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	Once again, our heroic queen flew off to challenge our foes

	 

	What in all the Lord’s good grace is that buzzing?

	Nothing good. Your Lord has fallen flat. They came out of the sunflowers. The ones you thought pretty.

	They are. It is a bright forest of giant sunflowers—how can one complain?

	They have bees.

	Moonflower raced ahead. I clung to a spur for life’s sake. The dragon dipped into unnaturally tall grass, skimming a lake. A sticky, ropelike tongue shot up. Moonflower spit a crackling bolt, and a charred tongue fell back. We sped south, toward a black haze.

	What is this now?

	Our view solidified into innumerable jagged peaks. Moonflower lurched back, sending me spinning. Another gift from Your Grace—shining mountains of slag.

	I lost my hold and my breakfast and slid down her midsection. Help!

	Sorry. She leveled, staying my fall, then diverted east, speeding along the flank of those impossible mountains. Their summits were hidden in clouds.

	I thought I would see Quenelle. We’ve been flying for days and found nothing but wildlands. And seem to have run out of south.

	Didn’t your grandmother mention a white tower? That should stand out.

	A bell tower, yes, in the center of an island. We’ve seen no such thing. Most of this country is draped in forest. Ah well. We have other business.

	Do you think to discover one red animal inside this tangled green sea?

	I expect to find Lucia and her group. They won’t be so near to Quenelle, but not too far off to want for mischief.

	There are scores of beasts down there. Many blood signatures.

	The dragon drew my awareness into hers. I noted numerous beating hearts. All sizes and rhythms.

	Can you not distinguish between them? Bonobos would be humanlike.

	Perhaps. Though we are not certain they are here.

	If she is, they will be. If anyone knows where to find the Red Wolf, it’s Lucia.

	And the last who would tell you. Your scouts could have seen one of those beasts your grandfather spoke of. Or-rangs?

	The gray owls said it had four legs and loped along the ground. Had to be a wolf.

	After the death of the great gray Maltheus, lord of the southern peaks, the Red Wolf’s trail had gone cold. He’d been my only scout in the south. His people had been keen to avenge him, yet no trace of the beast woman had been found.

	Until this week.

	Adventure is always welcome, even without cause, but you are obsessed.

	I flinched. “Obsessed” was the word my husband had used.

	Can you blame me? After the damage she inflicted?

	And catching her would cheer your cousin. Perhaps regain his love.

	The sun cleared the eastern forest in a blinding blaze. I averted my eyes to the mountains. They appeared as somber as my mood.

	How long could I search? My country was in crisis. Again. They needed their queen to keep things righted. The land could slide into a hell at any moment—Lord knows why—and I’d be blamed. Disaster came down to my governing skill. My citizens disgruntled whispers and raucous parodies didn’t bother me. Much. It felt different when loved ones disapproved. Uri hadn’t wanted me to pursue this lead. My daughters would agree with him.

	But Brantton, my little future knight, understood the need for valiant justice.

	I promised Garland I’d deliver her. She shall not shirk the price of her crimes. He can choose to forgive or not, I will prove true.

	What will you do when you catch her? She won’t come quietly. You are not the swordswoman you were.

	I’m not elderly. And possess skill and experience.

	Of course you do, Your Grace. But your practice has been less . . . regular.

	I train as my duties allow. The Red Wolf is older than me.

	That could have changed after all this time. Mages don’t allow themselves to grow frail.

	I’ll face whatever might be.

	Obsessed. Like King Uri said.

	I scowled at her taking his side. Plus, she’d been eavesdropping on my private arguments again. We’d had this talk many times.

	Her temptation made sense in this case: Uri and I had had the mother of all debates the night the gray owls found me in Atlan.

	It was the first I’d been to my cousin’s realm since the ruin of Atlantea twenty years before. Despite the grim circumstance—our citizens dying—I’d been thrilled to see him. Garland had appeared less so. I’d hoped to soften his heart during my stay yet had left before dawn on the second morning. My husband had pronounced this reckless.

	Moonflower slowed, bobbing her head from side to side. There’s no wolf scent.

	Do tighter sweeps. Along the mountains to the coast, then over the forest as far as the eastern reaches of the grasslands—back and forth until we skim its southern border. If nothing is found, we’ll move to another section.

	That sounds a lengthy task. She wheeled around, rustling treetops. As you will.

	It’s not like you had other plans. You were snoozing in Atlan and would again in Sharren.

	Yes. You have gotten boring since you spawned. Dreaming is more fun these days.

	I’ve asked you not to term it thus. I gave birth. To three wonderful children.

	They do not always seem so wonderful.

	Youth is a turbulent time. But one of them is now fully grown and about to take her knight vows. At this rate, Mariam’s commencement ceremony will be long past before we return.

	She will appreciate a fresh opportunity to be cross.

	No doubt. This seems upside down: my daughter intimidates me as easily as my mother did. She has her haughty manner plus her height. I named her well.

	The girl favors you in temperament. Outspoken, with a preference for sparring and taverns.

	Yes, but Paytina will be her squire. I’m hoping her elder sister will feel compelled to set a good example.

	Moonflower snorted. That would be a first. And I cannot imagine our frilly princess polishing gear for long.

	It will do her good.

	She will find some way to free herself. Meanwhile, with you and both your daughters gone, Lord Belathor will be free to install your son.

	I laughed. The lord of the northern peaks doted on my youngest, regularly luring him from his tutors. I allowed it—Belathor had been a steadfast ally. He’d made a superb advisor and a fortuitous friend for Brantton. No one crossed a night eagle.

	I have no concerns. Belathor will serve Uri in my absence. I’ve provided good reason for loyalty. To my knowledge, he’s the first bird to attain a royal appointment. He’s performed well. His people have eyes everywhere.

	Why couldn’t we have brought a few of them?

	Have you tried speaking to the local flocks?

	They are afraid. I’ll keep trying.

