her wrists and clamped the cuffs shut around them. They were wide enough to go halfway up her arm and molded to her muscles. She’d seen soldiers wear cuffs like these to protect their arms in battle. However, the ones attached to her were too detailed for that.

      “Beautiful, aren’t they? Forged with the fire of dragons. They can also act as manacles if I place a chain near them.” Darius held up a thin chain. “It adheres to the metal and creates a bond that only I can break.”

      He tucked the chain into his belt, letting the ends dangle like a silent threat.

      “We brand all slaves carrying elemental power with my mark. You are unique because you have two elemental sparks. And one of those gifts is exactly what I need.”

      “I won’t let you use my gifts,” Nienna said, hoping her voice sounded more confident than she felt. If Darius had the power to control her with only a word, she might not have a choice.

      The brands on Nienna’s wrists burned as if the dragon had set them on fire. Frantic fingers pried at the metal, trying to find the clasp. The intensity continued to build until Nienna thought the marks would burn their way through her arm and out the other side.

      Darius chuckled darkly as he released the magic. She stuck a finger beneath the bronze cuff. The skin was cool. The pain had gone as suddenly as it had arrived.

      “Your gifts belong to me.”

      Nienna clutched her throbbing arms to her chest. It was like being tied to the hitching post in front of Malvina’s house. Ulif had made her marks burn to stop her from speaking. But this was so much worse. Darius was using her own magic against her. Like turning a beloved dog into a ravening wolf.

      “We need to find you something more fitting to wear. Those puffy clothes you got from the birdbrains of Aros’s Flock won’t do. Stay there.”

      Nienna froze in place again. When a hair fell in her face, she strained against the invisible bonds to brush it away. Her muscles refused to obey.

      After what felt like an hour, Darius returned, a pile of clothes over one arm. He crossed to a partition, lifted the flap, and dumped the items inside.

      “This will be your room. Displease me, and you’ll sleep at the foot of my bed like a whipped dog. You follow my orders, and we should get along just fine.”

      The mark blocking Nienna’s Earthspark opened, and the green magic flooded into her.

      “Heal yourself and be quick about it. I want breakfast, and this tent needs cleaning. Then I need you to draw me a bath. Overthrowing someone’s mind is such hard work.”

      Darius sat down in a cushioned chair nearby and tilted it back on two legs. “I’m going to enjoy this.”

      Nienna’s eyes blurred with tears as fear and frustration welled up inside.

      Tellen, you promised you’d always find me, she thought. Where are you?
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      The quiet snores from the other side of the curtain sounded genuine.

      Nienna strained harder at her bindings fastened around the pole in her room. Her body begged for sleep. Between fixing his meals, hauling water to fill his gargantuan bathtub, and polishing his boots, Darius had an endless list of chores. To make things worse, he made her freeze in ridiculous positions any time a raider came near.

      The cuffs on her wrists kept the ropes from cutting into her skin, but they also prevented the cords from sliding. At least he didn’t use the chain he’d carried around on his belt all day.

      The dragon had noisily drunk himself to sleep on the other side of the curtain a short while ago. If he were like other men, he’d sleep heavily for several hours. That should give her plenty of time to get free.

      A noise came from Darius’s room. She held her breath.

      “No, my love. I can’t. I need to find them.” Darius moaned, followed by the creaking of the wooden slats.

      The darkness inside the tent was stifling. Memories of being bound to a pole in a wooden prison house felt too close. At least she’d had Ross Galbraith with her then. Despite what she’d said at Tellen’s door, she longed for the young mason to be with her now. 

      She loved Tellen. There was no doubt of that. But part of her wondered how things might be different if she allowed herself to love Ross instead. He’d been her steadfast friend during their adventures in the Reach.

      After several minutes of silence, Nienna resumed stretching and pulling on the ropes. They refused to budge. She kicked the dirt in frustration. With a sigh, she leaned her head against the pole. There had to be another way out. When she and Ross became trapped under the snow on North Pointe, she’d used him as a ladder to dig a hole and extricate themselves.

      A thought occurred to her. Maybe she didn’t need to get untied. She just needed to climb.

      Nienna pushed to a standing position. She slipped off her boots and placed one of her bare feet on the thick post. The ropes holding her slid around the cuffs as she twisted her wrists. Once her arms were above her head, she gripped the ropes in her fists and pulled forward. With her back pressed firmly against the pole, she inched her way up the smooth wood until her head touched the tent’s ceiling.

