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For all the other writers out there whose characters won’t 
let you have a say.



Author's Note

Normally, I would save this for the end, but I don’t see a way around it 
this time. You need to be warned.

This story was never meant to be a novel. In the midst of rewriting 
another project, I chose to start a “fun project” to help me cope. Most of 
the  time,  I  choose  a  character  or  event  that  occurs  in  the  world  of 
Vassel and write a short story about it. Something that is just mine for a 
while that I can share at my leisure.

I accidentally wrote a novel.
The reason why you need to be warned is because this is a story, not 

a novel. Because of the intent apparent in its production, there was no 
plotting.  There  was  no  conscious  desire  to  develop  anything.  Over 
ninety  percent  of  what  occurs  in  this  tale  was  unbeknownst  to  the 
author until it happened.

But that’s what happens when you give a character free rein and ask 
politely, “So what happened to you?”

This is what happened to Tallie. This is her story and has not been 
altered by the author in any way (though I tried … several times).

This is a complete accounting of events in a first (and only) draft 
format. There will be inconsistencies, errors, and a lack of fulfillment in 
certain  areas  (probably).  None  of  this  will  be  addressed  by  the 
characters or author from this point on.

To put it in layman’s terms: I’M FREE! I’M FREE! IT’S DONE AND 
I’M NOT GOING BACK! I’M FREE!!

Now please enjoy this epic accidental novel.
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My  mother  named  me  Tallie  because  it  was  the  only  name  that 
sounded the same in the Forest language of her people and the desert 
language of  Valhoal.  Where she came from,  it  meant  ‘talon.’  In  the 
desert, it meant ‘green.’ And on the day I was named, the Queen of 
Valhoal looked upon me and declared the name a good omen. From 
that day forth, I was a Bridge Walker.

A Bridge Walker was a desert term borrowed from our neighbors, 
the Quadeesh. It was a title for any person who balanced two worlds 
and  attempted  to  bring  them  together.  Most  Bridge  Walkers  were 
nothing  more  than  translators  or  emissaries  from  one  nation  to 
another. It was a fate too easy to be thrust unto me.

In my youngest years, I learned both the Forest language and the 
desert  tongues  as  I  studied  alongside  the  princes  and  princess  of 
Valhoal. Their lessons were my lessons as we were taught history and 
numbers  and  ledgers  and  scrolls.  Yet,  when  they  were  released  to 
hours of play, I had to report to my mother and learn the ways of a 
tribe that would never accept me.

When I asked her why I needed to know the ways of the Forest, her 
answer had been simple, “You will meet those from beneath the trees, 
and they will be kin to you. But you must be able to prove that you are 
kin to them.”

At the time, I had been young and her answer had been enough. 
Then came the  day I  was  to  be  named a  woman and the  distance 
between those worlds seemed to grow ever wider.

“Little Sister,” Valalya called as she passed into my room.
My eyes shot to the two servants as the Crown Princess swept aside 

the curtains and joined us on the balcony. At once, I dismissed the two 
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women and handed Valalya the comb. Once the women were gone, I 
looked at her through the looking glass and sighed, “You should mind 
who you say that in front of.”

“Is  that  old  whisper  still  drifting on the  wind?” she  said  with  a 
disapproving clucking sound.

“It rises up every few years. But it has been particularly potent this 
year. I’ve heard that the people are waiting to see if your father will 
finally  claim  me  as  his  bastard  child  now  that  I  am  a  woman  of 
marriageable age.”

When I was younger, it was a rumor I had well believed. Yet, when 
I’d grown bold enough to ask my mother if it were true, she’d made a 
point to sit me down and explain my lineage. That was how I knew 
that Raydin, Rider of Maphail was my father, and I was conceived the 
day she entrusted my brother, Ryin, to him. To this day, neither of them 
knew that I existed.

“Well they can whisper all they like, and I will call you my Little 
Sister as I please, for that is what you are to me. My father may not 
have sired you, but you cannot deny that you were raised as one of 
us.”

I could deny it, but it would do me no good. In point of fact, King 
Barrin was the only father I had ever known, and Queen Thalon was a 
second mother in my heart. However, I was still the blood of Sarrie, 
Rider of Xzaryth, and that put a world of difference between Valalya 
and me.

In an attempt to appease her, I remarked, “You would think those 
that know me could see the Forest written in my veins. I share none of 
the gifts of likeness that he has given to you and your brothers.”

It was forever my envy to look into the blue eyes of Valalya and 
Grevin and know that I  could never imagine a more beautiful  hue. 
Only Tharin had his mother’s brown eyes with the gold flecks in them. 
Meanwhile,  mine  were  dark  enough to  be  compared to  Xzaryth.  A 
natural Forest Dweller trait.

“Indeed, you have always taken after your mother. As you know, 
I’ve often heard my mother referred to as an exotic beauty, but yours is 
even more foreign. Secretive, I daresay. If I found you some shadows, 
you could slip within and vanish. You are intriguing, dear one. And I 
do believe my brothers have noticed more than once. I would be much 
surprised if Tharin has not awaited this day with high hopes.”

“Oh,  stop!  You  know we  see  one  another  as  siblings.  That  shall 
never change.”
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“And  how  it  breaks  our  mothers’  hearts,”  Valalya  laughed.  “I 
daresay the one thing they could wish between them is that they share 
grandchildren.”

“Well  perhaps one day our children will  feel  differently,  and you 
and I shall share grandchildren.”

“I will welcome such a day. Now, which veil would you wear for 
your unveiling?” she asked, holding up a dark green headscarf and a 
deep violet one.

“I am Forest born, if not bred. The green it must be,” I answered.
“No.”
We both whirled at once to find my mother standing in the open 

doorway. She shifted in the shadows, emerging like a wraith into the 
sunlight. For the first time in my fifteen years, I was surprised to find 
her wearing a dress, though it was as black as pitch. In her hands, she 
held several white flowers.

“No,” she repeated as she drew closer.
Then she held out her hand for the comb and Valalya handed it over 

without protest and stepped out of her way. After setting the flowers 
down, my mother’s strong, calloused fingers began to thread through 
my hair. My back stiffened.

“It  is  tradition  in  the  Forest  for  women  to  plait  their  hair  upon 
reaching the marriage age,” she said in a voice that was near a croon. 
“If we were amidst the tribe, you would sing the courting songs while 
I wove flowers into your hair. After this day, no man would dare look 
upon you if  your hair were loose.  It  is  a sight meant only for your 
husband.”

My hands slowly curled into fists at my side. She did not seem to 
notice as she continued, “Once prepared, it is the role of the parents to 
introduce  you as  the  woman Tallie.  No longer  a  child,  your  father 
would have the honor of receiving spoken offers for your hand, and I 
would be given many compliments on the daughter I have raised.”

I  was surprised when her eyes shot  to the looking glass  to meet 
mine. “I know that we are not in the Forest and these are traditions 
you do not believe must hold you. Of this, I am in agreement. If I had 
wished all of the Forest life for you, I would have sent you to live with 
your father and brother. Alas, this is the one tradition I hope you will 
keep, as it is the only one I have. We will celebrate your womanhood 
with a feast such as was given only upon Valalya’s day, but there will 
be no veil for you, my daughter.”

At once, the fight left me. As it always did. While my mother had a 
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generous  ability  to  infuriate,  her  logic  was  also  insufferably  sound 
most  of  the  time.  To  ignore  her  wishes  in  this,  after  such  an 
explanation, would do nothing but wound her. That was something 
she did not deserve.

“Is this something you wish of me every day?” I asked as she and 
Valalya began to place the little white flowers in my hair.

She chose not  to  answer and I  was unsurprised.  Often what  my 
mother wanted went without saying. This was something she wanted. 
Whether or not it was something I could live with was another matter. 
Yet, for this one night, she would be indulged and I would have my 
first true taste of freedom. For I was a woman and could now choose 
my own path.
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The feast was all I could have wanted and more. My mother was my 
escort, since my father was absent, and Valalya was the one to claim 
my hand first in a gesture she referred to as ‘unrepentant indulgence.’ 
Only after she left me did brave young men step in to take her place. 
Grevin and Tharin each honored me with a dance, but we all knew it 
was at their mother’s urging. While we all knew Thalon would like 
our families to be joined, it was my own personal knowledge that said 
my mother would prefer a Forest Dweller for my husband. Which was 
why she was gentle  but  firm in turning away any young man that 
approached her that day.

Save one.
Barrin had come to rescue me from the dance floor so that I might 

enjoy the rest of the feast and games. It was on my way to the tables 
that I noticed a man in riding gear whispering urgently to my mother. 
Her back was straight and her features expressionless as he delivered 
his missive. Yet, even at a distance, I could see the fear glittering in her 
dark eyes. A sensation that clamped my heart as she waved the Rider 
away and signaled to Thalon.

I didn’t have to give an excuse. Barrin had seen the exchange as I 
had,  and  his  gaze  followed  his  wife  as  she  slipped  from  the 
celebration. Yet, when he looked at me, I could see the warning in his 
eyes.

“They will tell us when the timing is more appropriate. Right now, it 
would cause a stir if you and I chased them down.” Which meant he 
wanted very much to do the same as me, and he was using me as an 
excuse not to. As I must also use him.

“We have grown too accustomed to this,” I sighed as we reached the 
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tables laden with food.
At that, he chuckled. “You were born to it. Imagine, if you can, what 

it meant to adapt to this.”
“Only if you imagine what it  means to me that a Gryphon Rider 

appears on the very day of my womanhood to speak with my mother. 
He did not approach the Queen first.”

My foster father glanced askance at me and seemed to bow his head 
in acknowledgment of my words. Now we were both wondering the 
same thing. Did my father know of me, after all? Had he sent a Rider 
to demand his rights? If he had, would my mother grant them? And 
why did the Rider’s words cause her to appear so stricken?

“They will tell us tonight. If we have to corner them together,” he 
added for my benefit.

I smiled at him and did my best to enjoy the rest of my feast. Before 
long, my mothers returned and assumed their previous positions. They 
looked as if nothing in the world could mar this evening. If only that 
were true.

Unlike Valalya’s womanhood feast, mine did not last until the dawn 
light.  Instead,  near  the  middling  hours,  the  royal  family  excused 
themselves from the great square and retreated toward the palace. My 
mother  and  I  went  with  them,  leaving  the  revelers  to  their  own 
amusement for the rest of the pre-dawn hours.

Once  we  were  well  within  the  confines  of  the  palace,  however, 
Barrin,  Valalya,  and I  all  turned on the two women at  once.  It  was 
almost amusing as they exchanged an entire conversation without a 
single word being said. At last, Thalon motioned for us to follow her.

When we were enclosed in her study, she turned to us all before her 
gaze shot to my mother. Our attention was obediently redirected and I 
watched as my mother straightened her spine. Her voice was almost 
rough when she announced, “We’ve had word from Shade. The Blood 
Dragon has been sighted.”

For the tiniest second, I was disappointed that the Rider’s missive 
was not about me. Then the words sank in.

At  the  same  time  that  Barrin’s  features  grew  grave  with 
understanding,  Valalya and I  exchanged a  confused look.  “A blood 
dragon?” she asked no one in particular.

“Not ‘a’ … ‘the,’” her mother said in a grim voice. Then she sighed 
and asked each of us, “What do you know of dragons?”

We  exchanged  another  look,  searching  each  other’s  eyes  for 
memories of ages past. “They used to rule all Maeror,” I answered in a 
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hesitant voice.
“But  they  were  betrayed  by  humans  and  so  the  Dragon  War 

occurred. By the end of it, the dragons had retreated from the continent 
and thousands of humans were dead.”

“I wish that were the end,” Barrin said. Turning to look at both of us, 
his voice grew deeper as his expression became more somber.  “The 
Dragon War has not ended. Not until the Blood Dragon is put to rest 
will we know the end of this war.”

“What is it?”
“It  is  the  product  of  vengeance.  When one  dragon dies,  another 

always rises to take its place. When a dragon is murdered, two will 
rise. One to take up the calling, and another to bleed the betrayer. This 
one is called a Blood Dragon and it  will  not—cannot—rest until  the 
betrayer is dead.”

“So what does it mean that it’s been spotted in Shade?” I asked my 
mother.

“It  may mean nothing.  Shapeshifters  are renowned for their  gifts 
and so one may have found a way to replicate the form.”

“But…”
“But as far  as I  am aware,  no shapeshifter  has ever been able to 

replicate the form of a full-grown dragon. And I would say there are 
few foolish enough to attempt the appearance of the Blood Dragon.”

“So if it is truly the Blood Dragon…”
“It would mean its quarry is near the Forest.”
“And the Forest Dwellers sent a Rider to you? Why?”
If it  were possible,  I  would have said her expression grew stiffer. 

Clearing her throat, she forced her voice to be clear as she announced, 
“They need a Bridge Walker of their own. I am the only Rider they 
know to have ties outside the great trees.”

“But … I thought you could not enter the Forest?”
“I cannot, and I have told the Rider as much.”
“So we will do nothing?” None of this was making sense to me.
“I did not say that,” she sighed.
“Then what are you saying?” Valalya grumbled.
A smile pulled at my lips in a weary, relenting expression. Because I 

knew what it was that my mother desired. What she needed of me.
I was born a Bridge Walker, and the Forest had not forsaken me.
“When do I leave?”
“Cardan, Rider of Kiethe, leaves at first light. He will take you to the 

Forest.”
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“Hold a moment,” Valalya snapped. “There is a dragon circling the 
skies of Shade and you would send Tallie into those jaws? For what? 
To what purpose?”

I placed a hand on my friend’s arm. “To build a bridge, sister. Forest 
Dwellers do not seek outside their own for companions, but one was 
sent to Sarrie, Rider of Xzaryth. An outcast. Things must be dire for 
them to seek out one whom the Forest denies.”

“Tallie speaks truth. For them to seek my counsel shows their worry. 
Yet, the dragons have never harmed the Forest Realm throughout the 
past half century that this war has raged. So it is not a direct threat of 
dragon fire that has them worried.”

My eyes sharpened on my mother’s and my lips parted in the same 
expression of worry that she now held. “You think the dragon’s prey 
may be hidden within the Forest?”

“I think the Blood Dragon may think it is. If that is the case, not even 
the great trees can guard against an enraged dragon. However, if it is 
not, there needs to be a way to prove it. For that, they need a Bridge 
Walker.  Someone  able  to  pass  between  the  trees  and  report  to  the 
people of Shade that no outsiders are hidden within.”

“Could the Forest Dwellers not make this report themselves?”
My mother shook her head. “We do not trust the shapeshifters. We 

tell them nothing.”
“But you think I will? Why?”
Her smile was grim. “You were Forest bred, but you were Valhoal 

raised. This is something only a child of two worlds can do. Now I ask 
if it is what you will do.”

There was never a doubt.
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I kept my hair plaited, though Valalya had removed the flowers before 
sleep. Now, I wore the riding clothes my mother had long outgrown 
after two children. The shirt fit me snuggly across the chest, and it was 
difficult to twine my long plait into a knot small enough to tuck into 
the riding helmet. At last, however, I was ready to depart by the first 
rays of the morning light.

My trip to Xzaryth’s Tower was uneventful and eerily silent. Most of 
the palace was still asleep after the night of revelry. Even the servants 
were taking an extra half hour to rest. Which meant my soft, careful 
footsteps over the dusky stone sounded loud and clumsy the entire 
way to the Black Gryphon’s tower. Yet, it also made me immediately 
aware when another set of footsteps scuffed over the stone ahead of 
me.

As I  reached the trap door that  led up into the tower,  I  was not 
surprised to find the Rider from last night. He was attired in his riding 
garb, as I was, but there was enough visible of his face for me to feel a 
little shock. For the first time in my life, I was looking at someone who 
looked like me, and wasn’t my mother.

Both of  our  noses  were straight,  but  lacking the distinct  hook of 
many desert  peoples.  Our cheekbones were higher,  though our lips 
bore a similar thickness to the people of Valhoal. Yet, it was in the color 
of our skin that caused me to see the similarities more clearly. While all 
of us could be considered brown-skinned, there was a subtle difference 
between the color this man and I bore and the shade of the Queen’s 
desert tint. Her skin seemed to radiate a gentle golden glow. This Rider 
and I each bore a hint of red, giving our skin a copper appearance.

It  should  not  have  made  such  a  strong  impression,  but  it  did. 
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Looking at him was a bitter reminder that I was not born of the desert 
as I had always wished I was. Instead, he confirmed everything that 
my mother had always told me: we were kin. And I had to prove my 
kinship to him.

“You are Cardan, Rider of Kiethe,” I said as I approached.
His eyebrows rose as he looked over me. “I am. And you are?”
My mother had told me to expect this, so I had to make it clear right 

away. “I am Tallie, daughter of Sarrie, Rider of Xzaryth, and Raydin, 
Rider of Maphail.”

Though he must have been three years my senior, he looked much 
younger when his jaw fell open. I waited until the surprise passed and 
he  cleared  the  ridiculous  expression  from  his  face.  When  his  eyes 
narrowed in suspicion, I smiled.

“No,  my  father  would  not  have  mentioned  me.  Nor  would  my 
brother.  Neither  of  them  are  aware  I  exist.  Shall  we  remedy  that 
ignorance?”

Without waiting for an answer, I made my way up the ladder and 
pushed up on the trap door. As was usual, the tower was heavy with 
the musk of lion and the pungent scent of decaying flesh. Xzaryth had 
always loved having a place to bring his kills back to so that he could 
pick the bones at his leisure. Unfortunately it made the place smell like 
a refuse pit in the midst of the rainy season, and a mass grave in the 
height of the dry. This was the dry season.

“Ugh! And you wonder why I refuse to visit you in your tower,” I 
admonished as I pulled the collar of my tunic up to cover my nose.

From his perch above my head, the Black Gryphon made a clicking 
noise  with  his  beak.  Which  quickly  turned  into  a  hiss  as  Cardan 
followed me into  the  tower.  Above  him,  on  a  smaller  shelf,  Kiethe 
hissed back in juvenile agitation. Xzaryth released a shrill rebuke and 
the younger beast went silent.

Shaking  my  head,  I  bowed  a  little  to  Kiethe  before  turning  to 
Xzaryth and introduced Cardan. In return, Cardan gestured to me and 
introduced me to his Gryphon. Once we were all acquainted, Cardan 
asked for Kiethe to descend. More than anything, the proximity of the 
other Gryphon to me agitated Xzaryth and he quickly dropped to my 
side.

Once more, Cardan’s lips parted as his eyes widened. “You are not 
bonded,”  he mumbled.  Shaking his  head,  he continued in a  louder 
voice,  “I  have  never  seen  a  Gryphon  react  in  such  a  way  about 
someone whom they are not bonded with.”
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Reaching out a hand to stroke the dark fur of Xzaryth’s shoulder, I 
shrugged. “My mother said that a Gryphon’s capacity to love never 
stopped at one human. They just had to consider others worthy. She 
was considered worthy by many, she told me. By Xzaryth, Massimu—
her father’s Gryphon—and Maphail… They wouldn’t choose her over 
their  Riders,  but  she  says  they  would  choose  her  over  the  earth-
bound.”

“Are you not earth-bound?”
I  flashed him a  wicked smile.  “Only  when Xzaryth  is  punishing 

me.”
Cardan shook his head, still too thunderstruck to speak. I took the 

opportunity to approach his  partner.  “Hello,  Kiethe.  Moon Shadow. 
That is a lovely name. Do you often carry passengers other than your 
Rider?”

Kiethe  gave  a  huff  and  rocked  his  head  from  side  to  side.  The 
morning light  glided over  his  soft  brown feathers  and tawny hide, 
giving everything a hint of gold. Smiling, I took another surreptitious 
step forward.

“Would you allow me to fly with you to the Forest Realm?”
“Kiethe will do as I ask of him,” Cardan grumbled.
“It is my place to ask, and his right to answer how he chooses.”
My response seemed to please the Gryphon, for he took a couple of 

steps closer to me while his Rider settled his saddle in place. Xzaryth’s 
feathers ruffled and I patted his shoulder before stepping forward to 
meet the younger creature. For a long time, I held his gaze before he 
finally gave an emphatic bob of the head.

“Thank you,” I said, just as Cardan finished placing the saddlebags.
“We should be off. It will take us some days to return to the Forest.”
I unslung the pack from my back and passed it to him. His features 

were expressionless as he secured the pack to the back of the saddle. 
Then he banged his fist  against  Kiethe’s shoulder and the Gryphon 
leapt in place to test the security of the straps. Satisfied, Cardan turned 
to me.

I turned to Xzaryth. “I will return as circumstance allows. Take care 
of her for me. You know how lonely she becomes.”

In  response,  my mother’s  love  placed his  giant  head against  my 
chest and released a loud huff. After a brief moment of enjoying the 
embrace,  I  stepped  away  from  him.  Until  that  moment,  it  never 
occurred to me how difficult it might be to turn my back on Xzaryth. 
Yet, when Cardan held his arm out to help me mount, I could not bear 
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to look back at the Black Gryphon. It was too much like a goodbye, 
and I did not want to consider why.
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Every muscle in my body ached. While I had had ample hours upon 
Xzaryth’s back as we glided over the desert, it had not prepared me for 
extended journeys. Yet, in the company of Cardan and Kiethe, I found 
the edge to my beloved sand in a single day. What took most men a 
week  to  cross,  we  had  flitted  over  in  a  matter  of  hours.  It  was 
remarkable.

Upon that edge, I was surprised to find a village that was quickly on 
its way to becoming a full-fledge town. Adobe homes rose from the 
edge  of  the  sand,  while  merchant  stands  circled  a  clay  courtyard 
positioned before a massive barn. Even from the air, I knew that this 
was  a  Rider  Outpost.  Just  as  I  knew  it  was  due  to  my  mother’s 
insistence that it sat in this location.

Cardan and I did not bother to fight the wind with words. Nor did 
we need to. As soon as Kiethe began to circle, I knew that we would be 
spending the night in this place. My eyes were already searching for 
the  inn  that  was  often  the  second  building  to  be  erected  after  the 
Gryphon stables. The thought of a hot meal and a warm bath after so 
long in the same position was far too tempting.

Once we were upon the ground, I slid from the saddle with minimal 
attempt at grace. While I groaned and stretched, Cardan dismounted 
with a goal in mind. His actions were swift, precise, and rehearsed as 
he removed the items from his Gryphon’s back. Likewise, Kiethe was 
as practiced as he took our packs from his Rider and waited for the 
saddle to be passed off to the lad who had appeared at their side. Then 
Kiethe carefully passed our supplies back to his Rider, clicked his beak 
in dismissal, and turned to follow the boy into the stable. It was only 
when Cardan shoved my pack against my chest that I realized it was 
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my jaw now hanging open.
“They are surprising creatures,” he murmured with the tiniest smile 

as he walked past me.
Shaking my head, I fell into step beside him as we headed for the 

Golden Rays Inn. Once inside, Cardan motioned for me to take a seat 
whilst he stepped up to the bar. First he ordered two rooms, and then 
he asked if there were any missives for Kiethe. After an order of food 
had been placed, he joined me at the table. Like me, he stretched his 
legs out as far as they would go.

“Your body adapts to the rigors of long travel over time. Yet, the 
comfort of walking is not to be underestimated.”

“How soon before I adapt?” I sighed, shifting in my chair.
“Depends on how fast Kiethe can fly. We’re out of the desert now 

and  the  winds  here  are  not  as  constant.  Given  the  length  of  our 
journey, you may feel some relief only at the end of it.” Then he smiled 
and added, “There is a jar of ointment to help with the discomfort of 
saddle sores. You will have it when we retire.”

A wry smile twisted my lips and I nudged my pack with my foot. 
“No need. My mother was thorough in her contribution of supplies.”

“Then a word of advice,” he said with a wider smile, “do not use it 
sparingly. Indulge yourself as much as you require. There is no glory in 
rationing.”

“Also words I have heard before. Thank you for your counsel.”
Cardan’s head tilted to the side as he studied me. Before I could ask 

why, he said, “Say that word for me again.”
“Which word? Counsel?”
“Yes, that. It is … strange. Your accent changes it.”
My spine stiffened. “What accent? The language of the Forest is the 

first I learned to speak.”
“But it is not the one you use most often.”
“It is the only one used between my mother and I.”
“Then I think you do not spend enough time with her.”
My mouth fell open for another retort when I noticed the gleam in 

his  eye.  Then  he  chose  to  no  longer  hide  his  smile  and  my  teeth 
snapped shut. “You are teasing me.”

“Yes. And no. When you say ‘counsel’ it almost sounds like ‘care’ or 
‘cherish’ depending on how fast you say it.”

I wanted to deny it, but I had heard both words often enough from 
my mother to know that the slightest stress or drawn out vowel could 
alter the meaning. Considering how fast the language of Valhoal was 
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spoken in comparison to the more lilting tongue of the Forest, it must 
have seemed that I was always in a rush whenever I spoke to Cardan.

A moment later, two plates of seared meat were placed before us. I 
hid my smile as best I could as the familiar scent of dygon reached my 
nostrils. While it was a gamey meat, I had learned that visitors to the 
desert often had something against eating a creature that resembled a 
dog. Part of me wondered how he would feel to know that Kiethe was 
probably  eating  the  less  savory  parts  of  the  creature  at  that  very 
moment.

If Cardan had wanted a warning about his food, he didn’t wait long 
enough for me to give it to him. He dug into the food as if he had not 
eaten in a year. For a moment, I wondered if I would find myself eating 
with the same speed and voracity once I became accustomed to the 
Forest. At that moment, however, I chose to savor the last familiar meal 
I would have for some time.

Cardan  finished  long  before  me,  and  spent  several  minutes 
watching me eat. Somehow, he chose the moment right before I meant 
to snap at him to ask, “You said your father and brother do not know 
of you. Why?”

“Because  my mother  is  terrified  of  her  children  becoming  earth-
bound.  She gave up my brother  so  that  he  would become a  Rider. 
When she had me, she refused to allow me to grow in a village that 
would smother me. Upon her passing, it is her hope that Xzaryth will 
choose to bond with me.”

Cardan looked as  if  I  had slapped him.  “Gryphons do not  bond 
again. They return to their herds.”

“Xzaryth is too far from his herd and has been away too long. If he 
chooses to go, of course I will not stop him. However, if he will have 
me, I will take my mother’s place in his life.”

“She truly is a breaker of tradition.”
“Just because something is tradition does not make it right.”
“You intend to be just like her.” When he said it, it did not sound 

like a condemnation. Still, it stung.
“In some ways,  I  stand with her and for  her.  Yet,  she is  right  in 

saying that I was Forest born, not bred. I have the blood of the Forest, 
but we both know that I am going to a foreign land and I do not know 
what to expect.”

“As long as you remain honest when you are ignorant, Tallie, I think 
you will succeed.”

“And if  you help to remedy my ignorance,  I  will  consider you a 
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friend.”
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It  took us  ten  days  to  reach Shade.  Cardan,  being a  regular  to  the 
outposts, had known exactly where he was heading on our little leaps 
to the Forest Realm. Each morning, he walked outside and did his best 
to  judge the  wind.  Thus  far,  he  was  never  wrong.  The distance  he 
declared in the morning was the exact limit we could push ourselves to 
before  nightfall.  A  distance  that  always  coincided  with  the  next 
outpost.  In  the  nights  that  we spent  sharing meals,  we would also 
share details of each other’s lives.

Our last  night  before  entering the trees,  we came to  Silver  Lake. 
Cardan told me that it was so called because there had once been a lake 
said  to  be  made  of  moonlight  that  separated  the  village  from  the 
Forest.  During the height of the Dragon War, it  was said that every 
drop of water from the lake rose into the air and revealed itself to be a 
water dragon. In her benevolence, she saved Silver Lake Village from 
the wrath of  her  fire-breathing kin.  But  when the dragons chose to 
leave, the Silver Lake went with them. From that day forth, a barren pit 
between the village and Forest was the only reminder that a lake had 
ever existed there.

When we walked into the inn, it was impossible not to notice how 
subdued it was. While many of the inns we had visited had never been 
particularly busy, those closest to the Forest had proved to be more 
occupied. While Cardan had made it  a point not to let me socialize 
with  too  many  other  Riders,  I’d  overheard  my  share  of  jokes  and 
conversations. Impossible to do in a place where no one sat together 
and no voice was raised above a grunt in the server’s direction.

Not even Cardan seemed willing to make conversation while we 
waited for our food. We ate in silence, as well. By the end of the meal, 
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we had both decided that we needed a walk.
“Is this what you expected?”
He gave a nod. “Shade is the nation of shapeshifters. It is hard for us 

to  trust  people  whose  features  could  mimic  those  of  someone  you 
know, or whose entire bodies can morph into your Gryphon’s. Masters 
of deception as they are, we make it a point to avoid sharing space. No 
shapeshifters  will  be  patrons  of  the  inn  so  long  as  a  Rider  is  in 
residence.  And  no  Rider  will  speak  freely  in  any  place  where  a 
shapeshifter is present.”

“But you are talking to me out here in the open. Can a shapeshifter 
become as small as a fly? As large as a house?”

His lips twitched into what I had come to know as his patient smile. 
“Yes. Yet, if they wished to be a fly, they could choose to become a fly. 
If their desire was to become as large as a house, I do not doubt their 
ability. Though it is possible it would be just as easy to transform into a 
house or a creature of like size.”

My  eyes  widened.  “They  could  turn  into  a  house?  A non-living 
object?”

Cardan’s  eyes  were grave as  he replied,  “Living or  not,  they are 
shapeshifters. It is why no building in Shade will have a locked door. It 
is too easy for their fingers to replicate keys. Not that there are many 
buildings here.”

“You do mistrust them,” I sighed.
It  would  make  my  mission  harder  to  accomplish.  While  I 

understood their potential for deception and trickery, it seemed to me 
that Cardan was using that potential to label them all as tricksters. As 
far  as  I  had seen,  Cardan was as  open-minded as a  Forest  Dweller 
could be. If I could not change even his mind in this regard, I had little 
hope for the rest of my brethren.

Of course, perhaps he had true reasons for his prejudice. Until I had 
spent  time in  both lands,  it  would be  impossible  to  build  a  bridge 
strong enough to  trade viable  information and have it  be  believed. 
With the threat of the Blood Dragon in the skies, I feared the timeline I 
might have to accomplish it.

“Tallie?”
“Yes?”
“You do know that you are not meant to trust people? Of all this 

planet’s great predators, we are the most dangerous. More so to one 
another.”

My own patient smile graced my lips. “You do know that we are not 
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meant  to  live  alone?  Humans are  community  creatures  as  much as 
wolves or deer. Whether we show teeth or doe eyes depends entirely 
upon the situations we are put in.”

“What situation do you believe yourself in now?”
“I would say this particular set of circumstances calls for sleep and 

then wings.”
For a moment, Cardan looked as if he wanted to say more. Then his 

eyes did that suspicious shift around us and I knew that he would not 
speak to me again until we were within the Forest. While I understood 
his  reasoning,  I  lamented  the  loss.  Ten  days  spent  alone  with  one 
another had made an impression and I had truly begun to consider 
him my friend. It would have been nice if our last night before entering 
the trees, we had been able to remain relaxed.

“We leave at first light,” he said as we turned back toward the inn.
“As always.”
Cardan glanced askance at me. “Or I could give you an hour or two 

of rest and we can disappear into the trees tonight?” He sounded so 
hopeful that I had to laugh.

“Is it not dangerous in the Forest at night?”
“Anywhere is dangerous. Day or night. At least with me and Kiethe, 

you would have nothing to fear.”
“Would it make you less anxious if we left now and spent the night 

in the trees?” Part of me refused to entertain his suggestion. A larger 
part of me longed for the adventure of it.

“I can have Kiethe saddled in five minutes.” He was serious.
“Then get him ready.” So was I.
He headed for the stables, and I went back to the inn. The innkeep 

sneered when I told them I wanted a refund for the two rooms that we 
would not be using, but also did not seem to mind handing back the 
coins.  As  Cardan  had  said:  once  the  Riders  were  gone,  the 
shapeshifters would return to eat and drink their fill. The innkeep lost 
nothing by returning our coin and bidding us farewell. 

By the time I had finished, Cardan and Kiethe were waiting for me 
in  the  courtyard.  It  was  full  dark,  now,  but  the  second  moon  was 
almost full, and the first was still on this side of the horizon to cast 
additional light over the west.

Without another word, I climbed into the saddle behind Cardan and 
Kiethe took a running start before leaping into the sky. His great wings 
beat down in a powerful lift that he repeated until we were well above 
the village. Next thing we knew, we were traversing the dried bed of 
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Silver Lake. Only from the air could one see that it was in the shape of 
a water dragon.
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I  preferred entering the Forest  at  night.  In  a  way,  it  took away the 
theatrics of it.  There was no drama, no sight of the sweep of trees I 
could have plummeted through, and no indication that my entrance 
was  anything  less  than  a  grand  test.  I  did  not  have  to  feel  the 
apprehension that would have plagued me in the morning, because I 
could not see much of what was occurring around me in the dark.

Mere minutes seemed to pass before Cardan yelled to me to hold 
tight. My arms squeezed around his stomach as Kiethe drove himself 
higher into the air. Then, with a sudden, violent twist, the Gryphon 
began a spectacular dive. I gasped in a breath and bit back the scream 
as I found the branches of the trees reaching up to meet us. Right as I 
was about to release it, we broke through the canopy.

It was nothing I could have expected.
I could see nothing. While the moonlight had outlined the wall of 

trees  that  barred  the  Forest  entrance  on  foot  and  the  canopy  that 
appeared  equally  impenetrable,  no  more  than  pale  slivers  of  light 
filtered through the trees. It was not enough for me or Cardan to see 
by, and I suddenly regretted my decision to leave the inn.

All of a sudden, Kiethe’s wings snapped out, breaking our plummet. 
My head jerked forward and my chin collided with Cardan’s shoulder. 
I couldn’t barely hear his grunt over the sudden cacophony of noise 
that  erupted  around  us.  While  I  had  thought  the  blackness 
intimidating,  I  was  even  more  frightened  when  brilliant  blue  and 
yellow  lights  began  to  fill  the  trees  around  us  and  screams  and 
chattering of other creatures filled the night.

Kiethe beat down with his wings and released a sharp chirp that 
only caused the other animals to grow louder. As he neared a group of 
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them, however, the lights turned and fled. In that moment I realized 
that the glows were eyes, and the animals they belonged to were small, 
furry, and had long tails. And were apparently a good meal, judging by 
how Kiethe snatched one off a limb and squeezed his talons until it 
stopped struggling.

In the moment that I thought my fears would abate, I was met with 
one  more  strange  experience.  Within  the  very  tree  that  Kiethe  was 
circling,  lights began to form within the trunk. At first,  I  thought it 
might be more creatures with glowing eyes. Then I heard the voices.

It  was  this  cue  that  Cardan  had  been  waiting  for  and  he  urged 
Kiethe to land. By the time the Gryphon had chosen a massive branch 
to settle upon, most of the upper portion of the tree was alight. Enough 
for  me to recognize that  the small  circles  were windows,  and there 
were doors leading from the most expansive branches into the shelter 
of the trunk.

“What is this?” I whispered.
“An outpost of the Rigos Tribe. They are tree dwellers and we often 

encounter them when we enter. Be quiet and keep your head down as 
much as possible. I will explain later.”

When the door to our branch opened and three men strode out, I 
realized it would be unwise to disobey him. So long as he was willing 
to  educate  me  further,  I  would  hold  my  questions.  I  refused  to 
embarrass my friend with imagined pride and ignorance.

Cardan slipped from the saddle as the three men came to a stop, 
barring our way into the tree. Then he turned to help me down. My 
entire body was shaking as he lowered me onto the rough branch. Part 
of me refused to believe it was large enough to hold us and a Gryphon 
without fear of one of us falling.

“Remember  what  I  said,”  he  murmured  before  he  turned  and 
approached the men. I fell into step behind him, and did my best to 
keep my head down. We stopped before the three men and I mimicked 
Cardan when he bowed his head.

“You arrive after sunset, Rider. It is not customary.”
“My apologies, Tredon. We were set to sleep in Silver Lake, but we 

longed for the safety of the Forest.”
“As she has accepted you at this hour, we must believe she desires 

you here. Who is your companion?”
“A relation of  the  Sesare  Tribe.  I  return her  to  her  people  in  the 

morning.”
“Sesare?  The  Sky  Hunters  have  allowed women to  journey  with 
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young Riders?”  There  was a  curious  gleam in  Tredon’s  eyes,  along 
with amusement lingering around his lips as he spoke. It was my first 
hint that he and Cardan were not unknown to one another.

My friend’s response carried none of the banter I could have wished 
when he said, “She is losan.”

Tredon’s eyes widened as his eyes shot to me. I lowered my gaze to 
my feet, silently fuming at Cardan’s declaration. Losan. A Lost One. 
What I despised more was that it was true. Though born of the Forest, I 
was not raised there. Despite the person I was and the position I held 
and  the  responsibilities  I  was  taking  up,  to  the  Forest  Dwellers  it 
mattered only that I was losan.

After a moment of studying me, Tredon dipped his head in a grave 
nod. “We offer you our hospitality, Rider. Follow us.”

Cardan  fell  into  step  behind  the  first  man  while  the  other  two 
passed us to approach Kiethe. This time, Cardan and I did not grab our 
own packs, instead leaving them for the assistants. It left me feeling 
strangely naked as I followed him.

When we entered the tree, I was astounded at the open space that 
greeted us. To the left, a set of steps were carved into the interior of the 
tree  as  it  descended  a  level  lower,  while  a  similar  set  led  up  in  a 
graceful  curve to the level  above.  Before us was a great  expanse of 
wood flooring. Thousands of tiny lines pushed out from a knot at the 
center and I barely refrained from approaching it.  By the feel of the 
wood beneath my boots, I came to the startling realization that the tree 
in which these people lived was still alive.

“Sleeping mats and food will be brought to you. Please do not leave 
this chamber.”

