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       PROLOGUE
      

     

     
      Camelot
402 A.D.

      
       Through a haze of red exhaustion, Gawain watched his rival reel and fall from his sword stroke. The last of his five opponents.

      
       Thank Jesu.

      He turned, his broken ribs screaming, and blinked hard, trying to free his eyelashes from the blood that tacked them together. Taking a step forward, he almost fell over one of the knights he’d defeated. Agony shafted up his thigh as he fought to regain his footing. His leather leggings hung heavy and wet, and he knew the wound in his thigh was responsible.

      Cold. It was June, but he felt like the depths of winter. He’d lost too much blood.

      A blurred ring of faces surrounded him. As he crossed the combat circle, their applause and cheers came to him as if from a great distance. A robed woman hurried past—one of Merlin’s newly created witches, intent on healing the men he’d bested.

      No, not a witch, a Maja. They were called Majae now. He had to remember that.

      Just as he was about to become a Magus. If the boy wizard found him worthy. Merlin had refused three other winners so far, though no one knew why.

      He looked across the combat grounds to the two slender figures standing next to Arthur. Merlin and his lover, Nimue. To look at him, you’d think the wizard too young to shave, what with that narrow, thin face and stripling’s body. At least until you looked into his eyes.

      Something powerful and ancient looked out of Merlin’s eyes, something far more god than boy.

      Gawain took a step toward the wizard, but the world revolved around him, forcing him to stop in his tracks and grit his teeth. I will not fall in front of him. He’d endured too much to ruin it with weakness now.

      Locking his gaze on the boy who was no boy, he dragged his right leg forward another step. And then his left.

      
       Plop. Plop. Plop. The crowd had gone silent as they watched his struggle. Gawain could hear the slow, steady drip of his own blood hitting the sand.

      Another step. And another. He seemed to be looking at Merlin through a long gray tunnel.

      At last, thank Jesu, he reached his destination. From the corner of one eye, he saw King Arthur gravely watching. Arthur, whose dark hair had once been shot through with gray, yet who now looked younger than Gawain.

      But it was Merlin whose gaze held him. He thought he saw stars shoot across those black irises.

      
       I should kneel, Gawain thought distantly. He tried to bend his knee, only to sway, almost pitching onto his face. Perhaps not.

      For lack of a better alternative, he braced his legs apart like a horse run until it was all but dead. Next to Merlin’s elegant delicacy, he felt like a horse in truth, all towering dumb muscle. “My King,” he rasped to Arthur. Then, in a careful bow of the head to Merlin, “My lord.”

      “You fought well,” Merlin said in that surprisingly lilting voice. “You showed courage, yes, but then, all of Arthur’s knights are courageous. But you also fought with intelligence, and most importantly, with honor. You have won the right to my Gift.” He extended a hand, and Gawain looked down. For a moment, those long, pale fingers were empty.

      Then light flashed, and the Grail filled them.

      Gawain caught his breath. It resembled no other cup he’d ever seen with its elegant, impossible lines. Within it, sparks danced on the surface of a glowing blue liquid. Alien as it looked, the potion smelled delicious, like honey and sunlight and a woman’s kiss, impossibly seductive.

      Yet gazing down into those sparkling blue depths, he felt a sudden shaft of fear.

      “The final test is this,” Merlin said softly. “If you drink of my cup, you will become immortal, but you will also watch your mother and your father and your brothers die, and then your brother’s children, and their children, and theirs, and so on through time. Your life will be a thing of blood and struggle as you fight to save your fellow humans from themselves. You may eventually guide them to freedom, but you will never know it yourself.”

      Gawain stared at him. The combat ground suddenly dipped and revolved around him, and he hastily stiffened his legs again.