      Her arms shook. The ropes were slick beneath her sweaty palms. She was close to freedom. Her foot slipped, causing her to hit the pole with a muted thunk. She froze, praying Darius still slept.

      The canvas pressed into the top of her head. Carefully, she slid her hands over the top of the log. Then she rotated her body until her nose touched the wood.

      She’d done it. Her arms were free of the pole. Now she needed to climb down without the dragon hearing.

      Breathing hard, Nienna lowered herself to the plush carpet and picked at the ropes until they fell away. The cuffs were like a second skin. They weren’t coming off until Darius wanted them to.

      Silently, Nienna pulled on her boots. With trembling fingers she dug at the fabric buried in the ground. Whoever pitched this tent buried the canvas deep to route water from entering. After several minutes, she lifted the wall and peered out. Nothing moved in the darkness.

      Nienna slid out from underneath the tent. If the Earthspark and Skyspark were still part of this world, then she’d contact the Guardians. She hoped they wouldn’t turn her away. There was nowhere else to go.

      Nienna sneaked around the side of the tent, shrinking when she saw a guard in the distance. The raider in front of the tall barbed cages containing livestock appeared bored. The closer she got, however, the more she realized the things in the enclosures weren’t animals—they were people.

      And not just any people. The northern tribes. Her people.

      She reeled. This was a slave camp. All the screams and cries she’d heard on her first night made sense. Darius had kept her near his tent all day, preventing her from interacting with most of the camp. She had no idea that these people were here.

      Staying low, Nienna crept to the edge of the woods. With the camp behind her, she sprinted into the night. She skipped over fallen logs, sometimes catching a toe, hurtling her to the ground.

      After an hour, she stopped to rest on a rock. The night was deep. Danger itched on the back of her neck. A low growl, followed by red eyes in the undergrowth, appeared on her left.

      A pair of Hein wolves stepped through the bushes. The monsters showed their black, gleaming teeth, sniffing eagerly. She should have found her weapons before leaving the camp. Too late now.

      The wolves charged.

      Nienna ran, not slowing as twisted branches scratched her face, her lungs burning. The beasts were on her heels. A large, gnarled tree appeared ahead.

      With a leap, Nienna caught hold of a low-hanging branch. A wolf snagged her boot, trying to pull her down. Suddenly, both the boot and the wolf fell to the ground. The beasts snapped and jumped as she continued to climb.

      Once her head broke free of the canopy, the snapping below drew closer. A wolf was climbing up the low-hanging limb she’d used. She had moments. With no way to contact Tellen, her only option was to use the winds to signal Aros—if she got past the dragon mark.

      The wolf below her jumped, narrowly missing Nienna’s perch. It tangled itself in the lower branches. It was now or never. She willed her Skyspark to expand. The dragon mark burned as she released the pent-up power.

      “Aros, help me!” she cried into the wind.

      The power of the Sky barely squeezed past Darius’s mark before it shut down the magic. Nienna clutched the trunk to remain upright. If the Great King had any mercy, he’d allow Aros to find that message.

      These marks were stronger than her last one. Fire spread from her wrist and arm, making her feel as if she’d fallen into a vat of molten flames.

      The wolf jumped again, hooking its paw around the branches beneath her. It hauled its stinking body until its snout topped her perch. She leaped from her tree and sailed to one of the neighboring boughs, narrowly catching a branch. Her overtaxed muscles screamed.

      Flames burst into life around her, accompanied by the roar of a dragon. Nienna’s hands slipped as her head whipped around. She tumbled down the tree, hitting every branch along the way. The forest floor did nothing to cushion her fall, forcing the air from her lungs.

      Trees snapped as scaly claws ripped the tall pines from their roots. The two Hein wolves yelped and scattered. Darius had found her. It was as if she’d signaled him. Perhaps she had. Without a Pathfinder ring to mute her light, she was as good as a beacon.

      With a shallow breath, Nienna pushed to her feet and ran.

      “STAY WHERE YOU ARE, SLAVE,” thundered the dragon.

      Nienna’s body immediately locked up and she crashed to the ground. In a desperate struggle, she urged herself to keep moving. She wasn’t going back to that monster. One more day underneath the thumb of a beast like him was too many.