	We skimmed trees from the coast to the grasslands from morning into afternoon and found nothing but forests. Those bordering the beach had slender trunks with shaggy heads. They rippled in the sea winds, reminding me of King’s Harbor. East of these palm groves, the land rose sharply in sandy cliffs. Woodlands shifted to knobby oaks and huckleberries and other species I couldn’t name. The grasslands towered over them all. Monstrous blades shot up like broadswords.

	A wide stretch of wetlands lay north of these. Moonflower had sensed people in there, so we’d kept to the outskirts. She noted a desert beyond, then plains that seemed as wide as the mountains were tall. I saw them as tan and gold. It seemed an odd variety of habitats so close, but this was a mystery for another day.

	We passed like a wind over the western Wood, dropped to the beach, avoiding settlements, then whipped around past trees that scraped the sky. All the while, those sinister mountains marched alongside.

	Do you think this range goes on forever? As long as the world? I cannot see an end.

	Maybe. I gazed into the southern horizon. Those inconceivable heights glinted like black ice. Though the world is wide. What do you suppose would be past them?

	Perhaps it is all pointy rocks from here.

	Such a sturdy wall should have something to guard. Alright. Another sweep.

	Moonflower turned, radiating annoyance. Forests gave way to solitary trees straddling webs of water. Swift rivers ran into lakes and out again. The dragon climbed higher, skimming the mist of the upper foothills. I looked ahead with her eyes, seeking movement and sensing her opinion.

	You are so negative.

	Now who is intruding on whose mind?

	I’ve nothing else to focus on but trees. You find our errand foolish.

	Futile is closer to the mark. It is nice to travel. Yet this is an enormous land, even for me. You are grasping at desperate hope.

	You don’t believe Garland will ever forgive me.

	He needs someone to hold his rage. You cared enough to accept it.

	I do not want to understand that reasoning.

	Beyond official communications, my cousin and I had exchanged greetings at holidays and congratulations or sympathy where appropriate. He’d sent flowers to old Uncle Ebidiah’s funeral. When Mariam was born, I’d hoped Garland would come. A representative had arrived with a lavish gift. Two more births and decades had passed with no easing of our tensions.

	My cousin never wanted the throne. This keeps his anger fresh day-to-day.

	It is not your fault he sits in it.

	I deprived him of revenge.

	You chose the course you believed in. Acted with heart, as mages say. The lord Garland should respect this. You also grieve—and never wanted a crown—but he is sulking.

	It shook me, seeing him again. I wanted to fly into his arms, but he remained grim.

	And so we find ourselves here.

	I gazed north, at the grasslands. Something large shot over them, distant enough not to terrify me.

	Garland’s starched, formal emissaries had served as reminders of our rift. I’d wondered if that wasn’t their primary purpose. My cousin could have sent birds. Instead, knights had arrived with pomp and ceremony, bringing lists of demands I strove to fulfill. I’d promised to give his stricken country whatever it needed. He’d held me to that.

	I was glad for the excuse to see him. Does that sound heartless?

	No. You’ve missed him. But he doesn’t feel the same.

	How can you be sure?

	Brute still holds rage. Dragons reflect the mood of the rider.

	Rage suggests hurt. Which indicates my importance.

	Nearly two weeks ago, Garland had sent my father as emissary, his high advisor and lore master. Dad brought a formal request for my presence at a conference. I’d been thrilled to see him—he’d only visited a handful of times since his commission in Atlan—but even more excited to receive an invitation from my cousin.

	Now I’ve added to his grievances. Garland won’t be pleased I’ve abandoned our talks.

	What was left to say? His men found a substance which no one recognizes.

	We have to discuss strategy. Evidence now suggests this is no natural ailment plaguing our countries. Yet my task is also critical: this could be my one opportunity to bring the Red Wolf to justice. I explained the urgency to Father, and he understands, as does Uri. Mostly.

	Your husband accused you of putting your vendetta above your people and sniffing out his private emotions like a beast.

	Uri finds my ability unnerving at times. Grandmother’s potion of understanding enhanced my senses too well—I discern what others prefer to hide. My decision to come here troubled him, but he’d not planned to voice complaint until I insisted.

	Why did you? I’d been sleeping.

	It’s important to be open so as not to grow apart. Our duties often separate us. His traveler ability allows him more freedom of motion. My husband jumps between Sharren, Maldhonia, and the colonies while I sit on that loathsome throne.

	It was one of your better arguments, truth be told. He impressed me, standing up to you.

	Uri has no cause to fear speaking his mind.

	Our good king remains in awe of his queen.

	We love each other. I thank the powers every day for such a husband. Uri’s proved a true partner and a skilled negotiator. I trust him to represent Sharren in Atlan.

	He will do you proud, no doubt.

	I wish you would respect our privacy and stop eavesdropping.

	It didn’t happen on purpose. The longer we are bonded, the easier it is to connect and share your experience. Like when the princeling was born.

	I winced. Brantton’s birth had been particularly difficult. You felt that? I’m sorry.

	Don’t be. Sharing feelings is nice. Perhaps not always that word. But interesting.

	Your attitude disturbs me. Wait. Do you experience everything I do?

	I do not always look. But certain events made me curious. Times you were particularly excited.

	Blessed hells.

	Do you not do the same with me?

	I love to look through your eyes while you’re in flight and I’m stuck indoors, but I don’t watch you with other dragons.

	She shifted course, dipping into mist. Someone responded to my call.

	A great winged form appeared, sailing up from the treetops. It swept over us, then landed on a spur. Near as massive as a night eagle, the black-and-white bird gave off an attitude of royalty. Feathers stuck out from its head like a crown. It peered at me, and I sensed displeasure.

	As I told your dragon, these are beast lands, ceded by the Quenelle coalitions.

	“I am pleased for you.” I took a moment to sort his words in my head. “Forgive our intrusion. We are here seeking a fugitive.”

	The Red Wolf, yes. She wouldn’t dare travel this way. The natives prefer her dead.

	“Are you not native?”

	The broad-faced bird shook, recalling laughter. I am now. None are fit to disagree. Listen, I will say this once: my ancestors owe the woman a life debt. I am not in her service but will not assist with her capture.

	“What are you called?”