      “There will be no peaceful fireside for you, no circle of grandchildren around your knees,” Merlin continued in that soft, implacable voice. “Instead of good meat and a goblet of mead, you will drink blood to live. And your children, when you sire them, will be born mortal, though with the potential to become what you are. If they are too weak or too greedy or too mad, you must stand by and watch them die, one by one. But if they’re found worthy, they will inherit the same yoke you’ll wear. And they, too, will know no peace. So choose well, my young friend. And choose knowing there is no going back.”

      Gawain swallowed against the great cold knot that had grown in his chest with every word the wizard had spoken. Such a choice. He’d fought for the chance to drink from Merlin’s Grail, had bled for it, and yet—it wasn’t until this moment that he’d realized just what winning would mean.

      Unable to hold Merlin’s infinite, pitiless gaze, he looked away.

      Into the warm, dark eyes of Arthur Pendragon. Arthur, who’d accepted him into his court, who’d made him a knight, who’d gotten drunk with him and told him bawdy jokes, who’d led him into battle against the Saxon invaders.

      Arthur, who’d drunk from Merlin’s Grail.

      Gawain turned to Merlin. “I would follow Arthur Pendragon through the yawning gates of hell. I will not leave him to this battle alone.”

      And he took the cup, aware of Arthur’s grim smile.

      It felt far heavier than it should have, but he didn’t let himself think of that. Instead, he turned the goblet up and drank it down in one hard slug, like a man taking some noxious potion.

      At first, it tasted like springtime—light and foaming on the tongue. Gawain started to smile as it rolled down his throat in a sweet stream….

      Then it hit his gut, and the world exploded. He reeled, distantly aware of Arthur catching him with strong hands. Fire engulfed his belly and raced into his veins in a savage blaze of heat. Gritting his teeth, he fought not to scream as he writhed in the king’s arms, clutching at Arthur’s embroidered robes with desperate hands. It seemed his very eyeballs were afire in his skull, his tongue blazing, as if he were burning from the inside out. His muscles knotted and twisted under his flaming skin, his bones shifting and crackling like kindling.

      And then the fire just…vanished. Winked out, leaving him cold and hollow.

      Panting, Gawain clung weakly to Arthur, who supported his weight with no effort at all. Finally, he pulled away and forced himself to stand on his own feet. Licking his dry lips, he felt the twin sharp edges of fangs against his tongue.

      A Magus. He was a Magus now.

      Dazed, he looked around into Arthur’s face.

      The king gave him a slight smile. “Thank you.”

      Avalon 510

       A.D.

      
       Gawain rode the great warhorse up the grassy hillside, enjoying the whip of wind in his face and the thundering beat of his stallion’s hooves. Reaching the top, he drew rein, bringing his mount to a dancing halt.

      Overhead, the moon rode the cloudless sky, serene as a goddess against the stars. Behind him, Avalon lay sprawled like a woman sleeping in the dark, the pale marble of its villas gleaming and graceful.

      For a moment, Gawain allowed himself to think about the century since Merlin had left them. Just as the alien wizard had warned, he’d spent decades at war, first against the invading barbarians, then fighting the traitor Modred and his rebels. He’d come to crave the frenzy of battle, the knife-edged elation of defeating death.

      Then Queen Guinevere’s vision had told her it was time to leave. They’d been among the humans for a century, after all, and their failure to age was beginning to raise questions they had no intention of answering. They needed a haven where they’d be safe from their mortal charges.

      So as Merlin had taught them, the Majae created magical doorways and brought the Magekind here. Here, to this twin Earth.

      He’d been told it was located in something called the Mageverse—the home of Merlin, and the source of the Magekind’s power. One could draw magic here as easily as drawing breath.

      And the Magekind weren’t the only ones doing so, either. Though this version of Earth was oddly empty of humans, there were plenty of magical creatures here—unicorns, dragons, even pointy-eared immortals called the Sidhe, humanity’s cousins.