      The unseen force holding her in place gripped tighter as she struggled. It squeezed her chest until she feared her heart would rupture. Tears streamed down her face. If she’d been able to move, her whole body would be trembling. Black clawed fingers groped along the ground until they brushed against her leg. Then they snatched her up in an inescapable cage.

      The dragon carried her over the treetops, returning to the slave camp. He dropped her in front of his tent like a sack of rocks, face first, smashing her nose. Blood streamed down her face as Darius touched down nearby and morphed into his human form.

      “How did you escape?” A calloused hand grasped the side of her face. Memories flitted through her mind. Darius snarled in disgust after he watched her climb the pole. “I should make you cut that feather out of your hair for a stunt like that.”

      Nienna blanched. Her feather signified her as a daughter of the Pennewick tribe, and its position showed she belonged to the family of the chief. If he made her remove it, she’d lose her connection to the tribes.

      “Please don’t make me do that,” Nienna begged, pushing herself up to sit, ignoring the blood still streaming down her face.

      The dragon spun around, and she flinched. “It would be a fair punishment for the trouble you’ve caused.”

      “If you were a slave, would you be any different?” Nienna asked.

      Darius’s mouth became a thin line. “You have no idea of what it means to be a slave.”

      He gripped her feather and yanked her to him. His nostrils flared. “If I let you keep this, you must give me something in return.”

      “Like what?” Her heart pounded. She wasn’t sure there was anything besides the feather left for him to take.

      “Your name.”

      “My name?” Nienna asked, confused. “You already know it.”

      “Your true tribe name.” Darius’s hot breath mingled with his musky scent, clouding her mind.

      “You’ve picked out every secret I have. Surely you already know.”

      Darius sucked on his pointed teeth. “That’s the problem. The tribes have their own brand of magic. Deep magic that is hard to work around. I know it’s there. Your whole body sings with the knowledge of belonging to one of those pilfering tribes, but I can’t access it.”

      Something inside her warned against revealing that knowledge.

      “Do you need more motivation?” Darius asked, withdrawing a knife from his belt.

      Nienna flinched away from him as far as his grip on her hair allowed.

      “Give me your hand,” he said.

      Nienna’s shoulders tensed as she willed her body to remain still.

      “Now.”

      Her hand came up. Darius placed the knife’s hilt into her palm. Nienna’s eyes flicked between the knife and the dragon. He held out the feather and brought her arm up to rest the blade against the hollow shaft.

      A sharp intake of breath later, she understood.

      “Darius, please.” The edges of her vision blurred with tears. “Don’t take this from me.”

      “Give me your name.” He laid his hand on hers and the pressure to obey his will doubled. She felt cold and sweaty all at once.

      The warning in her mind grew louder, but the shaft of the feather cracked beneath the blade.

      “Reina,” she said through her teeth.

      “Your full name,” Darius said.

      “Reina Argenta Ravensdatter.”

      He released her. She threw the knife away, cowering as the dragon loomed over her.

      “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Darius asked. “Reina Argenta Ravensdatter.”

      Shivers raced up and down her body at the mention of her true tribe name. Darius’s pointed teeth curved like fangs in the flickering light of the torches.

      “Names have power, do they not? Follow me.”

      Nienna’s body carried her along, ignorant of her protests. It was as if by learning her tribal name, he’d removed the last of her free will. She followed the skin-changer into the spacious tent where he made her sit on the rug at the foot of his bed.

      “I’m surprised a girl like you had the strength to pull yourself up the pole.” Darius said with a sneer.

      His jaw worked as if he were grinding stones to dust. He snatched the length of chain from a small table and stalked over to her.

      “Seeing as I can’t trust you to sleep in your room, you’ll sleep in mine.”

      He wound the chain around the cuffs on her wrists and then forced her to lie down. The dragon then wound the chain around the legs of the bed, leaving her six inches to move.

      “Try to escape again and I’ll break your bones,” Darius said, a finger in her face.

      Nienna clutched her feather. The dragon stomped to bed. She prayed the cracked shaft wouldn’t affect her connection to the tribes. Otherwise, she’d have given up her name for nothing.

      “It was the message to Aros that did you in,” he said, pulling off his boots. “Though I’d have found you eventually. I always find runaway slaves. Especially after learning their true names.”