	Cecil. I don’t want to be friends. The Red Wolf isn’t here. She is humanborn, and these trees hold a grudge. It is not safe for any of your kind. You should fly.

	“What about her allies? The bonobo Lucia? She is a friend to trees.”

	There is nothing for you here. Turn around.

	You are quite rude, Moonflower said. Do you know who you address?

	I don’t care. Your presence is scaring the young ones. Shoo!

	“Apologies. We will take our search to the lower hills. Will this suffice?”

	The bird fixed me in a fierce scowl. See that you do.

	Or you’ll do what exactly? Moonflower snorted smoke.

	I do not think your rider wishes a war with the harpies.

	A dragon can stop it quickly.

	“Moonflower! It is fine. There is no reason to trouble harpies. Let us move on.”

	Muttering, she glided downhill. I scanned the landscape from her shoulder. A matted, green carpet slanted toward the grasslands, hiding all underneath.

	The dragon looped around. What is that?

	I see only forest.

	There’s a glint. Sunbeams hitting something not a tree.

	She shared her sight. I blinked at the glare.
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	Flying high above a tangled landscape, a silver glint attracted her dragon’s attention

	 

	Tiny from the dragon’s lofty perspective, the silvery thing grew as Moonflower descended, surpassing my estimation of its size. It overshadowed her. A bloated cylinder shape, the structure stood at a soft angle, one end hovering several feet from the ground. The lower portion was stuck fast, like a misdirected arrow. Vines had wrapped tightly around its shaft.

	It’s been here a while, whatever it is.

	Could this be a ship? I gaped.

	This far from water?

	Not that kind. My grandsire said a starship landed in the south.

	This one appears to have crashed.

	Can you set us down?

	It will be tight. She squeezed between the tattered hull and the forest. Trees shuffled back.

	This forest was awake.

	I slid to the ground, keeping a careful eye. Nothing threatened. My nose picked up no bloodlust, just balmy green. Its closeness felt oppressive. Branches scratched as I circled.

	This is clearly a craft of some sort. I pushed through stands of brush which seemed reluctant to give way. It could well-accommodate the populace of Robbsen’s City. Damage appears minor. The metal is tougher than silver. I knocked on the hull.

	Rows of circles ran along its flanks, not unlike portholes. Tall lettering flowed between them in graceful script. I understood the words: “To preserve the knowledge of humankind.”

	“It is a starship!”

	Nearby trees bent low, as if listening. Or warning. I shifted closer in. Moonflower exhaled a warm mist, and the trees straightened. I continued my appraisal more cautiously.

	There are no doors. How does one get in?

	That might be an opening. The dragon’s superior sight directed my attention to a section near the highest point. The foliage appeared out of line.

	I shielded my eyes. Could be. Can you assist?

	The dragon rose up, standing on two legs to reach the spot. She pried with sturdy talons. Vines snapped, and a door swung out, not unlike a hatch.

	I climbed up to her shoulder to peer in. It’s dark.

	Smells of death. This ship has rotted from the inside.

	Can’t explore without light. I slid back to land and scanned the perimeter, looking for something that might be useful for torchmaking.

	My time as a procurer of plants for the King’s Harbor potion guild had taught me of many ingredients which would serve. Some produced glows, others outright flames.

	You mean to go in? The Red Wolf won’t be there.

	No. But one does not happen on a starship every day. You see, I am not obsessed.

	It took a relic from another world to shake your focus.

	Great amber lamps adorned the ship’s stern, arranged like flower petals. Refracted sunlight scattered bright colors along the foliage, allowing glimpses underneath. Charred remains peeked from the green, hinting of a long-ago blaze. Closer in, I spied a familiar plant.

	There is sparkweed. Growing in the shadow of the ship.

	The high end appeared stable enough to chance standing underneath. I trotted over, recalling the proper words to use when harvesting an entire plant. It required an expression of respect for the Wood’s sacrifice and a promise to restore balance at a later date.

	Grandfather had taught me this incantation. I’d used it regularly while making a living collecting plants but rarely since I’d become queen. Now I pondered the words I spoke. Restoring the balance? Had I bound myself to mage burial and rebirth?

	What is that? Moonflower shook me from reverie.

	A popular component with my King’s Harbor customers. It grew along the Coastal foothills. You combine it with a powdery medium to dry the roots. Like charcoal. Watch my back.

	I slipped into the Wood, drew my knife, and broke off a crumbly piece. Moonflower reared up behind me, reminding the trees of their fear of fire. I returned to the clearing and set gleaming strips of sparkweed to dry in the sun, then sat within the shade of the ship to pound the charcoal on a rock. Moonflower stretched alongside, forming a barrier between me and the displeased forest.

	Explain to me what this does.

	It is old magic. You sprinkle the mixture onto something which will ignite, blow on it, clap, and you have a flame.

	Have you seen this done?

	Many times. Wandering magicians use it for shows. I scooped the charcoal powder into a pouch. The problem is one of measurement. Too little will spark and die. Too much could burn down this forest.

	I would call that a big problem.

	It will be fine. I stood and brushed myself off, smearing black trails along my riding pants, then tore a patch from my sleeve. This will ignite.

	Surely! With all the grease from your sweat.

	That is rude. She had a point however. There are villages on the coast. Perhaps I can barter for a room later. Maybe information.

	I think we should— Hold! I sense— Take cover!

	Moonflower leaped, then shortly fell to land, pursued by red light.

	A stunning red dragon appeared, with the brilliance of a jewel. Its rider leaped to the ground.

	Or, no—he flew.

	The man made a dazzling entrance: long locks blowing, loose tunic flowing back to reveal his fit form. Trees waved irritably, but crept farther back at a glint from his dragon’s bright eyes. Despite my aesthetic admiration, I felt for the hilt of my blade as the stranger touched down. His eyes held the unnatural fierceness of a mage elder. Instead of a sword, he wielded the wind.

	“Greetings. I mean no harm.” His gaze strayed to the ship. “It has shifted position.” He pointed up. “That hatch opened from the ground last I saw it.”