Cardan gave a solemn nod as the two assistants brought our items 
into  the  chamber  and  deposited  them  along  the  staircase  curving 
upward.  Then they turned and descended into the base of  the tree 
while Tredon ascended. It was only then that I realized there was no 
fire within the tree.

“Where is all this light coming from?” I asked, spinning in place. 
There didn’t seem to be a source for the warm, golden glow.

Cardan chuckled. “It is an illuminaire tree. If you rub against the 
interior bark for several minutes, it will light up the interior of the tree. 
After a while of stasis, it will grow dark again.”

“Why is it like this?”
He  shrugged.  “Why  does  anything  in  nature  exist  as  it  does?  I 

believe it is here because the Forest wanted a place where her creatures 
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could live within the trees and still be home.”
I brushed my fingers over the rough texture. Often in nature, things 

were not created for the comfort of humans. A thought which caused 
me to ponder which of the Forest’s grand creatures had first learned 
that they could burrow into the illuminaire trees and the secrets they 
held. Curious as I was, it was a question that could wait. Much as all of 
the rest I’d held quiet.

My  ignorance  truly  was  inexcusable.  When  we  returned  to  the 
Sesare Tribe, would Cardan still be patient enough to educate me? Or 
would he consider his task accomplished and be sent upon another 
mission? It was another question that I dared not ponder.
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The  assistants  returned  and  left  with  us  two  bedrolls  to  sleep  on. 
Looking about the empty space, it was hard to determine where to lay 
mine. Not since I was kept in the nursery had I been required to sleep 
in the same room as another being. Cardan being a male I  was not 
related to made the matter even more uncomfortable.

Seeming to sense my hesitation, Cardan began unrolling his bedroll 
near the center of the room. As he did so, he explained, “Entire families 
share a house. In the winter, we often surround the fire so that we are 
all able to stay warm. Come summertime, we cannot bear to be that 
close, and so we move our beds near the outer walls where the night 
air can cool us.”

Given the exposure offered by the immense size of the tree and the 
open windows, I laid my bedding down near his. While it offered me 
comfort in safety, I was still unsure what it meant to share a space with 
him. Especially when confronted with the need to relieve myself. My 
eyes quickly scanned the wall for a chamberpot.

“What are you looking for?”
My face burned as I  turned to meet his  gaze.  “A chamberpot,” I 

admitted.
A small smile pulled at his lips as he also turned to search the room. 

“There will be a hole in the floor. It will be a sloping tunnel meant to 
take your waste and deposit it elsewhere. Ah, there it is!”

Cardan pointed out the small hole and I slowly approached it. As I 
glanced over my shoulder, he was studiously ignoring me in favor of 
rifling through his pack. My first instinct was to ask him for privacy, 
but  I  knew  he  had  nowhere  else  to  go.  We  were  not  to  leave  the 
chamber.  Which  meant  this  moment  was  all  I  could  ask  for  and  I 
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hurried to make use of it.
When  I  had  finished,  I  joined  him  by  my  pack  and  began  to 

rummage through it. A moment later, he left me and headed for the 
same area  of  the  room.  I  kept  my eyes  on  my meager  belongings, 
trying to pretend that my entire life could not fit in such a small space. 
In  reality,  my mother  had never  allowed me useless  treasures.  If  it 
could not fit in a pack or a basket, then it was temporary and thus easy 
to discard. In moments such as these, I had to wonder if this was the 
future she had always envisioned for me.

A few moments later,  one of the assistants arrived with a tray of 
food.  The  scent  of  the  meat  was  foreign  to  me,  but  I  thought  I 
recognized one of the glowing-eyed creatures that Kiethe had made a 
snack  of.  In  silence,  the  man  set  down  the  tray  and  turned  back 
towards the stairs. When he was gone, I asked the question with my 
eyes.

“Miscits. Weird little creatures that look like hairy little people. You 
must have seen that their eyes glow, but what you do not know is that 
they secrete an oil through their footpads that also glows. It is how 
they leave trails for one another. But it is also why they are so easy to 
hunt. If they did not breed like rodents, they would be in danger of 
vanishing forever.  Oh,  and the tail  is  the best  part.  Easiest  thing to 
debone.”

Picking  up  the  tip  of  the  tail  in  one  hand,  Cardan  chose  to 
demonstrate by grabbing the protruding bone and pulling it out in one 
smooth movement. “They’re also easy to skin because that same oil 
exists between their skin and muscle. Makes a great healing ointment 
for friction injuries. Including…”

“Saddle sores,” I finished for him.
He nodded and proceeded to cut the creature into pieces so that we 

would each have an equal share. There were tubers and mushrooms to 
go with the meal, and Cardan made it a point to let me have the best 
choices. Simple as it was, I could almost imagine it were a feast for the 
two of us.

Once we had finished, he left the tray near the stairs and we both 
took our places on our bedrolls. When all of the outpost was no longer 
moving constantly, I was amazed to watch the glow in the illuminaire 
tree begin to dim. At last, only the tiniest sliver of gold remained.

“Sleep well, Tallie. Tomorrow will be a big day.”
“Tomorrow I will meet my brother and father,” I murmured into the 

night.
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“And the rest of your family.”
I shook my head. “My mother’s family disowned her. They will not 

admit me as one of them.”
“Your father’s did not. I imagine they will be pleased to meet you.”
“How can you be so sure?”
There was a pause just long enough for me to become suspicious. “I 

know them well,” he finally admitted. “Ryin and I grew up together. 
His family has always treated me as one of their own.”

“Why?”
“I was an orphan,” he said in a slow, sad voice. “My mother had 

died in childbirth, so I never knew her. My father and his Gryphon, 
Alduric, were fishermen. He stayed out far past when he should have 
one day. He was caught in a summer gale and they were both smashed 
against  the  cliff.  When  Raydin—your  father—heard  what  had 
happened, he took me in. I was ten.”

So he had two sons to raise. For some reason, the thought comforted 
me. Even though he did not know of me, he was still a father to two 
children. And my mother got to keep her one. Given the circumstances 
of my family’s separation, it was the best I could have hoped for.

“He was the one who sent  me to  find Sarrie,  Rider  of  Xzaryth,” 
Cardan continued. “Not many in the tribe agreed with him, but I was 
not going to disobey the man who raised me. For Ryin’s sake, I am 
sorry  that  I  could  not  bring  your  mother.  For  Raydin’s  sake,  I  am 
pleased he will meet you instead.”

My chest constricted as one nagging thought rose up. “Cardan, if he 
sent you for my mother, why did he not send my brother?”

A long silence answered me and I knew I would dread the answer to 
come. “Ryin did not wish it.”

I closed my eyes as they filled with tears. “Why?”
Cardan turned over in his bedroll and I opened my eyes to find him 

facing me. “Ryin will not discuss it, but I believe he is waiting until he 
has made a name for himself.  For some of the tribe,  your mother’s 
name is spoken as a curse. To others, however, she is known as a True 
Rider. The Rider of the Black Gryphon. Xzaryth is known to this day as 
the most powerful and swift Gryphon our tribe has ever seen. Your 
mother is a legend, Tallie. Do not blame Ryin for not wishing to stand 
before her with no accomplishments of his own.”

Wiping my eyes on my sleeve, I said nothing. Cardan could help me 
with many things, but when it came to my brother, I was willing to 
learn on my own. And it would be my own personal mission to build a 
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bridge between my family.



29

8

I knew the moment we were near the Sesare Tribe when Kiethe let out 
a loud, echoing screech of delight. It was the same call Xzaryth gave 
when he spotted Valhoal. The call that said he was where he belonged.

For a moment, my mind was lost in the thought of Xzaryth’s fate 
when my mother passed. If he thought of Valhoal as home, and me as 
family, would he stay? Or would the instincts of his kind lead him back 
here? Would my mother’s tribe see the Black Gryphon drifting across 
the sky and mourn the loss of a True Rider?

“There!”
Cardan’s shout snapped me out of my reverie and my gaze followed 

his pointing finger to a bare spot between the trees. From too far above, 
one would never notice the clearing. It was only recognizable when 
skimming the  tops  of  the  trees.  The  moment  we reached the  edge, 
Kiethe spun down in another of his favorite dives. This time, he chose 
not to torment me for too long and snapped into a landing position 
long before we met the ground. Then his paws hit and I realized for the 
first time that I was about to meet my kin.

We were in the middle of the village. The clearing was their version 
of a courtyard while their homes nestled between the towering trees. 
Crude  shelters  connected  some of  the  towering  giants,  and  several 
Gryphons could be seen sprawled out beneath them. Including one 
whose feathers were almost gold. While his body had lightened with 
age, those feathers alone would have told me who he was.

Massimu. Sun Chaser. My grandfather’s Gryphon. The one creature 
in the whole village who aided my mother when she sought Xzaryth. 
To me, he was a hero.

My vision of  him was soon blocked out as members of  the tribe 
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began to form a ring around the clearing’s edge. In a manner I could 
only  describe  as  surreptitious,  Cardan brushed his  arm against  my 
hands that were still wrapped around his stomach. I snapped upright, 
releasing him in a second. Then he shot me a comforting smirk over his 
shoulder and I knew that it was time for the show to begin.

Cardan dismounted first, then he helped me down as if I were some 
dainty creature unused to flight.  It  was part of the charade we had 
agreed  to.  While  I  may  have  been  my mother’s  daughter  in  every 
respect, I wished them only to see what was expected.

A moment later, the crowd seemed to tighten and a group of six men 
were allowed to take a place at the head. My mother had told me that 
there  had  never  been  a  formal  authority  given  unto  anyone,  but 
Cardan had made it clear that older Riders had more weight added to 
their  words.  The  six  before  us  had  iron  grey  hair  and  deep  lines 
surrounding their eyes and mouth.

“Rider Cardan, we welcome you home,” intoned one of the men.
“Rider Haleon, thank you.”
His eyes drifted over me in a dismissive way before he said, “You 

were tasked with bringing the Rider of  Xzaryth.  You have failed in 
your mission.”

Cardan’s spine straightened at the subtle rebuke, but his voice was 
even as he responded, “Yes, I have.”

It was my turn. Taking a determined step forward, I straightened 
my spine as I stood at Cardan’s side.

“Rider Sarrie,” I said, putting a little emphasis on her title, “has been 
barred from the Forest Realm since the day she left it. I was asked to 
come in her stead.”

“And who are you, foreigner?” spat one of the other old men. A man 
whose eyes looked strikingly familiar.

A smile pulled at my lips as I made a point to look at the villagers 
surrounding us. “My name is Tallie. I am the daughter of Rider Sarrie 
and Rider Raydin. I am here as a Bridge Walker and an emissary from 
the  nation  of  Valhoal,  by  authority  of  Queen  Thalon.”  My  eyes 
returned to the man I believed to be my grandfather, and I smiled. “My 
blood is of the Forest and the Forest has welcomed me home. I am no 
foreigner.”

For a moment, silence reigned. At last, Rider Haleon bowed his head 
to me. “We welcome you, Tallie, daughter of Rider Raydin.”

This  line  seemed to  bring  an  end to  the  formalities  as  the  older 
Riders then turned their backs on us and moved away. Twice, the man 
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with the familiar eyes turned a glare on me. Yet, he said no more as the 
others led him away.

That was when the crowd surged forward, spearheaded by a pair of 
children.  The  young  boy  and  girl  darted  right  past  Cardan  and  I, 
instead  racing  for  the  honor  of  removing  Kiethe’s  saddle.  When  I 
caught  sight  of  the  beast,  he  looked nothing  short  of  pleased  with 
himself.

With the press  of  the crowd heading for  Cardan,  I  found myself 
backing up closer to Kiethe. He managed his own crowd control by 
spreading out his wings and fanning them lightly. Beneath them, the 
children giggled as they continued their chores.

There  were  several  greetings  of  people  who  hadn’t  seen  him  in 
months, from what I gathered. After the greetings came the questions I 
had wanted to  ask,  and Cardan replied that  he’d been all  over  the 
continent this past year. Because Kiethe was one of the elite, he was 
sought after quite often. In that moment, I had to reach out and stroke 
Kiethe’s feathered neck, so he would get some of the credit, at least.

“Maleek, where are Raydin and Ryin?”
My eyes snapped to the young man Cardan had spoken to and I 

watched him shrug. “Raydin has not returned for some weeks. Ryin 
and  Azrael  took  the  boys  on  a  scouting  mission.  He  will  return 
shortly.”

It took everything in my power not to let the disappointment show 
when  Cardan  looked  back  at  me.  Meeting  my  father  was  just  as 
important to me as meeting my brother. Now, neither were there to 
greet me when I finally came home.

A few moments later, Cardan had the crowd dispersed as he moved 
back  to  my  side.  Unlike  me,  he  did  not  seem  disappointed  in  the 
circumstances. His grin was wide and infectious.

“Ryin is going to trip over his feet trying to get back here to see you. 
Want to hide?”
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“This will never work.”
“Have faith! Ryin will never suspect.”
“I will be with Kiethe. Of course he will suspect.”
“Not until  I  approach him. Now hurry. Azrael would have heard 

Kiethe’s call. If they are where I think, we have mere moments. Now 
go on. Into the saddle.”

I rolled my eyes as we turned toward his Gryphon. “I apologize for 
this. If you do not wish for me to ride you, I will happily stay put.” 
That  traitor  clicked his  beak at  me and shifted position so that  the 
saddle was presented to me. With a sigh, I mounted up. Kiethe barely 
waited  until  I  was  strapped  in  before  he  took  a  great  bound  and 
became airborne.

As we gained altitude,  I  looked back once to see Cardan darting 
around the side of the house he shared with my brother and father. 
When he had told me to hide, I thought it would be a situation similar 
to what he was now doing. Instead, his brilliant plan was to send me 
up on Kiethe and greet Ryin and Azrael as they flew in. Then I was to 
signal for him to land, while I kept aloft. Only after ten minutes had 
elapsed with him on the ground was I allowed to bring Kiethe down. 
Until then, I was told to enjoy my flight.

Had I not been familiar with Kiethe, I might have protested more. 
As  it  was,  he  had  the  same sordid  sense  of  humor  as  his  partner. 
Besides,  it  felt  like  a  small  revenge  to  not  be  where  my  brother 
expected me when he was not there to welcome me home.

Once we cleared the canopy, I took a deep breath of the thin air and 
relished in sitting a saddle alone. While Xzaryth had allowed a solo 
ride a few times a year, it did not compare to the independence being 
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upon Kiethe’s back gave me. This was the freedom my mother had 
fought so hard to keep.

Too bad I was too earth-bound to want it for myself.
Before the thought could do more than startle me, I was accosted 

with another Gryphon’s greeting call. Kiethe automatically turned to 
the sound and responded with a like cry. The way he bobbed in the air 
with excitement let me know that the bronze colored Gryphon had to 
be Azrael. And the Rider looking at me had to be Ryin.

My movements were stiff and automatic as I motioned for him to 
land.  The Rider  nodded once and Azrael  dove through the canopy 
where I could no longer see him. Now I just had to wait.

Ten minutes felt like an hour as Kiethe cavorted across the sky. He 
was a diver, I learned. There was a fascination for him to go so high I 
could barely breathe, and then twist into a plummet that almost made 
me scream. When he pulled out  of  it  with delightful  ease,  he gave 
himself a congratulatory chirrup. Every time.

At last, I could wait no longer. Urging Kiethe into his last dive, the 
Gryphon was happy to comply as we shot through the canopy. It was 
impressive,  when  he  landed,  how  close  he  was  to  Azrael  without 
landing directly atop him.

My  brother  and  his  friend  were  standing  beside  their  house, 
watching me with impassive features. Though I could not pretend to 
know  Cardan  very  well,  the  fact  that  his  face  bore  no  expression 
worried me. Perhaps there had been another reason he had wished me 
to be airborne when Ryin returned.

When  I  dismounted  from  Kiethe,  I  took  my  time  removing  the 
helmet.  Then my heavy braid fell  down my back and something in 
Ryin’s  face  shifted.  I  was  unable  to  name the  mysterious  flicker  of 
emotion, which caused me no small amount of worry. After I removed 
my  riding  gloves,  I  rolled  my  shoulders  back  and  approached  my 
brother.

“Ryin,  this  is  Tallie.  Your  sister.”  There  was  no  emphasis  in  his 
words,  but  Cardan’s  inflectionless  voice  somehow  made  it  more 
awkward.

Bowing my head a little, I said, “Hello, Ryin.”
A few heartbeats passed in silence before my eyes sought his. He 

was  busy  looking  me  over  and  searching  my  face.  At  last,  he 
murmured, “You look like him.”

I knew he meant our father and the thought warmed my heart. Then 
I took a minute to study his dark eyes and full lips and said, “You look 
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like her.”
The thought must have been as pleasant to him because a hint of a 

smile drifted over his lips. “Why did she not tell us?”
“Only  she  can  answer  that.”  I  had  my  theories,  but  it  was  my 

mother’s place to tell them. Not mine.
At last, I understood the gleam in his eye. It was suspicion. As if he 

expected me to tell him this was all a trick and he had no sister. My 
stomach twisted and my eyes dropped. No amount of training could 
hide my disappointment. Did he not want me to be real? Or did he 
resent me that much for not being her?

“Tallie,  it  is  customary  for  women  in  our  tribe  to  care  for  our 
Gryphons. Would you like to learn how Kiethe wishes to bed down?” 
Cardan asked, quickly stepping into my field of vision.

My  chin  jerked  erect  and  I  gave  a  solemn  nod.  Then  I  looked 
pointedly at my brother and asked, “Is Azrael comfortable, or should I 
help him as well?”

His jaw tightened before he admitted, “I have relieved him of his 
tack, but he may seek further attention.”

I flashed him a tight smile. “Xzaryth is much the same. If you will 
give, he will take.”

No more was said as I followed Cardan towards the shelter. I knew 
when he turned his head back to communicate with Ryin, but I did not 
bother to see what occurred. Ryin would accept me in time. Yet, I knew 
this would always cause a sting for me. If it was her, he would have 
been overjoyed. Because of her, we were strangers.
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“Forgive him,” Cardan murmured when we ducked beneath the hide 
covering that served as the Gryphon roosts.

“There is nothing to forgive. You have shown me how difficult it is 
for  you to trust  outsiders.  I  am losan.  Ryin does not  know what  it 
means to have me here.”

“Do not make excuses for him, Tallie. He will take them and use 
them as often as you allow.”

“Do not rush him, Cardan. He will come to me when he is ready. 
Now, will you please introduce me to Azrael?”

Cardan  rolled  his  eyes  before  he  stepped  toward  the  bronze 
Gryphon. “Azrael, this is Tallie, daughter of Sarrie, Rider of Xzaryth, 
and Raydin. Tallie, this is Azrael.”

I  bowed my head to the Gryphon in greeting before meeting his 
caramel eyes. His suspicion was more apparent than my brother’s and 
his feathers were raised slightly in agitation. They were made for each 
other.

“It is my honor to meet you, Azrael,” I remarked before pointedly 
turning away from him to Kiethe. Throwing a sly smile at Cardan, I 
asked, “How should I care for Kiethe?”

Before  he  could answer,  a  voice  tsked him into  silence.  We both 
turned to find a short woman with a round body shaking her head. “To 
ask a man such a thing is to invite ignorance, girl.  They know only 
what is required for their partners when they are on the road. When 
they are home, the poor beasts will be left to neglect in their care.”

As soon as she finished speaking, both Azrael and Kiethe let out a 
chirrup of excitement before a strange combination of a croon and a 
purr erupted in their chests. Whoever this woman was, she had the 
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adoration of both Gryphons.
“Yes, my darlings, I  have come. Now, Cardan, you and Ryin had 

best go for a hunt. If either of you remember how to do so without the 
aid of Kiethe and Azrael. Tallie will be bedding in my house for her 
stay, so there will  be no need for Ryin to make her a place in your 
home.”

“Yes, Mana.” Without looking back, Cardan scurried for the house.
Mana. Grandmother. But his or…
“Poor girl.  Three men have shared that house for near ten years, 

now. I dare not leave you to such disarray.”
“My apologies, but who are you?”
“My name is Sayra, mother of Rider Raydin, grandmother to Rider 

Ryin, and grandmother to the losan Tallie.”
I knew from my mother that it  was customary for the women to 

introduce  themselves  by  acknowledging  the  Riders  in  their  family. 
Even though she called me ‘losan’ it was still a pleasure to hear her 
announce my place in her life. Just as if I was as important to her as my 
father or brother.

“You are my grandmother?” There was a reverence in my voice that 
I could not hide. I had known from my mother that I could not expect 
to be welcomed by anyone besides Raydin and Ryin.  To know that 
Cardan was right left a warmth spreading through my chest.

“I am, child. And as such, it is my duty to teach you the place you 
must now hold in the Sesare Tribe. If you are willing to learn, that is.”

Taking a step toward her, I bowed my head. “I am a Bridge Walker. 
It  is  my  place  to  learn  every  culture  I  may  encounter  and  close 
whatever gaps exist between them. Teach me your ways, Mana, and I 
will act accordingly.”

I  was  surprised  when she  approached and laid  one  heavy  hand 
against my cheek. For a moment, she said nothing as she studied my 
face. “You are as beautiful as she, but I do believe you carry more of 
him than we could have hoped. You lack her pride and have all of his 
gentle nature.”

My  spine  straightened  a  little  at  her  words.  It  was  a  child’s 
defensiveness which caused my lips to purse. While I was generous 
with  criticism  of  my  mother,  I  would  defend  her  legend  until  my 
death. To hear my father’s mother call her prideful wounded me.

“Should  she  not  be  proud,  Mana?  She  has  done  what  no  other 
woman has dared. Even where desired.”

“No, child, I do not think she lacks reason to be proud. But she does 
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lack the skill of appearing humble. Now, how about we get to work on 
these poor boys. I will take Azrael. Watch closely what is to be done.”

Though I was brimming with questions about my parents, I bit my 
lip and nodded. When my grandmother moved to Azrael, he puffed 
out his chest and let loose another self-satisfied chirrup. Kiethe clicked 
his beak in agitation before giving me a grateful huff as I removed his 
tack.  For the next  half  an hour,  Mana  and I  doted upon the beasts. 
Whatever charm she possessed, they were both purring in contentment 
when she declared our tasks complete.

“Follow me, child. You must not have eaten enough on the journey 
and I have plenty to share.”

I scratched the skin where Kiethe’s fur met his feathers one last time 
before I followed her from their roosts. On the way back toward the 
clearing, I asked, “Does my father possess the skill to appear humble?”

This caused her to laugh. “Oh yes! Though Maphail took after your 
mother. While your father will remain quiet about his triumphs, that 
Gryphon will trumpet it to the sky at first opportunity.”

“Why do you think he takes after my mother?” This criticism was 
still difficult to ignore.

“Do you not know of what your mother used to do as a girl?”
I shook my head.
Mana  chuckled  again.  “In  my  youth,  I  considered  myself  bold. 

Never  in  my  years  have  I  seen  a  creature  more  brazen  than  your 
mother. At the age of twelve, she was the eldest daughter and knew 
much  in  the  way  of  caring  for  her  father’s  Gryphon.  When  her 
younger sister began to be trained in the ways of the creatures, she 
took a step back in her own home circle. Then she branched out. Every 
time a new Gryphon was introduced to the tribe, she made a point of 
befriending it.

“At  the  time  that  Maphail  entered  my  family,  I  was  exhausted. 
Alone, I cared for three other Gryphons and I had borne no daughters 
to ease the burden. Then she appeared soon after Maphail did. Some 
days,  she  would  appear  before  I  could  leave  my housework  and I 
would find Maphail and Jesseph fully contented, so that I had only my 
husband and eldest son’s Gryphons to tend to. There were few times 
that she would approach whilst I was in the middle of my work. As 
silent as a breeze, she would slip into the fray and settle Maphail and 
Jesseph. Then she would vanish before I was able to thank her.

“Mind,  ours wasn’t  the only family she did this  for.  Whenever a 
house  was  lacking  a  daughter,  she  filled  a  void.  It  garnered  her  a 
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reputation for  her  care  of  the  beasts.  Thus,  when she  came of  age, 
almost every mother sent their sons for her hand. To have a daughter 
of such skill was to steal a treasure.”

All of my irritation was soothed by hearing her talk. Her voice was 
wistful  and  wanting  as  she  relived  the  memories  she  had  of  my 
mother. She was fond of her, I realized.

As if she could hear my thoughts, Mana, turned to me with a wicked 
grin. “She may not live amongst us, but I still crow to the old women 
that I have the best daughter of them all. Now, she has gifted me with 
the best grandchildren of all, and I shall crow about that, too.”
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Mana’s home was on the other side of the village. As we approached it, 
I could not help but notice how lonely it seemed. There were no voices 
drifting  within  the  hut  and  the  structure  that  housed  the  family 
Gryphons sat empty and alone. No tack hung upon the pegs and no 
beasts were stretched beneath the hide roof. Even the water trough was 
dried from lack of use.

She must have noticed my observation, for she remarked, “Now you 
know why I  make it  my business  to  care  for  Maphail,  Azrael,  and 
Kiethe. It gives purpose to a lonely old woman.”

“Why not move in with my father and brother and Cardan?”
Shaking her head, she explained, “It would diminish his decision to 

take your mother as his wife.  Mothers take up residence with their 
children only when there is no woman to care for them. If I were to do 
so, it would signal to the tribe that I believed him a widower or that 
she abandoned her family—the ultimate disgrace.”

Even  though  it  was  true  that  my  mother  gave  them  up,  my 
grandmother would not give the tribe the satisfaction of knowing it to 
be so. In my eyes, this woman was becoming a grand heroine. To save 
our family face, she lived alone and traveled across the entire village in 
order to care for her family’s Gryphons.

“Thank you, Mana.”
“It  is  my  duty,  my  child.  Thanks  should  be  given  for  the 

unexpected.”
“I  was  taught  that  gratitude  is  for  everything.  For  every  breath, 

every drop of water, and every act of kindness, no matter the intention 
behind it.”

“And who taught you this?”
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“Queen Thalon of Valhoal.”
Her eyebrows crept up her forehead. “You are close with the Desert 

Queen?”
I smiled at the title my people had bestowed on her. “I was raised as 

one of her own. I call her children my siblings, and they count me as 
one of theirs. It is why I was chosen to be a Bridge Walker.”

Mana  pursed her thick lips as she pushed open the door into her 
house. “And the king? He counts you as one of his own?”

I ignored the sting as I admitted, “To this day there is a rumor that I 
am his bastard. In truth, Mana, I have never known a day without a 
father. Even if he did not sire me. That does not mean I do not long to 
meet my true father.”

She heard the question I did not ask. “He has not been here in four 
weeks. Maphail is one of the elite and they are tasked quite often. Even 
more now that Ryin is a grown Rider. Soon, he will be able to test with 
the other men to see if he and Azrael will enter the ranks of the elite 
and be tasked as messengers.”

“And you will  have no one to  look after  if  they are  all  gone on 
missions,” I murmured.

The smile was forced but her voice sounded hopeful when she said, 
“It is about time for Cardan to take a wife. It may be that I have a new 
granddaughter  soon.  Perhaps  even  littler  grandchildren  to  follow. 
Have no fear, child. I will always strive to remain useful.”

Our conversation shifted as she showed me around her house and 
pointed out a bedroll for me to use. When we settled by the fire so that 
we could prepare a meal, I asked her about my grandfather and uncles 
and she spoke with some animation about each of them. Yet, I got the 
sneaking suspicion that my father was her favorite. A thought I dared 
not put into words, but it filled my heart with warmth to think of.

“Mana, what happened when my father brought my brother home?”
Her features stilled though her hands continued to stir the broth. 

Her eyes grew distant as she said, “I had never seen such mixture of 
elation and devastation warring within a man before then. It was my 
understanding  that  the  parting  between your  parents  was  in  every 
way bittersweet.”

She  leveled  a  pointed  look  on  me  and  I  flushed  with  an 
embarrassment that belonged to others. After all,  it  was during that 
fateful goodbye that I had been created. The child my father had never 
known about, because my mother had decided there was no reason to 
tell him.
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“When your father burst into this house with a squalling infant in 
his arms, I  wondered nothing of it  at first.  Being a mother, my first 
instinct was to quiet him in any way. When he was settled at last, I had 
no time to question your father. He sat down where you are now and 
told me what had happened between he and your mother. Mind, I had 
known in his youth that he pined after her. Most of the young men did 
in those days. What I had never suspected was that they would find 
one another again after so long a separation. Nor that she would relent 
to his charms.

“I want you to know, Tallie, that no greater sacrifice was made for 
the good of her child than when your mother relinquished Ryin. And I 
promise you, child, that no day in her life was spent without the ache 
of loss gnawing in her chest.”

“She never  hid that  from me,  Mana.  It  was  not  her  way to  hide 
things from me. Thus why I was so eager to meet him and tell him all 
about her. Just as I hope he may be able to tell me of our father.”

“Then tell me.”
I whipped around to find my brother looming in the doorway, with 

Cardan a step behind. His features were a mask of rage and his words 
snapped out layered in venom.

“Tell me why my mother gave me away but kept you.”
Slowly I rose to my feet, ignoring my grandmother’s cough or the 

slight shake of Cardan’s head. But I was a Bridge Walker, and if he 
wanted this answer, he would first have to hear my question.

“Tell me how you would feel if you never met Azrael.”
At once, his jaw locked and his eyes grew flat. Yet, it was the disgust 

that twisted his mouth that caused me to nod.
“She gave you to our father because he could raise a better son than 

she could. She kept me because she could raise a better daughter. Do 
you dare tell me that she was wrong?”



42

12

For several long seconds, none of us spoke. When it became apparent 
that Ryin had no intention of answering, my grandmother cleared her 
throat and asked where their contributions to dinner were. Cardan was 
not  gentle  when  he  shoved  past  my  brother  and  presented  my 
grandmother with two skinned carcasses. Mana continued to ignore us 
as the boys took seats near to the fire.

“Cardan, tell us of your travels. You have been gone some time.”
A steady  stream of  conversation  followed her  command,  though 

neither Ryin nor I joined in it. Most of it, Cardan had already told me, 
thus I had no questions. And in front of Ryin, I did not wish to appear 
as if I was trying too hard to become family.

All of a sudden, Ryin’s voice cut through the room while his eyes 
never left  me.  “What about the desert,  Cardan? What did you find 
there?”

My eyes moved from Ryin to Cardan. He was looking at me and a 
small smile lingered on his lips. When he spoke, his voice was soft. 
“Open skies. As far as the eye could see. No trees, no mountains, no 
canyons. A sea of sand and sky. It felt as if we could fly forever and 
never see the end.”

His words matched my mother’s almost perfectly.  It  was the sky 
that had entranced her, and she’d never wanted to lose that feeling of 
freedom. Thus, she kept returning. When she had forged a friendship 
with Thalon, that was all it took to grow roots.

“What else?” Ryin asked, his voice gruff.
That  smile  widened.  “I  entered  upon a  feast.  A grand feast  that 

involved the entire city of Valhoal. There were great drums and reeds 
being played and everyone danced with everyone else. It was a grand 
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celebration that lasted more than half the night.”
“What were they celebrating?” Mana  asked in a casual voice. Her 

eyes, however, glittered in anticipation.
“They were celebrating a girl  entering into womanhood,” Cardan 

remarked in the same tone. “While every other woman of the desert 
had their hair covered with a veil, this woman had hers braided with 
white flowers threaded through the plait.”

My face grew heated and I looked away from him quickly, moving 
to help Mana ladle out the stew she’d been cooking. I was glad my face 
was  averted  when  Ryin  asked,  “She  has  just  reached  the  age  of 
womanhood?”

“On the day of my arrival, yes.”
I kept my eyes on the bowl as I passed it to Cardan. My face was still 

flushed when our grandmother remarked, “And they celebrated in our 
way or theirs?”

“The way of the desert, Mana. It was more … energetic than the way 
in which we celebrate,” he added while throwing another smirk my 
way.

Mana cast an appraising look over me. “And your mother accepted a 
suitor?”

“No, she has not.”
“Did any approach her?”
“Yes,” I said, clearing my throat. “Several.”
A wide  grin  spread  across  her  face  and  she  chuckled.  “To  be 

expected. You are the daughter of Sarrie.”
It  struck me all  of  a  sudden that  she was the first  person in the 

village to say my mother’s name.
“Well, as she has accepted no suitors for your hand, then it is clear 

what  must  be  done.  Ryin,  in  the  absence  of  your  father,  it  is  your 
responsibility to present her as a woman and receive offers for her.”

All three of our jaws dropped.
“Mana, is that really appropriate?” Ryin groaned.
“Is it not enough that my hair is braided for them to know?”
“Mana, she has not been here long enough for anyone to offer for 

her. Would a presentation not embarrass her?” Cardan reasoned.
Her eyes narrowed in on Cardan. “Then what do you suggest?”
His spine straightened and he almost looked at  me and Ryin for 

help. Instead, he focused his gaze on hers before he said, “Give her 
until  Raydin  returns.  It  will  give  us  time to  know her.  Then,  if  he 
wishes to do a formal presentation, there is a chance that offers will be 
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made. If he does not present her, at least his presence will encourage 
men to step forward for the honor.”

“And  if  Raydin  returns  tomorrow?  Will  you  give  him  the  same 
counsel?”

Cardan snuck a glance at me before he nodded to her. “Yes, I would. 
Let  Tallie  do what  she came here to  do.  Then we can worry about 
which man is worthy of her.”

Mana’s  eyebrows  rose  before  she  relented  with  a  nod.  Then  her 
sharp eyes turned to me and she asked, “And what is it you are here to 
do, my child?”

My spine straightened as the blush finally faded from my features. 
“I am here to act as an emissary. A neutral third party from Valhoal 
who can relay messages between the Forest and the nation of Shade. 
Perhaps the only person able to convince the Blood Dragon that we do 
not have what it seeks.”

“And if we do hold its prey?”
“Then maybe I can convince it to minimize the damage. Either way, 

there will be no way to know if we do not try.”
“How do you think we should go about it?”
“Mana, the elders will meet about this tomorrow,” Ryin said.
“What is that to me? Let them talk, and we shall plan. Go on, Tallie. 

As the emissary, how would you like to approach this situation?”
Her  reaction  caused  my  spine  to  straighten  in  pride  and  I 

announced, “The first thing we have to do is determine whether we 
have the dragon’s prey. Now, the Forest is too large to do this on our 
own,  so I  suggest  sending Riders  to  the other  tribes.  We’ll  perform 
searches of our own territories, bit by bit. If we do not find anything, 
we  move  to  border  territories,  that  way  two  tribes  will  be  able  to 
overlap ground in case the prey tries to run. In the meantime, I would 
like to spend some time in Shade and get a feel for the people and their 
way of life. Also, it would be a good time to build contacts. If I can get 
one person to trust me, then I am one step closer to convincing the 
dragon to hear what I have to say. Once we have an answer, I hope to 
pass it along … with an invitation. If the Blood Dragon wishes to meet 
me, I will oblige.”

Ryin immediately started shaking his head. “You would place your 
trust in the shapeshifters?” he sneered.

It was the first time I glared at my brother. “I have placed my trust 
in you and you are as much strangers to me as they are.”

“We are family,” he snarled.
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“Then act like it and trust me.”
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When the elders met to discuss the Blood Dragon, I was not invited. 
Ryin was. Which was fine, because I was making arrangements with 
Cardan to return to Shade.

He  heaved  a  mock  sigh  as  he  said,  “Here  I  was,  just  getting 
comfortable being home, and you want to drag Kiethe and I back into 
the land of the deceivers.”

I rolled my eyes as I continued to run the brush over Kiethe’s tawny 
fur.  “Ryin has his  responsibilities,  and you and I  have ours.  Unless 
there is a reason you would rather not aid me?”

Not for the first time, my gaze slid past him to where a local woman 
sat outside her family’s house, stitching together a pair of moccasins 
that looked suspiciously like Cardan’s size. Every few moments, she 
made a point of tossing back her long braid. To her disappointment, I 
had noticed it far more than Cardan had.

“Must our responsibilities overtake us tomorrow?”
“The  sooner  we  finish  our  tasks,  the  sooner  we  can  find  me  a 

husband,” I shot back.
At once, he held up his hands in surrender. “I am sorry, Tallie. It was 

the only way to  convince Mana  to  relent.  If  she had her  way,  Ryin 
would be presenting you now and you would never be able to dodge 
the suitors well enough to see your task completed.”

I snorted. “What suitors? You made it clear that I am not known well 
enough to inspire any.”

“Tallie, I am—”
“I know,” I sighed. “Forgive me, Cardan. It is a subject that is … 

frustrating  to  me.  I  have  been  teased  half  my life  as  to  my future 
husband,  and  I  would  rather  that  was  not  the  only  reason  people 
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looked at me.”
Cardan looked as if  he would step closer had there not been the 

great bulk of Kiethe in the way. Still,  he lowered his voice when he 
asked, “What would you like people to see when they look at you?”

My shoulders dropped as I pouted at Kiethe’s back. “To be honest, I 
want  them  to  see  me  as  they  see  my  mother.  As  a  legend.  An 
inspiration  or  even  a  cautionary  tale.  I  want  to  be  more  than  the 
woman who will someday marry someone great. I want to be great on 
my own.”

“As  you wish.  Let  us  saddle  him and you can  take  him for  his 
morning exercise. Then we will see if Ryin was successful.”

“He was not,” snapped an old, gruff voice. My eyes widened as I 
turned to find the same belligerent old man from the day before. “And 
women are  not  permitted to  ride Gryphons.  A fact  this  girl  should 
know best of all.”

Cardan couldn’t stop me as I  marched toward him. “If that were 
true,  the  only  True  Rider  you  have  ever  seen  would  not  be  your 
daughter.”

“She is an abomination.”
“To you.”
“To the entire Forest,” he spat. “It is why she is not permitted to 

return.  The  Forest  has  decreed  that  women  are  not  meant  to  be 
Riders.”