      Darius snuffed out the lantern, plunging them into darkness.

      Nienna curled tighter around her feather, sending any free sparks to heal it.

      Then I will have to be smarter than every other slave you’ve had, she thought. I’ll be free again, even if I have to cross the boundary between this life and the next to do it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            A BURNING GIFT

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Nienna held her breath as another wave of pain rippled through her body. She did her best not to move her five broken ribs. The latest escape attempt had killed two slaves when the dragon caught them trying to run. After three weeks of failed attempts, her desire to flee was gone.

      Darius crouched in front of her, inches from her face. His livid expression dared her to speak. “Keep this up, Reina, and you’ll wish I’d killed you. But I won’t. Though I think I’ve found a solution to your habit of wandering.”

      He pressed his scorching palm to her forehead. Then brought the other hand to the place at her hairline he’d marked that first night. He jabbed his nail into it. Nienna gasped, causing her ribs to protest.

      Reina Argenta Ravensdatter, Darius’s voice echoed in her mind.

      She shivered, as she always did when he used her tribe name. The magic delved into her bones.

      You belong to me. Your body, your mind, your heart, your soul.

      Soon all she saw was green surrounding Darius’s golden eyes as his power drowned her. Her will slipped away, supplanting the dragon in its place. Nienna hung limp once he released her. With a final disgusted look, he left.

      All the tears she possessed had fallen hours ago. The tribeswomen Nienna tried to set free met their end in green dragon fire when Darius caught them. Her hope in a higher power, one that could liberate her and all the other slaves, dissolved in that moment. If the Great King existed, he didn’t care about her or any of the tribes. And the silence only confirmed it.

      Hours later, heavy boots on the carpet announced Darius’s arrival, and he wasn’t alone. A pair of lighter steps trailed his stomping strides. A strange perfume filled the air. It must be a woman, though not a raider. They never smelled this pleasant.

      “Back here, my love,” Darius said in his silkiest voice.

      Whoever this woman was, she must not know that she followed a snake. Two lights flared to life, and hands pulled the partition back. Nienna blinked up to see the dragon, followed by a striking woman with shimmering red-and-black hair, like coals in a fire.

      Fiora.

      “What have you done to her?” the Fire Guardian asked, turning an accusatory glare on the dragon. “She’s a wreck.”

      “She tried to make a jailbreak today with several other slaves,” he said simply.

      Fiora crouched to Nienna’s level and placed a hand on her brow. Nienna flinched away from the heat coming off the Fire Guardian’s palm. However, the pain in her midsection stopped her from doing much else.

      “Darius,” Fiora pouted. “If she can heal, let her do it already. I don’t want to listen to her wheezing all night.”

      The dragon mark on Nienna’s left wrist loosened its chokehold on her Earthspark, flooding her with the healing balm of the green magic. It knit her broken ribs and all the other residual injuries that had not yet healed. Sweet relief caused her to slump against the pole.

      Better? came Darius’s sarcastic thoughts.

      The warmth of her Earthspark was the only comfort she’d had in weeks. Too soon, Darius placed it under lock and key again.

      Fiora grabbed a rag and wiped the perspiration from Nienna’s brow. She fanned it to make sure it was dry before placing her palm on it again. Nienna was too exhausted to resist, wrung out like a piece of Darius’s washing. The Fire Guardian sifted through her memories. Her smile grew with each one.

      “If she has both the Skyspark and the Earthspark, I wonder if she could develop all four gifts,” Fiora mused when she dropped her hand.

      “I’ve wondered the same thing,” Darius said. “But dragon magic isn’t like the Guardians’. I couldn’t test the theory. She’s a Comstock, and a full-blooded one at that, so it’s possible. A Fire user has touched her in the past, and her skin remembers it.”

      Nienna well recalled Aspen Perrill’s flaming fingers grasping her neck. Yes, Fire had touched her before.

      “What I don’t get,” Fiora continued. “Is why they’d singe her memories?”

      The fuzziness in Nienna’s mind made it hard to think, but she knew Aspen had not tried to touch her mind. What does she mean, someone singed my memories?

      Darius regarded Nienna. Perhaps there was more than one Fire user near you in your time. Someone burned the edges of your memories from the rocky prison where that man stole your spark.