	I grinned, thoughts of combat forgotten. “Is this truly a starship?”

	“Indeed. Ridden by our friends from the other world. We noted their landing—they made a great spectacle—and set out to investigate.”

	“You were on the ‘Long Walk?’” I regarded the stranger with renewed awe.

	He smiled, tossing his wealth of hair. “Not so many northers know the tale. Happy to meet. I am called Jezmian.”

	“Maker of dragons?” My voice came out in a whisper.

	The windswept man winced. “They do also call me that.”

	Why is your heartbeat quickening?

	One’s heart rate increases when threatened.

	Yes. This robust man appears a sore trial.

	He is a legend. I scanned him carefully, my senses straining for any hint of deception.

	“We had lost track”—Jezmian patted the hull—“The Eriander, it is named. You may know it as ‘the ship at the end of the world.’”

	“How could you lose such a huge thing?”

	“This forest does not like humans. Their landing was ungentle, and trees hold a grudge. I have searched long years without success.” He beamed at me. “And here is our hero from the north, spying it her first try.”

	I blinked. “Why do you name me thus?”

	“You are Queen Jade of Sharren, no?”

	“You know of me?” I smiled, pleased.

	Are you smitten?

	Hush! I am a married woman, no thunderstruck girl.

	“You are famous throughout the continent. Minstrels sing your song from sea to forest.”

	“Truly? I’d no idea.” Sharren dominated the northlands, but I’d not expected the south to take note. “I hope I’ve made a good impression.”

	“You have with me. Also your dragon is unmistakable: the color of moonlight. She is called Moonflower, no? A fitting name. Word came to me she had been sighted over the Reserve. This is a guarded sanctuary—restricted air. Even my Ruby abides by this law.”

	“Your ride is also well-named. This dragon sparkles like the gem.”

	What is your impression of Ruby?

	They are gentle-natured. Though fierce in need, they hold no dread.

	My attention diverted to Moonflower, suddenly speaking like a poet. You know all this at first meeting?

	I’ve always known. Dragon minds meet at our source. This is who he calls Ruby. Every dragon knows them.

	Now who is smitten? Are they like a dragon god?

	Humans use that word freely, but none seem sure of its meaning. Ruby contains all dragon qualities. They acted as a conduit to bring others into the world. Our ancestors spawned here, though left long ago.

	Why?

	It is said they preferred the north.

	All of them? I addressed the question to the newcomer. “Why did dragons leave the south?”

	He grimaced. “Some of our ancients deemed them against the natural order. All had heard the legend of their past existence, but no story spoke of the consequences or why dragons disappeared. Many deemed them dangerous. They thought it wrong for one person to wield such power and called bonding with dragons barbaric.”

	“Barbaric? Our country’s manners have improved since the rise of dragonknights. Dragon wisdom uplifts us along with their wings.”

	“I find your courtly tales glorious. In truth, these elders are upset because no dragon would choose them. Understanding people’s fear and wishing us no harm, Ruby’s children immigrated north, where they were welcomed.”

	“They are beloved friends of both Sharren and Atlan. It’s a shame for your country, to banish them. But a boon for mine.”

	Jezmian chuckled. “This was a development our learned coalitions did not foresee: dragons allying with northland humans.” He paused, his smile wide. “I know your grandparents.”

	“Are they in Quenelle?” I bounced at the thought.

	“Sadly, no longer. They left with their traveler friend, Stevarion, nigh ten years ago. They went into the west to test Jadenalia’s new formula.”

	“The potion of understanding? Why did she not test it here?”

	He spread his hands. “Not everyone favored this.”

	“Your people don’t favor empathy nor dragons? They sound a cheerless lot.”

	Jezmian laughed heartily. “They can be.”

	Grandmother Jadenalia’s first trial of an improved potion had involved herself—and me. This mixture had contained too generous a supply of insight. I feel everyone’s moods intensely. The condition is irreversible and not conducive to easy days.

	“I understand her vision,” he said. “She acts from compassion.”

	“Yes, and can no longer help herself. But her motivation is pure: a kinder world.”

	“If you come to Quenelle, you will find many who support this goal. Don’t judge us yet.”

	The man had lived up to his legend so far. He seemed good-hearted—as noble as a dragon—everything I’d expect. Was I asleep? Perhaps I’d hit my head. Or become caught in a Woodspell. My beast sense caught no whiff of menace.

	“May I ask: what is your purpose with the sparkweed?”

	“I’d hoped to fashion a torch. To explore the ship.” I braced, expecting to be berated.

	He grinned. “Is there enough for two?”
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	A starship, holding the mysteries of the ages

	 

	We gazed down from Moonflower’s shoulder while she pushed the ship’s door open. Old Jeroka, what my people call the sun, cast low light inside.

	“This is the cargo hold.” Jezmian’s arm brushed mine, raising goosebumps. “We broke through the hatch.”

	“Was there ever a more ominous place?” This seemed a cage. Nay. A tomb. Gray light glanced off all manner of rubble, including—I pointed.

	He nodded solemnly. “There will be bones. The landing was rough. Something hit their ship and sent it spinning. It disrupted technical systems, and their protections failed. Exterior decks overheated. The ship hit and slid”—he made an arc with his palm—“setting forests aflame. Many died that day.”

	“My grandmother relayed this tale. I could not conceive of such horror.”

	Ruby stood guard at Jez’s request, ready to battle the forest. Moonflower grudgingly agreed to remain upright to keep the hatch open, allowing a supply of air. Presumably. Our torches—should they work—would warn us of low oxygen. I imagined myself groping in the dark, desperate to breathe, then dismissed the thought. The man beside me might be the most heroic figure to ever live. Only Alamander Rey, the north’s fabled wind mage king, could equal Jezmian’s deeds. The maker of dragons would keep us safe. As he had the southern refugees.

	“It was kind of you to rescue those people.”

	“This had not been our intention. Curiosity spurred that journey. Plus concern for our own.”

	“That is natural.” Not for a mythic hero. Those adhered to loftier principles. I focused my senses again, wondering if I’d missed some baser quality. My heightened empathy chided me for such exacting standards. This man was bound to secure his people the same as me.