“The Forest did not bar her because she’s a Rider,” I snarled. “The 
Forest banned her because she rejected it. She cast her home aside for 
her  freedom and she  is  still  paying  the  price  for  that  decision.  All 
because you could not admit that you fathered a Wraith and your own 
daughter bested him.”

I had never seen someone with such dark, weathered skin grow so 
pale. It was a sight I relished. With my teeth clenched, I took another 
step toward my grandfather. “Heed me well, the Forest gives roots and 
wings in equal measure. I may pity you for having more roots than 
wings, and you can envy me because the Forest gave me both. In the 
end,  I  am  happy  and  you  are  miserable.  You  are  the  reason  your 
daughter has lost her son and her husband, but she is the reason your 
line continues to breed magnificent Riders.”

It  took  him  several  seconds  of  stammering  before  he  managed, 
“Insolent girl! Who are you to speak in such a way to me?”

“Who are you to question an emissary sent by a queen? Who are 
you to question the daughter of a True Rider? Who are you at all, but a 
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failure?”
“Tallie,  that  is  enough,”  murmured  a  voice  to  my  left.  A hand 

wrapped around my arm and pulled me back a few steps. I never took 
my eyes from my grandfather’s  until  he turned and shuffled away. 
Only then did I look up and meet my brother’s penetrating gaze.

“He deserved it,” I announced, my chin jutting forward in defense.
“Every word,” he agreed.
Nodding once, I asked, “Was he right? You were unable to convince 

them?”
Ryin nodded, but I noticed a gleam in his dark eyes. A grin pulled at 

my lips before I could stop it.
“What will you do?”
“What  my  father—our  father  would  do.  I  am  traveling  to  the 

Gressek  Tribe  to  the  west.  I  have  already  sent  Riders  east  to  the 
Bethalmy and south to the Rigos and Cators. Riders from each of them 
will inform their neighbors. Soon, we will all have sweeps done of our 
lands. By the time you gain favor in Shade, we will have something to 
offer the shapeshifters.”

“What if they try to stop you?”
“What authority would they have to do so?”
“Thank you, Ryin.
“There is one thing I would ask, Tallie.”
He said my name.
“Yes?”
“I would like to be the one to take you into Shade whenever it is 

necessary.”
My chest flooded with heat. “I would be glad, Ryin. Truly.”
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Azrael was less accepting of me than Ryin was. Thus, for our first trip 
back to Shade, I rode behind Cardan on Kiethe while Ryin and Azrael 
led the way. Instead of crossing at Silver Lake, we went further north. 
We landed atop a large cliff  overlooking a valley filled with grassy 
fields and bordered by cliffs and trees. When Ryin dismounted and sat 
on the edge with his legs hanging over the edge, Cardan and I soon 
joined him.

“What are we doing here?” I asked.
Instead of answering, he put a finger to his lips and motioned for me 

to watch. Resigning myself to a lesson, I let my eyes wander over the 
open grass. After almost ten minutes had passed, my eyes locked on 
movement near the trees. The deer were skittish as they looked over 
the open space, and only a few members of the herd braved the open 
space. Minutes dragged as they stood with ears erect, refusing to move 
except for the need to breathe. At last, whatever tension they carried 
seemed to fade and they finally proceeded to enter the tall grass. At 
least eight others followed in their wake and they began the greedy 
process of gorging themselves.

Watching deer was not like watching Desert Eagles. There were no 
breathtaking dives, harsh spins, or piercing calls to keep me awake and 
anxious. Instead, the slow, steady movements of the creatures caused a 
calm to wash over me. It took all of my concentration not to lean my 
head on Ryin or Cardan’s shoulders and drift to sleep.

What happened next caused me to jerk so violently that both men 
had to restrain me before I accidentally threw myself off the cliff.

It happened in an instant. One minute, the deer were shuffling away 
in perfect oblivion, and the next, the lion had started its deadly stalk 
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through  the  grass.  In  a  single,  fluid  explosion  of  deadly  grace,  it 
launched itself at one of the doe-eyed creatures.

The deer began to vanish. Some bounded towards the trees. Others 
shifted shape. All of a sudden, the valley was full of rabbits, mice, a 
fox, a badger, and even other cat-like creatures in search of escape. The 
lion was undeterred as it gained on the one creature still frozen in a 
deer  form.  When the  fatal  pounce  came,  the  lion  was  at  its  mercy. 
Transforming in a blink, a giant bear stood where once a quaking deer 
had been. Once the lion was near, the bear drew back one of its giant 
paws and threw all of its weight into the collision with the flying cat.

I could hear the bones cracking as the cat crashed against the valley 
floor. A shimmer of muscle seemed to wash over the creature, but it 
wasn’t fast enough. Before it could shapeshift, the bear reared up and 
brought both forepaws down on the lion’s skull. Then it feasted.

My stomach turned and my eyes squeezed shut.  What only took 
moments felt like an hour seared into my memory. After several deep 
breaths,  I  made a  point  to  look at  my companions and murmured, 
“The shapeshifters are cannibals.”

Cardan nodded. “Now you see why we do not trust them.”
“It is impossible to know which creatures are genuine and which are 

not in this land,” Ryin continued.
“That  is  because  we  become  whatever  we  wish.  We  are  not 

illusionists that merely mimic reality. We transform into it.”
All three of us were on our feet at once, whipping around to find a 

woman with flowing locks of dark hair draped over her naked flesh. 
An amused smile pulled at her lips, but it was the fangs that nestled 
against  her  bottom  lip  that  caused  me  to  glance  at  my  comrades 
nervously. She was between us and the Gryphons, and a ledge with at 
least a two hundred foot drop was at our backs.

“Be calm,  younglings.  No harm will  come to you,” she said,  her 
voice drawing out each ’s’ sound. For a moment, I thought a forked 
tongue flickered past her teeth.

My instincts told me to leap onto Kiethe and fly away as far and as 
fast as we could. Yet, my purpose here was to make an ally of at least 
one of these creatures. This was an opportunity I could not pass up.

Taking a step forward, I announced, “I am Tallie, an emissary from 
Valhoal.  Word has reached us that the Blood Dragon has been seen 
above your skies. I have been sent to investigate, and provide aid if I 
am able.”

The  woman  drifted  forward,  her  head  bobbing  around  as  she 
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studied me. When she was close enough, I noticed that she had slitted 
pupils like a serpent. “You have heard of the Blood Dragon in a nation 
that was not even thought of when the war came. How extraordinary.”

“To see a dragon after the war has ended is extraordinary. I should 
think the whole of Maeror knows by now.”

A slight hiss escaped her. “Silly girl. The war is not over. Not until 
the Blood Dragon is appeased.”

“And we would like to help. We have Riders dispatched all over the 
Forest.  If  we  find  what  it  seeks,  we  will  be  happy  to  trade  that 
information for some assurances.”

“Such as?”
“Such  as  protection  from  the  wrath  of  dragons  who  have  never 

before caused harm to the Forest.”
“Your  offer  is  much  appreciated,  silly  girl.  Your  terms  will  be 

presented to the Blood Dragon.”
“You have contact with it, then?”
“No, silly girl. But there is nothing that can be said that she cannot 

hear.”
My eyebrows rose quickly. “The Blood Dragon is female?”
A low, sibilant laugh left her. “Could you think of a creature better 

suited to vengeance than a female? Go now. Find what she seeks … if 
you can. Return here when you have an answer.”

Without  waiting  for  a  response,  the  woman  transformed  and  a 
small,  brilliant green serpent slithered away between the rocks. In a 
heartbeat, the three of us lunged toward Azrael and Kiethe. We were in 
the air within moments, each beast racing back toward the safety of the 
trees.
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“That was far too simple,” I said as my shaking legs hit the ground.
I barely moved out of Cardan’s way, desperate to keep a hold of 

Kiethe. Having been separated from him by the shapeshifter was an 
experience I was not eager to relive.

“She was waiting for us. Which means that someone knew to wait 
for us. If what she said is true, that means that the Blood Dragon knew 
we were coming. She is privy to our every move.”

From Azrael’s side, my brother shook his head. “Impossible. For the 
Blood Dragon to know our words, she would have to be near enough 
to hear us. The Forest does not allow intruders into the trees.”

“Would the Forest consider her an intruder? The dragons once ruled 
all of Maeror. Including the Forest. They saved it—and our people—for 
a reason when they razed the rest of the nation. Even the shapeshifters 
were spared, and the elves of Ailuren have never known their wrath. 
Given  this  gift,  are  we  to  believe  that  the  Forest  would  deny  any 
dragon entrance to her sanctuary?”

The blood drained from my brother’s face as the thought traveled 
through his mind. “Even if  the Forest  permitted it  entry,  we would 
notice a dragon in our lands.”

“Would  we?”  Cardan  asked.  “Think  about  it,  Ryin.  The  dragons 
ruled all of Maeror. The temples still preach that all magick is bred of 
their blood. Including the powers of the shapeshifters.”

“How do you know this?”
“I have been to one.”
“Why  would  you  go  there?”  The  words  spat  like  venom  and  I 

watched Ryin’s lip curl in disgust.
“To learn. As will you once you test into the elite,” Cardan scoffed.
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“You had no need to enter a temple.”
“What have you against the dragons, Ryin? They did not touch the 

Forest during the war,” I reminded him.
“Yet. This war is not over, Tallie. And if it is true that the Forest will 

not reject the Blood Dragon, then I fear how it must be learning what 
we know. If their powers are the same as the shapeshifters, then what 
hope do we have?”

“The same hope we had before,” I said, putting a clipped note into 
my voice. “We search the Forest on our terms and deliver information 
to the serpent. The Blood Dragon will allow us time to do that.”

“How can you be sure?”
“She has not stopped us yet. Let us follow through on our plan and 

see what happens, shall we?”
At  last,  Ryin  released a  sigh  and gave  a  nod.  Then he  began to 

remove the saddle from Azrael. Before Cardan could do the same for 
Kiethe, I was already loosing the strap.

It was while we were in the middle of removing the tack that the 
older men from the tribe approached. Our grandfather was in the lead 
and I automatically turned into the confrontation. This time, Cardan 
put a hand on my shoulder and nodded to my brother with a wide 
grin on his face. I was not the only member of my family willing to 
face down this particular old man, it seemed.

“Ryin, is it true? You have sent Riders to our neighbors and have the 
younglings sweeping our lands?” asked Rider Haleon.

“Yes, it is.”
“Who gave you such authority?” our grandfather hissed.
“Who denied it to me?”
At once, I could see our mother in him. His stance appeared loose 

and relaxed, but I knew the spacing of his feet were meant for action. 
The way his arms were held behind his back and how his shoulders 
were rolled back spoke of  ease and confidence.  And his  voice  held 
every assurance of a man who knew his place and expected others to 
know theirs.

“We agreed that it  would be in our best interest to forget such a 
wasted endeavor.”

“No, we did not agree,” Ryin answered. “It was your opinion that it 
may be worthless. I and several others thought it would do no harm, 
and indeed it would give the youngsters a reason to test their bonds. In 
fact, it has been discussed that this be a regular occurrence. We have 
grown lax in our security because we do not think the Forest will allow 
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outside harm to come to us. Yet, we have all learned lately that there 
are those that we consider foreign that the Forest does not.”

“We are not at war, Ryin,” Rider Haleon intoned.
“That does not  mean we have no enemies.  Surrin knows it  well. 

When his daughter, Rider Sarrie, vanished in the night, there was no 
method in place to search for her. The sweeps could change that.”

At once, our grandfather snarled, “I am a Rider, you whelp, and you 
will address me as such! And that disgrace is no daughter of mine.”

“If she is no daughter of yours, then you are no grandfather of mine. 
Which means your presence here is unwelcome as your remarks are 
uncivilized. You will go now.”

No more words were spoken as every eye turned to him and we all 
waited.  For  a  moment,  he  seemed  willing  to  argue.  Yet,  with  the 
weight of the elders’ disapproval cast in his direction, he threw back 
his shoulders and marched away as if he were doing so by choice.

The remark escaped my lips unbidden.  “Never in my life  have I 
seen a grown man behave with the petulance of a child.”

All eyes landed on me. Rider Haleon’s eyes were unique in that they 
did not  look on me with censure,  but  with sadness.  His  voice  was 
gravely when he said, “Loss affects us all differently. Surrin has lost 
three children now, and his pride is costing him the rest of his family. 
To see you looking so much as your mother does is to feel the loss of 
her that much more keenly. Given that they had been so close, it is a 
dagger which pierces his heart daily.”

I knew it was the desert in me that responded with the thought that 
I would twist the blade every chance I could.

Ryin  would  rebuke  him.  I  would  punish  him.  That  was  what 
separated our two worlds more than anything else.
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“You have returned before I thought to expect you,” Mana grumbled as 
she approached. “Have you seen to both creatures then?”

“I  have  not.  Azrael  still  mistrusts  me  and  will  not  let  me  near. 
Kiethe,  however,  has  found  a  perch  in  the  tree  above.”  Pointing 
upward, it was almost impossible to see him but for the feather-tipped 
tail dangling over the side of a branch.

She released another tsk of annoyance. “The elites always choose the 
heights. Impossible to bring them down when they are of a mood.”

“He feels the need to be vigilant. The height gives him a vantage 
point,” I said.

“Oh? For what reason is he so protective?”
As she set to work to help Azrael relax, I explained our venture into 

Shade.  She grunted when I  told her about the cannibalism, but she 
glared  outright  when  I  mentioned  the  ambush.  By  the  time  I  had 
finished, Mana was grumbling low under her breath. I let her have her 
moments, for I had worked through the anguish of earlier. It helped 
more than I would have admitted to have Kiethe looking out for us, 
however.

When she had finished with Azrael, she at last asked, “Where are 
Ryin and Cardan?”

“They said something about straightening up the house.” As I said 
it, I shot the hut another dubious glance.

My grandmother’s mouth twisted in disdain as she also shot the 
house  a  disdainful  look.  “They must  have truly  been unnerved for 
them to stay inside. Poor boys. Raydin is not here to make them see 
that fear is natural and to show them that they faced it well. They will 
not hear it from you and I, but another man…”
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I smiled at that. “It took Grevin and Tharin a long time to realize the 
same.  Especially  after  the  scorpion decided to  share  Tharin’s  room. 
Barrin was the only one able to keep him calm while they extracted the 
venom.”

“And you hid in a corner and hung on his every word just as much 
as that boy,” she guessed.

I did not bother to hide it. “For an hour I kept still in the corner, 
hoping no one would notice me and make me leave. When all the fuss 
was at an end, Barrin called out my name. He asked me to watch over 
his son for the night and to come running if anything at all seemed 
amiss. I gave him my solemn vow and he left the room. To this day, I 
do not think he knows that I heard him crying on the other side of the 
door. Tharin is his favorite.”

“Oh,  miscit  shits!  A  father  could  hardly  love  one  child  above 
another, same as mothers,” she admonished.

At that, I had to laugh. “Mana I have the great privilege of being part 
of more than one family, and able to deduce facts from them. Tharin is 
named for both of his parents because he was the one conceived when 
they finally fell in love with one another. He is their favorite.”

“Finally?”
“Thalon asked Barrin to marry her for political reasons. Valalya is 

their heir, and she is the favorite of the people. Grevin came next, and 
he is named after a hero of the Rising. Tharin, however, is their child. 
The only one they can keep for themselves.”

“How do you know this to be true?”
“My mother is Thalon’s closest friend. They hide nothing from one 

another. She can hide nothing from me. And it is not as if Valalya and 
Grevin do not know. It is not as if they are deprived the love of their 
parents.  It  is  just  that  Tharin  is  given more  of  it  and has  the  least 
expectations to carry with him.”

“If  you  are  so  knowledgeable,  who  do  you  think  your  parents 
favor?”

Most people would not have asked the question. Mana was not most 
people.

“Ryin, of course. He is the favorite of them both. My father knows 
only of him, so that is natural. For my mother it is because he is who 
she poured all of her hopes and dreams into. From the moment she 
knew she had a son, all she saw was the Rider he would become. Now 
the only dream she waits upon is to see him flying Azrael above the 
desert skies, flying to meet her.”



Hollow Ryan

57

“What dreams does she have for you, my child?”
“That is the beauty of not being the favorite,  Mana.  She gave me 

choices  instead of  dreams.  In  that  way,  she  has  given me far  more 
freedom than she has Ryin.”

“You will be Father’s favorite.”
I jumped and whirled at the same time, shocked to find Ryin leaning 

up  against  a  tree.  My  mouth  was  agape  and  I  tried  to  think  of 
something to combat his words. The hope rising in my chest did not 
allow for it.

“Come, Tallie. Let us go down to the river and fill the water skins. 
Mana will we be eating with you again this night?”

Mana nodded solemnly before she headed for the hut where Cardan 
was no doubt hiding on the other side of the door. Ryin tossed me a 
pair of water skins before he turned and strode into the trees. Shutting 
my mouth, I followed after him.

When we were far enough outside of the village, he said, “I keep 
thinking about what could have happened today. Standing there on 
the ledge and unable to tell if every rock or plant was a shapeshifter 
waiting to spring up. Today, I could have lost you. It could have been 
over  long before  I  or  Cardan or  the  Gryphons  could have stopped 
them.”

“Ryin, I…”
He  shook  his  head.  “No.  I  must  apologize,  Tallie.  We  knew  the 

shapeshifters were trouble, but today proved how unprepared we are 
for them. It was a position I should not have put you in. And if I had 
allowed any harm to come to you before Father could know you…” 
His face visibly paled.

“Ryin, calm yourself. No harm came to us, and none was intended.”
“How can you know?”
“Because she spoke to us. I know it is difficult for you to trust them, 

and I now understand why. That does not mean they do not come with 
the  basic  guides  and  instincts  that  lead  us  all.  They  are  creatures 
blessed with remarkable fluidity, but they run on their animal instincts 
and disregard those that disregard them. She would not have attacked 
us without reason.”

“You cannot know that for certain.”
“Then hear this: I do not think the Blood Dragon will allow them to 

interfere. She wants us to do what we are doing, as it saves her the 
trouble. All she need do is hide herself within the borders of Shade and 
she will learn of our progress. If the shapeshifters harm us, her ability 
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to trust what we say dies in that instant. I am a Bridge Walker, Ryin. 
An emissary from a foreign country that  never used to exist  in the 
height of the Dragon War. Where mistrust resides on both sides, mine 
is the only word that can be trusted. Do you agree?”

Ryin took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yes, I will trust your 
word. I will not, however, trust that skinner’s.”

“Skinner?” I asked, suddenly perplexed.
He made a sound in his throat before he spat, “It is a curse we use 

for those that can change their skins.”
“Very well. We will do as we said, and when we have an answer, we 

will return to Shade and pass along the missive. There is nothing more 
you have to fear.”

“Is there not? Are you planning to return to Shade?”
My jaw clenched. While I was planning on it, I had thought to ask 

for Cardan’s help. He was the least oppositional to my goals.
“Tallie,”  Ryin  said  in  a  warning  voice,  having  taken  the  time  to 

study my features.
“Yes, I am. But you have no need to come.”
“I asked if I could and you agreed. Besides, Father would strip my 

skin if I let his only daughter out of my sight in a foreign land.”
It  was  the  first  time  I  saw  Ryin  with  a  real,  genuine  smile.  He 

reminded me so much of her.
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I told him he had her smile and eyes. He said that I had Raydin’s nose 
and ears.  Then I  told  him all  about  her.  How proud she  was,  and 
skilled,  and  quiet,  and  efficient.  When  I  told  him about  Xzaryth,  I 
could see the shine in his eyes that meant he was thinking of Azrael 
and how they could be just like her. Just as I thought I was done, Ryin 
started asking questions.

By the time we reached the village, I had answered only about half 
of them. Yet, as we walked the paths between the trees, he motioned 
me  to  silence.  I  obliged.  It  was  one  thing  for  me  to  infuriate  our 
grandfather, but I would not tarnish her memory further by acting like 
a righteous foreigner.

Yet,  when  we  passed  he  hide  shelter  where  a  golden  Gryphon 
rested,  I  stopped.  Several  seconds passed that  I  stared at  Massimu, 
wishing that I  could hug him in the way she must have a hundred 
times in her youth. More than anything, I wanted to do that for her.

In  a  surreptitious  glance,  I  found only  Ryin  was  paying me any 
attention. Slowly I handed him the filled water skins while he shook 
his head. I ignored him as I took a pointed step toward the Gryphon 
that had taught my mother to fly.

“Massimu, I am Tallie, daughter of Rider Sarrie. She would like for 
me to say thank you. And she misses you deeply.”

As I spoke, the Gryphon raised his head and stared at me. His eyes 
did not trail over my body like a person’s would have. There was no 
need. In one moment, he saw all of me. Then he clicked his beak in 
welcome. I smiled.

Against Ryin’s hissed protestations, I stepped closer. And closer still. 
When I  was near  enough,  Massimu stretched his  neck and made a 
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point of inhaling my scent deeply. Then he gave another click of his 
beak and I stepped up to his side and began to scratch the skin where 
his  feathers  met  his  fur.  It  seemed  to  be  their  favorite  spot  to  be 
scratched.

Minutes passed and I  refused to move,  all  the while  crooning to 
Massimu  and  describing  the  life  and  adventure  my  mother  and 
Xzaryth led. I described to him the freedom they shared, and how they 
had shared that with me. Never before had I witnessed a Gryphon full 
of such paternal pride.

Until the moment a voice shouted, “Disgrace! Losan! You step away 
from my Gryphon at once!”

I  had just  enough time to turn and see my grandfather storming 
toward us before the tawny body of Kiethe dropped between us, his 
mouth emitting a warning hiss while his wings flapped so that Surrin 
had to take several steps back. At once, Ryin jumped in front of Kiethe 
to calm him while Massimu surged to his feet and released a sharp 
shriek of warning.

No one expected his wing to drape around me in a protective stance.
My grandfather froze in place, stunned to find that his Gryphon was 

choosing to protect me from him, instead of him from Kiethe. A kind of 
trance seemed to cause every person in the village to stop and stare.

With a groan, I quickly extricated myself from Massimu’s embrace 
and assured him that there was no danger to me. Then I joined Ryin in 
front of a furious Kiethe. Once he saw me nearer to Surrin, he lunged 
in an effort to get me back behind him.

“Kiethe! Stop! You will hurt us!”
At once, he stumbled back, but his feathers were still fully ruffled 

and his  glare  was nothing short  of  predatory where  he  pinned my 
grandfather  in  place.  It  was  good  enough  for  the  moment,  and  I 
stepped closer to him so that he would feel better. Then I turned to face 
Surrin.

The old man found his voice at last as he pointed to me and hissed, 
“Witch! What have you done to them?”

Ryin took an angry step toward him, which prompted a hiss from 
Kiethe. I was quick to grab my brother’s shoulder as I stared down my 
grandfather.

“All of these years partnered to a Gryphon and you know so little 
about them. Because females refuse to share their freedom with us, you 
assume that the males do not share your family.” Glancing around at 
the gathering crowd, I raised my voice, “Gryphons have not decreed 
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that there could be no female Riders. We did that. The Forest did not 
decree that no woman could fly. We did that. When we take the males 
from the sky, it is because the females will not leave their families for 
us. We make the males part of our own.”

Looking back to my grandfather, I told him what he least wanted to 
hear. “Massimu raised my mother. He taught her to fly. Because of him, 
she is Sarrie, Rider of Xzaryth, the Black Gryphon. And even if you 
refuse to recognize her family, that does not mean we do not belong to 
him.”

I turned then to give Massimu one final hug. “Take it easy on him. 
He is grieving.”

When I got to Kiethe, his feathers had started to sink back against 
his neck. Mostly in part because Cardan had come running. As I had 
before, I slipped my fingers beneath his feathers and started scratching.

“Thank you,” I murmured. “If he had meant me real harm, I have no 
doubt you would have saved me. I am in your debt and I intend to 
repay it. For now, how about we head home?”

He looked only  slightly  mollified,  but  he  moved with  me as  we 
headed back. Ryin and Cardan were both on my heels. They kept quiet 
right up until we reached the house. Then they both started snapping 
at  once.  Cardan demanded to know what happened,  and Ryin was 
angrily telling him what I did.

At last,  Cardan grabbed my shoulders and dragged me closer  to 
him. “Massimu? What were you thinking? He could have turned on 
you the second Surrin told him to!”

“He protected me from Surrin.”
“You  could  not  have  known  he  would.  Forest’s  blessings,  why 

would you go near him?”
“You know why. You know what he is to me. Other than Ryin and 

Raydin, Massimu and Maphail were the only family I knew to expect. 
The only two I knew would have me. I knew Massimu would never 
hurt me because I am hers.”

“Your mother knew him thirty years ago.”
“And knows him still.”
After a minute, he let his hands fall. “You are never going to relent, 

are you?”
For some reason, that made me smile. “I am my mother’s daughter.”
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“You have caused quite the stir,” Mana admonished as we slunk into 
her house.

“I intended no harm,” I began before she waved me off.
“Of course not. And it is not harm that causes the stir, but a new 

sense  of  discovery.  Many men are  there  now eager  to  discover  the 
bonds their partners may have forged with those of their blood. I have 
no trouble in admitting that I am quite eager to know how Maphail 
will react to you after what I witnessed today.”

Heat gathered in my face. “You were there?”
“Of course. As soon as I heard Kiethe’s cry, Cardan began running 

and  I  hobbled  as  best  I  could  to  the  scene.  Quite  remarkable  that 
Massimu should recognize you. Yet, not remarkable at all, given how 
much you resemble her.”

“Or she has that effect on the poor boys,” Cardan said as he folded 
his  long  legs  to  sit  beside  the  fire.  “First  Xzaryth,  now Kiethe  and 
Massimu. They all feel the need to protect her as if she is a treasure.”

“Xzaryth?”  my brother  asked at  the  same time our  grandmother 
remarked, “Is she not?”

Cardan bowed his head in answer to Mana before he turned to Ryin 
and  explained  about  his  first  meeting  with  the  Black  Gryphon.  In 
silence, I ladled more stew into bowls for the four of us, studiously 
ignoring the  looks  I  was getting.  Then there  was a  sharp intake of 
breath when Cardan let it slip that Xzaryth could one day choose to be 
bonded to me.

“That is not our way,” Ryin hissed in a voice almost too low to be 
heard.

With a sigh, I set his bowl in front of him and raised my eyes to his. 



Hollow Ryan

63

“It is not something to be forced on him. I will only make the bond if 
he wishes it. But I will not force him away from the only home he has 
known in almost thirty years.”

“Now that  would be a sight to see,” Mana  sighed.  Then a broad 
smile stretched across her face. “Two Riders for daughters. Now would 
that not give me an edge in the gossip circles?”

Cardan chuckled while Ryin groaned. I put the bowl to my lips and 
sipped at  my stew as  if  it  were  not  about  me.  Everyone  else  soon 
followed my example and began to eat.  Halfway through the meal, 
however, Ryin caught my eyes across the fire.

In  a  low  voice,  he  asked,  “Do  you  want  to  be  a  Rider  like  our 
mother?”

The question was a hard one for me to answer, but I had known the 
answer for some time. “No. I will take up a partnership with Xzaryth if 
I must, but beyond that I have never known the sky to offer freedom as 
she does. As you do. No, I am earth-bound in other ways and I find my 
freedom in the small choices I make from day to day.”

“Such as the choices you made today?” Cardan asked.
Raising my eyes to the ceiling, I sighed, “Will you never relent?”
“Never,” he promised.
“What  freedom will  you  choose  when  your  task  is  completed,  I 

wonder.”
All three of us looked at Mana while she stared at me. Swallowing, I 

said what we all knew must be. “I will return to Valhoal once things 
have concluded between the Blood Dragon and I.”

“Is that what you wish or what is expected of you?”
My smile was a little sad as I remarked, “There are no expectations 

for me, Mana. Not anymore.”
“What does that mean?” Ryin asked.
“It means that our mother has given me my freedom. She will be 

grateful if I return, but she will not hold me to any decree of hers. I am 
a woman now, and free to make my own decisions.”

“But you will return?”
“Yes. That is what I intend to do. She has lost more than enough 

family,  and I  have one of  my own waiting for  me.  While  I  do not 
intend to forsake the Forest as she did, I also do not believe my place is 
beneath its trees.”

“And what if someone decides to make it your place? You agreed to 
be presented once Raydin returns,” Cardan announced.

At that, I had to smile. “Forest born, but desert bred. Freedom and 



Bridge Walker

64

choice  are  the  things  we  hold  most  sacred  in  the  desert,  because 
Valhoal was built by those who once had neither. I do not think those 
are things any man would try to take from me. And if he did, then he is 
not worthy of my consideration.”

Ryin grinned as  well.  “Not  to  offend,  but  I  do believe  that  once 
Father lays eyes on you, he will no doubt find that no man is worthy of 
you.  I  think he may scare off  any suitors  before they dare to come 
calling.”

Mana gave a little harrumph. “If you and Cardan have not done the 
deed for him before he returns.”

As one, the two men raised their bowls and thudded them together 
in a congratulatory salute,  causing us all  to laugh.  Even so,  I  felt  a 
twinge in my heart as I thought of the day my father might return.
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The reports came in the next day, much to my surprise. Not for all of 
the  Forest,  but  at  least  for  our  territory.  All  of  the  younglings  my 
brother had sent out had made their way back in to report that our 
lands were clear of trespassers. Then, in sight of all the elders, he sent 
some of the older boys back out to do a perimeter sweep to cover what 
we shared with our neighbors. I beamed with pride as no one said a 
word against him.

That  was  the  same day  I  asked  to  go  back  to  Shade.  This  time, 
Azrael was more amenable to allowing me near him. Yet, when asked 
if he would take me as a passenger, he was adamant in his refusal. 
Thus, Cardan and Kiethe were prevailed upon once more.

This time, our trip was uneventful. Due in most part to the fact that 
we merely crossed to Silver Lake and were never more than three feet 
from  the  Gryphons.  After  the  serpent,  there  was  a  new  fear  of 
separation between the five of us. Kiethe, especially, had a knack for 
hanging over our shoulders when he felt the need to be closer.

The village of Silver Lake was as poor and pathetic as I could have 
ever  seen.  Back  home,  I  was  used  to  visits  to  the  apothecary,  the 
bakery, the blacksmiths, the blade smiths, and the stables. Here, there 
was none of that. Quiet descended over the town in a heavy blanket, 
with the only reliable businesses being the tailor and the inn. Which, 
considering what I’d witnessed, meant that I would never dare to eat 
another meal in the country of Shade.

There  was  also  a  distinct  lack  of  people.  No  one  wandered  the 
streets—that could be seen. Once or twice we caught sight of a few 
alley  cats  sunning  themselves  in  the  middle  of  one  dirt  patch  or 
another. I was more surprised when a dog carrying a hare trotted right 
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into the tailor’s shop. What walked out was a tall, scraggly man with a 
scruffy beard who waltzed straight across the street to the inn. A shiver 
had worked its way down my spine and we’d hurried away from the 
sight.

Perhaps  the  other  strange  thing  was  the  lack  of  refuse.  Even  in 
Valhoal, with its innovative gutter systems to channel waste out of the 
city proper,  there were still  piles of  compost gathered in alleys and 
animals left their refuse wherever they deigned to drop it. Sometimes 
people, too.

Yet, in Silver Lake there were no such signs. Urine stains did not 
coat the corners of most buildings. Piles of droppings did not need to 
be swept out of the streets. No piles of rubbish amounted anywhere, 
except near the inn.

“This place rankles the nerves,” Ryin muttered. “Where are all the 
people?”

“It  is  always  like  this,”  Cardan  answered.  “Every  time  I  pass 
through, there is never a soul around.”

I snorted. “I bet there are hundreds living here.”
“Do you not see there are no signs of life here?” Ryin scoffed.
“What do you consider signs of life? I live in a city where everyone 

is  trying  to  dash  and  dart  around  everyone  else.  Where  there’s  a 
constant layer of noise and chaos hanging in the wind. There are smells 
of spices and perfumes and detritus that mix together in a pungent 
array. Are those the signs of life you were expecting?

“Because what I see here is that there are no animal remains in the 
streets. Not even bones with the marrow sucked out of them. There are 
no animal droppings or refuse, because they know better than to leave 
it  in the middle of the village. You do not build houses you do not 
intend to live in, and there are dozens here. Given the sizes they are 
capable  of,  a  dozen  families  could  easily  share  a  single  house, 
depending on the forms they strive for. And it is quiet because there 
are strangers here, and we are not welcome to share their lives.”

“Is that a guess?” Cardan responded after a while.
“It is a guess based on logic, and this is what I do. I get to know 

people and understand them. Then I bridge the gap.”
“And what do you think of these people?”
“I think they prefer animal skins and animal lives,” I said with a 

shrug.  “They  leave  nothing  for  scavengers,  because  they  are 
scavengers. They have no need of trade or coin because they have no 
need to pay for the things they can acquire themselves. This is a nation 
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that thrives without the interference of other nations, not because of it. 
In its own way, this is perhaps the most primal place we will ever find 
in the world.”

“A pretty sentiment for a pretty girl.”
The woman who spoke rose from an alley of cats, shedding orange 

fur and stripes in order to appear with soft brown skin and eyes the 
color  of  amber.  Light  brown  hair  cascaded  down  over  her  heavy 
breasts while the rolling of her hips as she strode toward us made the 
eyes  gravitate  to  her  center.  Clothes  seemed  necessary  to  the 
shapeshifters only when in residence at the inn.

“Primal. It is a good word for what we are. Tell me, pretty girl, do 
you think you know us well enough? Or would you like to see us as 
we truly are?”

Before any of them could stop me, I took three long strides towards 
the woman. “How would I see that?”

Behind me, Kiethe hissed and I  was surprised when even Azrael 
released  a  warning  screech.  The  feline  woman  glanced  over  my 
shoulder, a fanged smile spreading across her face. One glance at her 
slitted pupils and I shuddered a little but maintained my position.

The woman leaned closer to me, ever so slowly. Her lips brushed 
my ear as she said, “Come to us in the fading light. We will show you 
how life is shaped at night.”

Then the woman pressed her lips to my cheek and vanished.
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“No! No.  Absolutely not,”  Ryin raged from the safety of  the Forest 
border.

“It is my decision to make,” I argued.
Before he could go on another tirade,  Cardan put a hand on my 

shoulder  and  said,  “Tallie,  you  do  not  know  these  creatures.  You 
would be putting yourself in danger. Let Ryin protect you.”

My jaw set.  “I need no one’s protection nor anyone’s permission. 
This  is  what  I  am  here  for.  The  mission  I  must  accomplish.  I 
understand your reservations, but I am going tonight.”

Folding his arms over his chest, my brother sneered, “And how will 
you reach them?”

I had been waiting for this  remark ever since I  was shoved onto 
Kiethe’s back and flown into the safety of the trees. Even knowing that 
the border to the Forest was impassable by foot, I was not deterred. 
Not every losan had access to a Rider, after all. And there were others 
who did not share a concern for my safety.

“If you have no desire to help me, Ryin, I cannot change your mind. 
Nor will  I  try.  However,  do not presume that I  will  not do what is 
necessary for my mission.”

“You think we are unable to stop you?”
My chin jerked and my teeth clenched together. Years of growing up 

with Grevin and Tharin made the worst thoughts rise to the surface. 
The words that would hurt and cut and cause him to bleed. And I 
swallowed as much of it as I could before I spoke again.

“Ryin,  I  am not trained to fight.  I  was raised to fight.  By several 
people in many fields. If you try to hold me against my will, brother, I 
will hurt you. And you will have no one but yourself to blame.”
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“Tallie, we—”
“Stop. Both of you. What did you think was going to happen? When 

you delivered that message to my mother, what did you think would 
happen next? A decision was made, Cardan. A decision to send me in 
her stead to do the things she is not capable of. The things no one in 
the Forest is capable of. When you deliver messages, you never have to 
see the results. Well, this time you have to live with it. Because I am the 
result. I am the response. I am the decision.”

“And we are doing what we can to help you. But this… How is this 
going to help anything?”

“How do you know it will hurt anything? What are you so afraid 
of?”

“You know how they live!” Ryin snapped.
“I  know how humans live,  too.  My entire  country was made by 

slaves, Ryin. I do not underestimate anything that we are capable of. 
That does not mean I will live with fear guiding my steps. That is not 
the way I was raised.”

Ryin took a deep breath and released it slowly. “I am responsible for 
you, Tallie. You are my sister.”

“And I am responsible for the Forest. This is my mission.”
The  stalemate  could  last  forever.  Neither  of  us  was  willing  to 

concede and Cardan had stopped trying to become involved for some 
time. This was it. If my brother wished to aid me, I never needed his 
help more than now. Yet, if he pushed me, I would do it myself.

“If we do this, I want some assurances,” Ryin said at last.
“Such as?”
“You go nowhere alone. You stay at my side at all times.”
“As long as you do not interfere with what I see fit to do.”
“I  will  not  interfere  so long as  I  do not  think it  necessary.  Good 

enough?”
“For now. What other conditions?”
“You do not eat or drink anything they offer.”
I snorted. “There is no need to worry over that.”
“Also, I want Cardan and Kiethe to stand watch with Azrael.”
Both of our eyes shifted to the other Rider and he gave a solemn 

nod.  I  made  a  point  to  look  at  the  two  Gryphons.  Azrael  looked 
stubborn, but Kiethe gave a chirrup of consent.

“And I want your word that if I tell you to run, you will listen.”
“That, I cannot do.”
“Why not?”
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“Because you are more afraid than I am. It’s true, Ryin!” I said as he 
whirled away from me, throwing his hands into the air. “If one shifts in 
front of us, you will want me to run. Should one get a step too close, 
you will think it is time to fly away. I cannot promise to run when you 
say. But I can promise to run as soon as I think it is too dangerous to 
stay.  And  I  need  your  word  that  you  will  listen  if  I  give  you  a 
command.”