      Nienna blinked. The only Fire user she knew was Aspen. If he tried to burn her memories, she’d have felt it.

      “Whatever the reason, it was expertly done. There was no damage to the girl’s mind. Everything can still be recalled if needed.” Fiora rubbed the tip of her nose with a long finger. “Untie her, my love. I want to try something.”

      Darius moved to obey, but whispered in Nienna’s mind as he did so. Behave yourself. If you try anything foolish, Fiora will not be as generous as I am.

      The thought of fighting back made Nienna sag more. Her desire to resist was long spent.

      The Fire Guardian grasped Nienna’s hand and trailed a finger along her palm. The skin itched and tingled in its wake.

      “I can sense the potential, but this girl has little passion at the moment. Possibly because of her punishment earlier.” Fiora raised an eyebrow in Darius’s direction. “If we’re going to make her useful enough to help us, you’ll need to find other means of control than breaking her.”

      Darius brushed a hand down Fiora’s cheek. “I’ll do my best.”

      The ghost of a finger touched Nienna’s cheek. Tellen’s hand cupped her face as they stood in the Dreamscape after her internment in Solace Prison. He’d given up his freedom to help her escape. And found her in the Northern Reach, just as he had promised.

      Nienna yearned to see him again. To feel the safety of his arms. She wanted to remember Tellen’s scent of pine and wild meadows. The exact shade of his moss and oak eyes.

      The more she thought about Tellen, however, newer memories surfaced. His cold, jealous laugh as he pressed the dragon stone to his throat. His anger as she stood on the other side of his door when they returned to Peroma.

      Darius leaned in and kissed Fiora. The sight stirred Nienna’s heart. Tellen had kissed her like that in the Dreamscape after her rescue from Solace. Then his angry features on North Pointe broke that image again.

      Fiora moved her arm around Darius’s waist, and the pair turned to leave.

      The emotions stirred inside Nienna, bringing forward an unbidden image. She stood in Malvina’s house, helping Ross buckle on his feather-plated armor. He caught her arm, begging her to choose him. The words both of them seemed to be afraid of speaking hung in the air between them.

      The warmth from Ross’s ghostly touch vied with that of Tellen’s, fueling the inward battle raging inside Nienna. The Guardian had spurned her attempts to prove her loyalty to him. He’d rejected her when he learned she had the Skyspark. Ross never had. He knew every secret except the one rolling around her middle. The one that revealed how much she wished he were here. That she could feel his arms around her again.

      It was Ross, not Tellen, whom she missed most in this moment.

      A red spark leaped onto Nienna’s palm, and she gasped. No, this isn’t possible. She didn’t want this.

      Fiora spun around, her face alight with triumph.

      “So there is passion in you yet,” the Guardian said, drawing close again.

      Nienna tried to rein in her aching heart, but memories of Ross opened wounds she’d thought healed. As her thoughts grew stronger, so did the sparks.

      Fiora clasped her palms, sending out tendrils of red light.

      “Give into it,” the Guardian encouraged.

      Nienna wanted to say no, but the ache in her heart silenced any protest. Thoughts of Ross grew into visions. By now, she’d given up hope of returning to her own time. Why not indulge her imagination and find some solace for a few brief moments? The dragon owned her, body and soul. There was no hope of returning to the innocent girl she’d been.

      In the confines of that tent, with Fiora adding to the heat, Nienna finally allowed her heart to explore what a future with him would be like. She replayed the moment in Malvina’s house when she helped Ross get his armor strapped on. He took her arm, and this time she didn’t resist. She leaned into the kiss he planted on her lips. A red glow blossomed on her palm as something colossal stirred inside.

      Give in.

      Instead, Nienna shrank back, clutching her hand close as sweat slipped down her back. “This shouldn’t be possible.”

      The corners of Fiora’s mouth twisted upward. “No, it shouldn’t, and yet it is. You have more potential in you than you realize.”

      Nienna shuddered. Her will dangled on the precipice. Giving in now could mean doing worse later. Tendrils of red snaked around Nienna’s wrists.

      Embrace it, Reina. Darius’s hypnotic gold eyes never wavered from hers. Use your gift for us, and we’ll search for a way to send you home to Ross.

      You lie, Nienna thought back.

      Why lie when the truth can do so much more?