	“May I place an arm around you?”

	I jumped—this idea seemed too pleasing. “For what purpose?”

	“The wind can temper our landing.”

	“Oh. Of course.” I allowed his embrace, recalling my need for a bath. He would find me repulsive.

	Good.

	We set down amid crates and equipment. And the dead. All had rolled forward with the ship.

	Jezmian pointed to a high opening. “That’s what we need: the hatch to the crawl space. I blew off its covering for easier passage last time through. There is a patchwork of tunnels.”

	I peered at the hole. “Are there no larger doors?”

	“They need power. What humans termed electricity.”

	“My grandfather told me of it. I always thought it sounded dangerous.”

	“It could be at times. Quenelle utilizes ambient magery instead—a safer option.”

	“Magic seems just as alarming to me.”

	He laughed and embraced me for another flight. I pushed back my unwashed hair. We landed in the hatch with him on top. I caught my breath, noting how his heart beat faster.

	“Apologies, Your Grace.” He shifted his weight, and I sat up.

	“No need for titles. I am Jade.”

	“You honor me.”

	The walls and ceiling closed in, allowing no room to stand. I had a moment of panic.

	“Do you have the mixture?” Jezmian rustled in his pack. “Here are the torches.”

	“Yes.” I fumbled for the pouch. “How much, do you think?”

	“Hmm. Two pinches. No. Make it three. Enough for steady light, but no leaping flames.” He hesitated. “I am no potion master.”

	“Nor I. Perhaps we should slide back?”

	“No easy way to run. Here”—he caught my hand and placed it—“This is the wrapping.”

	I felt the warmth of his palm and his broad fingers, then focused on task, spreading a pinch, then another. Finally, a third. He handed me the torch, and I held my breath. Jezmian blew and clapped. A flame sprang up on one end, then spread evenly, burning low yet bright.

	“Have a care.” He touched the second torch to the first. “These walls are not flammable, but we are.”

	I returned his smile. We both appeared ghoulish in the dancing shadows.

	The narrow tunnel ran off into gloom on either side. Left and right or down and up.

	“Our group entered here. Each party included a tracker and a potion master or healer to assist the injured. I found myself paired with a disagreeable beast mage guide, but we had a superb healer who kept us steady. Back that way”—he pointed up—“is engineering. From whence the ship is powered.”

	“Perhaps we could get it started again?”

	Jezmian laughed. “This would take greater skill than mine. Our torches will have to do.” He took the lead down, proving a knowledgeable guide. “These crosswalks circle the ship like a net. Workmen made use of them rather than walking through the public areas.”

	I kept tight hold of the rail with my right hand while clutching my torch with my left, fearful of sliding into him. A lock of hair dropped over my face, and I blew it back.

	A hatch appeared, and then another, every few yards. My companion propped each one open, to circulate air.

	“These were barracks. Where the crew lived. There will be several openings on this side, but only two on the other. Those will lead to the next level. We are looking for one of these.”

	“Why that way?” I followed without complaint, happy for a guide of such distinction.

	“It leads to the scientists’ star city. The inner part of the ship. Much more interesting. Possibly preserved. It was buffered on all sides like a hidden kingdom.”

	You are twitchy.

	Why does this man rattle me? Yes, Jezmian is famous. And a fantasy of my youth.

	You answered your question, I believe.

	No. This person is a real man. I’ve been trained to deal with such.

	He is a mage. Perhaps he possesses attraction skills.

	That must be it. Though I read no shadows in him. Do you? You respect Ruby, who he is bonded to. Certainly such a dragon would not be party to evil.

	One need not be evil to cause problems. This one has you fretting over your marriage like no one else I’ve seen. Even that barmaid you favor.

	Hush. Luna is a friend.

	She chuckled. Yet you took my meaning immediately. Why did you never visit her after your meeting in Sharren City? I’ll tell you: she stirred the same feelings this one is prodding. Now you are alone with the maker of dragons in the dark. This is the most fun you’ve been in years.

	I sighed. There are sacred vows to consider.

	Jezmian looked back, hearing me moan. “Are you well, lady? Forgive me, do we need to take things slower?”

	Did he think me feeble? “I am fine. Moonflower’s prattling can be tedious.”

	He nodded. “Ruby and I have had some lively debates.”

	Prattling? Tedious?

	Sorry. He flusters me.

	“If you need to rest, advise me. I sometimes forget the limitations of first-lifers.”

	“There is no need for special accommodations. I have kept myself fit.”

	“So I see.” Jezmian beamed.

	You going to run yourself until you drop to impress this man?

	I am fine.

	He opened another hatch. “These exterior sections were called the ‘outer circle’ because they looped around the ship. The command center lies in front and engineering in back. Elites were housed on the opposite side from the crew and cargo, which they fancied the top. All other passengers resided in the interior. The rulers were isolated from the commoners as your castle sits upon a mountain, no?”

	This felt like a rebuke, however mild. “I rarely have it to myself. The palace is large enough for all civic functions. Quenelle has elites too. Elders?”

	“Many. Power is distributed more widely here, though I would not say evenly. We are a realm without queens or kings, or none claim the titles, though some act the part.”

	“Just so. There are that type everywhere. The spinner spins.”

	Jezmian laughed. “You recall your grandmother.”

	I have heard southern mages engage in all manner of sexual arrangements. The dragon leered in my mind.

	Please stop. The idea felt mildly titillating. And scandalous for one of my station.

	“There were lights at first. Very dim. Called ‘emergency backups.’ Death waited at every turn, as today”—his torchlight fell on another mummified body—“But then there was blood. Suffering. I will never forget the stench and moans of the burned.”

	We skirted the poor soul. I made the sign of the three-rayed star, wishing them eternal peace.

	“I myself have seen too much blood.”

	Jezmian brightened. “I have yet to equal your deeds. You saved two countries.”

	“I had help. And made innumerable blunders. My song has it more glorious than reality. It makes me sound infallible and never does my anxiety justice.”