“You plan to command me?”
“Ryin, I do not do this for myself and my curiosity. If I accept an 

invitation, it is as an emissary of Valhoal. That is what I am.”
It was something neither of them wanted to accept, but they had no 

choice. After my brother grumbled a few more times, it  was agreed 
that we would return to Silver Lake under the cover of night. Then we 
would discover what it meant to be the shapeshifters.
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This  time,  Azrael  was  happy  to  have  me  on  his  back.  Whatever 
protectiveness  Ryin  felt  over  me,  his  partner  also  shared  in.  Thus, 
when we landed on the edge of Silver Lake at dusk, he was slow to 
fold his wings and allow us to dismount. When we tried to make our 
way  into  the  village,  he  also  tried  to  follow.  Clearly  he  did  not 
appreciate being left in Cardan’s care.

By the time the two Gryphons and our friend were settled, the last 
sliver  of  daylight  was  fading  over  the  treetops.  With  a  few  deep 
breaths,  Ryin  and  I  began  to  wade  into  the  deep  shadows  of  the 
village.

It was eerily silent as we traversed the empty streets. Then, all of a 
sudden, it wasn’t.

Screams  and  shrieks  erupted  throughout  the  dozens  of  houses. 
Agonizing  cries  echoed  into  the  air  and  wails  of  despair  filled  the 
night.  It  sounded  as  though  Death  moved  amongst  each  house, 
slaughtering all in residence.

Before  Ryin  and  I  could  turn  and  run  for  it,  the  streets  became 
crowded  with  people.  They  were  pouring  out  of  doorways  and 
clambering out of windows onto the street. Their every movement was 
stiff and they rubbed at portions of their bodies while grimacing. One 
little boy trudged through a doorway, his long hair hanging over his 
face while he scrubbed at the tears left on his cheeks.

My mouth fell open as more people than I could have imagined kept 
walking  out  of  the  same  houses.  It  did  not  give  me  a  sense  of 
satisfaction to know that I had been right. Just the opposite. One look 
at the sallow-skinned people that stumbled around in the cool night air 
without a stitch of clothing on made me feel as weary as they looked.
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“You came.”
I turned to find the same leonine woman as earlier. Though I could 

not imagine how I knew it was the same woman. She had not the same 
body as earlier in the day. Nor the same full hair and curves. Instead, 
she was slight,  thin,  and had large,  round eyes with narrow, slitted 
pupils.

“What is happening here?” I asked right as another set of screams 
rent the air apart.

“You see us in the night. Without the light, we are returned to our 
birthright,” she mused, looking upon the creatures that filed past her 
toward the center of the village. “To bed or breed, we must be of the 
form born to us. Thus, as the moons rise and the sun wanes, we give 
ourselves over to the most painful form.”

“This is what you look like prior to shapeshifting?”
She nodded.  “We resent  the necessity,  but  we have yet  to  find a 

means of avoiding such a transition.”
There was something in the way that she said it… “Yet?”
When  she  smiled,  her  fangs  barely  seemed  to  fit  in  her  mouth. 

“Come. See us in our glory.”
Ryin and I fell into the trudging crowd beside her. The closer we got 

to  the  village  center,  however,  the  less  despondent  they  seemed. 
Rather, they stood taller, rubbed at their joints less, and flashed long-
fanged grins more than once. As we grew closer, we found that torches 
had  been  lit  along  the  main  streets  and  the  sound  of  large  drums 
reverberated off the stone.

Then  the  crowd parted  so  that  the  members  could  join  a  heavy 
throng around the edges of the open courtyard. In the center were the 
large, hulking masses of five male shapeshifters as they pounded on 
the drums in their own wild rhythm. In a ring around the drummers 
was a pit filled with fire; the heat of which did not seem to impede the 
comfort of the males. Outside of this ring, the shapeshifters began to 
dance.

In this single moment, they all looked identical. The same jaunt, pale 
bodies reflected the firelight, while their eyes gleamed in the shadows. 
Vertical pupils were as reptilian as the thin fangs that sometimes did 
not fit in their mouths. Dark hair hung in lank curtains around their 
faces, which was often pushed back by long fingers with wicked claws 
for nails.

They appeared nothing short  of  lethal.  Yet,  this  form seemed the 
most docile of the many they wore. These were the shapeshifters in 
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their base role, and they reeked of vulnerability.
“Are we what you expected?” asked our escort.
I shook my head. “How did you come to be like this?”
Staring out over her brethren,  she said,  “We are the result  of  the 

Dragons’ desire to give your kind some of their magick. They thought 
it would be easiest to breed it into you. They were wrong.”

In my head I heard again the tales of dragons asking for women as 
bribes  to  leave villages  in  peace.  Young,  pretty virgins  to  sate  their 
dread appetite. Whole temples were built for them, with sacrifices left 
on an altar in the courtyard. An entire religion existed to appease them, 
and all the while, they were trying to make us more like them. It had a 
certain irony.
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Cardan was miffed at how long we remained in Silver Lake, but by the 
time we returned to the Sesare village, he was willing to give over his 
complaints in favor of his bed. Ryin and I did not discuss what we saw, 
though by the look in his eye, he was thinking about it as often as I 
was. Of all the shapes the beings of Shade could take, it came with a 
cost. When dragons bred with humans, the only magick given to the 
offspring was this incredible ability coupled with a painful curse.

It  would have been easier to build the bridge if  it  was a secret  I 
thought I could share. But I could not. While the Forest Dwellers had 
never sought to expand beyond their borders, it did not bode well to 
leave  such  knowledge  in  the  hands  of  those  who  distrusted  the 
shapeshifters  so  fully.  While  it  hurt  to  admit,  I  was  worried  about 
having my brother so aware. Would he keep it to himself?

With such thoughts plaguing my mind, sleep came long after I laid 
down upon the mat in Mana’s  house. When I awoke, they were still 
there. Taking a few moments to lie there, I  listened to the everyday 
sounds  of  the  village  as  everyone  else  went  on  with  their  lives. 
Children laughed and played, mothers barked orders or shared stories, 
and Gryphons chirped and clicked their beaks. It was remarkable how 
familiar and welcome it all seemed to me, considering how foreign it 
had once been.

After a while, I stood up and rolled up the mat. I had just finished 
running a comb through my hair and had it  half-braided when the 
sounds outside the hut changed. The children began to shout and run 
towards the center of the village as a Gryphon cried its arrival. Curious 
though I was, I did not think the arrival would have any bearing on 
me until Mana  burst into the house, looking startled to find me still 
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there.
“Tallie, you must wear your best. Your father has come.”
With those four words, a lifetime’s worth of wonder and worry fell 

upon my shoulders. I was so dazed, I didn’t notice it when Mana began 
to rummage through the baskets for something less tarnished than my 
riding  clothes.  When she  reached my bag,  she  gasped at  what  she 
found inside. While I had packed mostly for the trip, the woman raised 
as a younger sibling to Valalya had wanted at least one pretty outfit to 
have with me.

“It will be perfect,” Mana murmured, thrusting the pale green silk 
into my arms.

Still  in a daze, I  dressed as quickly as I  could. Then she finished 
plaiting  my  hair,  adding  a  white  ribbon  along  the  strands.  Even 
without the use of a mirror,  I  knew how I looked, for I’d worn the 
flowing, pale green gown often over the years. In the cooler air of the 
Forest,  it  wasn’t  comfortable,  but  it  would  make  an  impression. 
Though I wasn’t sure which impression it was likely to make.

Would he see  me as  a  beautiful,  beloved daughter?  Or a  foreign 
emissary who did not belong?

By the time Mana was finished with her ministrations, we were the 
last to arrive in welcome. We were so late that the elders had already 
concluded their  interview and passed by us.  Where the crowd had 
parted for the elders, it did not immediately collapse back into the path 
as I expected. Thus, my father and I each stood framed by the people, 
forced to stare at one another until one of us moved.

If he had known who I was, I would have run to him. My body was 
shaking with the desire to have him before me. To know him as I knew 
my mother and brother.  Some deep yearning urged me to cross the 
distance and prove to him that I was more than kin; I was family.

Rolling my shoulders back, I  tried to emulate Valalya as I  glided 
down the provided aisle. Stopping just beyond those gathered, I made 
it a point to meet my father’s eyes as I announced, “Rider Raydin, I am 
Tallie, emissary of Queen Thalon of Valhoal.”

I could not tell him that I was his daughter. I wanted him to see it. I 
wanted him to look at me and know. Not that I could bear it if he did 
not recognize me as his flesh and blood.

As  I  was  beginning  to  think  my  shaking  knees  would  fail  me, 
Raydin crossed the distance between us and took my face in his hands. 
My lips parted in surprise when I saw the tears gathering in his eyes. 
Then he laughed and I could not help but smile.
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In  a  softer  voice  than  I  had  imagined,  he  asked,  “Who  are  you 
really?”

Swallowing hard, I said, “I am Tallie, daughter of Rider Sarrie and 
Rider Raydin.”
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“She never told me.” It was the fifth time he murmured the words, 
shaking his head. This time, he added, “I should not be surprised, I 
suppose. She did not tell me of Ryin until he was old enough to make 
the journey. Why should she tell me of the daughter I could not have?”

“Are you… Do you resent her decision?” I asked in a voice more 
timid than I had wished.

“No! No, Tallie. I could never resent her for keeping you to herself. I 
am glad she had you. It is only…”

“It would be nice to share your family?” I  suggested with a wry 
smile.

He returned my smile.  Then,  as  if  he  could not  help himself,  he 
wrapped an arm around me and pulled me against his side. Warmth 
flooded my body and I reveled in this contact.

We would not have let go for some time if not for Maphail’s greeting 
chirp. Pulling apart, we looked behind us to find Ryin leaning against 
a tree. He wore his most pleased expression yet. At once, our father 
beckoned him closer.  Pushing off  the  tree,  Ryin took a  seat  on our 
father’s other side and was rewarded by having an arm draped over 
his shoulders, too.

“My children,” he said with a happy sigh. “I never thought I could 
be so proud.”

“You sound like Mana,” Ryin accused.
“Are either of us wrong? My strong, able son is a proficient Rider 

who will test into the elite within the season. My beautiful, graceful 
daughter is an emissary of Valhoal. Should I not be proud?”

“You have every reason to be, Father,” I interjected. “At least of one 
of us.”
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Ryin grinned. “Careful, Father, this one thinks she is witty.”
“I have our mother’s tongue.”
“Of that, I have no doubt, Tallie.”
For a moment, I could not decide if I liked hearing him say my name 

more, or preferred when he called me ‘daughter.’ As long as I had time 
enough to form a preference, I would consider myself fortunate.

“So this is where you have all run off to.”
We all  turned at once to find Cardan coming toward us. Without 

waiting for an invitation,  he dropped to the ground beside me and 
swung his legs over the edge of the embankment leading down to a 
lazy  river.  At  once,  Father  reached  a  hand  over  and  gripped  his 
shoulder briefly.

“Well, as you are all here, perhaps it is time for you to tell me what I 
have missed. Cardan, you will start. How long did it take you to reach 
Valhoal?”

It was almost amusing how easy it was to weave the tale of past 
events. Cardan began with his arrival and approach of my mother. I 
took it up from the moment it was decided that I would come in her 
stead. Then we took turns describing our journey and my introduction 
to the tribe. I still flinched when the word ‘losan’ was used. Soon after, 
it was Ryin’s turn to add to the narrative. At last, we brought the tale 
to a close with his arrival.

My father was staring at  me most  of  the time and I  was able to 
watch almost every flicker of emotion pass across his face. It was a trait 
I must have inherited from him, because my mother had the ability to 
mask  any  hint  of  feeling  if  she  wished.  A trait  highly  valued  in  a 
counselor to a queen.

“The timing was fortuitous, was it not?” he mused when the story 
was told. “I must send Cardan to Sarrie at the same time that my only 
daughter reaches the age of womanhood. Had you not, I do believe 
your mother  would have sent  Cardan back with an apology and a 
rejection.”

My head tilted to the side a little as I pondered what might have 
happened. “Would you have come yourself if she had?”

“Yes.”  There was no hesitation in his  voice,  and it  caused me to 
smile.

“I think that is why she would not have sent back an apology or 
rejection. Instead, she would have gone without telling you, organized 
what little she could, and vanished before you were made aware.”

“You know her well.”



Hollow Ryan

79

“I was blessed with the most time with her, that is all.”
“Perhaps one day soon we may all have the opportunity to spend 

time with her.”
We did not say what we knew to be true. That if they wished to see 

her, they would have to travel to Valhoal. The idea warmed my heart, 
but it was a choice they would both have to make in their own time.

Then Ryin said it. “Tallie intends to return when this business with 
the Blood Dragon is concluded. Perhaps you and I could escort her.”

There was a smile on his lips but sadness in his eyes when our father 
said, “It is a sound plan.”

Shaking my head, I looked at the man who sired me and asked, “We 
have told you our tale. Where have you been? Why did you not come 
to Valhoal?”

“I have been traveling the continent, daughter. I was in the elven 
court of Ailuren when word came of the Blood Dragon. As I was there, 
the king offered me a great sum to spread the news. I accepted. That 
evening, I returned home to recruit Cardan. I sent him to Sarrie. If she 
would not come to aid us in putting the dragon at ease, at least I knew 
she would not leave those around her ignorant. At this time, I do not 
doubt that all of Maeror knows that a Blood Dragon has been seen.”

“Sandes uf!”
“What?” Ryin asked with a grin.
Beside me, Cardan was laughing. “You know what it was. Tell me, 

Tallie, is it a worse curse than ‘miscit shits’ or of the same degree?”
I glared at them. “It means ‘slaves gold.’ It was a saying from before 

The Rising. Slavers used it as a way to say you were a fool to give 
slaves gold and expect them to know what to do with it. It means that 
it was a fool’s bargain giving everyone the most valuable information 
we possessed.”

Turning my eyes to my father, my voice was stern, “It is the very 
worst curse we have in Valhoal. I use it now because the circumstances 
befit it.”
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I was so agitated that it took the men several minutes to catch up with 
my long strides.  At  once,  I  was badgered on all  sides by Ryin and 
Cardan. Only my father remained silent as he drifted behind me.

“Tallie, what do you mean?”
“How is this a bad thing?”
“Should we not warn our neighbors?”
“No!” I shouted, rounding on them at last. “No, we should not have 

warned them. If it is true that the dragon is here on the hunt, what do 
you think its prey will do? Should the mouse see the hawk’s shadow, it 
goes to ground. Even if the Forest does not hold the quarry the dragon 
seeks, what reason now does it have to be discreet in its search? What 
reason to leave the matter to us?”

Both men looked sufficiently chagrined. “I must go to Shade at once. 
If the news has spread so rapidly, I need to speak with the dragoessa. 
Ryin, can you get a report of which lands have already been searched 
and  bring  it  to  me  in  Silver  Lake?  Cardan,  will  you  and  Kiethe 
accompany me?”

“Tallie, we agreed—”
“If you did not know the men of the other tribes so well, Ryin, it 

would not be you I asked. Yet, I trust that they respect you more and 
will  be  more  willing  to  hand  their  reports  over  to  the  man  that 
commissioned them. Cardan and Kiethe will keep me safe. Now go, 
please.”

Ryin stared at me for one long moment, shook his head, and trotted 
off toward the house.

“Tallie,  perhaps  it  should  be  Raydin  to  take  you,”  Cardan  said 
gently.
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For the first time, I  glanced over my shoulder at my father.  “No. 
Mana is expecting us. Someone needs to make our apologies.”

I did not say that his temperament was unknown to me. Nor could I 
predict how he would be around the shapeshifters. And with him so 
near,  I  was not  sure  my thoughts  would be where they were most 
needed.

“I will  saddle Kiethe,” Cardan answered and trotted off  after my 
brother.

My pace was still quick when my father matched it. “Is it necessary 
to visit Shade now? It is a day’s journey.”

I snorted. “It is a journey I have made several times now. I am not 
worried.”

“I  am,” he admitted.  No shame coated his  words,  causing me to 
glance askance at him.

“What is it you fear, Father? The dragon or the shapeshifters?”
“My daughter.”
I  stopped at  once  and he  made it  a  few steps  beyond before  he 

looked over his shoulder at me. At once, I marched up to him. “Me? 
You fear me?”

“Should I not, Tallie? Every second I spend with you, I am reminded 
more of your mother. She, too, broke my heart. Will I suffer the same 
fate by your hand, I wonder?”

At once I was baffled, confused, hurt, ashamed, and anxious. The 
emotions and thoughts rolled over one another in my head until it was 
all knotted inside. Yet, I had not the time to unravel it.

“The Forest is not barred to me, Father. It invited me in and it is 
allowing me to do what I came to do. Until it is done, I can think of 
little else. My apologies, but I must go.”

With that, I sprinted to where Cardan and Kiethe waited. Once I was 
in the saddle, I motioned for them to take us up. For the rest of the 
flight, I thought of what my father had said. It was not where my mind 
should have been, but I could not help it. After waiting so long to meet 
him,  his  parting declaration was that  he feared my ability  to  cause 
heartbreak. In all my life, I had never wanted to be less like my mother 
than in that moment. I was not her, and that was not the resemblance I 
wanted him to find.

That night, before crossing into Silver Lake, Cardan and I bedded 
down  in  another  Rigos  outpost.  The  illuminaire  trees  were  just  as 
mesmerizing as I had remembered. Yet, as their inner light began to 
dim, Cardan at last seemed to find his voice.
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“Why did you cast Raydin aside like that?”
I sighed. “I did not cast him aside.”
“You sent Ryin for reports and asked me to escort you.”
“And I sent him to Mana.  Do you think I do not want him here, 

Cardan? I have been waiting fifteen years to meet the man who sired 
me. I want many more years than that to come to know him. As of this 
moment, however, I do not know him. It is a fact which could only 
cause harm when I enter Shade tomorrow. Thus, I negated the threat. 
We may not know each other, but Mana knows us all. She will tell him 
about me as she told me of him. I think it will be easier that way.”

“He  could  have  joined  us,”  Cardan  muttered  with  a  stubborn 
expression.

“And I would not be able to do what I must.”
“What  is  it  you  must  do?  How  do  you  plan  to  handle  this 

situation?”
“I need to assure the dragon that we are doing as we said we would. 

If I can make her see that the Forest is not incompetent, she may yet 
leave us in peace.”

“And if we do find her quarry?”
“She is a Blood Dragon. Even if we could capture a creature able to 

evade her for so long, she would not let us. Vengeance is her reason for 
being. If we find her quarry, we send word immediately and keep an 
eye on it until she comes. When she does, we fly like Xzaryth to get as 
far from that confrontation as we can.”

“How do you know so much about her?”
Turning  my  head  to  look  at  him,  I  offered  a  small  smile.  “The 

shapeshifters told me. They call themselves dragoessa. It means ‘dragon 
kind’ or ‘dragon kin.’ There is a reason the Blood Dragon beds with 
them. They are the closest thing to her kind she has likely ever known, 
since the dragons left when she was born.”

There was a heartbeat of silence before he said, “It must be like a 
losan finding her way back to the Forest. You find people like you, but 
you also know so much more than any of them.”
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She came as a bird. Light and delicate with a tiny black beak and soft 
brown feathers. Had I not spent time with them, I would not have paid 
her any mind. Then she swooped low and transformed a foot above 
the ground.  Cardan jumped back a step as  her  body morphed into 
something resembling human.

“You have news, pretty girl?”
“I expect a report in the course of the morning.”
“Why meet now?”
“I  have  need  to  get  a  message  to  the  Blood  Dragon.  Word  has 

traveled the continent. All of Maeror knows that she is here. Which 
means her prey is also aware. This will make it go to ground.”

“Or it will force it to act. A cornered animal tends to lash out.” She 
wore the fanged smile that indicated she welcomed the challenge.

“That  is  my concern.  If  it  lashes out  in  the Forest,  what  damage 
could it do?”

She laughed. Stepping close, she said, “We are descendants of the 
first  merging of  the species.  She is  of  the last.  The perfect  blend of 
Dragon magick and human cruelty.”

She could destroy us all.
For some reason, that only made me more convinced that she found 

her way into the Forest. If not for the fact that the Forest turned away 
or  killed  every  outsider  that  attempted  to  cross  her  boundaries,  I 
would be certain of it. Unless she was losan…

The thought made my heart seize. “Will you deliver the news to the 
Blood Dragon?”

“I am certain she is already aware of your words. What else do you 
desire?”
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“That  which  you  cannot  grant  me.  Thank  you,  dragoessa.  I  will 
return when the reports are delivered.”

When I turned back to Cardan, it  was impossible not to see how 
tense he was.  His eyes never left  the shapeshifter,  even as she took 
upon the form of a coyote and trotted back toward the village. Only 
after I had mounted Kiethe did he join me and we flew back to our 
side of Silver Lake.

Upon landing, I  dismounted and remarked, “Perhaps you should 
have joined Ryin and I.  It  might be that you would no longer look 
upon the shapeshifters with such loathing.”

His expression grew darker. “You trust too much.”
“Or just enough,” I countered.
“You trust them more than you trust Raydin.”
I spun around, my mouth falling open at the accusation. “How can 

you say such a thing?”
“Is  it  not  true?  You  converse  easily  with  that  skinner,  but  you 

refused to allow your father to be here.”
“If he behaved better than you, perhaps I should have invited him 

instead,” I snapped. “And do not call them ‘skinners’ in my presence. 
Until you know them enough to respect them, I would appreciate you 
keeping your words to yourself.”

“I have no reason to know them,” he said, his upper lip curling into 
a sneer.

“If none of you attempt to maintain this connection, then what is the 
point of me forming it?”

“What need have any of us to maintain it when you are here?”
“Because I am leaving, Cardan!”
“You do not have to.”
Shaking my head, I paced away from him. Staring out over the dry 

bed of Silver Lake, I said, “I connect people. That is what I am raised 
for.  But you forget that  these are not the people I  belong to.  Forest 
born, but desert bred.”

“So you will abandon your family as your mother has?”
“Stop,” I  snarled. “You know nothing about my mother,  and you 

know nothing of me.”
“I know that you have been longing to meet your father for over 

half your life, and now that he is here, you are pushing him away. Is it 
not what she has done?”

“I left  him behind because I do not know him, Cardan. I  plan to 
remedy that long before I return to the desert. If that hurts him, I will 
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be sorry for it. But it still hurts me that he never came to Valhoal. Not 
once in fifteen years. Yet, my mother tried at least once a year to cross 
the boundary. But none of you ever knew that.”

The words had the desired effect as Cardan’s eyes widened and his 
lips parted in surprise. “You…”

“Never  said?  That  is  because  it  was  no  concern  of  yours.  Or 
anyone’s. As I said, you know nothing of her and you know nothing of 
me.”

Whirling away from him, I gazed back at the impenetrable wall that 
separated the Forest from the rest of the world. The trees had grown 
for  so  many  thousands  of  years  that  their  trunks  had  pushed  up 
against one another. Their saplings had filled in whatever gaps existed 
until there were none. For hundreds of feet into the air, the wall stood 
as a blockade. The only way to enter—or leave—the Forest was by the 
grace of wings.

With that  thought  in  mind,  I  raised my voice  and said,  “I  never 
thanked you, Cardan, for bringing me here. Without you, I would not 
now have the opportunity to know my family. Thank you.”

“Tallie, I…”
I never got to hear what he meant to say, for there was soon the 

sounds of two great sets of wings approaching. When I looked to the 
sky, I found Azrael’s bronze wings catching the sunlight. Beside him, 
Maphail dropped to the ground. My teeth clenched.

In a few moments, both Riders had dismounted and Ryin walked up 
to me with a grin on his face. “Hello, sister. I have the reports from 
every tribe north of the Rythros Gorge. No sign of anything unusual in 
their lands.”

“Thank you, brother. Father,” I said, inclining my head to Raydin as 
he approached. “Did Mana accept our apologies?”

His eyes gleamed at the subtle reprimand. “She understands your 
need to be elsewhere. It was also her suggestion that I come and see 
what strategies my daughter has command of. I assume you met with 
the shapeshifters once today. What was the outcome?”

Like  father  like  daughter,  I  had  to  assume.  Neither  of  us  was 
apologetic about what we had done, and we both did as we pleased 
anyway. It was enough to make me smile.
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After I had relayed the conversation I’d had with the liaison, I found 
all three men exchanging a look. Cardan’s was stubborn, Ryin’s was 
worried, and Raydin’s was speculative.

At last,  Raydin said, “As far as I  can see, our greatest obstacle is 
time.  It  would  take  at  least  a  week  for  every  tribe  to  hear  of  the 
scouting. Then we would have to rely on them to actually do it. By the 
time they have finished, it will be weeks before we hear back.”

“Weeks have passed since we sent the first Riders,” I told him. “We 
should have some kind of report from the nearest ones, at least.”

“Tallie, the only reports to have come in so far are from those nearest 
us. It may be a month before we hear back from the rest.”

“We need more Riders,” Cardan said.
“Which  is  impossible  considering  you  three  are  the  only  ones 

willing to help and you insist on at least one remaining with me,” I 
said in an amused tone.

“Without one of us, you would never get to Shade.” Cardan’s voice 
was acidic but his expression was triumphant. “Who will be here to 
take you home?”

“I will.”
At once, the four of us whirled about. I had time enough to glimpse 

a woman in a green gown before three large bodies blocked her from 
sight. Behind us, all three Gryphons splayed their wings and hissed in 
agitation.

“Who are you?” my father demanded.
“Stand  aside,  Raydin,  Rider  of  Maphail.  Let  me  speak  to  the 

emissary.”
“She is  not  the  one from before,”  Ryin murmured to  us.  Cardan 
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shook his head.
“No, she is not,” I said as hope blossomed in my chest. “Stand aside. 

All of you. And calm the Gryphons. Respect them as I do, they would 
not survive an encounter with the Blood Dragon.”

All three men appeared dumbstruck as I squeezed between them. At 
last I got my first real look at the creature wearing a human form. She 
was of a height with me with skin of the same hue, but her hair was 
silver. Full lips and high cheekbones were common of Maeror, but her 
large, rounded eyes were almost foreign.

“You have been wishing to meet for some time, Tallie of Valhoal.”
“I have.”
“Yet, you have no news to give. The northern Forest Dwellers have 

found nothing.  It  will  be some time yet  before the southerners will 
have any tales to tell. By the time you receive word, she will have fled 
the trees and found more accommodating ground.”

“Do you know this for certain? That she is amidst the trees?”
There  was  a  solemn nod.  “Oh yes.  I  have known for  some time 

where she has been sleeping.”
“Then why not come for her before?” Cardan growled.
The dragon smiled at him. “Patience, Cardan, Rider of Kiethe. The 

most accomplished deeds take preparation and patience.”
“If  you have  known all  this  time,  why allow us  to  continue  the 

search?” I asked, motioning the men to keep their silence.
Her head tilted to the side and for a moment her nearly black eyes 

flashed a deep crimson. “I had no need of a search, Tallie. I have need 
of a Bridge Walker.”

At once, my mouth went dry.
“You  are  young,  yet,  which  is  good.  As  I  said,  patience  and 

preparation are my allies. When the time comes, I would like for you to 
think of me as an ally. When I call upon you again, I wish for you to 
remember this.”

“Remember what?”
“That I could have gone hunting at any time, but I chose to wait for 

you.”
All  of  a  sudden,  her  eyes  flashed  a  steely  grey  and  she  peered 

resolutely at the men. “Warn the Treskess Tribe. I am about to flush a 
cornered animal, and it is best that her way to the border is clear.”

I was about to ask why she intended to let her quarry escape, but a 
glance from her  told me that  I  would not  get  an answer.  How she 
hunted  and  what  she  was  prepared  for  were  her  concerns.  I  was 



Bridge Walker

88

merely a Bridge Walker.
Knowing  my  place,  I  gave  the  dragon  a  solemn  nod.  Then  she 

vanished.
At once, I whipped around to stare at the boys. “Who is fastest?”
“Azrael, but Kiethe is better over longer distances,” Ryin admitted.
I turned to Cardan. “Go. Warn the Treskess. Tell them not to stand in 

the way of anyone headed for the border,  and for the sake of  their 
Gryphons, not to interfere with the one that gives chase.”

“Tallie … their border is the Black Sea. Even if she makes it to the 
sea, she cannot make it across.”

“That is the dragon’s worry. Now go, before she decides to wait no 
longer.”

At once, he vaulted into the saddle. Ryin was right behind him. I 
nodded to him as he pulled on his helmet. They took off one right after 
the other, wheeling about in the air and headed straight south. I waited 
until they were out of sight before I turned to find my father watching 
me.

“Azrael and Kiethe are young. Maphail is in his prime,” he said in a 
soft voice.

“I can spare the Riders of Azrael and Kiethe. I cannot spare you.” 
Turning to my father, I suggested, “Take us home.”
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My father  had a  point  about  the  difference  between the  Gryphons. 
Maphail  was  in  his  prime and he flew with exceptional  speed and 
endurance,  coasting along with  the  wind currents  as  someone who 
knew better than to fight them. While the distance was the same as 
when Kiethe brought me, Maphail had landed in the village a full half 
an hour before Kiethe would have.

In a few moments, we had dismounted and I began to loosen the 
saddle.  “Go tell  your  grandmother  we  have  returned.  I  will  see  to 
Maphail.”

I snorted. “It is a woman’s place to care for the Gryphons of her 
family. You go tell Mana we are home, and I will see to Maphail.”

He hesitated. “Tallie, I know—”
“I have been here for weeks, Father. Mana taught me how to care for 

them. Properly,” I added with a grin. Then I looked away as I said, 
“And I have been caring for Xzaryth since I could walk.”

“Between your mother and your grandmother,  no better  teachers 
could you have. I will leave you to it.”

As it turned out, Maphail was not that different from Xzaryth, and 
far less spoiled than Azrael and Kiethe. Too many years on assignment, 
it seemed, had made him easily contented and quick to bed. I’d barely 
started scratching the secret spot when he rubbed his head against my 
chest, stretched, and bounded up into the tree beside the house. He 
was asleep long before I walked away.

When I reached Mana’s I could barely hear their voices, they spoke 
so softly. Knowing that I was the only thing they would try to keep 
quiet about, I did them the service of rapping my knuckles against the 
doorframe before I ducked inside. As soon as I sat down, Mana hacked 
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off a chunk of miscit and passed it to me.
“Has he told you everything?” I asked before taking a bite.
“You have met a dragon and sent away my grandsons. Where have 

they gone?”
“To the Treskess,” he answered.
She  clucked  her  tongue.  “Four  days  from  here,  as  the  Gryphon 

flies.”
“Three from Silver Lake.”
“The dragon will hold off her attack that long?”
“Yes,” I assured her. “She has held off this long, and she wants them 

forewarned. She is not lacking in patience, Mana.”
Another snort passed through her wide nostrils. “That may be, but 

my concern is for you. What deal have you made, child?”
“None, Mana.  She asked only that I remember her patience when 

she does come to ask for my aid. Whether or not I give it will depend 
on her manner of asking.”

“Why would a dragon need a Bridge Walker?”
“I did not ask, Mana. I am still hoping that this was a precautionary 

gesture, and not a promised acquaintance.”
“If it is?”
“I will deal with it as it occurs. It is not worth it to waste worry on 

something that may not come to pass, or at the very least seems as if 
several years might pass before it does.”

“I am more concerned with what is occurring now,” Raydin said. 
“She said she has known where her prey has been for a long time. Yet, 
she chose to reveal herself so that you would be brought here. How 
could she know that you would come in place of your mother?”

Lowering my eyes to my food, I picked at it for a moment as I said, 
“Because she has been here longer than she let us know. She saw the 
Forest deny my mother entrance three months past. That is how she 
knew I would come in her stead.”

Both of them ceased moving and stared at me open mouthed. “Your 
mother was here?” Mana demanded. “She came to the Forest?”

A sad smile pulled at my lips as I raised my eyes to hers. “How 
could she know she was barred entrance if  she never attempted to 
return?  She has  tried every year  since  I  was  born.  She  wanted her 
family together, too.”

Raydin looked as  if  he  would be  sick.  Setting his  food aside,  he 
clenched his hands together and stared at them. “Why? Why can she 
not return?”
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I lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “We know why. The Forest does not 
allow those who do not belong to it. Mother thought she was no longer 
welcome. Before it could hurt her, she decided to hurt it and declared 
she was of the Forest no longer. It granted her wish. Just because she 
wishes to take it back does not mean the Forest has forgiven her. It 
knows that she has no desire to return here; she just wants to see her 
family.”

“So why let in a losan?” Mana mused.
“Because I never turned my back on the Forest; and she raised me 

with a longing for it. Not just for my family, but for the people that 
looked like me and spoke my tongue. For the Gryphons and the trees.  
For  the  cliffs  and the  ocean.  Everything she  had forsaken,  she  had 
given roots in my soul. When you live in a desert, Mana, nothing is as 
mysterious as being amidst the trees.”
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The following morning, I made the trip across the sleeping village to 
where Maphail sat grooming himself. I chuckled as I took in the mud 
coating his hind legs and the blood drying on his claws. Even with the 
ministrations I had performed last night, he was a mess.

“Come with me. It will take more water than is in that trough for 
you to look yourself again.”

Maphail clicked his beak indignantly. I raised my eyebrows at him 
and motioned him toward the river. Another click sounded before he 
rose to his feet and began to follow me. Once we reached the bank, he 
waded into the water at once. Grinning, I shimmied out of my clothes 
and jumped in after him.

He reminded me of Xzaryth. Not as playful as Kiethe, nor as serious 
as  Azrael.  Maphail  had  nothing  to  prove  and  found  joy  in  simple 
pleasures. That did not mean he refrained from splashing me when he 
felt he could get away with it. Yet, once he was finished, he swam back 
to the bank and threw himself up onto a perfectly flat rock and began 
to sun himself. Laughing, I joined him.

“The air is cold here, compared to where I am from. You would like 
it, I think. At least for a little while. But I think you are like my father in 
that you could never be away from here for long.”

At once, he shook his great head, flinging drops of water from his 
feathered neck. In turn, I rang out my long hair over his back before I 
stretched  out  in  the  grass  a  few feet  behind  him.  He  retaliated  by 
stretching out his wings to block the sun. I pulled his tail.

“Tallie! Maphail!”
Pushing into a sitting position, barely able to see over the Gryphon’s 

backside, I saw my father approaching the water. In an instant, I rolled 
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onto my side and grabbed my clothes off the ground. Before he called 
my  name  a  second  time,  I  was  fully  dressed.  The  only  thing  left 
undone was my hair by the time that Maphail moved out of the way.

“You look just like your mother,” he murmured as I  turned back 
towards him.

I smiled. “She says I look more like you.”
“We are eager to see each other in our children. A fault  of many 

parents, I should think.”
As I was not a parent myself, it was a thought I could not offer a 

comment on. “Do you see her in Ryin?”
“Oh yes,” he said with a laugh. “I see her in the way he smiles. He is 

as serious as she, so his smiles are as rare and bright. I see her in the 
way he focuses on the task at hand. He wants no distractions and he 
will  ignore  everything  around  him  until  he  deems  it  worth  his 
attention. And when I see him with Azrael, all I can picture is Sarrie 
with  Xzaryth.  Some  days  I  look  at  your  brother  and  Maphail  and 
wonder if I could possess even half the love she has for her son and her 
Gryphon.”

His eyes were far away, and it pained me to see the hurt in them. 
The  hurt  and  the  longing.  As  much  love  as  she  had  for  Ryin  and 
Xzaryth, I knew in that moment that he had just as much of his heart 
reserved for her. Which made it all the more difficult to ask…

“Why did you never come to Valhoal?”
His  eyes  snapped up to  mine and his  expression looked slightly 

horrified. “Tallie, you must believe, had I known of you—”
“You did not. She chose not to tell you. A decision you made easy by 

not pursuing her. You knew she had made a home there. Why did you 
not come for her?”

Again, his features shifted. Now, there was only sadness. “Tallie, I 
respect your mother too much to invade her sanctuary. Valhoal is hers 
and no other Gryphon Rider would dare encroach upon it. Least of all 
the man she pretends not to be in love with.”

The air rushed out of my lungs in an instant. My eyes felt as if they 
took up half my face as I stared at him. A wry smiled pulled at his lips 
as he ran a hand over Maphail’s back.

“Oh  yes,”  he  said  in  answer  to  my  unspoken  questions.  “Your 
mother is every bit as in love with me as I am with her, and I know her 
well enough to know that she will never admit it. Her heart was stolen 
long ago by Xzaryth and she thought no other could rule it. Birthing 
Ryin broke her in ways you cannot see, daughter. She thought it was 
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impossible to love another human being so much. Giving him away 
was akin to giving up Xzaryth. Without you to salve the wound, Tallie, 
I do believe it would have been the end of her.

“Those are things she can admit because she has always believed 
mothers should love their children so. What she cannot admit to even 
herself  is  that  a  man could love  a  woman with  the  same intensity. 
Gryphon  females  share  their  freedom with  their  young.  The  males 
share their freedom with us. Sarrie has never believed that they need 
share their freedom with each other to be whole. In this, she is wrong.”

“How do you know?”
A sarcastic smile twisted his lips for a moment before he nodded 

toward Maphail. “Come. Let us show you.”
Without a thought, I climbed upon the Gryphon’s back and waited 

as my father settled into the space behind me. When Maphail bounded 
upward, my fingers darted beneath the feathers and gripped at the fur 
of his shoulders. Too many years had passed since I last flew without a 
saddle, and I was far more fearless then.

For a time, we simply rose higher and higher. When we were near to 
the canopy of the great trees, Maphail surged forward and we began to 
weave  between  the  trunks,  branches,  and  leaves.  As  we  flew,  my 
confusion began to fade as the sounds of Gryphons increased. We were 
visiting the herd.