      Unfortunately, there were also the beasts the knights had christened Hellhounds. Long-legged and reptilian, with a mouthful of huge teeth and entirely too much cunning, they resembled a cross between a wolf and a crocodile, with the personality to match. Packs of them roamed the forests, killing unicorns, griffins, and even Sidhe, if they could take one unawares. Gawain, like the rest of the knights, had come to view killing them as a service to the rest of the planet’s magical inhabitants.

      He was almost bored enough to go Hellhound hunting now. But he’d have to be suicidal as well to take on a pack alone, so he paused, trying to decide whether to return to Avalon. Mayhap he’d hunt some comely Maja instead…

      
       Rooooarrrrrr!
      

      The sound rolled over the trees, deep and throaty, ringing with rage. It was answered by a dozen high-pitched barks Gawain knew all too well.

      A pack of Hellhounds had cornered something.

      Frowning, he set his heels to his horse’s ribs and sent the beast thundering down the hill toward the source of the combat. It wasn’t hard to follow. Between those furious roars and the Hellhounds’ shrill baying, the noise was deafening. He rounded a stand of trees and drew rein in surprise.

      As he’d thought, a pack of the vicious reptiles had cornered a victim, but it was not one Gawain would ever have expected.

      It was a dragon.

      Blue scales shimmering in the moonlight, the great beast breathed a plume of glowing magic at the nearest of the Hellhounds. The monster fell back, yelping as it burned in magical fire. The dragon tried to move in for the kill, but two more of the Hellhounds darted forward to sink their crocodile teeth in its haunches. With a roar, the dragon reared, swiped at them, and tried to throw itself skyward. A ripped and bleeding left wing flopped, broken, and the dragon fell back to earth.

      Gawain winced in involuntary pity. Powerful as the dragon was, it wouldn’t have a chance against a pack of Hellhounds, especially maimed.

      The Hellhounds—hunched, massive, covered in great armored plates—surged forward, howling. Blood flew as their teeth scored the dragon’s gleaming hide.

      Before he had time to think better of it, Gawain drew his sword and dug his blunted spurs into his warhorse’s side. Screaming its challenge, the well-trained stallion bounded into a full charge.

      One of the Hellhounds saw them coming and tried to leap away, but Gawain swung his blade in a furious overhand chop. The creature’s head went flying.

      Another Hellhound snapped at Gawain’s warhorse, but he twisted in his saddle and drove the bloody sword into its chest. The monster choked and tumbled backward, twitching in death.

      The dragon’s long tail caught another Hellhound in the ribs and batted it off into the dark like a child’s ball. As the dragon struck at a forth with flashing teeth, Gawain hacked a fifth in two.

      Apparently that was too much for the surviving Hellhounds. With a mass yowl, the survivors broke in all directions and fled.

      Leaving Gawain alone with the dragon.

      Panting, bloody, the creature turned and looked down at him, plainly puzzled. Its head was the size of his entire body, and its handlike forepaws were tipped with claws the length of his belt knife.

      It could swallow him in one bite.

      
       Well, that was stupid, Gawain realized. Like an idiot, he’d gone and saved something that could eat him.

      Spurring his stallion, he tried to rein aside as the dragon opened its great jaws.

      Too late.

      A tide of shimmering magic rolled over him. The horse reared with a scream of equine terror, and Gawain cursed as magic burned across his skin.

      The dragon hissed. Halfway through, the hiss became words. “…spell should translate our words for each other.”

      Gawain’s fear drained away into astonishment. His jaw gaped as he stared up at the great beast studying him with such interest. Nobody had told him dragons were intelligent.

      He retained just enough wit not to say so, however. Clearing his throat, he managed, “Your spell worked.”

      “Good,” the dragon said, examining him with lively interest. “My name is Kel. And it seems you just saved my life.”

      A year later

      “Come, Kel,” Gawain muttered under his breath. “Where are you? I want to fly.”

      As if hearing his complaint, a point of light flashed like a star in the heart of Avalon’s central square. An eye-blink later, the light expanded into a vertical shimmer the height of a man. Gawain grinned in anticipation.