	“That happens to everyone who would alter the spin. People prefer to recall us glamorous. Perhaps this is our due. Clumsy effort exceeds no attempt at all. My myth suggests a proud ending, yet my struggle continues. Quenelle is a country of endless squabbles.”

	“I feel my country is sliding backward. There are feuds between our citizens which rival the conflicts between human and mage. It is maddening. There is room enough, and we are the same people. Atlan has been struggling. Maldhonia is restrictive. I was happy to grant charters to immigrants from both realms. Why can we not get along? No one will suffer or go without.”

	“It is the same wherever groups gather. There is no escape, unless one seeks solitude.”

	“I once lived in a hut on the beach. Those were the most serene days of my life, far removed from countless rounds of negotiating. Between you and me, sometimes I sorely miss that place.”

	The mage’s cheerful presence felt reassuring as we toiled through darkness. He reminded me of Garland, the way he used to be, back when we shared all our opinions. Speaking in the shadows encouraged candor. Thoughts and frustrations spilled out along with facts like a tipped pitcher.

	“I had always imagined a monarch’s life free of haggling, unlike our coalitions and councils where everyone has a say. Is not your word law?”

	“It is difficult to maintain such imbalance. One amasses enemies. It’s better to make concessions, though there’s been some I regret. Growing old, passing on my responsibilities, sounds like paradise. Uri and I can travel. Perhaps re-emerge into a different life.”

	My grandparents, Sharren’s founding father and mother, have been reborn many times. They are actually my distant ancestors, but their true titles would be cumbersome. Grandma Jadenalia was a mage, but Grandpa Zander had arrived from the stars. I suppose he is a mage now too.

	“Aye. You could.” Jezmian flipped open another hatch. “None of your people know the truth—they believe everyone leaves this world. Mages’ obligations follow us.”

	My countrymen observe human tradition. They live one life as well as can be managed, then commit their souls to Providence. Few are aware there’s an alternative.

	“Isn’t re-emergence about renewed chances?”

	“It is not so easy.”

	“You have a dragon at hand. The love of your life would surely wish to fly away with you.” I’d heard he had one, though had no idea of her current status.

	“One would think.”

	I sensed the heaviness in him, a yearning for something which mirrored mine.

	“You do not make the mage lifestyle sound desirable.”

	He chuckled. “Forgive me. I do not know why I burden you with these confidences.”

	“It is the familiarity of strangers, no? One finds it easier to speak. You are assured they will disappear and your secrets with them.”

	Jezmian roared. “I would hope you would not vanish, now that we have met. It has long been a desire of mine.”

	Ah! You are his fantasy too. Perhaps he will offer you sex. Will you agree?

	In here? It is a metal crypt.

	Dragons have been known to copulate on the corpses of their enemies.

	What a foul suggestion! And these are not enemies. I did not wish to know this about dragons. Aren’t you creatures of peace?

	If someone prefers to be slaughtered, we are happy to assist. All experiences serve. We can relish victory. Lap up blood.

	Now you provoke. Dragons do not eat, nor drink.

	We’ve no need, like we require no sleep. Yet slumber is luscious. There are many pleasant worlds. She yawned, and I covered my mouth.

	Please stay awake until we return. Keep an eye on that hatch.

	If you had sex, it would hold my attention. I’ve seen no man but Lord Uri.

	Find some other diversion. Your source is at hand. Surely they offer good conversation.

	Jezmian held his torch higher. “There it is. The way up. Or sideways now. Are you weary? We should take a break.” He sat.

	My hips and knees protested from the crawl, yet I wished to keep going. Sitting still had never been my preference. I also felt reluctant to reveal my limitations. It wasn’t just vanity—this powerful man was a stranger.

	Jez pulled out a container, drank, then offered it to me. It proved sweeter than I’d expected. Not water. He took it back after one sip.

	“That should be sufficient for a humanborn. It is a cordial of stamina.”

	“Wonderful.” For a humanborn? Was he implying we were not as capable?

	I kept tight hold of each rail as we wriggled our way to the next level. The cordial of stamina coursed through me, lending pleasant warmth and a magical energy.

	“I note the commoners were protected.”

	He glanced back. “Hmm?”

	“You suggested the elites disdained them. Did not their lofty placement cost their lives?”

	“True. All the leaders died. The crew perished with them, sadly, having no choice of accommodations. But someone put thought into the construction of the interior. It held what they deemed precious: records, collections, delicate equipment. And, most importantly, personnel.”

	His eyes sparkled. “I should not call the Eriander’s passengers commoners. Quenelle entered a new age when they arrived. Here is the inner level. Now we go right.”

	Jezmian turned and began a climb. “You did not say what brought you to our land.”

	His question surprised me, the timing unexpected. “Hunting the Red Wolf.”

	“Mitchel?” He glanced back. “It’s been generations since she’s been here.”

	“You know this beast woman by name?”

	“I knew her before she earned her title. You believe she’s returned?”

	“Word came to me that a red beast was seen running in the southern jungle. On all fours. I had no clear location, but her advisor had been bound southward with the remnant of their people. Moonflower and I have been hunting bonobos.”

	Jezmian paused. “The beast witch is here as well?”

	“You know Lucia too?”

	“She set trees on us.”

	“Yes. She has done more of that. Also, the lord Puma may be with them. Their war on Atlan was waged to retrieve his spirit for re-mergence.”

	The wind mage shook his head. “None of your news is good.”

	We moved on, opening numerous hatches. This level did seem city-like. A flying court. Full of interesting sights. My companion kept going, allowing no time to investigate.

	Moonflower watched from my eyes. We are moving fast for explorers. What is he seeking?

	“Are we looking for something particular, my lord Jezmian?”

	“Call me Jez, please. All my fellows do. There is a place you might enjoy, if I can find it. All these hatches look the same. I met a woman there who changed my life.”

	“My grandmother told me you created a dragon to save your true love.” I grinned dreamily.

	His eyes met mine, and I diverted my gaze into a hatch.