At  some unseen signal  from my father,  Maphail  brought  us  to  a 
massive  branch  and  landed  upon  it.  A moment  later,  three  brown 
shadows dove towards the ground. Above us and in the next tree, a 
mother Gryphon released a trilling sound to admonish her children. I 
had heard it from Xzaryth so often that I could not help but chuckle.

A few minutes later, my father redirected his gaze. All three of the 
Gryphon young had swooped up onto a branch not far from us. Lying 
in a position of repose, a male Gryphon flicked his tail in agitation as 
the youngsters began to bully him. One pecked at his front claws while 
another tried to catch the bouncing tail as the third sidled up against 
him.

“His  name  was  once  Venidere.  He  belonged  to  your  mother’s 
brother. When her brother died, Venidere was released so that he may 
return to his herd. A mere two weeks later, he had begun courting this 
female. In the past three years, they have never once been separated.”

Watching the family,  I  smiled on the outside.  Inside,  I  was brave 
enough to ask my father if that was his fate. When his duties to the 
Sesare Tribe were fulfilled, would he retire to my mother’s arms?
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Before we returned to the tribe, my father made it a point to take a 
strand of my hair in his hand and twirl it between his long fingers. His 
smile was bemused when I looked over my shoulder at him.

“You should plait this before it dries. Your grandmother would claw 
my eyes out if she knew I had seen you like this.”

“You are my father. I think it may be acceptable.”
“In some ways, my mother is the most accepting Sesare woman I 

have ever met. In others, she is a staunch traditionalist. Only mothers 
and sisters are permitted to see hair free past the age of fifteen. Fathers, 
brothers, and any male not married or birthed from that woman are 
not to have that privilege.”

With a sigh, I reached behind me and began to separate the thick 
mass into three separate tails.  “The same is  true in Valhoal.  Thalon 
made it a tradition. After the life she was born into, she says that no 
one has the right to look upon another unless it is desired. So we wear 
veils, the women. Mine is green, though I have yet to wear it. Mother 
wanted me to braid my hair instead of covering it.”

“What is it you want?”
“I want to have both worlds. Both traditions. For now, it is expected 

of me to braid it. When I return to the desert, I may take the veil. Or I 
may braid  it  and drape a  veil  over  it  to  keep both of  my mothers 
happy,” I added with a laugh.

“Have you learned nothing from your mother, then? Traditions are 
meant to shape you; not contain you.”

Slowly, I turned to face them. “I learned everything from her. These 
traditions are not shackles. They are the beginning of a new way of life, 
and I am happy to be part of that.”
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“What about an old way of life? Can I convince you to honor those 
traditions as well?”

I could not help but laugh. “Mana  has mentioned our agreement, 
then? That I would be presented once you returned.”

He gave a solemn nod. “She has. I would like to know your feelings 
on the matter.”

Taking  a  breath,  I  stared  out  again  through  the  trees  where  the 
Gryphon herd was gradually moving away. “I am going back to the 
desert, Father. If you can find a man willing to make that journey with 
me and take up a place beneath my mother’s tutelage, I think it would 
be something akin to a miracle. Yet, I will not disappoint Mana, and 
this tradition is important to me, too. Mother had her chance to choose 
from suitors. You deserve the same opportunity.”

“You speak as though I will find no one worthy of you.”
My grin widened. “Will you?”
His sudden smile caused my brows to raise.  “I suppose that will 

depend on who asks for your hand.”
I shook my head. “Whatever the case, I request only one thing. Do 

not present me until my work is finished. Until the dragon’s quarry is 
beyond our borders, I would rather not risk a distraction.”

“Those are terms I would be glad to accept,” he said with a nod.
I looked away as I said, “I think Mother hopes I will have a Forest 

Dweller husband.”
“Does she? And what do you think?”
Turning to face him, we studied one another for a long moment. “I 

think taking a Rider for my husband means making her sacrifices.”
For several minutes,  he did not respond. At last he said, “Then I 

hope the Forest convinces you that some sacrifices are worth making if 
it means you have someone beside you to endure it all.”

“I hope it convinces you of the same.”
More  aptly,  I  hoped it  would  convince  him that  he  need not  be 

present at all  times to still  find a home amidst the trees.  I  hoped it 
would convince him that he could have a home elsewhere, and to take 
advantage of it. And that sacrificing some of the life he held here was 
worth the life he would gain with her.

He was right  about  her.  She loved him in ways she could never 
admit. Which was why she continued to honor the vows of husband 
and wife, though they had never spoken the words.

My father and I did not speak again as we returned to the village. 
There was little else to be said on the subject. Yet, it astounded me how 
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we could all want the same thing … and no one was doing anything 
about it. If it continued, I knew it would one day drive me mad.

After we returned to the house and I made Maphail comfortable, my 
father and I made our way to Mana’s house to give her the news. As we 
passed near the center of the village, I was greeted with a welcoming 
chirrup. Turning, I found Massimu bowing his head to me.

At once, my feet were redirected as I approached the Gryphon. My 
father’s steps followed me. Unlike my brother or Cardan, he did not 
reprimand me. He must have already heard.

“Hello,”  I  murmured  as  I  let  my  fingers  glide  over  his  golden 
feathers. At once, he leaned his head into my chest and rubbed up and 
down in quick succession. As if he were comforting me.

“I see what Cardan meant, now.”
I smiled over Massimu’s head. “A gift I must have inherited from 

my mother, then. Mana says she was a great help when it came to the 
village Gryphons.”

“She was. More than once, I had taken Maphail on a flight that left 
him weary and uncomfortable merely for the sake of watching Sarrie 
come to tend to him the minute we landed. Of course, I was not the 
only one who thought of such a device to bring her nearer.”

Leaning against a tree, my father’s gaze appeared casual as he took 
in the village. Yet, when I followed it, I found more than a few people 
had stopped to study us. Once more, I was near to my grandfather’s 
Gryphon and they were awaiting a show such as the last time.

“How could they not see?” I murmured.
“See what?”
“The Gryphons are family. It is why Massimu treats me as his own. 

Why Maphail and Xzaryth suffer my affection. Why even Azrael and 
Kiethe will accept my actions. How has it taken so long for a people 
devoted to the Gryphons to learn that they are just as devoted to us?”

“Why has it  not  occurred to you that  the Gryphons choose their 
own, and their secrets are best left in the confidence of the women that 
care for them? Perhaps it is well we do not return to Shade. I think it is 
necessary  for  you  to  spend  more  time  amongst  your  own  people. 
Maybe then you will understand why it is so important to have those 
earth-bound enough to ground men and Gryphons.”



98

30

He was right. Without the necessity of traveling to Shade every few 
days, I was able to learn more of my people than I had in previous 
weeks. I also learned what my father meant.

When my mother told stories of her youth, I had envisioned a being 
entrapped by her sex. A young girl who could dream of nothing more 
than flying, and told she could not even be carried off the ground. In 
my mind, I had envisioned the women of her tribe as oppressed.

That was not true.
If anything, these women were the lifeblood of everything around 

them.  Each  day,  they  moved  about  the  village  with  undeniable 
purpose. They fetched water for the troughs, brushed brambles from 
fur, raised babies and fed husbands. Their homes were kept in order, 
and the roosts for the Gryphons were generously cleaned. More than 
that, however, they were the confidants of men and beasts.

The more I watched, the more I realized that the affection shown to 
me was something many Gryphons reserved only for the females of 
their lives. It was not an open display given to their Riders. I could 
only classify it as a male thing when I watched Riders and Gryphons in 
communion. They would stand facing one another and stare deep into 
their souls—as my mother often did with Xzaryth. If they bestowed 
affection, it was in a chirp or a nudge. They were proud of their Riders 
and, if  criticized, showed indignation in the swelling of their chests 
and the stretching of their necks in a towering manner. Yet, for me, all 
of them would spread their wings and hiss in outright agitation.

No, it  was not that the relationships were reserved for Gryphons 
and Riders. Merely, every being had a different relationship in regard 
to another. Females were beloved and protected. Males were respected 
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partners.
While  I  didn’t  go  to  the  lengths  my  mother  did  when  she  was 

young, I also was not shy about showing off my relationship with the 
Gryphons. Massimu, especially, was fond of me as I often stopped by 
on my way to or from my father’s house to scratch him or brush the 
dust  from him.  As  Surrin  was  getting  older,  there  were  fewer  and 
fewer days the golden giant was let out to fly. If I could have managed 
it, we would have gone out on our own. Alas, no one was about to 
allow that.

Maphail did.
After spending so much time in the saddle, the days spent on the 

ground seemed to drag on. Mana  did her best to teach me the best 
ways to weave baskets or skin miscits and collect the oil or even tan 
hides. All work done by the people of the Sesare Tribe that I was not 
interested in. Like my mother.

I preferred to fly. I enjoyed working with the Gryphons, mending 
saddles, and mixing healing pastes. It was an unfortunate result of my 
raising, but I knew myself to be unskilled and lazy in regards to much 
of the work these women produced. While I did what was asked of 
me,  I  knew  that  it  was  with  no  one  eager  to  have  me  repeat  the 
experience.

The day my father asked me to go on a hunt, I dropped the basket I 
had been working on and bounded to his side. “Bow or Maphail?” I 
asked at once.

“You have hunted with Xzaryth?”
A grin spread across my face. “More than I have with a bow.”
“Alone or with your mother?”
“Both.”
“Then I will trust you to take Maphail while I go with some of the 

other men. The elsoans have just finished their mating season, so the 
males are free to be taken.”

“Very well. Is this to be a flushing tactic or are we meant to take 
what we can?”

His  eyebrows  rose  appreciatively.  “Your  mother  taught  you  our 
tactics?”

“The people of Valhoal are very grateful to know them.”
“Do they work well there? I did not think the desert yielded herd 

animals.”
“Dygons,  mostly.  One  large  pack  could  feed  half  the  city  for  a 

week.”
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My father had no response for that. Instead, he motioned for me to 
follow him to Maphail.  “It is a flush, today. You will be flying with 
Reor, Rider of Zadere. He will come from the northwest. You are to fly 
from the northeast. Push the herd south.”

Bowing my head, I ran off to change into my riding clothes. By the 
time I emerged from Mana’s house, Maphail was saddled and waiting 
for me outside. My father was nowhere to be seen, having gone ahead 
with the other hunters to position themselves. After Maphail gave his 
permission to be ridden, I vaulted into the saddle and began to strap 
myself in.

“I heard we were to fly beside Maphail. I was not told you would be 
riding him.”

Looking up,  I  found a young man near to Ryin’s  age with dark, 
narrow eyes  and a  thin-lipped mouth  made  wider  by  his  grimace. 
Dismissing  him,  my  eyes  traveled  over  the  dark  brown  fur  of  his 
Gryphon  and  the  feathers  that  were  a  startling  light  color  in 
comparison. His eyes, however, were almost black.

“You must be Reor. And this is Zadere. Tell me, do you know if he is 
kin to Xzaryth?”

At once, Reor’s back stiffened. “We do not track such things,” he 
said in a stiff voice.

“Pity. He has Xzaryth’s eyes.” Smiling at the Gryphon, I bowed my 
head. “Thank you for flying with us today, Zadere. It is an honor to 
hunt at your side.”

Pressing lightly with my knee, Maphail began to spread his wings. 
At once, the younger Gryphon backed away, his own cream-colored 
wings spreading. Maphail did not wait as he took a few bounds along 
the dirt track in the center of the village before launching himself into 
the air. It was several long seconds before Zadere and Reor joined us. 
Together, we swung about and headed north.
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Whatever reservations Reor had about flying with me had vanished on 
the hunt. Maphail and I worked well together. I trusted him to know 
the  air  currents  and  how  best  to  flush  the  massive  beasts  without 
getting  gored  by  their  antlers,  and  he  trusted  me  to  guide  him  in 
strategy. Thus, we managed to get most of the does to dart off with the 
yearlings. The rest of the bulls were driven straight into the trap.

By the time Maphail and Zadere landed, the men had killed six. The 
other eight had slipped through the darting arrows and plunged into 
the brush, leaving a wide track. None of us gave chase. Six bulls would 
feed the whole village for a full  two weeks, if  cured properly. Only 
then would there be another hunt such as this.

“You flew well,” Reor admitted as we began to unstrap ourselves.
I flashed him a quick smile. “Xzaryth taught me well. And Maphail 

makes an excellent companion.”
“You have flown with Xzaryth?” he asked as we approached the 

killing site.
“As often as he allows.”
“Tallie. Reor. Good, you are here. Tallie, I need you and Maphail to 

announce the kill and rally the families. We will need all hands and 
wings to get this back to the village.”

I nodded to my father and turned to take my place in the saddle 
once more. Maphail launched into the air with a single powerful burst 
and I laughed as he took us higher between the trees. Then we turned 
and headed back toward the village.

When we got close enough, I patted his neck and Maphail gave a 
triumphant  screech.  He continued the cry as  we circled the village, 
mustering the forces.  At once,  a dozen other calls  greeted him, and 
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Gryphons without Riders rose into the air and vanished back the way 
we had come. Below us,  we watched as the whole village began to 
gather supplies and begin their own trek into the trees. Maphail and I 
were just about to follow when two more Gryphon calls arrested our 
attention.

They  were  announcements  of  return.  Announcements  I  knew by 
heart. Without a thought, I urged Maphail to land.

The  moment  Kiethe  and  Azrael  landed,  I  knew  something  was 
wrong.  My  stomach  roiled  as  the  smell  of  burnt  hair  and  feathers 
reached me and I practically tore at the straps of my saddle to launch 
myself at the new arrivals. What I saw caused me to stop.

Blood  was  running  in  rivulets  down  Kiethe’s  side,  while  scorch 
marks had seared his  back.  Slouched in his  saddle,  I  could not  see 
much of Cardan’s face. It was blackened with burns and his body was 
hunched in on itself. As they came in to land, Kiethe screeched in pain 
as his hind leg collapsed. Ryin and I moved at once.

“What happened?” I screeched.
“That  damn dragon,” Ryin snarled as  he tore at  Cardan’s  saddle 

straps.  “Azrael  and  I  fell  behind.  By  the  time  we  got  there,  she’d 
already destroyed the village and had left Cardan and Kiethe for dead. 
Azrael did what he could for Kiethe, but Cardan…”

“Why would she do that?”
Before I  could reach them, Azrael  put  himself  between us.  I  was 

never more worried than when Ryin said, “Because he has something 
she wants, and he refused to let go.”

There was only one thing the dragon wanted, and if he brought it 
here…

“Tell me he didn’t. Ryin, please tell me he didn’t bring it here.”
His voice was too low to understand, and I knew he wasn’t talking 

to me. My eyes closed a moment after Maphail bounded over mine 
and Azrael’s head. Gryphon saliva could heal, but it would be painful. 
Kiethe’s screeches pierced the sky and I clamped my hands over my 
ears.  On  and  on  they  went  and  I  found  tears  coursing  down  my 
cheeks.

I did not know when they stopped. Only when Ryin’s hands closed 
over my wrists and he pulled my hands away could I hear the blessed 
quiet of the almost empty village. Then my eyes snapped open and I 
glared at my brother.

“She hurt him.”
“She hurt them both.”
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“Take me to Cardan.”
“No.”
“No?”
“I  cannot.  Maphail  and Azrael  will  see  to  Kiethe.  Mana  is  doing 

what she can for Cardan. You and I have a more important task.”
“What is more important than seeing them healed?”
“Keeping the dragon from killing us!”
“She would never have attacked if you hadn’t stolen her prey!”
“Her prey is a child!”
My mouth fell open. “What?”
“Come and see for  yourself,”  he snapped,  grabbing my arm and 

dragging me toward his house.
When he shoved me through the door, I had no time to take in my 

surroundings. All I could see was a girl no older than eight huddled 
into a ball by the fire pit. Dirty, silver hair created a curtain over her 
face and she whimpered when she heard us enter.

“What is this?” I asked in a breathless voice.
“What she was trying to chase to the sea. Cardan warned the tribe to 

clear out, and they did. But then she came running through the village 
and tried to hide. She ran right into his arms, Tallie.  How could he 
hand her over after that? She is just a child.”

“Is she?” Even to myself, the worlds sounded cold.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that the shapeshifters said that they were the first attempt, 

and the dragon’s prey was the last. If the shapeshifters can mold their 
body into anything, what can this creature do? Is she even a child?”

The being by the fire pit sobbed louder at my assessment and Ryin 
dragged me back outside. “Are you mad?”

“Think it through, Ryin,” I snapped. “You know as well as I what 
the shapeshifters are capable of. Are we sure that this is not a ruse?”

“It is not.”
Ryin  and  I  whirled  as  one,  coming  face  to  face  with  the  Blood 

Dragon.
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“The child is real, Bridge Walker. As is her lineage.” Her cold grey eyes 
shifted to Ryin. “Your friend should have let her run.”

It did not matter that she was a dragon. In my fury, I stalked toward 
her. “You burned Cardan! You attacked Kiethe!”

“He defied me. He was warned not to.”
“He saved a child from you! A child!”
“He foiled the best opportunity I have had in fifty years.” Her voice 

was tinged with a growl. “Half a century wasted because he could not 
follow  simple  instructions.  He  was  justly  punished  for  his 
disobedience.”

“You are mad. That girl is not a month above eight.”
“She is seven years, six months, thirty-eight days, and twelve hours 

old. At three hours old, she was abandoned by her mother because I 
had come to kill her. For the past seven years, she was raised by your 
tarnished Wraiths and she holds no love for the Gryphon Riders.”

“How…?”
“I told you that the best laid plans take patience and preparation.”
“So you waited this long to kill her?”
“No. I waited this long to secure an agreement with you, and to wait 

for one of her own to come closer.”
“There are others?”
“Of course there are others. That is all their mother does: breed and 

leave.  Their  magick  bears  a  similar  mark as  hers  and she  uses  her 
offspring as cannon fodder. She knows that I kill any I come across. 
This one was born to lead me here so that she could have a few more 
years to vanish before I found her again. No more.”

“What does that mean?”
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“It means that I let it live. Long enough to understand when to run, 
but not how to run.  Then,  when it  got to the sea,  one of  its  sisters 
would take it. I could have tracked her all the way back to their mother 
and destroyed the colony all at once.”

“You  would  have  killed  her  anyway.  What  kind  of  monster  are 
you?”

Her  gaze  was  cold  and unflinching.  “The  kind of  monster  other 
monsters fear.”

Shaking my head, I backed away. “You are despicable.”
“As you say. It does not change the facts. Your friend has cost me a 

valuable lead. He has been punished, but I will require the child.”
“No,” Ryin said at once, taking a place at my side. “We will not let 

you kill her.”
“It is the child or all of you, Rider. Choose quickly.”
“No,” I said. “No, there has to be another way.” My mind was firing 

ideas at me from all corners, desperate to save not only my tribe, but 
the little girl sobbing on the other side of that door.

“There is no other way. The child is the spawn of my enemy. If it is 
found by her kin—and it soon will  be—then I will  have to face yet 
another  with the gifts  of  her  mother.  Best  to  eliminate  the problem 
now.”

“She is a child! She can be taught—raised—differently,” I urged.
“Can she? Do you know what blood is in her veins? What magick 

she is born to? Do not pretend to understand.”
“I know that you need a Bridge Walker!” I did not know where the 

words came from, but they flew out faster than I thought possible.
“Need?” Her voice had a soft, silky edge that instantly reminded me 

of a dagger’s blade.
“You waited for me, you said it yourself,” I hurried on. “One day 

you will have need of me, and I will be glad to answer the call.”
“If I spare the child,” she mused as a sheen of crimson rolled over 

her eyes.
“If you spare the child, spare my tribe, and heal Cardan and Kiethe, 

then yes, I am yours.”
My stomach knotted as the words fell into the world. After all the 

freedom my mother had fought to give me, I was putting a shackle 
around my own neck.  But if  my people were safe and Cardan was 
saved, it would be worth it. I hoped it would be worth it.

“It is a fool’s bargain, Tallie. You know it is.”
She would not stop. If I did not bind her somehow, she would kill 
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them all. Cardan for defying her. Ryin for helping him. Me for failing. 
And the  entire  Sesare  Tribe  to  set  an  example.  The  Forest  was  not 
immune to dragon fire.

“Then bind us both,” I found myself saying. “The child and me. If 
you call on us, we must answer. No matter the deed. So long as you do 
not come for her before her fifteenth year, you can take us both into 
your service. Is that good enough?”

This seemed to give her pause. Her eyes were fully crimson now as 
she studied me, the pupils narrowing into vertical slits. “You do not 
know what position you will put yourself in, Bridge Walker.”

“My people are worth it.”
“That creature in there is not like you. She is a Mage with the blood 

of dragons and men in her veins. When she gains her full power, there 
will  be  no  controlling  her.  No  hiding  her.  The  second  her  sisters 
become  aware  of  her,  they  will  take  her  from  you.  Then  she  will 
become  an  enemy  of  mine,  and  you  will  have  only  delayed  the 
inevitable. She will die for what she is.”

“Only if you stop her from finding who she is. It is a leap of faith, 
Blood Dragon. If I win this round, you have a Bridge Walker and your 
enemy’s daughter at your service. If I lose, I will not stand in your way 
again if you choose to eliminate her.”

“You will see this through? Even though a moment ago you accused 
her of being disguised?”

“I believe you when you say she is  a  child.  Will  you believe me 
when I say that she is mine?”

“Very well. The deal will be struck. The fealty of you and the child 
in exchange for mercy from me for yourselves and this village.”

“And healing Cardan and Kiethe.”
“Yes. I will heal your Rider and his partner. First, bring the child out. 

She must say the words herself and know their meaning.”
“I will explain while you are healing my friends.”
A cold, toothy smile spread across her face. “Clever girl.”
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We said the words. Shaking and stumbling over our own tongues, we 
said the words. It was the only way to save our lives and those of our 
friends.

The dragon also bound us to one another and did her best to hide 
the child’s heritage. It was disconcerting to watch the silver in her hair 
darken to black and her skin shift in shade until it was the same color 
as mine.  Only the eyes did she leave.  A vibrant silver that was the 
mark of the dragon blood in her. It was a reminder, she said, of what 
the girl would become and how I had bought her future with my life.

Then there came the promise. When the dragon had need of me, she 
would come to call. No matter my position or responsibilities, I was 
hers. And when the child reached fifteen years, her servitude would 
also begin.

It  wasn’t  until  the  dragon  left  that  I  realized  how  much  had 
changed.  There  was  now  a  presence  in  the  back  of  my  mind  that 
monitored the child. More than just her location, I was able to feel her 
fear as if it were my own and I knew that her heart was still racing in 
her chest. It did not calm her when I approached.

“It is okay, little one. I will not harm you. Nor will anyone else.”
If  anything,  my  words  caused  her  more  distress  and  she  darted 

around behind Ryin’s legs. In a moment, Ryin dropped to his knees 
and tried to take her in his arms. She darted away faster than a miscit. 
For  a  moment,  I  thought  she  would  try  to  flee—enacting  the 
safeguards built into our bond by the dragon—but a voice made us all 
stop.

“Do not run, Little Rabbit. You will find no shelter out there.”
Even as I whipped around to find Cardan standing beside a shocked 
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Mana, the child streaked past me and launched herself into his arms. 
He  staggered  back  under  the  assault,  but  soon  steadied  himself.  It 
looked as if he had never been injured.

The fist around my heart loosened and I found that I could breathe 
again. When Maphail and Azrael escorted Kiethe into the open and I 
saw  that  he  was  healed  as  well,  tears  sprang  to  my  eyes.  In  this 
moment, the vows were worth every cost.

“Cardan,” I said, moving more slowly toward him. The child was 
wrapped firmly around his torso, and I dared not hug him while she 
was still so distrusting of us. Yet, I had to touch him.

Carefully, I reached a hand up and laid it alongside the side of his 
face. Smooth, fresh flesh met my fingertips. It looked as if there had 
never been any burns or injuries of any kind. When he smiled,  my 
knees grew weak.

“You are well?”
“Thanks to you, we all are,” he answered with a sad look in his eyes. 

“I apologize, Tallie. But I… She is a child.”
An orphan. The same as him.
“She saved you, too. Without her, the dragon would not have agreed 

to heal you or Kiethe.”
Cardan adjusted his grip so that he could meet her silver eyes. “Is 

that true, Rabbit? You saved me?”
The child did not answer in words, but nodded her head and hid 

her face again in the crook of his neck. That part of her inside my head 
pulsed  with  comfort  while  a  thread  of  fear  still  wormed  its  way 
through her. If I were to separate them, the fear would swallow her 
whole. Of that, I had no doubt.

It was unfortunate that I had not kept my suspicions to myself. Now 
it would take twice as long for the child to come to trust me. Until she 
did, it was not possible for me to return to the desert.

“We must keep her from running.  I  fear what the distance could 
mean for her,” I said to Cardan.

“How short is the tether?” Ryin murmured.
“Short.  It  will  grow longer  as  time passes,  but  for  now I  would 

rather not risk us being on opposite sides of the village.”
“Tether? What is he talking about?” Cardan demanded.
Before I could answer, the first pair of Gryphons to return from the 

hunt sounded their arrival cry. Another pair followed soon after.  At 
once, pure panic shot through the child and I almost placed my hand 
upon her back.
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“It will have to wait. Come, we must get her inside. She is in danger 
of running off.”

At  once,  Ryin  clapped  Cardan  on  the  shoulder  and  steered  him 
toward their house. Mana waved us ahead of her as she approached 
the Gryphons. Not wishing to be separated from the girl, I hurried to 
catch up.

Once we were inside the house, Cardan took her to a corner and 
unrolled his mat. Then he sat upon it and cradled the child in his arms. 
His expression was stoic as he looked between Ryin and I.

“Explain.”
Had Ryin not been witness to the entire affair, I was not sure I would 

have told him. The bargain struck was mine. It was unfortunate that 
the child had to be involved, but I also feared the possibility of what 
she could be. This way, it secured all of our futures. Yet, I could not be 
sure Cardan would see it in such a light. As I left the tale to Ryin, it was 
not long before I got my answer.

“You made the deal?” he growled.
“I did.”
“To save me?” His voice was growing sharper and I let my features 

present a scowl.
“To save the girl. To save you, all I needed to do was hand her over.”
While it was unknown whether or not that was true, I knew that I 

could have done the easy thing, but I could not have lived with myself 
after. Cardan had almost died to protect her. So I would protect her.

He must  have  seen it  in  my eyes,  because  his  next  words  were, 
“Thank you, Tallie.”

I never thought I could feel so much relief in hearing him say my 
name.
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Mana saw to the Gryphons while the rest of the tribe trooped into the 
village  with  their  prizes.  Given  that  the  elsoans  were  as  large  as 
Gryphons, it was a slow process and the people came in waves. Thus, 
we were not surprised when it  seemed to take our father longer to 
arrive than many other villagers. When he did, he pushed through the 
door with perfect ease.

If the events that had transpired had not been so horrific, his shock 
at finding the boys returned and the child clinging tightly to Cardan 
would have been humorous. Alas, none of us were laughing when his 
eyes landed on Ryin and he demanded an explanation. Once more, I 
was  grateful  to  my  brother  for  explaining  what  had  occurred. 
Especially when my father’s face grew more horrified as he talked.

At last, he looked between Cardan and the girl and me. “You bound 
yourselves into servitude to save us all.”

For the first time since it happened, I found myself searching for my 
voice. “I would rather no one knew.”

Even the little girl turned to look at me. “Why? You are a hero,” Ryin 
said.

“Am I? There was an easier way to save everyone, but it would have 
made  me  a  monster.  Instead,  I  sold  the  very  freedom  our  mother 
would  have  died  to  give  us.  The  most  precious  thing  we  have  in 
Valhoal … and I bartered it away. Though I may have saved Cardan 
and the girl, it still feels as if part of my soul has withered in my chest 
and died. If no one knows of that heartache, I will feel all the better for 
it.”

Silence filled the house and I could not bear to meet the gaze of the 
three  men.  Instead,  I  stared  into  the  eyes  of  the  child  I  had saved 
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through  enslavement.  The  thought  left  me  ill.  One  day,  when  the 
dragon came to call on her, would she thank me then for saving her 
life? Or would she curse that I had ever let her draw a breath beyond 
this day?

As  if  she  could  hear  my  thoughts—and  perhaps  she  could—the 
child surprised me by slowly moving away from Cardan and toward 
me. Her eyes seemed so luminous and bright. As any child’s should 
be. But there was great fear in her haunted gaze and I wanted nothing 
more than to banish it.

For the rest of our lives, that would be my goal. Until my last breath, 
I would do my best to ensure that this small creature knew more than 
fear and servitude. She would know joy and happiness and whatever 
measure of freedom I could provide her.

She would be a child of Valhoal.
While I thought it over, my father took a seat beside me on his cot a 

moment  before  Mana  entered  the  house.  Ryin  was  then  given  the 
responsibility  to  repeat  events  once  more—with  my  request  that  it 
remain a family matter. When he was finished, she peered long and 
hard at each of us. Father covered in the blood of elsoans. Ryin still in 
his riding clothes with sweat causing his hair to stick to his forehead. 
Cardan whose own clothes were charred and blackened on his body. 
The  girl  in  her  leather  sack  that  was  clearly  made  of  an  old  shirt 
laboriously sewn down to fit her by unskilled hands. And me.

“You lot are a mess. A smelly set, too. Now, the Gryphons will escort 
you all down to the river where you are to bathe. Azrael and Kiethe 
with  the  men,  and  Maphail  with  the  girls.  Come  now.  The  whole 
village will be there soon after the events of the hunt.”

Relief flowed through me. Mana did not care that I sold myself and a 
child to a dragon in order to save our tribe. She cared that we smelled 
and were each in need of a bath. While I could not help but agree, I 
glanced askance at the child who had gone back to the safe embrace of 
Cardan’s arms. Would she allow me to bathe her without him present?

“It must wait, Mana. The little one was raised to hate our kind, and 
she will run if she is too near the Gryphons. If she runs, she will die.”

“If she cannot pass by the Gryphons, how are we to get her to my 
house? That is where she must sleep if she is to remain close to you.”

“We  will  take  her  at  night.  For  now,  I  think  it  best  that  we  all 
recover.”

“I cannot stay,” my father said. “Someone must be present to accept 
our portion of the kills today.”
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“I will go with you, Father,” Ryin said, pushing to his feet.
“Before  you  go,”  Mana  said,  “we  must  decide  what  to  tell  the 

people, if not the whole truth. How are we to explain the child? What 
is her name?”

All eyes invariably shifted to the girl, and she squirmed under the 
attention. Cardan’s arms tightened around her. “I call her Little Rabbit. 
Until she is ready to tell us her name, it will do.”

The girl and I were staring at one another once more, and I found 
that  a  plausible  story  was  forming  in  my  mind.  “The  dragon  has 
finished its business in the Forest. Unfortunately, the Treskess village 
was burned. Cardan found a young orphan there and I have chosen to 
take her as my ward. Apologies, Mana, but I do not think you will find 
a suitor willing to take us both.”

She harrumphed as if that were the last thing on her mind and I 
smiled a little. At last, the three of them left the house to aid the rest of 
the village in preparing the elsoans. When Cardan and I looked at each 
other over the head of the girl, I could feel the exhaustion settle in.

“We should rest while we are able,” Cardan suggested.
“You shall.”
“Is that an order?” he asked even as he eased down onto his mat.
“It is.” I waited a heartbeat more before I whispered, “You almost 

died today.”
The girl dropped down beside him and he wrapped an arm around 

her. “We all almost died today, Tallie.”
“Only one of us would have died for a noble reason. You did the 

right thing, Cardan. Do not doubt it.”
“As did you,” he assured me.
My gaze  strayed to  the  dark  strands  of  hair  that  had once  been 

silver. “That remains to be seen. One day, I would like for her to tell me 
so.”

“One day, she will.”
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We waited until dark had fallen before Cardan and I removed the child 
from my father’s house. She was wide awake, and more terrified than 
ever to traverse the village at night. Only the assurance that most of 
the Gryphons were asleep brought her out of the house.

Kiethe was still awake. As was Azrael. Leaving Cardan and the girl, 
I  walked over  to  the  boys  and touched each of  their  faces,  silently 
thanking them for saving my family. They took turns pressing their 
giant heads to my midsection before I stepped back.

“One day,” I told the child, “you will not look on them with fear, but 
admiration.  They  are  noble  creatures  that  demand  honorable 
companions and they make wonderful additions to any family.”

Shaking her head, it was obvious that she did not believe me. It was 
worth it to let her have her doubts. For now. Yet, I could not hide her 
forever,  and  she  would  soon  have  to  grow  used  to  the  world  of 
Gryphons. Even in the desert, there was still Xzaryth to contend with.

When Cardan and I  reached Mana’s  house,  we were surprised to 
find her standing beside the old shelter that had housed her husband 
and sons’ Gryphons. More surprising yet was finding the trough filled 
with steaming water.

“About time.  Now, I  welcome the child to bed with us,  but  it  is 
important that she bathe first. Tallie, you will do the honors. I have 
wheedled some clothes out of Zara that her youngest has outgrown. 
Well, what are you waiting for?”

A fit, if I was to be honest. The only time the girl had willingly come 
to me was when she learned I was going to save her life by promising 
her to a dragon. After that, Ryin and Cardan had been greater sources 
of comfort to her. Now, I was not only meant to take her from Cardan’s 



Bridge Walker

114

arms, but to strip her of the rotting sack she wore and dunk her in hot 
water while I scoured her skin until it was clean. Was there a greater 
torment for a child so young?

“Cardan…”
“I will remain close by. Kiethe, too.” Just in case she tried to run.
Mana gave a nod. “I will fetch him,” she said before marching off.
I nodded as I held out my arms to the girl. Her grip around his neck 

tightened as she glared between me and the water trough. Lowering 
my voice, I said, “It is warm and will take off most of the grime much 
easier than river water. Mana  even thought to add flowers so that it 
will smell nice. Would you like to smell like flowers?”

Again, she shook her head in stubborn silence. My eyes raised to 
Cardan’s. He nodded and said, “I think I will use the water to wash 
my face and neck. Would you watch out for me while I did so?”

This time, she nodded and Cardan eased her to the ground. At once, 
her  little  arms wrapped around his  leg  in  a  mighty  grip  as  Kiethe 
glided through the air to land at our sides.

“Was  she  this  frightened  when  you  were  saving  her  life?”  I 
wondered aloud.

“We were the lesser of two evils. That does not mean the dragon 
was wrong.  Whoever  put  that  sack on her  back also  bred in  her  a 
hatred and fear for the Gryphons.”

“Wraiths,” I said, my lips twisting on the word.
“It is possible. Only through time will she learn that jealousy often 

breeds lies.”
No more words were said as Cardan took a breath and dunked his 

head into  the  trough.  Then he flung his  head back and caused the 
water to fall down onto the girl’s head. She flinched on instinct, but 
otherwise made no sound. No laugh or squeal common of children. 
Almost  as  if  she  learned  her  silence  was  the  only  way  for  her  to 
survive.

“How am I to raise her?”
I did not realize the words were spoken aloud until Cardan replied, 

“As your own, Tallie. Raise her as you would a child born of your own 
body,  and love her just  as  much.  Otherwise,  what  did we save her 
for?”

“What if she does not want my love?”
In the dim light of the watch torches, I could see the barest hint of a 

smile cross his face. “Is it  not the nature of love that it  is bestowed 
without  permission  or  acknowledgment  as  often  as  it  is  openly 
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expressed?” Looking down at  the child still  clinging to his  legs,  he 
smiled and told me to love her anyway. At this, the little girl looked 
nothing short of mulish.

He merely kept smiling at her as he eased the sack over her head 
and tossed it aside. Her eyes narrowed into a glare and her teeth bared 
in  an  animalistic  warning.  Cardan  ignored  her  and  grabbed  her 
beneath her arms before easing her into the trough.  The steam had 
gone out of it so I knew that the temperature would no longer cause 
her discomfort. At a look from him, she eased down onto her bottom 
and hugged her knees.

“Come, Tallie. Help me bathe her. I have never done this before.”
I snorted. “Nor have I. You keep her from bolting and I will do the 

scrubbing.”
As gently as possible, I took up the scrap of leather Mana had left 

out and set to work. Nothing was more disconcerting to me than to 
scrub at the girl’s feet, hands, and body and not hear a whimper out of 
her.  She glared, scowled, and let  loose a hiss when I  passed over a 
scrape, but otherwise she was stoic. Only when it was time to scrub her 
hair did she begin to fight us.

Then  my patience  snapped and  I  grabbed  her  face  in  my hand. 
“Settle down right now! Either I wash it so it will be as pretty and soft 
as mine, or I cut it off shorter than Cardan’s. It is your choice, but I 
think I can save this rat’s nest if you sit still for five more minutes.”

To both of our great surprise, she bit her trembling lip and nodded. I 
released a sigh, nodded to Cardan, and forced her to lay back. After 
almost ten minutes—which I lied to her about—I thought I had most of 
the muck washed out. By the time Cardan lifted her from the trough, 
Mana had returned with the clothes and we quickly got her dressed.

The  hardest  part  came  when  we  were  about  to  say  goodnight. 
Despite Mana’s decree that it was improper for Cardan to sleep in her 
house, my reassurance that I would be there beside her, and Cardan’s 
promise to be back at first light, she began to cry. Again, it was the 
disconcerting quiet crying of a creature who thought her life forfeit if 
she grew too loud. Instead of sobs and screams, we were treated to a 
soft mewling that came with many tears. Even still, I would not have 
caved to it had I not been able to feel her fear.

“It is no use. Cardan will either have to stay, or she and I will have 
to sleep in my father’s house,” I told Mana.

“Neither  is  possible.  She is  a  child.  Exert  your  will  and she will 
thank you for it later.”
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“Mana she is no ordinary child and I will do what is best for her,” I 
found myself snapping. Then I knelt before her and took her face in 
my hands. “Little Rabbit, I know your fear. I can feel it here. But look 
into me. Know that I do not mean you harm. Know that I wish only to 
comfort you.”