      I don’t trust you.

      Then give up the Fire, he conveyed.

      The absence of any gift for the past several weeks made her realize how much she relied on them for strength and comfort. The Fire filled her in a way the Earthspark and Skyspark never had.

      Red spirals wound higher up her arm.

      Make a choice, Reina.

      Nienna had seen too much violence. Too much betrayal. Too much heartache. She didn’t want to be Nienna Comstock any longer. She’d hurt innocent people and broken her family’s heart.

      Nienna Comstock is dead.

      And who are you now? Darius asked her.

      She found the dragon’s golden irises, allowing the red tendrils to snake farther up her arms and around her shoulders.

      Reina, Daughter of Fire.
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      Reina swept the platform in Solomon’s main forum under Darius’s ever-watchful eye. The slave market would start soon, and she still needed to get the Northerners lined up, ready to be sold. A thought that never failed to turn her stomach.

      “You get too attached to those creatures,” Darius told her after every auction. “The tribes pay for your food, your clothing, and the wagons in which you ride. Stop thinking of them as equal to you. They aren’t.”

      “But they are still human, and so am I.”

      It had been two months since Darius first put her under his control, but that didn’t mean she’d stopped feeling. The looks of pleading that the tribe members gave her always tugged at her heart.

      Brushing stray hairs out of her face, Reina leaned on her broom.

      This morning’s weather was not overly warm, but ever since Fiora had ignited Reina’s Fire gift, heat clung to her like hungry mosquitos. It bit her, begging her to give in and use it. The Fire felt too alive. Too seductive.

      To keep her out of trouble, Darius locked up her gift, only allowing her to use it when he supervised. She’d gladly accepted the dragon mark that now rested between her shoulder blades. Fire was dangerous if not controlled. The two burned down tents back at the slave camp could attest to that. Frezi deserved what he got, though.

      After shooing away a fly, Reina returned to pushing her broom. That was until the place on her chest that Tellen’s Earthspark medallion had burned back in Solace prison prickled. Those phantom pains hadn’t bothered her for months.

      Not since before her adventures in the Northern Reach. And especially not since she gave up her old identity. She’d buried her former self, and her feelings for the Earth Guardian that night in Darius’s tent.

      Reina scanned the people milling about the market. For a wild moment, she wondered if that filthy old man Himmel was here.

      “Aren’t you done yet?” Darius snapped, marching out onto the platform.

      Reina jumped. “Sorry, I was just finishing up.”

      “We need to get the slaves ready.”

      “Yes, Darius.”

      Reina pushed her broom faster, getting the last of the debris off the stage. As the dragon stomped off, she rubbed her chest. The ache on her skin persisted, making her wonder if the Earthspark medallion was nearby. Or perhaps her thoughts had triggered one of her singed memories. It had happened before.

      A man wearing a dark cloak with his hood pulled up glanced away quickly when her eyes landed on him. She had to be imagining it. Tellen was the only one to wear the Earthspark medallion in this time, and by now she’d realized he didn’t care about the goings-on in this world. He didn’t care about the slaves being sold on the auction stage. And he didn’t care about her.

      With a heavy sigh, Reina put the broom away behind the platform and squared her shoulders. It was time for the auction.
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      Despite the growing heat of the day, Tellen kept his hood up over his dark, curly hair. If anyone recognized him, guards would swarm the market. It’d be months before he could return. And he needed to be here.

      The smells around the market grew stronger as the summer morning progressed. The pleasant aromas of food and the stench of unwashed, sweaty people intensified. Many of the wealthy had come out today and brought with them their array of perfumes and scented oils. Plenty of poor folk gathered out here as well, with nothing to mask the fact that it had been days or weeks since they’d last bathed.

      As one man walked by, his odor was so foul that Tellen nearly tossed the rest of the meat pie he’d just purchased. However, enduring the slave markets on an empty stomach was worse.

      He continued to stroll through the crowds until he arrived at the auction stage in the forum. The raiders would march the slaves one by one across the platform like livestock. The thought that Saul Comstock, Tellen’s onetime friend and pupil, allowed such things inside his city made Tellen want to bring down the king’s brand new castle.

      A girl sweeping the stage caught Tellen’s eye. Dressed in well-fitting trousers and a fine tunic, she appeared to be close to twenty. He’d seen her here before, and she always took more of his attention than she should.