	“Our story did not start out pleasant. My companions and I found many dead before our tracker caught a living scent. We followed it into a painted room. Lamps were lit. This shining apparition lay in the midst.”

	Jez opened a hatch to our right. “She displayed a fiery nature, even as her life force faded.” He looked inside, then moved on to one on the left. “Held up what appeared to be a weapon. I didn’t understand her words—our language differed—yet I perceived a fighting spirit and a great heart. Her eyes held answers I’d not had questions for.”

	Good. He is in love. This relieves me of temptation.

	Are you sure? He is a mage, recall—all manner of arrangements.

	“Our healer did not believe she’d survive. The tracker wished to leave her to die.”

	“What a horrid person!”

	“We disregarded his advice. Somehow, I gained the lady’s trust—or our healer did while I stood grinning like a danet—and she allowed me to carry her to safety.”

	“Your tale is heartwarming.”

	“As romantic as your meeting with your lord king?”

	“No one’s story approaches ours. But you did well, charming a lady without words.”

	His laughter echoed through the tunnel. “Your northern mages were more fortunate. They had rare adepts who could speak with the water-based. My friend, Uthenar, is a water master, but his attempts yielded more feeling than language. He did learn her name: Maggie.”

	Moonflower scanned him through my senses. He is sincerely lost in this woman.

	As should be.

	“A wind mage needs fury to call a dragon, an urgent need and passion. Maggie inspired me. But she proved too weak to ride.”

	“You stayed in the wild with her and sent your dragon ahead with everyone else. Truly an uplifting story. Have you lived happily ever after?”

	He paused before answering. I hoped she wasn’t dead. My enhanced senses brought in disquiet—this relationship had not bestowed tranquility.

	But whose ran smoothly? Certainly not mine.

	I opened another hatch. My torchlight fell over a pile of bodies. Some appeared child-sized. I hurried forward. “Forgive me for prying. Does Maggie yet live?”

	“She does.”

	“Oh, good. Have other human survivors also been reborn?”

	“Yes. All their group embraced magery. Some hold places of honor to this day.”

	“That is extraordinary. I always believed your country enlightened.”

	“We have managed to preserve ourselves, unlike what happened to the north kingdom, though it remains a challenge. There is one bond which sustains us: Quenellian elders have pledged service to the Reserve. In this we are united, though in little else.”

	“I have heard of this place. My grandparents favored it. Lucia felt herself a prisoner.”

	“She is a crafty one. We provided them with a bountiful home. I have enjoyed time there myself. My comrades and I have a sparring ring. Beasts regularly join. These seem content.”

	“You spar with beasts?”

	“Nothing better to keep your reflexes sound.” Jez glanced back, bright eyes flickering in the torchlight. “We were not unselfish. Securing those innocents brought a common purpose. It enabled peace between mages and humans. As long as the Reserve stands, so will our country.”

	“Still, it was honorable to save them.”

	“I think it better than the alternative. Perhaps, someday, we can do more. Tell me, how did the bonobo witch slip from your grasp?”

	Again he hit me with an unexpected question. I opened my mouth to protest—he couldn’t know for sure—but thought better of it. This honest man would see through deception.

	“She didn’t. I . . . let her go.” I steeled myself for defense.

	He kept moving, manner calm. “What compelled you to this decision?”

	This reaction surprised me. No anger or outrage. Only curiosity. I gave him the full account of my last encounter with the Red Wolf’s second-in-command as we made our way higher. This was the true tale beyond my song—no glorious victory, but their queen taking pity on her enemies. A good portion of my realm would not understand. My voice competed with banging hatches, the shuffling of our knees and feet, and occasional groans.

	“I have paid dearly for this decision, yet do not regret it.”

	“Atlan’s loss is known to me, as is your mother’s death—you have my greatest sympathy—but not this tale of lost friendship. I well-understand your decision, Jade. Once upon a time, I made the same choice myself.”

	“You did?”

	“Long years ago. For the same reason as you say: there were innocents among them. All a mage can do is be true to the aspirations of their heart.”

	“That’s what Moonflower said. I followed my heart.”

	“Dragons are wise. Be aware: Lucia is a long enemy of Quenelle. Many in my country will not be pleased with your actions.” Jez opened another hatch and peered in. “Here it is. Give me your torch and look. This is worth the trek.”

	He held both aloft while I leaned down. A world of color greeted me. All the walls held painted landscapes: sand and sea, flowering hills, purple mountains. Scenes of cities beyond my imaginings. A crowned green woman scowled from just below.

	“Welcome to the ship’s library, my lady—the gateway to the world of your ancestors.”
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	Secrets tumbled into her hands—treasure more precious than gold

	 

	“I could fly us in, but there are obstacles”—Jezmian gestured to the rows of shelves—“Climbing would be safer.”

	He searched his pack and brought out coils of rope, then scrutinized distance, sending in a breeze like a scout. “These will catch us, should we fall.” He fastened the ropes outside the hatch and around our waists. His touch made me shiver.

	“Walk along the wall to bottom, thus.” Jezmian slipped inside, feet firmly in place, then grinned up. “This should be a little thing to the hero of the north. Pass me a torch, if you please.”

	I watched him descend, a bobbing light amid the gloom, wondering at his age. Legend called him a “long elder,” yet he looked fitter than me. Judging by appearance alone, I would have assumed the man to be in his early thirties. But age was meaningless to mages. Their power increased over time, compensating for bodily limitations. Ultimately, when magery hit a natural barrier, they could switch forms and start again.

	You can do this, I told myself, though it had been years since I’d scaled heights. Moonflower chuckled in my head as I twisted round and put a foot out.

	On pleasant spring days, I still enjoyed a hike. My body had maintained some semblance of shape. This climb should not present a problem. I pressed my feet on the wall to steady myself and pushed too hard. The motion launched me back.

	“By the hells!” I slammed into a shelf. Something broke. I swung sideways, like a pendulum, bumping row after row. More pieces fell.

	Moonflower’s laughter followed me down.

	“Carefully!” Jez called from bottom. “Those are coverings. Mind the contents.”