It was the first time I thought I might stand a chance against her 
automatic hatred of me. Her crying muffled to sniffles and her eyes 
stared into mine. But still she clung to Cardan.

“I have a solution,” he finally said. “I will stay in the old shelter with 
Kiethe.  We  will  be  mere  feet  from  the  house  and  within  calling 
distance. Will that suffice?”

At this, even I put my foot down. Moving my bedding near the wall 
closest to the Gryphon roost, I tucked the child in my arms and laid 
down to sleep with her the same way Cardan had done earlier. It was 
the first step in a long adjustment, but it was worth it.
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Weeks passed before  we were able  to  make Little  Rabbit  feel  at  all 
comfortable. She was still skittish around the Gryphons, but she feared 
the Riders most of all. Regular baths in the river did not improve her 
mood and I was soon dealing with a sulking little misfit. The last bit of 
her  good  behavior  vanished  the  night  that  Cardan  went  back  to 
sleeping in my father’s house. She kicked me all night, pretending that 
she was dreaming. Like all children, she thought she was much better 
at  the  deception  than  she  really  was.  It  suddenly  stopped  when  I 
suggested binding her up before she hurt someone other than myself.

The next morning, she made it a point to spill every bite of food all 
over the new dress. Then she relieved herself very close to the house so 
that  we were forced to  smell  her  refuse through the walls.  When I 
found her pulling the stitching out of my moccasins, I nearly switched 
her  behind.  Cardan  was  her  saving  grace,  and  the  moment  he 
expressed disappointment in her behavior, she collapsed like an empty 
water skin.

From  that  point  on,  we  kept  her  busy.  Kiethe’s  saddle  needed 
polishing. Azrael needed to be brushed. In the evenings, I taught her to 
sew. Come morning, Mana taught her to weave and cook. From sunrise 
to sunset, we worked the venom out of her.

The day we felt it was mostly gone, Cardan, Ryin, and I all decided 
it  was time to reward her good behavior.  When we announced our 
plans to go flying, we were all surprised by how excited she seemed by 
it. Either her fear had abated once she was forced to spend a great deal 
of time in close quarters with the Gryphons, or she despised her chores 
to such a degree that she was willing to take Gryphons to escape them.

Come morning, we packed extra food and the four of us set out for 
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the  cliffs  to  the  north.  While  many  of  the  Forest  Dwellers  were 
proficient hunters, those tribes nearest the sea also had Riders devoted 
to the art of fishing. As we sprawled in the sunshine and chewed our 
jerky, we watched as pairs of Gryphons dove over the edge of the cliff, 
a heavy net strung between them. My breath caught the first time we 
watched Gryphons and Riders dive into the churning water below. The 
fist  around my heart  released only when they reappeared moments 
later,  hauling up a fine catch between them. This was brought back 
onto the cliff’s edge where wives, daughters, and elders had stations 
set up to behead, clean, and dry the fish before it was to be taken back 
to the village.

“To  think,  this  could  have  been  my  fate,”  Cardan  mused  as  he 
watched another pair dive over the edge.

Knowing that it was a delicate subject, I kept my voice light when I 
said, “That’s right. Your father was a fisherman.”

“He was. It is one of the hardest skills to master, I have heard. First 
you  have  to  move  in  perfect  time  with  your  partner.  Next,  your 
Gryphon  has  to  not  balk  at  the  plunge.  With  practice,  you  can  go 
deeper faster, so as to get the better fish. Then you have to fight the 
current to reach the surface again. It is the most dangerous livelihood 
to have in the Sesare Tribe.”

“If you admire them so much, perhaps you should not have tested 
into the elite,” Ryin teased.

Cardan snorted. “And deprive Kiethe of the ability to outstrip even 
Azrael?”

Before the banter could continue, I looked to my brother. “When is 
your test?”

He shrugged. “Another month. The test always occurs on the last 
day of summer.”

At first I nodded in polite intrigue. Then his words penetrated and I 
gaped at him. “The last day of summer?”

“Yep,” he said, unfazed by my shock. “Ten grueling days of passing 
into  the  territories  of  every  border  tribe,  taking  up  a  missive  and 
delivering it to the next. If I  cannot make every stop within the ten 
days and return home, I forfeit the right to make it into the elite”

My eyes shot to the ground as I began to calculate just how long I 
had been in the Forest. When I realized more than a month had passed, 
I took a deep breath. If I stayed much longer, would my mother think 
that I had abandoned her?

Before I could think it through any more, I raised my eyes to Ryin’s 
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and said, “Once you have passed into the elite, I need to go home.”
At  once,  the  joy  and  ease  of  the  afternoon  was  gone.  Both  men 

looked at each other and then at me. Cardan’s arms tightened a little 
around a dozing Little Rabbit. Even the Gryphons clicked their beaks 
while they took in the scene.

“So soon?” Ryin asked at last.
I  sighed.  “It  has  been long enough.  My task  is  complete.  I  have 

mollified a dragon to the best of my ability. While I would like to take 
the next month to strengthen the bridge between Shade and the Forest, 
and get the little one used to flying, I can stay no more than that. Our 
mother needs me, too.”

Something  in  his  voice  shifted  when  he  looked  at  me  and  said, 
“Well, then I am glad you will stay to see my test.”

Even though the tone of his voice concerned me, I forced a smile. 
“You will test into the elite, Ryin. I do not doubt it at all.”

It did not allay my worries when he forced his own smile and said, 
“I am my father’s son.”
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I  was  left  with  the  unenviable  task  of  informing Father  and Mana. 
While our father shared Ryin’s sentiment of it not being long enough, 
Mana  had  focused  on  every  possible  thing  that  could  delay  our 
journey. Most of all, she tried to use Little Rabbit’s aversion to being 
separated from Cardan against me. When I would not be dissuaded, 
she then rounded on my father and lunged at the one opportunity she 
thought she had.

“She is not yet presented. What more perfect a time to do so than on 
the day your son tests into the elite?”

“Any  time  prior  to  then,  Mana.  Ryin  deserves  to  celebrate  his 
accomplishment separate from his sister. We could have the ceremony 
tomorrow. Should any suitors speak to Father, he will have the entire 
month  to  evaluate  whether  or  not  they  are  worthy  of  his  only 
daughter. And if one dares to make such an impression, he would first 
have  to  travel  back  to  Valhoal  and  receive  my  mother’s  approval 
before any marriage is to take place.”

“You have been thorough in your thoughts on this matter,” Mana 
grumbled.

“No  more  so  than  you,  Mother,”  Father  sighed.  Then  his  eyes 
narrowed on mine. “Tallie, this does not need to be done. If you would 
rather I did not present you…”

Reaching out for his hand, I smiled at him. “I would rather you did. 
This tribe is mine, too. I deserve to have this tradition, even if nothing 
comes of it.”

Seeing the direction this was going, Mana  harrumphed to herself. 
“Well, it is impossible to make the preparations in so short a time. Give 
me a week and we will see to it that she is properly presented. Tell me, 
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Tallie, has your mother taught you the courting songs?”
I tried not to smile. “The half that she remembers.” If it was even 

half.
Mana  nodded  to  herself.  “Vestain  has  a  daughter  who  will  be 

presented in the next season. I shall ask if they are willing to hone your 
knowledge in this particular area.”

I was not fond of the idea. “So long as it does not interfere with the 
little one’s lessons.”

At this, Mana had nothing to say. With many things, I could have 
shifted the responsibility onto one of the boys. Little Rabbit’s lessons, 
however, could only be taught by me. Mostly because I was the only 
being who could read and write in Valhoalan, Common Maeroran, and 
Trade  Maeroran  in  the  entire  Forest.  One  of  the  greatest  assets  of 
having  Gryphon  Riders  for  messengers  was  that  they  were  often 
ignorant  of  tongues  not  of  of  their  own  source.  Written  word, 
especially,  was difficult  for a people who relied on oral  tradition to 
grasp.

“Very well,” she said, “we will work around the child.”
All of a sudden, my jaw set. “I would rather we work with her. She 

may not be of our blood, but the Forest is her birthright, too. And she 
will be raised by me to be a Bridge Walker, Mana. I would rather she 
has all the knowledge that entails.”

“I will speak with Vestain,” she answered in a terse voice.
It was then I deemed it necessary to leave the house in search of my 

ward. As Cardan had suggested our first day, I was doing my best to 
treat her as my own. Some days it was more difficult than others, but I 
somehow found it easier when others doubted her right to be there. 
How they could dare to spurn one who the Forest accepted continued 
to  astound  me.  Then  again,  they  spurned  Wraiths  as  easily. 
Considering  who  she  was  previously  raised  by,  the  enmity  was 
mutual. Much to my dismay.

As per our paranoia, Cardan did not have her far from the house. 
Where she was,  however,  caused my own spine to straighten and I 
hurried to them. “Has Surrin seen?” I muttered, casting a furtive look 
at my grandfather’s house.

“No, but his wife has. I think she was about to faint when she went 
back inside.”

Shaking  my  head,  I  studied  Little  Rabbit  and  Massimu  in  deep 
communion. Their faces were so close together that she could not be 
able to see both of his eyes at once. Yet, there was the same unblinking 
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stare that meant the sharing of minds. A stare a child raised to hate 
Gryphons should not have been able to stand.

“How long have they been like this?”
“Five minutes, now. I did not wish to interrupt.”
“No. It would damage the bond. But what bond are they forming?”
Cardan  shook  his  head.  “She  is  not  like  this  with  Kiethe  and 

Azrael.”
“Nor Maphail.”
“What is  it,  you think,  that  has him bewitching every woman in 

your family?”
Cardan could not  have picked better  words to say to me in that 

moment.  She  was  family;  through  bond  if  not  blood.  Pride  was 
bursting through me as I watched and a grin spread across my face.

Still holding onto that feeling, I said, “I suppose it has something to 
do with him being willing to teach everyone and love everyone the 
same. He respects all of us; not just his Rider.”

At this, the pair finally broke their stance and Little Rabbit skipped 
over to Cardan and wrapped her arms around his legs. Bending down 
a little, he grabbed her under the arms and hoisted her up so she could 
wrap  her  legs  around  his  waist  and  cling  to  him.  It  was  in  those 
moments that I could not imagine separating them; I felt sick knowing 
that I was about to do just that.

Best to get it out of the way, then.
“Can I take her?” I asked, stopping and holding my arms out for 

her.
Little  Rabbit  looked  at  me  in  an  astonished  kind  of  way  while 

Cardan’s eyes darkened. He knew why I was asking. It was to give her 
the idea to come to me before running for him. And he hated it just as 
much as I did. But still, he passed her to me.

She  let  me  hold  her  all  of  a  minute  before  she  wriggled  and  I 
dropped her to the ground. Then she bounced between us and took 
our hands in hers and the three of us walked like that back to Cardan’s 
house. Was there ever going to be a way to separate her from the man 
who saved her life?

There was a look on Cardan’s face that made it seem as if he were 
pondering the same thing.
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When the day dawned that I was to be presented, Mana woke me early. 
She had heated water in the trough again and I was able to wash my 
long  hair  in  the  time  before  the  rest  of  the  tribe  rose.  Then  I  was 
ushered back into her house where I sat in front of her and allowed her 
to to twist and shape the wet strands into a thick, heavy plait. Beside 
her, my mute ward helped thread little white flowers in it. Just as it 
had been on my birthday over two months ago.

As there were no dresses more fitting than my desert gown, that is 
what we chose for my presentation. While I was dressing, Little Rabbit 
often ran her fingertips over the fabric, admiring the brilliancy of the 
green. To my great relief, she did not seem disappointed when I told 
her that she would have a dress very much like it once we reached 
Valhoal.

At  last,  my  father  knocked  on  the  doorway  to  the  house  and 
escorted me out into the village. Everyone was gathered together, each 
looking  on  us  with  unwavering  gazes.  My stomach knotted  as  my 
father  raised  his  voice  and  proclaimed,  “I  introduce  you  to  my 
daughter, the woman Tallie.”

Ryin let loose with a loud cheer that caused me to grin. Then others 
joined in with cheers and laughter of their own. The celebration was 
officially underway.

Many times I had been warned not to linger too near my father or 
brother. Men would approach them easier if I was not near. Which did 
not prove to be difficult as I was asked to join the women in singing 
many of the courting songs. Then I danced often with Little Rabbit and 
the other unmarried women. More than once, I caught a glimpse of 
Mana accepting praise of me in my mother’s stead. Had I not already 
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had a celebration at home, it might have stung more.
What  surprised  me  more  than  anything,  however,  was  when  I 

turned to see Reor approach my father. They talked for a few seconds 
before Reor moved on. Then Cardan appeared beside him and I hoped 
he at least would have information to pass onto me later. According to 
my mother, it was a father’s prerogative to share who all spoke for a 
woman.  Chances  were,  my  father  would  not  give  me  names,  and 
would instead tell me whether or not he thought them worthy.

When the sun began to sink, the celebration ended. Finally.  After 
watching two others approach my father, I was eager to question him 
or Ryin. Right as we were heading back to Mana’s for dinner, Cardan 
caught Little Rabbit up in his arms and asked for some time with her. 
As she had spent all day in my company without running straight to 
him, I allowed it.

As soon as we were within the house, I  turned to my father and 
asked, “How many?”

“Seven.”
“I only saw three!”
Ryin chuckled. “The point of the celebration is  to keep you from 

seeing them all. It saves men face if they are rejected and the woman 
knows nothing of it.”

“You sound like Mother,” I muttered.
At that, my father’s head tilted to the side. “How many approached 

your mother?”
I opened my mouth to answer and found that I could not say. “I do 

not know. I did not ask. Once Cardan arrived, suitors hardly seemed to 
matter.”

“Then how did you know your mother rejected them all?” Mana 
questioned.

“Because she told me that she was going to,” I said with a smirk. 
“She thinks I should have time to know the world and myself before I 
bind myself in marriage.”

“Then why agree to this?”
“Because I never thought I would be spoken for. I thought Ryin and 

Cardan would have scared off everyone else by now,” I replied with a 
grin for my brother.

His smile was half-hearted and his chuckle was forced. “We gave it 
our best shot, but even your ward seems as if she would be welcome in 
some families. It is your own fault. People now see the kind of mother 
you will be.”
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“That does not mean there are any willing to leave the Forest.”
Father cleared his voice and said, “There is one.”
My mouth fell open. “Who?”
Slowly, my father’s eyes raised to mine. I knew well that determined 

expression he wore. I  saw it in my own reflection every time I was 
forced to say something I wished was not true. As he prepared himself, 
I held my breath.

In a strangely formal voice, he said, “Cardan, Rider of Kiethe, has 
asked for your hand in marriage. How do you answer?”

A thousand thoughts crashed through my mind like waves against 
the cliff. Slowly, I released the breath I was holding, rose to my feet, 
and stared serenely at my father as I announced, “I am going to kill 
him.”

Then I turned on my heel and marched out of the house.
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When I found them, they were brushing Kiethe. Little Rabbit had such 
an intense look of concentration on her face, that at first I was loathe to 
send her away. Then I caught Cardan’s gaze and my anger solidified.

“Back to the house, Little Rabbit. Mana has food waiting for you.”
It was the first time that girl looked between Cardan and I, sensed 

something was coming, and tore off across the village as if we set her 
dress aflame. With a sigh, Cardan replaced the brushes in the tack box 
and came to stand beside Kiethe’s head. The Gryphon opened a lazy 
eye, looked at us, and promptly laid his head down to sleep.

“How dare you?” I snarled.
“Tallie, I—”
“You asked my father for my hand! Are you mad?”
“Is that not the point of—”
“Do not finish that sentence,” I snapped. “You know as well as I that 

I was never going to entertain an offer. Nor was my father.”
“He will entertain this one,” he said with quiet confidence.
“No, he will not. I will not marry you, Cardan.”
“Why?”
My heart was hammering against my ribs and my hands had curled 

into fists at my side. Worst of all, I could feel the tears pricking at my 
eyes.  It  was  the  most  humiliating  expression  of  rage,  and  I  was 
desperate not to let him see it.

“Why did you ask for my hand?”
He had prepared for the question. The moment I asked, he took a 

breath and began to say, “Tallie, we make a good team. We have since 
we left Valhoal. Over the past few weeks, we have only grown closer. I 
think, over time, we could—”
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“Stop.”
His teeth clicked shut. Nodding to myself, I pulled my braid over 

my shoulder and started pulling the flowers out of it. Cardan watched 
every pale blossom hit the ground with a forlorn look on his face.

Keeping my hands busy and my eyes averted from him, I said, “We 
both know that the only reason you asked my father for my hand is 
because of Little Rabbit. You do not want to be away from her, and she 
does not want to leave you. I understand that very well.”

“Then you know that I—”
I held my hand up and he ceased speaking. Going back to what I 

was doing, I continued, “I understand that you thought the only way 
you could remain a part of her life was by tying yourself to me. I will 
not marry you because we are friends or because we both care for the 
child. Those are two of the stupidest reasons to marry, and two of the 
riskiest.”

Finishing  with  my  task,  I  raised  my  head  and  met  his  gaze. 
“Marriage  is  forever,  Cardan.  Until  death,  you are  united with  one 
other person, with the same loyalty and commitment you would give 
your Gryphon. That is a reality I hold more closely to because I am 
earth-bound.  The  level  of  companionship  you  share  with  Kiethe  is 
something I can only hope to receive from my husband.

“When you share that kind of bond, Cardan, it is about more than 
finding someone to help you raise children. It is about finding comfort 
and patience and hope in the arms of another. It is about longing to 
hear  their  voice  or  wishing  they  were  near  every  day.  It  is  about 
wondering, every time they are out of sight, if they will return safely, 
and breathing a sigh of relief when they appear unharmed.”

“Tallie, I…”
Shaking  my  head,  I  let  my  voice  grow  harder.  “When  I  marry, 

Cardan, it will be because someone wants me. Not because he loves my 
ward and fears being separated from her. The man I choose to be my 
husband will know what it means to say those words and make that 
vow to me. And I won’t have to hope that one day he falls in love with 
me.”

“Tallie, I…”
Again, I shook my head and turned away from him. Before I started 

walking, I said over my shoulder, “I will tell my father that you no 
longer  wish to  court  me.  Tomorrow, we will  both pretend that  this 
never occurred. For Little Rabbit’s sake.”

As I  was walking away, Cardan took a few steps and called out, 
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“Tallie, what happens when you take her away?”
Turning, I forced a smile onto my face. “You will always be welcome 

in Valhoal, Cardan. For as long as you wish. I will not keep you from 
her.”

“But you will take her from me.”
“I have no choice in that. You know what will happen to her if we 

are separated.”
“Do you know what will happen to her if she and I are separated?”
“Do not try to make this about me, Cardan. If you want to be with 

her, I am offering you the chance. You were willing to leave the Forest 
as my husband. Why should you not make the same commitment as 
her father?”

He shook his head. “You do not understand. In a few more years, it 
will be expected of me to come back here and take a wife.”

I could not halt the laugh. “I do not understand? I am a mere fifteen 
summers, yet it is my duty to wed any man my father chooses for me, 
according to the tribe. I wish I had more years to devote to my life 
before  marriage  is  expected  of  me.  Which  is  why  my  mother  has 
turned away other suitors and why my father will turn away the seven 
of you. I am not in a position where I need to marry, Cardan, and I will 
not give of myself to someone who does not want me as I am.”

“Tallie, I do want you.”
“Not in the way I want to be wanted. I gave up a lot, Cardan, to save 

this tribe, you, and Little Rabbit. I will not give up on this. I deserve to 
have someone love me the way my father loves my mother. If, one day, 
you learn to love me with the same conviction, we can talk then. If that 
day never comes, then I wish you well in all you do. You are my friend, 
Cardan. In the morning, let us both remember that.”

At last, he let me walk away.
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Despite my assurance that we would remain friends, Cardan and I did 
not speak to one another the next day. Nor the next. Nor the next. Over 
the  rest  of  the  week,  we  passed  Little  Rabbit  between  us  in  silent 
fashions that we made sure looked pleasant enough. In reality, neither 
of us knew what to say.

I had forgiven him for his ill-thought proposal, but I was not sure he 
had forgiven me for the rejection. As Ryin had said, it was easier for 
the others because I did not know that they had asked, so I could not 
treat them differently. Cardan and I were too close for that to be an 
option.

At last, I handed off Little Rabbit one day with one more pleasant 
smile plastered on my face when Ryin came up and grabbed my elbow. 
He  steered  me  toward  the  river  with  Azrael  trailing  behind  us.  I 
already  knew  what  this  would  be  about,  so  I  released  a  sigh  and 
stretched out on the sunning rock while Azrael waded into the water.

Ryin stretched out beside me and we stared up into the canopy of 
trees and the patches of blue sky. “Cardan told me what you said.”

Of course he did. I did not expect him to keep it from my brother.
“You were right to tell him off.”
That I was not expecting. “You think so?”
“You  were  right.  You  do  not  have  to  marry  now,  but  it  was 

important for Father to present you so that suitors knew to come to 
him in the future. Just as Mother was right to present you for the same 
reason.”

I nodded, unwilling to tell him that it was not the timing I objected 
to so much as the reasoning. If Cardan had asked because he wanted to 
make a life with me…
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“You know, though, you could do worse.”
For some reason, that made me laugh. “I know that, Ryin.”
“Do you?” he asked, turning his head to look at me.
I mimicked him and nodded. “What Cardan said was true, too. We 

make an excellent pairing. We get along well, and with Little Rabbit we 
are  of  the  same mind.  He is  a  Forest  Dweller,  which would please 
Mother. Father raised him, so he knows he is worthy. And he is the 
only man willing to return to Valhoal with me instead of trying to get 
me to stay.”

“If he was also right, why refuse him?”
For  a  long  moment,  I  stared  into  my  brother’s  eyes,  deciding 

whether the words I would next speak were worth the pain it would 
cause him. But could he understand without them?

“How do you feel, Ryin, knowing that the only reason our mother 
gave you up is so you would have a chance to partner with Azrael?”

His  face  grew harder  and  I  nodded.  “Probably  the  same  as  me, 
knowing that I was kept a secret from my family because I was female. 
The only reason she kept me was because I  could not fly with you 
without facing the same kind of expulsion from the tribe.

“That is how Little Rabbit would feel if she was the only reason that 
Cardan and I married. I will not bind myself to a man through the love 
of a child. For one day she will be gone, but the marriage will go on. 
Cardan and I need not be bound when eight years are all that stand 
between us and her maturity.”

“Eight years is a long time, Tallie.”
“Ten years passed before our parents wed,” I reminded him.
“We should not compare our lives to our parents.”
“You say that, but do not tell me that you believe it. Why else would 

you not come to Mother yourself when a messenger needed to be sent 
to Valhoal?”

“I am not a messenger yet,” he said quickly. “Until I have tested, it is 
no use me leaving the Forest.”

“Really? Because Cardan thinks it is because you want to prove you 
are her son before you meet her.”

“I will prove I am her son when I test into the elite. Then Father and 
I will both escort you back to Valhoal. So will Cardan.”

“Will Cardan leave when you and Father go?”
Ryin’s eyes widened. “Did you ask him to stay?”
I looked away toward the sky as I answered, “I told him there is 

always a place for him in Valhoal. I will not keep him from her. He can 
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have two homes.”
“That is the same thing I told Father.”
“You believe as I do? That he should take some time to be with our 

mother?”
He nodded. “I think it would do them both some good.”
“It will be hardest on her,” I warned. “She does not admit that she 

loves him.”
“You and I will be there to ease the blow.”
“You will have to stay awhile. Go on missions with her and return to 

Valhoal. She wants nothing more than to fly with her son.”
“I can do that,” he assured me.
“Cardan will have to go, too, once we get there. Just so Little Rabbit 

understands that is how life with him must be. Short trips at first, but 
longer as time passes.”

“As you said, you are of the same mind. Yesterday afternoon, he 
was explaining it to her in much the same way. So long as he keeps his 
promise  to  always  come  back  to  her,  I  think  she  will  survive  the 
separation.”

I released a sigh. “This would be much less complicated if she was 
not so attached to him.”

Ryin nodded. “If they were less attached, maybe then you would 
believe Cardan when he says he wishes to marry you.”

“We have had this conversation. He wishes to marry me because of 
her. Not for any other reason.”

“Is that what he said? Or is that what you are inferring because he 
does not deny being close to her?”

“Why does that matter?”
“Because I doubt you gave him the chance to explain how much he 

cares about you.”
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When I saw Cardan later that day, it proved to be more uneasy than 
before  I  had  talked  with  my  brother.  Which  was  why  I  was  more 
determined to no longer allow ourselves to maintain a code of silence. 
As he passed Little Rabbit to me, I asked, “How was she today?”

For  a  moment,  he  looked  at  me  in  surprise  before  he  smiled. 
“Energetic.  I  think she is at  last  over her fear of the Gryphons. She 
approached  a  few  when  the  other  children  did.  It  is  unfortunate, 
however, that she does not seem able to make friends.”

I took a hand and brushed back her unnaturally black hair. “It is 
because she does not speak. Has she ever spoken to you?”

“Once. Before the dragon came.” His features had become rigid and 
I knew that he would not tell me what she said.

Nodding, I told him, “I only ever heard her speak when the dragon 
asked for our vows. Since then, not a word.”

Cardan sighed and reached out a hand to brush his fingers against 
her face.  “I  wish you would speak,  Little Rabbit.  We wish to know 
you.”

For once, she turned her face from him and nuzzled closer to my 
neck. I stroked her hair again. Then I sighed and took a good, long look 
at Cardan. There was yet one more thing we needed to discuss.

“I want to take her flying again tomorrow. A longer trip, this time.”
“Where to?” he asked, his voice sounding wary.
I met his gaze and lifted my chin. “Silver Lake.”
“No!” he snarled. “Absolutely not! You cannot take a child there; are 

you mad?”
“Well, I must go and I cannot leave her behind.”
“Why do you need to go? I thought you had done what you came to 
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do?”
“I  have dealt  with the dragon,  yes,  but  I  have not  stabilized the 

bridge between the Forest and Shade.”
“We have no need without the dragon.”
“Of  course  we  do.  Cardan,  what  happens  when  we  bring  Little 

Rabbit back here to be presented? The deal I made with that dragon 
means that the day she turns fifteen, she may reappear in our lives. Do 
you want the warning that she is lurking nearby, or do you want to be 
caught unaware?”

Silence fell between us once more, and he looked as if he wished to 
snatch her from my arms and run far away. Yet, we both knew I was 
right. We needed a warning now more than ever. If we were in the 
Forest when it came, the dragoessa would give it. In the desert, I was 
not certain I would have the same kind of allies.

With a sigh, I  said, “I regret you not being with Ryin and I.  You 
would see them differently if you knew what their powers cost them, I 
think.”

“No, I would not.”
I shook my head. “Believe as you wish, but we are going tomorrow. 

I will have Ryin and Azrael take Little Rabbit. Maphail will consent to 
take me.”

At this, his back shot straight. “I can take her.”
“And you would leave with her before I had a chance to introduce 

her to the dragoessa. You would interfere. I am asking that you either 
remain behind, or keep your mouth shut when we arrive.”

Before  that  moment,  I  had  not  known  what  Cardan  looked  like 
furious.  His  eyebrows  contracted  and  his  face  darkened.  His  lips 
curled back in a silent snarl.

Without waiting on his tirade, I turned around and carried the child 
away. It was only when I reached the house that I realized how heavy 
she was getting. Weeks with constant meals was finally putting meat 
on her frame. Soon, I would not be able to hold her for such a time.

Setting her down, I took her hands in mine and turned her to face 
me. While she would not speak to us, she had understood every word 
spoken and I was determined to reassure her.

“I  am sorry you were witness to our disagreement,  Little  Rabbit. 
Cardan fears  those  he  does  not  understand,  and he  chooses  not  to 
know them. A mistake, on his part. Tomorrow, we will go and see the 
dragoessa of Shade. I am making friends with them, and hope that they 
will see you as a friend, as well.  Powerful friends are good to have 
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when we have powerful destinies.”
For a moment, I almost expected her to question me. Yet, this was a 

child that had learned more through observation and patience than by 
constant questioning. A thought that made me smile as I pushed her 
hair out of her eyes.

“I will protect you from all that means you harm, Little Rabbit. You 
are my family now, and I will defend you and love you as my own. Do 
you believe me?”

In the weeks prior, I was not certain I would get a nod out of her. 
Yet, when her head bobbed up and down with no visible hesitation, a 
wide smile spread across my face and I pressed a kiss to her forehead.

“Very well. Now go wash up. We must help Mana prepare dinner 
tonight.”

When she had run off, I got to my feet and found Cardan standing 
beside me. At once, I opened my mouth to stave off another argument 
when he held up his hands. Then he looked me in the eye and asked, 
“We will bring her back here?”

My mouth fell open. “Of course we will. She is of the Forest. While I 
think she will thrive as a desert blossom, I know to nurture the roots as 
well.”

“How often will we come back?”
“I should think at least once a year. Maybe when we return, she will 

be speaking enough to make friends.”
He nodded.  Then he asked,  “Why do you want  her  to  meet  the 

shapeshifters?”
I looked away. “Because I think they may be kin.”
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Cardan clung tightly to Little Rabbit as the three Gryphons landed on 
the other side of Silver Lake. While I had asked Ryin to accompany us, 
I had chosen to fly with my father. It was a sore point for us that the 
time would soon come that I would return home.

Almost in the same moment we had dismounted, another serpent 
found its way to our rocky outcropping. She transformed in a fluid, 
sinuous motion and I found myself faced with my nameless contact of 
before. We shared a smile and bowed our heads in greeting.

“I did not know you would return.”
“I had a reason to delay the trip.”
As a point, I held out my hand to Little Rabbit. She did not come 

running  as  I  had  hoped.  Instead,  Cardan  escorted  her  to  my  side, 
keeping himself slightly between her and the shapeshifter. That was 
more of what I had expected, considering his own fear was infecting 
the girl.

“Dragoessa, I would like for you to meet the Blood Dragon’s quarry.”
At once, the shapeshifter dropped to her knees, placed her palms 

against her thighs, and bowed her head to Little Rabbit. “I am honored 
to be in your presence, Mage.”

Mage. It was the same thing the dragon had called her mother. I still 
did not know its entire meaning, which was why I had brought her 
here. Before I took her back to my people, it was best to know all I 
could of hers.

“What did you call her?” Cardan asked, pulling her a little further 
behind him.

To our great surprise, it was not the shapeshifter to answer. Instead, 
Little  Rabbit  peeked her  head around his  legs,  met  the  slitted eyes 
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before her, and whispered the word, “Mage.”
“You know this word, child,” said the dragoessa. “It is a title reserved 

for those with the magick of Vassel and the blood of dragons contained 
in human flesh. You are their miracle.”

“A creation they regret,” I  said in a firm voice. “This is what the 
Blood Dragon hunts.”

She clucked her tongue at me. “No. They do not hunt their creations. 
Merely the one they deem a traitor. The others have been cast out, but 
they are not hunted.”

“And the offspring of the traitor?”
“Yes. Bad blood must often be trimmed before it  pollutes all  that 

remains. But you have saved her from her fate. How?”
“That is between us and the dragon.”
“Ah, so you included the young Mage in your bond. I do hope her 

life worth the sacrifice. You will have such challenges ahead with this 
one.” Again, she smiled dotingly at the child before her.

“You are like me.”
Cardan, Ryin, Father,  and I all  shot a look at Little Rabbit as she 

slowly emerged from behind Cardan’s legs. Before he could stop her, 
she took a few steps forward to face the shapeshifter. Then she reached 
out a hand and we gasped as the skin transformed into silver scales 
and her nails elongated into thick, black talons.

A tender expression crossed the face of the dragoessa as she reached 
out a hand and curled Little Rabbit’s talon back into a tiny brown fist. 
In the same minute, she transformed her other hand into a large, heavy 
claw. “No, lovely one, I am not like you.”

Little Rabbit reached out to hold the scaled hand of the shapeshifter 
and her lips pursed into a pout. “You are not…”

“No, I am not a Mage. I am dragoessa. Dragon kin. I am of the first 
born of Dragon seed and human body. You are the last, for you are 
born of two great magicks and a brilliant form. You possess the great 
Ability of Illusion. While I am a mere body-changer.”

“Ability?” I asked at the same time Cardan demanded, “Illusion?”
“Yes. It is what the Mages call their gifts. It is a great power that 

emerges when they reach the age of six and they gain mastery over 
with great training. As they are so new it is unknown what Abilities 
their offspring should show, but it appears that this one has taken after 
her mother.”

“You know of her mother.”
“If it is true that she is the offspring of the traitor, then yes I know of 
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her.”
“Tell me,” Little Rabbit commanded.
Her  slitted  eyes  met  the  girl’s  and she  nodded.  “Your  mother  is 

known  as  the  Silver  Sorceress.  Her  Ability  is  to  create  powerful 
Illusions  that  ensnare  the  senses.  To this  day,  she  remains  the  only 
creature  to  have  murdered  a  Dragon.  She  is  the  reason  the  Blood 
Dragon  exists,  and  she  has  been  hunted  since  her  crime  was 
committed. It is because of her that the Dragon War yet rages on. Until 
her death, nothing has ended.”

Nothing was  more  chilling  to  me than when that  seven-year-old 
child rolled her shoulders back and announced, “Then she must die.”
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“In due time,” the dragoessa said without hesitation. “And by the hand 
of the Blood Dragon. Not yours.”

Her little chin raised and I could feel my blood run cold. “She left 
me.”

Even though her voice was indignant and her features were almost 
aloof, I could feel the hurt. Anger, resentment, fear, and a keening loss 
filled her chest and I wanted nothing more than to gather her in my 
arms and pull her to me. For that one second, I thought I understood a 
little of how Ryin must have felt, knowing that our mother had given 
him up. Unlike Ryin, however, Little Rabbit had been left for dead, not 
in the arms of someone who would love her.

“Her crimes will be answered for, young Mage. The worst you can 
do to her is to fulfill your vow to the Dragon and live a life in spite of 
her.”

“She will not come until I am fifteen.”
“That gives you time, then, to master your Ability so that you may 

be of use to her.”
“Who will teach me?”
The shapeshifter’s lips curled into a thin, knowing smile. “There will 

be those that heed the call.”
“You will be one of them.” It was a command; not a question.
Cardan and I were quick to exchange looks, but neither of us dared 

to interfere. Though she may have been a mere seven years, she knew 
well what it meant to barter for her future. This time, at least, she was 
having her say.

Looking up at us, the dragoessa smiled a little before she said to Little 
Rabbit, “I will do as you wish, young Mage, when your parents return 
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you to this place. As it stands, I am not permitted to leave Silver Lake.”
“Why?”
Pulling her hands away, she sighed, “I  have forged bonds of  my 

own, lovely one.”
Nodding as if it was decided, Little Rabbit turned to look me in the 

eyes. “You will bring me back here.”
I smiled before I could stop myself. “Cardan and I have discussed it. 

We will all return to the Forest once a year for a limited time. I am 
willing to share some of that time with the shapeshifters of Shade.”

Every  one  of  us  looked  to  Cardan.  He  seemed  to  have  tasted 
something sour when he grudgingly said, “As am I. If this is what she 
needs.”

Again, Little Rabbit nodded. Before she could say more, however, I 
took a step forward and placed a hand on her shoulder. Then I looked 
to the dragoessa and said, “We will return in the next week or so. Soon, 
however, we will leave for Valhoal.”

She nodded in understanding before her gaze shifted back to the 
child. “When last you come, I will have something prepared for you, 
and I hope you will accept it. Until then, lovely Mage.”

Her transformation was fluid and silent  before the lightning bird 
darted away into the open sky.

Even as she flew off, I glanced at my brother and found him shaking 
his head. When he turned toward Azrael,  I  shot Cardan a look that 
suggested he take Little Rabbit. He nodded and I followed after Ryin.

The first question I asked him was, “Are you comfortable around 
her.”

He snorted. “Comfortable? No. Yet, I am growing more accustomed 
to  her.  Not  that  I  could  imagine  spending  another  night  in  Silver 
Lake.”

“No, I would not fancy another night such as that,” I agreed. Then I 
asked, “But you could maintain a relationship with her? The trading of 
information and such?”

Turning away from Azrael, he gave me a hard, lengthy stare. “What 
do you want of me, Tallie?”

I gave him a weak smile. “She is willing to keep in contact with the 
Forest. I need someone on our side willing to talk to those of Shade.”

Ryin raised his eyes skyward as he sighed, “Why me?”
“Because we both think Father belongs elsewhere, Cardan will most 

certainly be in Valhoal, and no one else will come near here. I need 
you.”
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Meeting my gaze, he waited several more moments before he gave a 
short nod. “I will consider it.”

Sighing in  relief,  I  thanked him quickly.  Then I  turned to  follow 
Cardan as he led our little girl to his Gryphon.

Only after Cardan had lifted her into Kiethe’s saddle did he glance 
at  me.  A curious expression was settled over  his  face.  Then a  little 
smile appeared on his face and it would not leave.

I was about to ask when he glanced askance at me and said, “That is 
the first time someone has called us her parents.”

All of a sudden, I was smiling as well. “I rather liked the sound of it, 
too.”

His spine straightened a little and he looked down at me. Only then 
did I realize how close we stood to one another. “Promise this to me, 
Tallie, that we shall always be her parents. Even if you choose to marry 
another.”

I made the promise with no hesitation. His other words, however, 
lingered in my mind. Even as I  climbed into the saddle behind my 
father, no other thoughts crossed my mind.

Cardan had asked for a right to her even if I chose someone else. He 
did not indicate that he would marry another.
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After that day,  Little  Rabbit  spoke.  Given how long it  had taken to 
decipher her odd moods and intentions through sight, it was almost a 
relief to hear her use actual words. Mana was almost shocked the first 
night she asked if she could help with dinner.

That did not mean,  however,  that  she spoke willingly in front of 
others. Indeed, she seemed to revel in no one knowing that she could 
say whatever she wished at any time. Even with us, she spoke only 
when silent communication no longer seemed feasible.