      She was a slaver and not worth his time. Anyone who sold other human beings was the base of society. But he couldn’t deny that he’d found qualities in her to admire.

      Her precise movements ensured no wasted effort. She was meticulous in setting things up. The girl was also kind to the slaves. And she had plenty to offer as far as looks were concerned.

      It doesn’t matter, he thought angrily.

      The girl was a slaver, and Tellen would do well to stay away from her. Especially since he planned to steal those she sold.

      Tellen caught the eye of his Pathfinder, Teaguemund Demetrius, as he entered the square from another direction. Teague’s twin sister, Fallon, was here somewhere as well. The three of them came each week to collect the names of the buyers.

      His treaty with Saul forbade direct interference with the goings-on in Solomon. However, that didn’t stop him from sneaking onto the slave owner’s farms or places of business. Twice, he’d helped slaves get free, taking them to the border of Tellidus. But without the aid of Aros and the Flock, who were tied up in matters elsewhere and refused to be reached, Tellen couldn’t do more.

      The Earth Guardian scuffed his boot in the dirt. How slavery ever came to be in this country, he didn’t know. Saul seemed set to do everything possible to spite the Tellen and what he stood for.

      The king also seemed to want to send a message to his father, Emperor Greyson Comstock. Since the emperor divided the region between his three sons, cutting Saul off from becoming emperor himself, the eldest son had taken it personally, undoing all the good of his predecessors.

      Saul had once been a bright and intelligent boy. His gift of the Earthspark raised hills and smoothed valleys, earning him a place as a Pathfinder. Until Tellen had kicked him out.

      Tellen sighed as he watched the girl finish sweeping. Even after all these years, the king’s betrayal was still fresh in the Guardian’s heart.

      The girl paused in her work long enough to brush stray hairs from her face. A white-and-black feather caught the breeze.

      Tellen clenched his jaw. This girl was a raider. Those filthy mongrels who’d broken away from the tribes, eagerly preying upon their own people for money. However, she must not be a full raider. Otherwise, she’d have cut out her feather and hung it around her neck. Neither did she have the dots on her face that the raiders were fond of. Curious.

      The market began, and Tellen made notes in his pocketbook. Simon Grieves purchased nearly half of today’s haul. While the market went on, the Guardian found his gaze constantly shifting to the slaver girl. She stood next to a dark-haired man wearing a smug expression Tellen wouldn’t mind wiping off. But he couldn’t tell whether the girl was smiling or grinding her teeth as the pair exchanged comments.

      Whatever the case, it made him sick to watch. Once the auction was over, the man left her to clean up. The girl seemed weary. Maybe somewhere deep inside, she felt remorse for selling her people. Maybe.

      A light tap on Tellen’s shoulder brought him back to the reason he was here. Fallon walked away from him. He followed her at a distance. It was time to get to work. He and the twins would lie low for the rest of the day. Then, when night fell, Simon Grieves might find he’d paid for more slaves than he owned.

      Tellen smiled at that thought. With a last glance at the girl, he left the square.
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      The heat was stifling as Reina sat, tied up in the slave wagon. She had shade from the afternoon sun, but water was what she wanted most, and her water skin was on the driver’s seat. Reina’s mouth felt drier than sand.

      To make things worse, the Fire within tormented her body, scorching her inside and out. She should have never allowed this gift to become part of her.

      Darius and Fiora had gone strolling through the market, leaving Reina tied up in the wagon. As she leaned against the cage, she closed her eyes. She might temper the raging fire if she could reach one of her other gifts.

      The crunch of a boot on gravel told her someone was approaching. Reina cracked open her eyelids, hoping it was the dragon. Instead, she found a small girl and her mother standing ten feet away, looking wary.

      “Ma,” the young girl said, tugging her mother forward. “Come on.”

      “Sweetheart, what if she doesn’t want it?” the mother was saying. She peered around as though afraid to be seen. Reina couldn’t blame her. She clutched the chain on her cuffs and positioned herself to see the girl better.

      “I’m sorry, do you speak this tongue? I don’t know the Northern speech.” The woman asked.

      “Yes, I speak it,” Reina croaked.

      How she wished for a drop of water.

      “I knew she could, Mama,” the girl said brightly. Reina guessed the little girl was around five
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