	I grabbed a shelf to slow my advance, shattering another covering—they seemed brittle—and came to a stop with a jerk. “Oww!” Broken shards pierced my palm. There was no chance for respite: one hand held a torch, the other clung to the jagged shelf, slicing into the original wound. I pushed my feet into the case beneath, to use as a ladder. Another cover shattered. Jez tsked. I descended with the grace of a blind, bleeding bear. Objects tumbled down ahead.

	“What is preserved here?” All appeared dust, or undiscernible lumps. It was a library, he’d said. “Shouldn’t there be books?”

	The case shook but held fast to the floor. Another covering exploded. I turned my head to shield my eyes, and a shard hit my cheek. Reaching bottom, I stumbled on the slanted floor, regaining balance before pitching into another shelf.

	My torchlight revealed its contents. “These are books.”

	More lay around me, victims of the damage I’d caused. “Or pieces.” I wrapped a cloth around my injured hand, then worked my way to the nearest volume, keeping hold of the tilted shelves.

	Jez rushed over. In our dual torchlight, I read the gold-embossed lettering and recognized the language: Alice’s Adventures In . . . The final word had been obscured.

	My companion knelt. “Who would have thought any remained? The shelves were sealed, allowing for climate control, you see, but power has been off for a millennium.”

	“I don’t see. Climate control? Is that magery?”

	He smiled. “It is a human skill.” Jez touched the book like a butterfly wing. “These are treasures—preserved in honor on their planet. Their books were no longer physical. Patrons came with devices and withdrew them from those terminals.” He pointed his torch at structures attached to a wall. “When the screens on top are lit, you can read.”

	“Their books are powered like their lights?”

	I approached what he’d called a terminal, tottering against the floor’s slope. The top was glossy black, like the mountains at the end of the world. Something more comprehensible lay closer. I freed tomes and fragments, breaking more protective barriers since I found no latch.

	“Have a care!” Jez examined another shelf, seeking a gentler way. Finally, he resigned himself to destruction. More coverings fell as we moved down the lines.

	Much of the texts had blackened or faded. Print had bled. But a portion remained intact. Their climate controlling appeared superior.

	I marveled at them. “This is truly the greatest treasure ever found.”

	There was nothing at hand to hold it but we’d seen numerous boxes in the cargo hold. Jez flew us to the crawl space, making short hops along the shelves for safety’s sake. He broke a few more coverings. I left my necklace to mark the hatch opening, then we started up the passage.

	We paused precariously midway to reignite our lights. Jez handled the powder and ritual. I hooked my arms around the rails and held both torches out, averting my face.

	“What are those black mountains called?” I asked, seeking calm.

	“That is the Alendende, the Impossible Range.” Jez applied the pinches of powder.

	“The title well fits. Is there any way through them?”

	“None known to me.” He clapped, and flames sparked to life. Our eyes met in relieved smiles. He took a torch, and we went on. “There was a gate once. In the country of my birth.”

	“Which country?”

	“Ammelyn, it is named. It sits at the source of the Neldorlorum. What your people call the Calianth. Mages there gained passage to the other side of those mountains.”

	“What did they find?”

	“Giants.” He grinned. “It would be marvelous to see one but possibly fatal.”

	“I had enough with your formidable meadow.”

	“The grasslands are an anomaly our scientists have yet to explain. I crossed it during the Long Walk and have avoided it ever since.”

	“What do you think caused it?”

	“A hole in the Alendende. That is the prevailing theory. One too small for most giants or we’d have had greater problems. Nothing new has been noted coming in, so we are confident it has been sealed. That grass grew long before our arrival. Only trees remember it taking root.”

	Twice we paused to honor a fallen crew member, Jezmian bowing his head and me reciting what I recalled from my prayer book. We found more in the cargo hold, mixed with the baggage.

	“Is there no way we can bring these poor souls peace? It seems unseemly to push them aside. We cannot bury everyone but these remains lie close to the exit.”

	“The land is handling their burial. In another thousand years they’ll be no trace of the Eriander.”

	“A thousand years seems a long wait.”

	“Yes. We will offer them more dignity now.” Jez glided each body to the lower sealed door.

	After all the dead in the cargo hold lay on the exit, awaiting descent, we returned to sifting through the stored supplies of a small city. There was a wealth of equipment I didn’t recognize, but two had wheels, six each. They recalled those motored vehicles my grandfather spoke of. These lay on their backs, wheels up like stricken insects. Most of the stores were less exciting. Primarily sealed crates. We settled on one of reasonable size and endeavored to pry it open.

	You are going to a lot of trouble for markings on pieces of dead trees.

	It’s the thoughts they hold—that peek into another’s mind. Bits of their soul laid bare.

	Why don’t you just speak to each other?

	It’s not so easy, I guess. But books are art. A painting with words. They invite your imagination. Why do you think the holy realm has censored them so grievously? Can’t have people deviating from control.

	After several unsuccessful attempts, Jez turned his attention to a panel on one side. “There is a locking mechanism. I will try to remove it.”

	Our torches succumbed to the balmy air halfway through this process. It took the rest of my mixture to get them going, but the flames stuttered, threatening to go out.

	“Oh!” Jez radiated embarrassment. He searched his pockets, then his pack, finally withdrawing a small device. Sparks flew from it with a click, adding more fire to the torches.

	“What is that?”

	“It is called a lighter, logically. A humanborn invention to create flame.”

	“Why didn’t you use this in the first place? Rather than trusting the sparkweed?”

	“The old ways work just as well.” Jez paused. “In truth, I’d forgotten it. I suppose I’ve been distracted.” He pulled the panel free of the box, revealing long threads, and thrust his hand inside the opening. “I admit to being a bit awestruck, finding the ship again. With you.”

	A latch clicked, and the lid popped. “This appears to be a motor. They ran on sunlight. These panels drew it in. Here are blades. Seats? Our scientists might find this interesting.”

	“You’ve mentioned them before. Do you have many scientists in Quenelle?”

	“It is a land of them.”

	We retraced our steps, dragging our burden behind, and set to packing books. Jez flew to
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