What worried me most about her newly freed tongue was that she 
and Cardan would vanish from view of the rest of us and spend hours 
talking  to  one  another.  The  little  time  I  spent  with  her  was  in  her 
lessons,  which were steadily improving now that I  could get her to 
repeat the words as she read them. She balked, however, when I tried 
to teach her some words in Valhoalan. When that happened, I let her 
go. Mana said I should have made her sit it through, but I smiled in the 
same way my mother used to smile at me.

“Her decisions have consequences, Mana. When we reach the desert 
and she cannot communicate basic words, she will know it is because 
she  chose  not  to  put  in  the  work.  Her  ignorance  will  be  its  own 
punishment.”

One that seemed to be rising above her head with each passing day. 
Far sooner than any of us had expected, the month had vanished and 
we all  lingered in a  state  of  anticipation as  every young man aged 
sixteen or older began to prepare in earnest for the test of the elites.

Ryin tried to hide how anxious he was, but Azrael was spouting off 
his excitement at every opportunity. It seemed to make Ryin even more 
nervous.  Nothing  seemed to  help  and  he  was  less  uplifted  by  our 
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confidence in him than he was irked by it. Yet, when the day finally 
arrived, he did not look the least bit concerned as he and Azrael took 
their places in the center of the village beside the other young men.

As Rider Haleon announced the men were to mount up, the entire 
village  seemed  to  catch  its  breath.  Then,  with  a  shrill  whistle,  the 
Gryphons all  bounded into the air.  Some took running starts,  while 
others leapt straight up. Azrael was the first into the air and the force 
from his wings buffeted the crowd as he ascended. Within moments, 
they were gone.

“We will see him in ten days. If not less.”
“Less? For a fourteen day journey?” I asked, turning to face Cardan.
He shrugged. “I did mine in nine days and sixteen hours. Raydin 

and Maphail were nine days and ten hours. Azrael will want to beat 
our time as soundly as possible, even if Ryin holds back.”

I hoped he was right, my eyes drifting to the patch of sky where I 
had last seen my brother. With a sigh, I turned and asked our father, 
“What happens now?”

“Now,  we go on with  our  day.  I  give  it  half  an  hour  before  the 
Gressek Riders come through.”

“The Gressek Riders?”
He smiled at me. “Oh yes, we all test at the same time. Our young 

men will move in a circle around the perimeter. When the Gresseks 
come through, they will deliver white ribbons to us—to mark that they 
are testing—and be given green ribbons in turn. In the east, they will 
get blue ribbons from the Bethalmy, and so on. When a man returns to 
his tribe holding all of the ribbons from the tribes who have joined in 
the testing, then we will mark him as an elite. If even one tribe’s colors 
are missing, the Rider is not worthy.”

“How many tribes are there?”
“Enough,” Cardan said with a smile. With that, he took Little Rabbit 

back toward Kiethe’s roost. While he did not dare take her out of the 
circle of protection that I enabled, he often chose to go out of my reach 
with her.  Which meant I  would spend the next few hours scanning 
every tree in the village.

For some reason, I was not willing to allow it this time. Hurrying 
after  them,  I  surprised  them  both  when  I  quickly  took  up  Little 
Rabbit’s  other hand.  At once,  her wide eyes shot  between us while 
Cardan gaped at me.

“Tallie…?”
“You get hours with her to talk. I get lessons. Is that fair?”
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“I teach her things,” he said indignantly.
I winked at the girl. “Fun things. We are forced to endure the dull 

matters.”
Little Rabbit grinned before she turned to Cardan. “We should show 

her.”
That alarmed me and my eyes shot to Cardan. “Show me what?”
“It is not ready yet,” Cardan told her through gritted teeth.
Our girl ignored him and started pulling on our hands. “Come see,” 

she urged, trying to drag us.
I glanced at Cardan, a wicked grin on my face and a question in my 

eyes. His expression mirrored mine and we acted in the same instant, 
yanking her into the air and swinging her between us. Little Rabbit 
gasped before her body started to shake with silent mirth. When we set 
her down, she started pulling again until we repeated the event. On 
and on it went until we reached Kiethe.

At last, it was decided that I be shown what they had been working 
on. Though I was at first concerned about Kiethe accommodating three 
people, he looked affronted and made it a point that I should take a 
place on his back. As usual, Cardan placed Little Rabbit in front of him. 
Which meant I was behind him.

It was a position I had not been in since before the dragon came. 
Before then, it had seemed natural and easy to fly with him. After the 
child and the presentation,  however,  things had become unbearably 
awkward in the strangest moments.

I refused to let this become one of them. Squaring my shoulders, I 
climbed up behind him and wrapped my arms as tightly around him 
as I used to. For one moment, I was certain that I felt one of his hands 
grasp  onto  one  of  mine.  But  then  his  arm  tightened  around  Little 
Rabbit and we were airborne.

As I predicted, we did not go far. In fact, we glided only to the tree 
that was above Mana’s house. There, we all dismounted on the massive 
branch and Kiethe settled himself into a lounging position. Then Little 
Rabbit sprinted along the branch near to the base of the tree and my 
heart caught in my throat. Next thing I knew, she was skipping back to 
me holding a slender object in her hands.

It was a half-finished bow and she was looking up at me with such 
shining hope, I could not help but smile. “This is what you have been 
doing?”

Chancing a glance at Cardan, I saw himself draw himself up in a 
haughty manner. “Yes.”
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Until  that  moment,  I  had  forgotten  that  Cardan  did  not  know I 
hunted. He also seemed to have forgotten that I was desert bred, and 
did not  have any kind of  aversion to  women hunting.  Thus,  I  was 
happy to shock him when I raised the bow up and held it out in front 
of me, judging its size.

“It is almost as big as my horse bow. After you master this one, you 
will have to learn to shoot while Riding. Do you think you are up to 
the challenge?” I asked my girl.

Both of their jaws dropped.
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In the days that Ryin was gone, we finished the bow. Then Cardan and 
I took turns teaching her how to use it. I found it amusing to realize 
that there were most definitely different styles of hunting, and Cardan 
and I were nothing alike.

He was an ambush predator. Preferring to sit near a gathering point 
such as a watering area, he would wait with all  the patience in the 
world, carefully select his target,  and release a deadly shot. He also 
took no chances and often put a second shaft an inch or so beside the 
first.  His  aim and release  were  so  quick,  the  animals  often did not 
make it far before collapse.

I preferred to flush my animals and give chase. While I did not have 
my bow with me—my mother had warned me about the preference for 
men doing the killing in the Forest—I often regaled them both with my 
favorite  tactics.  Using Gryphons for  the  flush and herding was  my 
favorite method, but I was also a decent shot from horseback. I enjoyed 
the movement and the closeness of another living being. Every time I 
attempted to hunt as Cardan did, I often slept through it or else scared 
off my prey with my impatient movements.

While we were able to laugh at my shortcomings, Little Rabbit could 
not bear to laugh at  herself.  After her first  few attempts at  hunting 
ended in failure, she grew taciturn and snippy. It was when she grew 
conniving and secretive that my worry spiked.

Then one day she approached us and asked if we could go hunting. 
While  it  did  not  seem  to  bode  well,  I  could  not  deny  them  this. 
Together, the three of us slunk through the trees. Cardan and the girl 
were armed with bows, and I had a hunting knife strapped to my leg. 
By the way we were keeping downwind and in the shadows, I knew 
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we  were  doing  this  Cardan’s  way.  I  just  hoped  I  didn’t  scare  off 
anything before Little Rabbit had her chance to take a shot.

As  we  neared  one  of  Cardan’s  favorite  streams,  the  three  of  us 
stopped  at  the  top  of  the  embankment  and  hid  ourselves  in  the 
surrounding  foliage.  We  were  sitting  there  near  to  twenty  minutes 
before  the  wind  shifted.  I  almost  groaned  aloud,  knowing  that 
anything that was lured into coming near the water would now catch 
our scents and take off in the opposite direction. Yet, when I felt Little 
Rabbit’s triumph, my eyes shot to hers.

A wide grin was spread across the child’s face and her eyes were 
closed  in  concentration.  Then  the  wind  swirled  around  me  and  I 
caught the faint smell of fox musk. The wind carried it away, masking 
our scent.  After  another  minute,  Little  Rabbit  focused her  eyes and 
stared greedily at the stream. Minutes later, the animals began to creep 
through the trees.

Before, she had tried to take anything from rabbits to beavers. This 
time,  she waited.  After  nearly half  an hour,  I  was ready to call  the 
excursion. Then the doe stepped into view.

Her  ears  were  pricked  forward  and  she  moved  with  a  steady 
caution, taking a few steps before stopping and waiting. She raised her 
nose to the air and another steady stream of fox musk seemed to reach 
out to her.  Satisfied, she made her way to the stream and began to 
drink.

Cardan had explained to Little Rabbit time and again that her bow 
was not  strong enough to  do more  than kill  small  creatures.  There 
would not be enough force behind her arrow if she chose to shoot at 
the deer. We all knew this, and yet we held our breath as we watched 
our child take aim.

Her technique was as perfect as Cardan could make it as she drew a 
breath, released half, and used the rest to steady her aim. Then she let 
loose and my eyes followed the arrow as pity bloomed in my stomach. 
None of us were prepared for the shot to sink deftly into the beast’s 
side, puncturing her heart. The doe gave a wild, desperate half leap 
away before her entire body spasmed and she dropped into the grass 
right beside the stream.

She wasn’t dead, but we wished she was.
Forgetting that she was in the midst of a hunt, Little Rabbit leapt up 

and sprinted to the side of the doe. Without thought,  Cardan and I 
followed  her.  In  the  back  of  my  mind,  the  part  that  was  her  was 
exploding  with  joy,  but  there  was  still  an  intense  thread  of 
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concentration that worried me. When we all  reached the doe’s side, 
blood was gushing from her wound and her breathing was becoming 
more and more labored.  Little  Rabbit  stood over  her  with her  eyes 
closed once more.  A line had appeared between her brows and the 
concentration eclipsed even her excitement. That is, until the doe gave 
a last, shuddering breath and went still. After another minute or so, 
Little Rabbit opened her eyes and a smile split her face.

“I did it!”
Forcing a smile to my face, I said, “Yes, you did.”
Cardan knelt at her side and hugged her. “I am so proud of you,” he 

said.
My eyes traveled from him back to the doe. That was when I noticed 

that the arrow that I had thought embedded so deep into the doe had 
barely punctured her hide. There also was no blood to speak of.

Perhaps she felt my shock and confusion, for Little Rabbit turned to 
me and grabbed my hand. Excited as she was, she pointed to the arrow 
itself. “Do you see? Did you see what I did? She thought it went all the 
way in! She thought it was killing her, but it wasn’t. I made her believe 
it. I made her believe she was dying, so she did.”

My world was spinning.
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It was the first time I truly regretted the tether between us. I wanted 
nothing more than to leap onto the back of a Gryphon and fly straight 
to Shade where I could shake some answers from the shapeshifter. Not 
that I needed to. Little Rabbit was more than willing to explain how 
she did it. Each word caused my panic to rise just a little higher.

“When I  failed last  time,  I  remember  wishing that  I  could make 
them stop noticing  where  we were.  Then I  remember  the  dragoessa 
saying that m—the Silver Sorceress could control the senses. Well, that 
meant what they smelled,  too,  right? So when the wind changed,  I 
thought about foxes. As clever and cautious as they are, they would 
not scare off most things. Then it worked!”

She was so excited, she was practically bouncing at my side as we 
waited  for  Cardan  to  return  with  Kiethe.  I  did  my  best  to  appear 
curious and encouraging, but my stomach knotted as I prepared for 
what was coming next.

“And then, because I made that work, I thought, why would it not 
work if I made the doe believe the wound was fatal? If I imagined that 
it had sunk in all the way into the heart, then would she believe it? If I 
imagined there was blood pouring out of her, would her body believe 
it? Then it  happened! It  was only when it  came to her dying that I 
thought I might fail. If I stopped making her believe she was dying, 
would she realize it was not real? Then she gave her last breath and I 
had to make sure. But then she was gone, and I had done it.”

Oh yes, she had done it. She just had not done it in the way Cardan 
or I was trying to teach her. Instead, she had taught herself something 
that scared the wits out of me. For the first time, I could understand 
why the dragon had wanted to kill a child. If she could do this at the 
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age  of  seven,  what  would  she  be  capable  of  at  the  age  of  fifteen? 
Twenty? Fifty?

I hated the thought of curbing her excitement, but if there was one 
thing I could not allow, it was word of this to spread. Dropping to my 
knees, I quickly took Little Rabbit’s hands in my own and smiled at 
her.

“I  am  proud  of  you,  my  child,”  I  assured  her.  “You  used  this 
tremendous Ability you have to put food in our mouths, and that is a 
skill that should not be ignored.”

As soon as  I  began speaking,  I  could feel  her  excitement  fading. 
Then she looked at me with open wariness as she asked, “What is it? 
Just say it.”

Nodding,  I  said,  “You must  not  tell  anyone of  this  triumph,  my 
child. Not even Mana or Raydin.”

“Why? You said you were proud! You said I did well!”
“And you did, Little Rabbit! And I am. But I am also scared. This is a 

powerful gift. You know it is, little mage.” At those words her back 
straightened. I pressed on, “It is tremendous magick you have used, 
but it is frightening. If word were to spread throughout the tribe of 
what it is you can do…”

Taking  a  deep  breath,  I  tried  to  think  of  a  way  she  would  best 
understand. “If this is what your Ability can do, Little Rabbit,  I  am 
afraid others may see you as a threat. One that it is best to eliminate 
early, before you gain full use of your powers.”

At  once,  her  face  blanched  and  her  eyes  widened.  “Like  the 
Dragon,” she whispered.

“Yes. Like the dragon.”
The minute she nodded and whispered that she would not tell, relief 

coursed  through  me  and  I  pulled  her  into  a  tight  hug.  She  was 
trembling and I held tighter to her. Stroking her hair, I whispered, “I 
am not banning you from your magick, little one. You should use it. It 
will protect you. All I am asking is that we keep it our secret. And once 
we  reach  the  desert,  you  will  have  more  privacy  to  practice  your 
talents.”

While the idea did not seem to comfort her in the moment, I knew it 
was  important  to  make  the  distinction  now.  I  would  not  have  her 
resent me for something she was born with. And if there were others 
out there willing to kill her for being able to do it, then I would do my 
best to make sure she knew how to use it. She was my child, and I 
would protect her with every weapon at my disposal. Even if it meant 
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teaching her to protect herself.
It  was still  a thought pulsing in my mind when we heard Kiethe 

flapping his wings as his paws hit the ground. Instead of dismounting, 
Cardan  waved  us  over.  Even  over  the  sound  of  Kiethe’s  landing, 
Cardan’s shouts were clear.

“Hurry! Ryin has returned!”
He had made the trip in nine days.
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I clutched Little Rabbit between me and Cardan as Kiethe lifted off. We 
hovered for a moment while Kiethe snatched up the corpse of the doe 
before we wheeled about and sped back to the village. Long before we 
arrived, we could hear the sounds of pounding drums and cheers. As 
soon as Kiethe landed, I dropped to the ground and pulled our girl 
with me. Then we started pushing our way through the crowd until I 
could see my brother and Azrael.

The fools needed sleep. That much was obvious from the way Ryin 
was leaning against the Gryphon who, far from being invigorated, was 
fighting a drooping head and had sank down onto his haunches some 
time  ago.  Neither  of  them  looked  as  if  they  were  paying  much 
attention to what was happening before them, but everyone else was.

One by one, the elders were holding up the ribbons and exclaiming 
which  tribes  they  were  from.  The  crowd  watched  with  interest, 
murmuring appreciatively with each one. At long last, the long, thin, 
silver strand of the eighteenth ribbon was thrust into the air and the 
crowd  erupted  once  more.  Then  they  surged  toward  my  brother, 
causing him and Azrael to both jerk awake.

“Come,  Little  Rabbit.  Let  us go and congratulate  your uncle  and 
Azrael.”

I  said the words without thinking, having thought them so often 
that they slipped from me in an instant. Yet, I knew immediately what 
I had done the moment she pulled back on my hand.

“Uncle?” she demanded.  Her expression was perfectly blank and 
her emotions offered no guidance.

Taking a breath, I gave her a rueful smile. “Apologies, my young 
mage.  I  have  taken  liberties  in  my  mind  and  they  came  out  my 
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mouth.”
“What do you mean?”
Ignoring the jostling crowd around us, I sank to my knees so as to be 

on her level, then I admitted, “In my head, I often think of you as my 
child. My daughter. Often, I refer to Cardan as your father. I also think 
of myself as your mother.  Therefore,  I  also think of Raydin as your 
grandfather. In short, I think of us as your family. I apologize if you do 
not think or feel the same.”

Several  long  minutes  passed  before  she  lowered  her  eyes  to  the 
ground and murmured, “My mother left me.”

My hand stretched out and I lifted her chin in a way that was almost 
too forceful. “I may not have birthed you, Little Rabbit, but I will not 
abandon you. And if I can choose another’s child as my daughter, I do 
not see why you cannot choose who you wish to be your mother.”

Tears filled her silver eyes and my heart constricted. “You mean it?”
Instead of answering, I gathered the girl into my arms and held her 

tight  while  she  fought  her  tears.  That  was  how  Cardan  found  us 
moments later. He wasted a second looking between the two of us and 
Ryin before he reached down and helped me to my feet, still holding 
our daughter tight. Behind her back, he gave me a questioning look 
and I shook my head slightly.

Then I bounced her into a better position on my hip and asked, “Are 
you ready to congratulate your uncle?”

Cardan’s eyes widened at the title, but he smiled when he saw the 
grin that broke out over her face. Then she nodded happily and the 
three of us fought our way back through the crowd.

Raydin had managed to get there before us, shouting at everyone to 
give his son and the Gryphon some space. Setting Little Rabbit on her 
feet, Cardan and I shared a grin as she darted forward, racing against 
other children, and began to unstrap Azrael’s saddle. At last, we were 
able to push through and I hugged my brother briefly before I turned 
my ministrations on his Gryphon.

Together, my father and Cardan were able to shoo the crowd away 
enough  to  escort  Ryin  to  his  bedroll  while  Little  Rabbit  followed 
alongside me and Azrael back to his roost. Once we reached it, I set 
about making the Gryphon comfortable while my girl began cleaning 
his tack. Both of us had quite forgotten the doe until Kiethe dropped it 
outside the roost.

In a flurry of activity, Kiethe called for Cardan and a hunk of meat 
was separated from the carcass for us to eat at dinner. The rest was 
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split between the three Gryphons—with the entrails being saved for 
Azrael. At last, we left the newest elite team to their rest and took our 
share of the doe back to Mana’s where we helped her to roast it over 
the fire.

Meanwhile, the whole village was still in a state to celebrate. Not 
only were they likely the first village to have a successful Rider back, 
but Ryin had broken a record. He had managed his flight in nine days 
and two hours.

Six hours later, the second successful Rider landed and they were in 
a more fit state to celebrate. At least for the first half an hour. Yet, soon 
they succumbed to  their  drink and Rider  Trevon passed out  in  the 
middle of the village. Not even the arrival of another pairing roused 
him an hour later. It did, however, wake my brother. All of a sudden, 
the three men entered Mana’s house ready to eat.

It felt like an hour passed as the conversation rested on nothing but 
Ryin’s flight.  Knowing as he did that Azrael  was not an endurance 
flier, he did what no one else dared and got enough sleep almost every 
night,  and rested in  each village that  they stopped in.  With such a 
strategy, he used Azrael’s strength and speed to his advantage, and 
they were able to cover more villages each day than most of the other 
Riders. Then, as they neared home, their impatience had grown and 
they forced themselves to go further on even less sleep than they had 
before. At last, they forewent sleep last night in a bid to reach us a soon 
as they could.

Once the entire story had been told, Ryin seemed tired once more. 
By that time, Little Rabbit was asleep at my side, her head resting on 
my thigh. He looked at her for a long moment before he raised his eyes 
to mine.

“I could have sworn she called me ‘uncle’ earlier.”
I laughed.
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It was surreal, waking up a week later and knowing that it was my last 
in the Forest. In the months I had spent there, it had felt every bit like 
home.  So  much so,  that  I  had  never  before  felt  truly  homesick  for 
Valhoal. I missed my mother and my family there, but not in a way 
that  made  me regret  coming.  Now that  I  was  heading  back  to  the 
desert,  however,  I  could feel the longing to see them rise up in my 
chest.

“Is that everything?” I asked after repacking my bag for the third 
time.

“It is all you came with, child. Plus some things to remember us by,” 
Mana said with a knowing smile.

“I do not need remembrances, Mana. We will return next year.”
“You are sure I must wait a year?”
“Yes, Mana. I am afraid once a year is all I can offer. For now.”
She released a sigh and I knew what her concern was. I was taking 

her entire family away. Men and Gryphons. And I had only promised 
to  return  one  pairing  before  the  year  was  gone.  She  also  knew  I 
intended to keep Maphail and my father longer if I could.

“I still think you should come with us.”
“No, I could not.”
“You could if you wished it.”
She chuckled. “Child, as sprightly as I may seem on the ground, one 

hour in that saddle and you would have nothing but a troubled old 
woman on your hands the entire trip.  I  dare not risk it.  No, I  shall 
remain here and keep as busy as ever.  Perhaps when I  have finally 
managed to arrange your father’s house, I will take up Sarrie’s ways 
and offer my services to the other beleaguered mothers of the tribe.”
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“I think they would be most grateful for it. In a year, I may find that 
you have a dozen other granddaughters. Or you would have singled 
out at least one you think might catch the eye of Cardan or Ryin.”

Her smile was shrewd as we exited the house. “Cardan knows well 
my opinion in that regard. I am willing to give Ryin a few years to earn 
himself a reputation before I begin weeding out the girls vying for his 
attention, however. Though I do not think I will let ten years elapse as I 
have with your father.”

For a few moments more, we teased one another about the men in 
our lives. At last, however, those very people walked up, leading three 
saddled Gryphons. It was time for the goodbyes.

After a flurry of activity and Mana admonishing all of us to behave, 
we were all in place. Me with Father and Little Rabbit with Cardan. 
Then we were off on a direct course for Silver Lake. There was one 
more promise to be kept.

On  mine  and  Ryin’s  insistence,  we  spent  the  night  in  the  Rigos 
outpost. At dawn, however, we all glided through the trees and drifted 
over the dry lakebed where once a dragon slept. When we arrived on 
our usual outcropping looking over the village of Silver Lake, we were 
pleased to see a striped cat bounding through the tall grass towards us. 
Then she transformed and assumed the same kneeling bow to Little 
Rabbit as she had before.

Neither  Cardan  nor  I  tried  to  stop  her  as  she  approached  the 
shapeshifter. We were surprised when she sank to the ground in front 
of her and looked up into the slitted eyes of the dragoessa.  Then she 
said, “You said you would have something for me on our last visit. 
This is the last, for now.”

“Yes,” purred the shapeshifter. “First I must ask how you came to be 
called ‘Little Rabbit.’”

At  once,  she  glanced  over  her  shoulder  at  Cardan.  He  smiled. 
Turning back around, she said, “It is a name I earned when the Dragon 
was chasing me.”

“Yes, I do believe it was well-earned. Now, however, I would like to 
give you a name that you may use with the rest of the world. A name 
from us,  the dragoessa,  to acknowledge one of  our own. Would you 
allow me to name you?”

I had expected her to leap at the opportunity,  so I  was surprised 
when she looked back at  me and Cardan.  Then my heart  exploded 
when she said, “Only if my parents agree. It is their right to name me.”

Before  I  could  stop  myself,  my  hand  stretched  out  and  caught 
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Cardan’s.  Tears gathered in my eyes as the smile spread across my 
face. Then I nodded.

“You will always be Little Rabbit to us. Let her give you this gift,” I 
told her.

Cardan squeezed my hand and nodded in agreement. A beautiful 
smile  spread  across  her  face  and  she  turned  back  to  the  dragoessa. 
“Name me,” she commanded.

Placing  her  hands  upon  our  daughter’s  head,  the  shapeshifter 
closed her eyes and released a strange croon before her eyes snapped 
open and she announced, “You are Kalie of the dragoessa.  You are a 
creature of Shade and will always find a home here. When you have 
need, you may call upon your brethren, and we shall answer. Long live 
the blood of the Dragons.”

With that, her hands dropped and she bowed once more to Little 
Rabbit. Slowly, the child rose to her feet and turned her back on the 
shapeshifter. Looking up at us, her smile widened and she said, “My 
name is Kalie.”
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Cardan and I often forgot she had another name in the days to come. 
Ryin and our father were the only ones who used it freely. Especially at 
the  outposts  where  we  stayed.  When I  did  hear  it,  I  automatically 
thought of what the dragoessa had told me it meant.

The creatures of Shade had very little need for their own language, 
so the words they used were minimal but loaded with meaning. Like 
dragoessa  it appeared that kalie  meant more than a pretty name for a 
little girl. Indeed, its most basic translation amounted to: Hidden One. 
For the shapeshifters whose bodies could transform on a whim, hiding 
themselves  from  others  was  a  matter  of  course.  To  hide  from  one 
another took true skill, however. For a mage like Little Rabbit, it was 
the  highest  compliment  they  could  give—and the  greatest  show of 
respect—to name her Kalie.

It was a thought that lingered in the back of my mind as we sat at 
the  same table  where  once,  long  ago,  Cardan and I  had  chosen  to 
become friends. A lifetime had passed since we last sat here, and as I 
watched my child sit  at  the  feet  of  a  few desert  musicians,  I  felt  a 
sleepy contentment. Life may not have offered me what it seemed to 
give freely of to other young women, but what it had given me had 
proven to be priceless.

“You look lost in thought, daughter.”
I smiled at my father as he took a seat beside me. Then we both 

turned to look at where Ryin was inviting the little one to dance. Their 
faces  wore  the  same  amazed  and  exhilarated  expressions  that  had 
made this trip so enjoyable. Between Cardan, Father, and I it was all 
expected. For them, it was all being seen with new eyes.

“Reminiscing. It seems ages have past since last I was here.”
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“And impatient?” he guessed.
Smiling  a  little,  I  admitted,  “I  long  to  see  them  again.  Mother, 

especially. I always thought that I understood her before I went to the 
Forest. Now that I have lived as she once did, I find there is a lot more I 
wish to ask her.”

He nodded, seeming to know that those were topics I did not wish 
to discuss with him. “Are there others you wish to see?”

“Oh yes. My sister, Valalya. Thalon and Barrin. You will like Barrin. 
He is  very forthright  and observant.  I  do not  know how Ryin and 
Grevin will get on, but Tharin is always making himself adored.”

For several minutes more, my father asked me questions about the 
world I had left  behind. At first it  was personal items, but then we 
moved into things such as Xzaryth’s Tower and how they would be 
received  upon  arrival.  Instructions  for  which  I  had  already  made 
Cardan and Ryin memorize.  It  was a conversation that did not end 
until  Cardan appeared at  my elbow and nodded toward the  dance 
floor. Ryin had his niece cradled in his arms and was swaying to the 
music as she leaned her head on his shoulder, blinking slowly to keep 
awake.

Excusing  myself,  Cardan and I  approached to  take  the  little  one 
from my brother. Together, we ignored her feeble protests and took her 
up to  the room she and I  were sharing.  Silently,  we tucked her  in, 
kissed her forehead, and crept back out into the corridor. Before I could 
turn and head back down the stairs, however, Cardan caught my arm.

“Tallie,  tell  me the truth.  What  will  it  be  like when we arrive in 
Valhoal. Will I still…”

“Be this close to her? Absolutely.”
“You say that now, but—”
“Cardan, I grew up a favorite to the queen. If I ask for space to be 

made for you, she will not deny me.”
He did not look convinced. Smiling, I took a step closer to him and 

dared to place my palm against the side of his face. At once, his eyes 
closed and he leaned into the touch.

“We are family, Cardan. Thalon will not deny me my family. Nor 
will  you find a being less willing to separate a father and daughter 
than my mother.”

A tiny smile  appeared on his  face.  “It  sounds as  if  you mean to 
blackmail her.”

“Blackmail?  No.  No,  of  course not.  A simple reminder should be 
sufficient,” I said with a grin of my own.
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“Some days, you frighten me.”
“Only some? I must work harder, then,” I said as I released him.
Once more,  he caught my arm as I  turned to go.  When I  looked 

back, his expression was carefully blank. Before I could ask, he took a 
deep breath and said in a rush, “Tallie, the reason you refused me is 
because you think I only want to marry you for her?”

I waited a moment before I answered, “Yes.”
“Is that the only reason?”
At  once,  I  felt  my  chest  constrict.  “What  are  you  asking  me, 

Cardan?”
When he moved closer to me, I backed into the wall. The torches 

cast a dim light on his back, casting his face in shadow while his eyes 
caught the fiery gleam. In the confined space, he seemed to loom over 
me, and the shadows gave us the illusion of privacy.

“If you could be sure that I was asking for you, would you refuse 
me again?”

“Cardan, I—”
“Answer the question, Tallie. If you were sure that Little Rabbit was 

not my reason for asking, would you say yes?”
I opened and closed my mouth a few times before words would 

come. While I was embarrassed to be put into such a position, I knew 
in my heart that I could not deny what I wanted. That did not mean it 
was as simple as the yes or no he wanted.

Gathering myself to my full height, I raised my chin and met his 
gaze. “It will take a lot to convince me, Cardan. But if you manage it 
before someone else does, then my answer will be yes.”

It was like watching dawn break across his face when he smiled. 
Leaning closer  still,  he  whispered in  my ear,  “Then I  will  convince 
you.”
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We were home.
Even as we circled above the great courtyard outside of the palace, it 

felt surreal. When I had left this place, it was with a single goodbye for 
the Black Gryphon. I had vanished in the silent morning hours, and 
now I returned at the height of the afternoon where crowds filled the 
streets and shouts rang out over the sound of the wind in our ears. 
Along  the  city  walls,  the  watch  towers  clanged  as  the  heavy  bells 
announced our  arrival.  With  such a  welcome,  the  sounds  of  heavy 
paws hitting the cobblestone courtyard was drowned out.

I  dismounted  in  a  hurry  and  rushed  to  take  Little  Rabbit  from 
Kiethe’s  back.  Thankfully the Gryphons were used to such raucous 
displays every time they returned home; although, the city of Valhoal 
was  easily  five  times  the  size  of  the  Sesare  Village.  As  the  Riders 
dismounted  and  tucked  away  their  helmets  and  gloves,  the  great 
beasts  backed  into  one  another,  so  that  their  tails  touched  as  they 
swished them from side to side. Yet, their wings were folded tight and 
they showed no sign of aggression. Just as I had asked.

In the time it took us to reach the bottom steps that would lead into 
the Reception Hall, the Warriors of Valhoal had come streaming out of 
the front doors and stationed themselves on either side of the staircase. 
Four officers stood spread across the steps at the half-way point, ready 
to take our weapons and learn our business.

Holding tight to my daughter’s hand, I  strode up the stairs with 
ease, all three Riders arranged behind me. When I reached the men, I 
smiled when I recognized Shaq Quiel, the Queen’s Head of Security. 
Even though I had known him since infancy, he pretended not to know 
who I was, and ordered me to remove my weapons. I translated the 
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command to the others and we all removed the various knives we had 
strapped to our bodies.  It  seemed to surprise him most  when even 
Little  Rabbit  reached  down  and  pulled  the  short  dagger  from  the 
sheath strapped to her leg.

When it  was apparent that the only weapons left  at  our disposal 
were the three Gryphons, we were escorted up the stairs through the 
front doors into the Reception Hall. As we walked through the doors, 
my  hand  tightened  on  my  child’s  and  I  had  to  remind  myself  to 
breathe. There, arranged beside the single throne, stood the rest of my 
family.

Thalon sat upon the throne with her heir, Valalya, to her right and 
her husband standing to her left. His sons stood to his left, while my 
mother held a place of honor to Valalya’s right. Almost every one of 
them  bore  an  impassive  expression  that  showed  no  sign  of  their 
emotions.  My  darling  sister  was  the  only  exception,  as  she  smiled 
slightly at me. An expression I had to force myself not to mimic as I 
followed the guard to the halfway point of the room. Then a light gong 
sounded and I dropped to one knee, pulling Little Rabbit with me. On 
either side of me, I could hear the men in my life doing the same.

“Visitors from the Forest Realm, Your Majesty,” called out a voice in 
Valhoalan.

Thalon  waited  a  moment  before  she  called  out,  “Rise  and  make 
yourselves known.”

While  the  others  did  not  understand  her,  they  understood  my 
mother as her voice rang out in a clear, concise translation. I hid my 
smile as we all rose to our feet. For the sake of my companions, I used 
the Forest language so that they could follow my lead.

“I am Tallie, Bridge Walker of Valhoal.”
Beside me and to my left, I heard my father say, “I am Raydin, Rider 

of Maphail. Husband of Sarrie, Rider of Xzaryth.”
My  mother’s  features  seemed  even  more  forbidding  as  she 

translated my father’s introduction. I chanced a glance back at him to 
find him staring at  my mother with open amusement.  There was a 
challenge  written  across  his  face  that  I  knew  my  mother  would 
confront in a far less public setting. Silently, I wished him the best of 
luck.

On the other side of my father, my brother’s voice rang out loud and 
clear, “I am Ryin, Rider of Azrael. Son of Sarrie, Rider of Xzaryth and 
Raydin, Rider of Maphail.”

This  time,  our  mother’s  features  cracked  and  her  words  came 
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through a tight throat as she translated for my aunt. At last, her eyes 
turned to Cardan and Little Rabbit. Turning my head to my right, I 
nodded to him.

“I  am Cardan,  Rider  of  Kiethe.  Father  to  Kalie.”  Even  as  it  was 
translated,  I  could not  help but  smile  since  her  name still  sounded 
foreign coming from him.

Finally, it was time for Little Rabbit to announce herself. Squeezing 
tight to my hand, she made her voice as loud as she could. “I am Kalie, 
daughter  of  Cardan,  Rider  of  Kiethe  and  Tallie,  Bridge  Walker  of 
Valhoal.”

Upon the dais, my mother’s eyes narrowed into black slits as she 
relayed  the  announcement  to  the  court.  Not  a  flicker  of  emotion 
crossed the  features  of  anyone else.  Even Valalya  had resumed her 
royal  mask  as  the  words  fell  into  the  air  and  only  through  long 
familiarity could I tell that they were all absorbing this information as 
if it were a blow.

After several painstaking minutes, I breathed a sigh of relief when 
Thalon rose from her throne and stepped off the dais. In that instant, 
all  formality  vanished  and  I  rushed  forward  to  meet  her  as  she 
wrapped  her  arms  around  my  shoulders.  “Welcome  home,”  she 
murmured in my ear before she released me. Barrin was there next, 
wrapping  me in  a  familiar  embrace.  Grevin  and Tharin  were  next. 
Valalya  was  last,  and  she  was  determined  that  I  come  to  her  that 
evening and discuss all of my adventures. By which she meant Cardan, 
judging by how her eyes slid to him and back.

Once they had welcomed me, my desert family moved past me to 
introduce themselves to my Forest family. It pleased me to note how 
even Grevin’s knowledge of my birth language had held up over many 
years of unwanted study. Barrin was positively fluent, and it sounded 
much more musical in Thalon’s voice. And in the few minutes that my 
father,  brother,  and  Cardan  were  distracted  with  them,  my  mother 
approached me.

Sarrie did not hug me. Instead, she placed her hands on either side 
of my face and took a good, long look at me. Then she whispered, “You 
came back.”

I  let  go  of  Little  Rabbit’s  hand  long  enough  to  throw  my  arms 
around my mother and pull her close.
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As soon as was possible, the royal family released the Riders to care for 
the Gryphons waiting outside. I went in my brother’s stead. The last I 
saw of him, my mother was leading him to a more solitary location. 
Neither of them seemed to care that everyone could see the tear tracks 
coursing down their faces.

Once we were out  in the open,  I  asked Azrael  for  the right  to  a 
solitary ride up to Xzaryth’s Tower. Once he granted his permission, 
we  all  mounted  up  and  I  led  the  way.  The  Black  Gryphon  was 
wheeling  in  the  sky  above  the  great  balcony that  led  to  his  tower, 
crying  out  a  challenge.  Cupping  my  hands  around  my  mouth,  I 
screeched back at him. Of course, I soon realized that the reason he 
began  to  cavort  in  such  a  happy  manner  was  that  he  recognized 
Maphail’s greeting chirp.

We had to land one at a time, as the balcony was not that wide. As 
soon as we were inside the tower, I yanked my tunic up over my nose 
and tried not to gag. Every step I took caused something to clatter or 
crunch  as  I  quickly  removed  Azrael’s  tack  and  carelessly  tossed  it 
down the trapdoor to be cleaned in a less noxious environment. Once 
he was stripped of his riding gear, the bronze beast wheeled about and 
leapt back into the sky. Kiethe was next and I was quick to get Little 
Rabbit down the ladder while Cardan removed his tack. At last, my 
father joined us and we left the tack to the boys who had arrived.

“There  will  be  a  celebration  tonight.  This  is  the  first  time  any 
Gryphon has crossed into Valhoal that is not the Black Gryphon. With 
the exception of Kiethe,” I added with a grin for Cardan. “To have four 
of them here now is something the people will want to behold, and I 
am sure they will not disappoint.”
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“Why did  you not  tell  us  that  the  royal  family  could  speak  our 
tongue?” my father asked.

“I did not know how much they remembered. Perhaps Mother has 
been speaking to them more in my absence, but there were few times 
we used it in the past fifteen years. Once they seemed to master that, 
we moved on to other languages and were forced to speak in those.”

“We?” Cardan asked.
I nodded. “Their teachers were my teachers. We speak Valhoalan, 

Forest Dweller, Quadeese, Synairan, and Niecien.”
“You never told me,” he added in a quieter voice.
I  gave  him  a  smile.  “It  never  came  up.  Besides,  you  were  busy 

teaching me.”
Little  Rabbit  gave  a  tug  on  my  sleeve.  “Will  I  have  to  learn  all 

those?” she demanded with wide eyes.
“Yes, you will.”
“But why?”
“Because you are the daughter of a Bridge Walker and will likely be 

one yourself some day. I expect you to be fluent in Valhoalan by the 
end of the year, and when we return to the Forest, you will learn what 
you can of  the Shade language.  After  that,  you will  begin study in 
Quadeese.”

“Why do I have to know that?”
“Because Quadeesh is our closest neighbor and I do not wish you to 

be ignorant when their own Bridge Walkers come to us. The reason 
you must learn Synairan is because they provide us with the greatest 
trade opportunities. We learn Niecien because King Barrin was once of 
Ceriniece, and we often take in visitors from his homeland. They are 
formidable allies.”

“And I have to learn all of that?”
Laughter cut across the corridor ahead of us and we all came to a 

stop. Valalya then rounded the corner with her two guards four steps 
behind. “She sounds just as we did at her age. Of course, by then we 
knew three languages and had but two more to learn. How old is she?”

“Near to eight.”
I was pleased to see the surprise on my father and Cardan’s faces as 

she knelt down in front of Little Rabbit. “Your name is Kalie?”
She nodded.
Not at all put off by her shyness, my sister smiled. “I am Valalya. I 

grew up with Tallie. She is a sister to me. Would you take it amiss if I 
called you my niece?”
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Wide silver eyes sought out mine imploringly. “I can choose?”
“Relatives are blood. Family is a choice,” I reminded her.
Nodding a little, she returned her gaze to Valalya. After a moment of 

careful study, she announced, “You can be my aunt.”
My  sister  smiled  at  her  and  said,  “Fantastic,”  before  her  gaze 

returned to me. “There is a tale in all of this that I am dying to hear. But 
later.” Seeming to take stock of the situation, she rose gracefully to her 
feet and greeted my father warmly. Then she cast a sly, appraising look 
on Cardan and greeted him with more curiosity than warmth.

“Well,  now,  I  say  you  are  all  deserving  of  some  rest  before  the 
festivities tonight. There should be rooms prepared for you by now. Let 
us see if we can find them.”

“Val, Kalie needs to be with me. And Cardan not far off.”
She turned in one smooth motion and looked at us with a suspicious 

gaze. “Is there something I ought to know sooner rather than later?”
“It is part of the story you will learn this evening. Please, Val, just 

make sure my family is close to me.”
“Tallie,  you  know  we  do  not  allow  guests  so  close  to  the  royal 

quarters.”
“Then have another room prepared for me and Kalie in the guest 

wing.”
She seemed to consider for a moment before she gave a brief nod. 

“Very well, it will be done. Now come. The formalities are at an end 
and we can have a proper welcome.”

We  continued  to  follow  Valalya  through  the  palace.  Once,  she 
paused to speak with a maid about making ready another room for me 
in the guest corridor. I did not catch all that she said, but the sly smile 
she shot back to Cardan and I made me suspicious.

At last, we entered into a familiar courtyard filled with vibrant green 
plants  with  bright  flowers  creating  a  lush  garden.  Staying  to  the 
cobblestone paths, we were pleased to come upon the benches framing 
a  small  pool  where  a  trickling  fountain  helped  to  mask  private 
conversations. There sat the rest of my family, with my brother almost 
attached to our mother. As Raydin and Cardan took their places on the 
last bench, with Little Rabbit balanced on Cardan’s lap, I looked over 
them all and tears gathered in my eyes.

“I never thought I would have this. All of my family in the same 
place at the same time.”

“Well,  we are,  child.  Now tell  us  how we came to be this  way,” 
Thalon said in a soft voice.
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Nodding once, I began my first Bride Walker’s report.
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I  could hear the drums just  outside the Reception Hall.  The steady 
rhythm echoed in the empty chamber, the domed ceiling forcing the 
pounding notes to drop back onto me. In a way, they were comforting. 
A reminder of what joy was found here at home. Yet, all I could feel 
was a sense of foreboding. What time I had here was fragile and so 
terribly short.

My thoughts were cut off as the doors opened, throwing a shaft of 
golden light across the great hall. A shadow appeared before them and 
my stomach knotted as  Thalon entered.  The  noise  that  followed in 
after her was louder and more deafening than ever and I flinched away 
from the sounds.

“You are not enjoying yourself,  my child,” she said in a soft, low 
voice.

I tried to smile. “I apologize for being late.”
“Why are you?”
Swallowing hard, I  turned away from her on pretense of looking 

again over the room. While I had desired not to tell my family what I 
was  forced to  do to  save  the  girl,  there  had been no other  way to 
account for our necessary closeness. Thus, I told them of the dragon. 
The barter. The tether. And the promises I made.

When I  had told Thalon that  I  had sold myself  and a  child into 
slavery, I could not bear to look into her eyes. Even now, I could not 
look on the woman who had torn a place for herself and her people out 
of the desert in order to escape the wretched practice. To know that I 
had discarded all  she had ever  taught  me was enough to  knot  my 
stomach.

It was as if she knew all that I was thinking as she glided over to me 
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and sighed, “Look into my eyes Tallie and tell  me what your heart 
knows to be true.”

As soon as my gaze met hers, I began to cry. In between gasps of 
breath and shaking sobs, I managed to tell her how I was feeling. What 
I  had done. I  berated myself for adding the child. And when I was 
finished, I met her eyes again and saw that she was not upset.

“You know your heart, young one. Now ask the same question of 
your head. What does it say?”

Gulping back the anguish, I took a deep breath and said, “I had no 
choice. It was either hand over the girl to certain death, or watch us all 
die. I did what I could. If it meant saving Cardan and the tribe… But 
how can that be the right thing?”

“Tallie, do you for one moment believe I would not do the same? If 
the choice was between watching my people vanish in dragon fire or 
chains on my wrists, I would take the chains. Just as you did. Because 
your choice was not easy and it comes with consequences. But these 
are the consequences we can live with. Could you have lived with any 
others?”

I shook my head.
“Then I have raised you to know what sacrifices are worth the cost. 

You are a true daughter of Valhoal. Now, wipe your face and act like it, 
Bridge Walker. This celebration tonight is for you.”

I did as I was bid and followed Thalon from the Hall back onto the 
front steps. She proceeded toward the pavilion at the bottom of the 
stairs where two chairs were provided for herself and her husband. 
Large,  brilliantly  colored  cushions  were  arranged  on  either  side  of 
them for their children and guests.  It  was with a small  smile that I 
found Ryin sitting near the end of one side with our mother. My father 
sat across from her, hardly bothering to look anywhere but at her. If I 
did not know her so well, I would not have been able to tell how hard 
it was for her to ignore him so completely. Like Xzaryth, she liked to 
cast her eyes on everyone and everything often.

Shaking my head, I  passed behind Barrin and went to take up a 
space between Cardan and Little Rabbit. While my seat was meant to 
be the one beside Valalya, my daughter had seized the cushion and 
was in the midst of a game which caused them both to laugh aloud, 
displaying their joy without hesitation. It was this exact openness that 
made Valalya so beloved, but watching her with my new child made 
me irrationally upset that she had not yet married herself. At twenty-
three she should have been married long before and had children close 
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to Little Rabbit’s age.
“You do not  look as  if  you are  enjoying yourself.”  Cardan’s  low 

voice caused me to jump and I whipped around to face him.
“I am.” The lie was so natural that none but those familiar with me 

could capture it. Cardan was familiar.
“I thought you would have been happier to be home.”
“I am happy to be home.” That, at least, was not a lie.
All at once, a sly expression stole over his face and light gleamed in 

his dark eyes. “Prove it. Come dance with me.”
For a moment, I wanted to plead exhaustion. One look at his face 

however showed me that  I  would not  be able  to  sidestep him that 
easily. Therefore, I nodded and allowed him to help me to my feet.

It was just like my birthday. The crowds were full of people and the 
musicians were set  up on either  side of  the steps so that  the noise 
would radiate out over the entire courtyard. And people were dancing 
everywhere. Jumping from foot to foot, clapping and spinning as the 
drums and reeds and cymbals instructed. With Cardan at my side, I 
waded into the mass and joined in the dance.

Nothing made me laugh more than when I realized what a terrible 
dancer  Cardan  was.  Where  I  had  grown  with  music  and  joy  and 
celebration, he had grown with peace and quiet and purpose. Thus, it 
was left to me to abandon my dance, hold his hand, and walk him 
through a few of the more basic steps of the dance.

For that time, at least, I could forget the sorrow of what I had done, 
and enjoy what I now had.
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As was usual, we left the scene of the celebration long before the rest of 
the city decided to cease celebrating. For Cardan and I, it was the wide-
eyed look of a child trying desperately to look awake that let us know 
our evening had come to an end. Even as I gathered my daughter into 
my arms and led her father up the stairs into the palace, Valalya fell 
into step on my other side.

“You  do  not  know  which  rooms  you  now  occupy,”  she  said  in 
answer to my questioning look.

We had grown up together too long, however, and once she showed 
Cardan and I  to our rooms—which were uncharacteristically beside 
one another—she told me to meet her in the sitting room across the 
corridor. I shared a look with Cardan as we tucked Little Rabbit into 
the large bed that I would share with her. Then, when we were certain 
that  she  would  not  open  her  eyes  again,  we  both  crept  from  the 
luxurious chambers.

For  a  moment,  we  both  stood  beside  the  door,  listening  for  any 
sound of disturbance from within. There was none and we smiled at 
one another as other parents often did, I imagined. Then something in 
his  smile  shifted.  Something that  took away from the  daughter  we 
shared and focused too closely on the moment we were sharing.

It was when Valalya called my name that I realized I was relieved 
for it. When I turned away from him to answer her call, I made a more 
horrifying realization. Something of my mother must have lived in me 
if the idea of living my life alone was less worrisome than the idea that 
I might have to share it with someone else. A fist clenched my heart 
and I looked back quickly at Cardan, but he was already at the door to 
his own room.
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I think it surprised Valalya most when I was the one to broach the 
subject I knew she wanted most to discuss. Yet, I  knew she did not 
enjoy the way in which it began.

“Why have you not yet married?” I demanded as I took a seat on the 
cushioned window seat across from her.

A frown  twisted  her  lips  and  she  turned  to  stare  out  over  the 
courtyard we had visited earlier with its small, gurgling fountain. For a 
long time, I did not think she would answer. At last, her full lips parted 
and she sighed, “I have never had the decision forced upon me. That is 
the reason I have not married.”

“What does that mean? You are waiting to be forced?”
With a sigh, she leaned her head back. “Tallie, do you remember all 

the  things  we were  forced to  learn.  Languages,  dances,  knives  and 
swords, histories and letters. Out of everything we were made to do, 
we had so little time for the things we truly wanted.”

When she looked again at me, her expression was almost grave. “I 
have never told you—because so many years separate us, Little Sister
—but  I  have  been  almost  married  four  times  in  my  twenty-three 
years.”

My mouth dropped. No, she had not told me. Nor had her parents 
or brothers or even my mother. How could that have been kept such a 
complete secret when all of Valhoal would love nothing more than to 
take part in her wedding? If I had not learned of it from the people … 
that must mean they never knew.

“To whom? When?” I gasped, leaning forward to clutch at her hand.
“The  first  time  I  was  fifteen.  My  parents  refused  to  arrange  a 

marriage for me prior to my coming of age, though many nations had 
offered sons for me. Quadeesh sent the first boy. Maliik. He was a year 
older than me, but oh so arrogant. He thought that because I was a girl 
and a year younger than him that he must have the greater mind and 
wisdom.  When it  became apparent  that  he  thought  to  rule  Valhoal 
upon my mother’s retirement, I was not gentle in setting his mind to 
rights. When he learned that the girl he had come to woo had not only 
a mind of her own but a wicked aim with a throwing knife, he chose to 
return to Quadeesh. And so the first one fell.” She said this last with a 
small, amused smile as she reminisced.

“My second suitor came when I was seventeen. By then I had grown 
to look even more like my mother and the rumors of my looks had 
reached as  far  north  as  Ashkar.  Unfortunately,  our  ways  of  life  are 
quite different, and he did not like living so far from the sea. Besides 
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the fact that the young lordling held no political value to us, my father 
was not impressed with his soft and cosseted ways. So another suitor 
fled the desert.”

“You say that with such malicious joy.”
“Is it malicious? I think of it as righteous. If they cannot handle me 

or my desert, why should I not revel in their weakness?”
Shaking my head, I motioned for her to continue.
“Synair sent the next one a few months after the Ashkar lordling 

left. He was the son of a friend of my father’s. He was nice enough. 
Incredibly polite. Wore far too many layers of clothing for the desert,” 
she said with a giggle. “I liked him, though. He was a younger son of 
one of their princes, so the match would have been a decent political 
maneuver.  Yet,  he was less interested in marriage than I  was at the 
time. He preferred quantity over substance in regards to his women, 
and the desert certainly provided that. Months past before he left—at 
his parents’ urging—to begin courting another they had set their sights 
on. And so the third one vanished.

“The last of my suitors came only three years ago, and he was the 
one I thought might yet survive me. I was wrong. Like all the others, 
he  could  not  adapt  to  a  life  where  the  woman  he  married  might 
outrank him, and that to earn her hand, he had first to earn the hearts 
of her people. In this he failed most devastatingly and so the fourth 
fled and was never spoken of again in the hearing of the princess who 
had thought she loved him.”

Part of me begged her to tell me who he was and what power he 
once  held  over  her.  The  other  part  of  me  shied  away  from  the 
questions. As if I could not comprehend how my beloved elder sister 
could ever have considered loving an unworthy man. She who was as 
wise as she was beautiful could never bestow her heart on someone 
who had not earned it. Yet, she had.
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When I had met with Valalya to discuss what she was so eager to hear, 
I  had  meant  to  confide  in  her  the  fear  I  had  of  becoming like  my 
mother. After her revelation of her suitors, however, I felt I could not 
bear to continue the subject. My curiosity was still unforgiving, but my 
respect for her caused me to shut it away. Yet, there was one thing I 
had still to ask her.

“Do you mean to be forced into it?”
Her  answer  had  not  been  gratifying.  “I  mean  to  let  my  people 

choose which hand to take in mine, as they did for my mother.”
She was sacrificing her choice because she no longer trusted herself. 

It was the most painful thing I had ever heard her say. And the most 
foolish. The people of Valhoal had fought and clawed a home from the 
desert  beneath  Thalon’s  leadership,  and  they  respected  her  for  it. 
Barrin had set them on this path when he broke their chains. In the 
eyes of Valhoal, they were the parents of our nation, and so it suited 
everyone to have them wed.  That  did not  mean they would find a 
suitor as worthy to claim the hand of their princess. She who was a 
symbol of all that Valhoal would grow to be… No man could hope to 
live  up to  such a  jewel.  If  Valalya  maintained her  stance  to  let  the 
people choose, she would die alone.

That bothered me much more than the thought that I  was nearly 
resigned to the same fate. My fear for my own future, at least, I could 
now tie back to all that I had known and what I had grown up with. 
Though my parents declared themselves husband and wife, they had 
been together  but  twice in  sixteen years.  This,  more than anything, 
assured me that Sarrie loved Raydin as much as he did her, because 
she had never once sought the arms of another since she had me. Yet, 
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for all their love, they had not sought each other out in the intervening 
time.

Thalon and Barrin were no better examples. They had married for 
duty and the survival of Valhoal. That was something they had never 
hid  from  anyone  else.  It  took  them  years  to  fall  in  love  with  one 
another, and they seemed more surprised than anyone that they had 
done so.

Now, with Valalya’s failed courtships, how could I tell myself that to 
marry another was a fate which I must look forward to? How could I 
not feel that I was better off remaining as I was? I had a child, now. 
Maybe not of my own blood and body, but that had never been what 
created a family. What more could be asked of me in that regard?

If it were not for Cardan, I might have gone on believing my whole 
life would be spent alone.

Nothing seemed to have motivated him quite like that first night in 
Valhoal. Whatever he must have felt, something drove him to learn. 
Every morning after our breakfast in the sitting room, he was the one 
that took Little Rabbit to her lessons, and he sat beside her through all 
of the morning. In the afternoons, however,  he sought me out.  One 
such time, he found me sparring with Tharin.

“I  have  been away for  a  few months  and you have  only  grown 
slower,” I chuckled as I rapped the flat of my blade against the outside 
of his thigh and rolled away from his chopping motion.

“You have too much energy,” he complained, twirling his own long 
knife in his right hand and taking up the same fighting stance.

I  feinted  to  the  left  before  diving  in  on  his  unguarded side  and 
punching him below the ribs. He grunted as I backed away once more, 
light as ever on my feet. “I hate when you do that,” he muttered.

“So learn from it and stop letting me do it.”
“You sound like Father.”
“And if you had listened to him, you would not now hear it from 

me.”
In the midst of my training, I did not realize the audience that had 

formed in the shadows of the pillars. Little Rabbit, I knew, was near 
because our tether  told me so.  Yet,  I  was not  aware of  her  father’s 
presence until  Valalya remarked aloud,  “They bicker like a married 
couple.  It  is  this  that  makes  them  such  a  favorite  fantasy  of  my 
mother’s, I am sure.”

Confused,  my  eyes  strayed  to  the  shadows  and  instantly  found 
Cardan’s. An unfamiliar flush came over me and I almost did not catch 
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the swift stabbing motion Tharin made. Whirling in place, I thrust an 
elbow into his back as his momentum carried him too far past me. The 
blow caused him to lose his footing and he fell to the ground.

“That does it,” he groaned as he pushed himself to his feet. Without 
looking at  me,  Tharin dropped down from the raised platform and 
approached Valalya between the pillars. “Next time she is like this, you 
can spar with her. Maybe you will be fast enough to avoid her tricks.”

Valalya’s smile was serene as she took the knife from him. “I would 
be happy to, Little Brother. Alas, even I cannot keep up with her when 
she is of a mood.”

“What mood?” I called.
Before either of them could answer, Cardan had taken the knife from 

my sister and hopped up onto the platform. “Feisty,” he said with a 
tiny smirk.

I  grinned.  “If  that  is  the word you would use,  I  wonder at  your 
being up here.”

“I have seen you feisty before. I can handle it.”
At this, I laughed. Then I lunged. Not only did my blade find his 

inner thigh, but I managed to cause his own blade to scratch his chest 
before I danced away on light feet. Between the pillars, Valalya called 
out, “Beware the little dancer. She thinks of fighting as a game, and she 
is quite good at those.”

Cardan  nodded  his  head  to  her  in  acknowledgement  before  he 
lunged at me. The problem with his strategy was that I had too much 
room to  maneuver.  Whenever  he  tried  to  press  me into  a  corner,  I 
lashed out in a strike that found its target more often than not, and 
darted out of reach. Yet, in all that time, he did not yield. He learned. 
Which  directions  I  preferred  to  strike  from;  which  locations  on  his 
body I might target; how best to keep his body turned so that I would 
have fewer chances of a perfect strike. While it was admirable that he 
was  learning at  such a  rate,  it  was  still  no  match for  fifteen years’ 
worth of constant knowledge of exactly what my body was capable of. 
At last, it was Little Rabbit that recalled us from our duel.

“Ana, is it time to eat now?”
In  an  instant,  I  turned  and  tossed  my  knives  into  the  chest  of 

practice blades and left  the platform behind me. Cardan was at my 
side a second later before he scooped her up into his arms. “Yes, it is. A 
quick meal for us and then I think your mother and I will need baths.”

Valalya had lingered in the shadows for so long that I almost forgot 
her. Until she remarked, “The perfect little family you three make. I can 
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hardly wait until there are more of you.”
She walked away before I could do more than glare at her. I refused 

to look at Cardan.
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It  was two weeks following our return before Barrin had need of a 
messenger.  Which  quickly  became  messengers.  My  mother  wanted 
more than anything to fly with my brother, and had barely left him 
alone since she laid eyes on him again. Cardan, meanwhile, needed to 
leave and return to prove to his daughter that he would and could. 
Thus, the king soon found that he had more missives to send.

Little Rabbit was sullen when the king handed out the assignments, 
announcing their designations to each Rider. My mother was to be sent 
to a Lord in Ceriniece. Ryin was to go to Prince Graydin of Synair who 
was a close friend of Barrin’s. Lastly, Barrin contrived to give Cardan a 
missive intended for the Trade Master of Winsol. As Synair was on the 
way to  Ceriniece,  my mother  and brother  intended to  deliver  their 
missives  together.  Cardan’s  trip  was  a  simple  two-day  venture,  of 
which I constantly had to reassure our child.

With their missions taken up, my family turned away from Barrin 
and toward me.  Ryin’s  smile  took up half  his  face  and I  suddenly 
remembered that this was his first official task as a member of the elite. 
He looked just like our mother, as her smile and shining eyes declared 
what  it  meant  to  her  to  fly  with  her  son.  My  heart  swelled  with 
happiness  even  as  they  bade  me  goodbye  and  proceeded  toward 
Xzaryth’s Tower. By the time I returned my attention to Cardan, he had 
Little Rabbit clinging to him and was murmuring in her ear that he 
would return soon. Then he looked imploringly at me and I helped 
him to peel the child off.

“Father,  could  you…?” I  asked,  passing  Little  Rabbit  off.  Raydin 
nodded and firmly took her hand, leading her from the Reception Hall.

Staring after them, Cardan sighed, “Had there been no tether…”
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“Then she would expect to go everywhere with you, where even it is 
dangerous for you to go. She will survive this, Cardan. Do not let her 
guilt you.”

“You say the words, but the look in your eye says you agree with 
me.”

Releasing a sigh, I  turned to walk with him. “Had there been no 
tether, she would still be in the Forest with you and she would never 
have been brought here.”

Nothing surprised me more than when he reached down and took 
my wrist in a loose hold. “Of course I would have brought her here. 
Tallie, I always meant to bring you home. With or without Raydin and 
Ryin.”

I did my best to ignore his soft words and continued in a stronger 
voice, “Then she would have been able to leave with you. Which is 
something I greatly regret depriving her of.”

Before I could pull away, his grip tightened on my wrist and he held 
fast until I turned to look at him. His face was a thunderhead and he 
lowered his voice into a sharp crack like thunder. “Do not start this 
again. You saved her life by making that deal.  You saved all  of our 
lives. If the cost is that she gets to be a little closer to you, then that is 
even more of a gift.”

“Stop,” I muttered, shaking my head.
It surprised me when he chuckled. It was not an amused sound, but 

an exasperated one. “All of the wondrous things you have done, and 
still you want to cling to what you consider your greatest sin.”

“It is not that I cling to it. It is that I cannot escape it.”
“Then do something for me? Spend more time with her. Like you 

used to in the Forest.”
That much I could readily agree to. As we continued up the stairs 

toward the tower, I glanced askance at him and allowed a smile to pull 
at my lips. “Yes, it is time that she begin her dancing lessons.”

The surprise on his face caused me to laugh. “Dancing lessons?”
“Oh yes. Valalya and I were both taught to dance in our youngest 

years. It adds greatly to the fluidity and confidence one brings into a 
duel.”

“Is that why you are so graceful when you spar?”
My face colored at the compliment, but I nodded. “Yes. And Little 

Rabbit will also learn to spar. I wish there were more children near her 
age for her to train with. I do not know if I would have done so well 
except that I was constantly competing with Tharin.”
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“You and Tharin are close then?”
His tone did not at first penetrate before I replied, “Oh yes. He is 

only a few months older than Ryin, so it was natural for us to seek each 
other out.”

I did not realize it was jealousy I heard in his voice until he asked, 
“Was he one of the suitors that approached your mother?”

At that, I laughed aloud. “No! His mother wishes he had, but no. 
Tharin is as much my brother as Ryin. We have never felt differently 
about one another.”

Cardan nodded and a small  smile appeared on his face.  Then he 
looked  at  me  and  said,  “So  you  never  agreed  to  marry  him  if  he 
convinced you that he was falling in love with you?”

It  was the first  time either of us had alluded to that night at  the 
outpost and a blank mask fell over my face before I could consciously 
try to hide the roiling emotions. My voice was just as inflectionless as I 
announced, “You have convinced me of nothing yet.”

We  had  reached  the  trap  door  that  led  into  Xzaryth’s  Tower. 
Cardan’s grin was every bit as endearing as the note in his voice when 
he said, “I will.”

Then he leaned forward and placed a kiss on my cheek.
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The mage found us the next morning.
As Cardan requested, I found myself sitting with Little Rabbit and 

listening to the lessons of years past. It was a good day for the teacher, 
for  he  had  more  than  a  dozen  scrawny  children  sprawled  in  the 
shadows cast by the palace steps to listen to his lecture. I was leaning 
back  against  the  tallest  portion,  running  my  fingers  through  Little 
Rabbit’s black hair while she stared avidly at this man telling stories of 
countries  she never thought existed.  A smile  pulled at  my lips as  I 
undid  the  thin  braided  portion  and  raised  my  eyes  to  scan  the  
courtyard.

She was  lingering in  the  shadows of  a  nearby alley.  Loose,  dark 
green robes were draped over her entire body, hiding even her hands 
from view. A matching veil  covered her hair  and was worn to also 
conceal the lower half of her face. Were it not for the color of her eyes, I 
might never have guessed what she was. They were the exact shade of 
her robes. Worse, they were locked directly onto my child.

It caused no disturbance when I shot to my feet and pulled Little 
Rabbit  after me. Only my daughter made any protest as I  began to 
drag  her  up  the  stairs  into  the  palace.  I  paused  a  second  before 
following her over the threshold and looked back. The emerald woman 
was gone.

Taking up Little Rabbit’s hand once more, I dragged her along with 
me to one of the inner courtyards. My first thought was to take her 
back to our room and barricade ourselves inside, but I  had no idea 
what the woman might be capable of. Therefore, I was more willing to 
take my chances in a place where I knew there were several exits. If I 
had to, I could send Little Rabbit any direction while I faced off with 
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the woman. Since I suspected her of being the dragon, I had no hope 
that she would not make it this far.

“I am no Dragon,” murmured a soft voice.
At once, I whipped around and shoved Little Rabbit behind me in 

the same instant. “Who are you? What do you want?”
She drifted along the paths as silently as a shadow, though she was 

careful to maintain a distance great enough to give my daughter room 
to run. “My name is Ellania.  I  am a Mage. And I  am here to teach 
Kalie.”

As she spoke, a gloved hand reached up to pull the veil away from 
her face. What I noticed first was the strange pale color of her skin. It 
was  a  shade darker  than milk,  nearer  to  sand.  No people  in  all  of 
Maeror  had  such  skin.  Then  she  removed  the  hair  covering  and  I 
gasped. The heavy tresses that fell around her shoulders and down her 
back were the exact color of her eyes. Just as Little Rabbit’s once had 
been.

My blood ran cold and my grip on my daughter tightened. “Who 
sent you?”

“The Mistress of us all.”
“You serve the Blood Dragon?” I could barely get the words out, my 

throat was so dry.
“I do.”
“She wants you to teach Li—Kalie?”
“In her words ‘a weapon works best when it is properly honed.’”
I looked over my shoulder at my child and saw her wide, luminous 

eyes filling up half her face. She was as frightened as I was. The idea 
that she was to be honed for something specific gave us both pause. It 
horrified me most to know that the dragon thought of her as a weapon. 
When she learned to harness her gifts, which unsuspecting innocent 
would the dragon set her on?

The mage hissed, “Her tasks will not be so vile. The Dragons have 
not attacked innocents since they forsook Maeror.”

“How little you seem to know of your mistress,” I snarled. “Do you 
know what I had to do to save a child whose only crime was being 
born of your lot? Do you know what she threatened if I did not give 
my daughter to her for slaughter?”

“Would any other words have sufficed to make you cooperate? Then 
words were all she needed. Your tribe was in no true danger.”

“Tell that to the Rider and Gryphon who saved this child’s life! The 
dragon would have let them die if I had not made the deal.”
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“They interfered where she deemed they should not. They broke a 
pact of their own and were punished for it.”

My lips curled back in pure animalistic rage. “You will defend her 
though she is cruel and unfeeling. What need has my daughter of a 
teacher so blinded?”

This drew the mage up short and her frame sprang erect. “You will 
do well to remember where your loyalties lie, Bridge Walker.”

“My loyalty lies with that girl! My loyalties lie with my tribe and the 
Forest and Valhoal! I hold no loyalty for your precious dragon. All she 
has of me is a debt to be called in. And damn her every day for how 
she extorted that from me.”

“Calm yourself, Tallie. Your place in this story is but one small part.”
“To  you,  it  may  be.  But  seeing  as  it  is  my  life,  it  feels  rather 

important to me. If that makes my concerns for it an inconvenience for 
her or you, I  find that amuses me. Now tell  me why I should let a 
dragon-lover like you anywhere near my child?”

“Because my presence and my objective are beyond your control. 
Whether  you  allow  me  access  to  her  or  not,  I  will  not  fail  in  my 
mission. Your daughter will learn how to use her Ability beneath my 
tutelage because I will not allow your fear and ignorance to injure her. 
You were warned, Tallie, that you do not know what she will become.”

I did not need the reminder. As soon as she mentioned the Ability, I 
knew that I would lose this fight. With little grace and less willingness, 
I would concede this battle. Only because I remembered what Little 
Rabbit had learned on her own, and the thought that there might be 
someone willing to guide her in its usage gave me some small measure 
of relief.

“I have conditions,” I announced.
The woman before me smiled. “Yes. She said you would.”
My scowl deepened. “You will not mention that dragon to my child. 

You may teach her what she needs to know of her Ability, but you will 
not hamper her progress in any way. I do not care whose orders you 
are following. And if you attempt to hurt my child, I will kill you.”

Mage she might be, but my blade could reach her heart before I had 
to think about it. Judging by the sour look on her face, she had heard 
that.

“What is your Ability?”
Her expression grew colder. “They have no name for what I can do. 

In my youth, however, I was known as the Memory Thief.”
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Cardan was as thrilled with the mage as I was. Which was to say that 
she got another round of threats upon his return. Not that she seemed 
to mind those more than she minded mine. As single minded as either 
him or I, she kept on doing her job.

It was hard to admit after the first few weeks just how well she was 
doing it. Half an hour after midday, Cardan and Kiethe took us out to 
the desert  for  Little  Rabbit’s  lessons.  It  was there that  we began to 
understand what exactly our daughter was capable of.

They started small. With colors. Just as one would to teach a babe to 
speak. Except, instead of naming them, the goal was to change them.

Unlike Ellania, Little Rabbit’s magick was not all inside the mind. 
Instead, she had the very ability to trick the senses; as she had proven 
with the doe. As we watched, she began to transform the things we 
saw and heard every day. The sky went from palest blue to rich amber, 
then to brilliant violet, crimson red, and then a green as dark as the 
mage’s robes. When the sand had gone from tan to white to pink to 
blue in the space of seconds, they had moved on.

When a month and a half  had passed,  I  found my child making 
others  search  the  palace  for  barking  dogs  or  lost  kittens.  It  was 
maddening. Yet, inexplicably, I was still proud of her.

The lessons also proved to be a good thing in one large respect: she 
did  not  miss  Cardan so  much when he  was  gone.  In  the  past  two 
months,  he  had left  three  times  on assignment.  The last  trip  lasted 
more than a week. That entire time, Little Rabbit moped, but otherwise 
did as she had been doing every day for the past two months.

What made this time so difficult was that it was the last time. Two 
months were all that Ryin promised me, and neither I nor my mother 
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would hold him hostage any longer. If he wished to make a name for 
himself, he had to go where the missions were. My mother, too, was 
longing  for  the  great  escapes  she  once  had,  and  Xzaryth  was  no 
different. Thus, my father was also taking his leave to go back to Mana 
and tell her all about Valhoal.

Perhaps the only relief I found in that was knowing that he would 
return. It had taken my parents a mere week of being in one another’s 
presence before my father ceased sleeping in his guest rooms. Which 
left me to wonder if Ryin and I might not expect another sibling in the 
coming months, given their record.

With all  of the Gryphon Riders leaving to return to their lives of 
before,  it  was  only  natural  that  Little  Rabbit  and I  say  goodbye to 
Cardan as well. Not that we wanted to. The fact that his absence was 
scheduled only for a month did not diminish the holes in our chests.

On the day they were set to leave, it proved the only day we refused 
Ellania’s summons into the desert. Little Rabbit did not seem to notice 
as she followed Cardan wherever he went. He had not even been able 
to sleep alone on his last night, as she had slipped from my bed into 
his. That was my first real taste of how difficult this would be for her. 
And for me.

Standing in the middle of the courtyard in front of the palace steps, 
Cardan cradled Little Rabbit in his arms while she buried her face in 
the crook of his neck. “Where are you going?” she muttered against his 
neck.

“The Forest, at first. To see if it lets me back in,” he said with a grin 
for me. “Then wherever a messenger is needed.”

“Why must you go?”
“Well, how else am I to provide for you? We cannot trespass on the 

King and Queen’s charity forever.”
“Ana takes care of us.”
Cardan’s eyes met mine and I found myself reaching out to play 

with the ends of her hair. “And the time may come where you and I 
must travel for the sake of the Queen and King as well, Little Rabbit. 
For I  also have duties to this crown and my skills  do tend to cross 
borders. That is how I take care of us.”

“Can we go with Ano now?”
“No, dear one. Your lessons have just begun, and there will be time 

for travel later. You will see your father again in a month. The time will 
pass so quickly, you will not be able to count all the days before he 
returns.”



Hollow Ryan

185

“Yes I will!”
Even as my family bid one another farewell, Cardan and I had yet to 

find  a  way  to  make  her  release  him.  His  expression  grew  more 
imploring the second that Ryin launched into Azrael’s saddle. We had 
but mere moments left, and I had not even a chance to bid him farewell 
myself.

“Kalie, it is time. Say farewell to your father then go give Kiethe a 
kiss goodbye.”

While she wriggled in his arms, she dared not disobey me. Placing a 
kiss on his cheek, she murmured goodbye and he let her down. With 
what was clearly meant as a punishment,  she turned away without 
looking at either of us as she marched off to Kiethe.

We shared a grin. Then I surprised him by stepping forward and 
wrapping  my arms  around his  neck.  There  was  a  moment’s  pause 
before his arms tightened around my back. Breathing in the familiar 
smell of him, I murmured, “Promise you will come back.”

“I will return in a month, Tallie. You have my word.”
I leaned my head back to catch his eye. “One month and not a day 

later.”
That familiar grin broke out across his face. “I may even be a day or 

two early. If the wind favors us.”
“We will miss you.”
“And I will miss you.”
My eyes danced between his before I admitted, “I do not know how 

we will manage without you.”
His  eyebrows quirked a  little  as  a  challenging  expression  settled 

over his features. Then he said, “So tell me not to go.”
I smiled. “You know I will never say that to you. I will never hold 

you where you do not wish to be.”
He did not  smile.  “I  wish to be here,  Tallie.  With you and Little 

Rabbit. But what I wish to do and what I must are different animals. So 
I must go.”

“Then go. We will be here when you return.” With that, I loosened 
my arms and took a determined step back.

Cardan stepped with me and leaned in quickly to place another kiss 
on my cheek. Then he dropped his voice even lower as he whispered, 
“When I come back, will that be proof enough?”

I could not help the smile as I  whispered back, “When you have 
proven yourself, I will ask you to stay.”

With a last kiss on his cheek, I turned to say my goodbyes to Kiethe. 
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Then I collected my child and we watched as the great Gryphons took 
turns bounding into the sky and chasing the winds across the desert.
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12 Years Later

There was the usual bustle of activity as Kiethe, Xzaryth, Maphail, and 
Azrael  all  landed  in  the  great  courtyard  of  Valhoal.  At  once,  my 
children were handed down from the backs of the Gryphons before the 
Riders dismounted. Poor Xzaryth had had the worst burden, as he had 
to carry me as well as my mother and son. Granted, Corrin was a mere 
five years, and so did not burden the Gryphons overmuch. Yet.

I shuddered to think what these twice-yearly pilgrimages would do 
to the poor beasts if they had to continue to shuttle us from one end of 
Maeror to another. If Cardan gave me another child, I would have to 
marry  Kalie  off  to  a  Rider  just  to  have  the  extra  help.  Or  enlist  a 
shapeshifter to travel with us.

“Kalie, take Corrin. Saila, Surrie, come girls,” I said, beckoning to 
my daughters. Weary from the flight, they trudged up to me and clung 
to the hands I offered.

Cardan smiled at me in a way that suggested he was thinking about 
adding another babe to my arms. I  rolled my eyes and ushered my 
children up the stairs. Behind me, I could hear the Gryphons take off 
for the tower.

Together,  Kalie  and I  took her  siblings  to  their  room and settled 
them all into their beds. We crept from the room in near silence, each 
breathing a sigh of relief when even Corrin did not call out for us to 
stay. It had been a long journey.

We were halfway back down the corridor when Kalie reached out a 
hand and caught my arm. At once, I paused to listen. My hearing was 
not as acute as hers, but after a moment, the sound of light footsteps 
and a cloak dragging on the floor caused us both to stiffen. Checking 
the  blades  at  my waist,  my eldest  and I  crept  forward  toward  the 
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sound.
After a few moments, we realized that it was leading us. Away from 

Xzaryth’s Tower. Away from my children. Away from my husband and 
my family.

The sounds ceased when we entered the nearest courtyard. One of 
the many pools which graced several of the palace courtyards burbled 
away in ignorance of what noises it  might mask. Precisely why the 
intruder chose it, of course.

Kalie  and  I  both  paused  at  the  entrance,  each  drifting  into  the 
shadows on either side as a means to shield ourselves. But there was 
no hiding from her.

“Come into the light, Bridge Walker. Little Mage. The time has come 
to settle debts.”