      He and the dragon had become fast friends over the past months, hunting Hellhounds together or exploring the Magekind’s new world. Since learning to assume human form, the dragon loved seducing Majae almost as much as Gawain did. Tonight, however, Kel had promised him a flight. If the dragon would ever show up…

      A huge, blue-scaled head thrust through the glowing opening, which rippled around it like water. Horns topped the massive skull, and crimson eyes gleamed with intelligence from below bony brow ridges. Knife-length teeth flashed as the creature spoke. “What are you waiting for?” Kel demanded in a voice so deep, Gawain felt it in his bones. “Step on through. I have a few friends I’d like you to meet.” His head withdrew through the magical gate, which rippled and bounced in reaction.

      “What friends?” Frowning, Gawain strode over to cross through the gate himself. Magic slid across his skin with his passage, tingling and foaming, but he’d grown used to the sensation by now. “Kel, I thought we were going to fly…”

      Reaching the other side, Gawain broke off in blank astonishment. He’d been to Kel’s cavernous stone home in Dragon Lands before, so he was no stranger to its curved, alien walls and strange green lighting.

      But during the previous visit, he hadn’t been surrounded by dragons.

      Four of them filled Kel’s echoing cavern with their powerful bodies and restless tails. They were massive, brawny creatures, like animated hillsides covered in shimmering scales of gold, blue, red, or white. Great wings rustled as they shifted from foot to clawed foot, and their tails flicked, long as chariot teams.

      Vampire or not, Gawain felt his mouth go dry in instinctive fear. “Jesu.” He had to clear his throat as he turned to give his blue-scaled friend a tight smile. “Well met, Kel.” What the hell are they doing here?

      “Welcome, Gawain!” Kel gave him a grin so full of teeth, Gawain would have been terrified if he wasn’t already used to his friend’s idea of good humor.

      “This is the human?” a white-scaled dragon asked. Green eyes the size of dinner plates blinked and narrowed as the creature examined him. “Why, it’s small. It can’t be very smart, with such a tiny head.”

      In this company, Gawain had to admit he felt tiny. He was also beginning to wonder if the creature had a point about his intelligence. What was he doing here? “Kel…” he began through a fixed smile.

      “Don’t be deceived.” Kel edged protectively closer, forcing the white dragon to step back. “Gawain and his people may be smaller than we are, but they’re just as intelligent and equally courageous. As my friend proved when he saved me from those Hellhounds.” Lowering his huge head, he muttered, “Please, Gawain—patience. I’m trying to overcome my people’s fear of you.”

      
       What about my fear of them? Gawain thought. He contented himself with a nod and stepped closer to his friend’s towering shoulder. Kel would protect him. He hoped.

      A golden head swooped down, huge nostrils flaring. Gawain managed not to jump. “It smells odd,” the dragon said. “Like blood. And it looks rather disgustingly soft. And…hairy.”

      “On the other hand, they have a certain quick grace,” Kel told him evenly. “As for their looks, I’ve found you get used to that.”

      “You flatter me,” Gawain said dryly.

      “Well, I don’t like it,” the red dragon announced, stepping back with what looked like revulsion curling its lips. “Nothing good can come from associating with such…creatures. The Dragon Lords won’t like this at all.”

      “Soren is a Dragon Lord, and he has no problem with it.”

      “Soren is an ambassador,” the red retorted. “He has to associate with the disgusting things. And at least he has the grace not to enjoy it.”

      Kel laughed darkly. “I could tell you a thing or two about what Soren enjoys.” As the others looked scandalized, he added smoothly, “He, too, realizes the humans have much to offer us, if we but put aside our fear long enough to learn from them.”

      “Fear?” Now offended smoke rolled from the red dragon’s nostrils. “I certainly feel no fear of that revolting little beast. Nor do I believe it has anything to teach me I wish to know.”

      “You would be surprised, Rawiri,” Kel said. “I have made several visits to their city, Avalon, and, like Soren, I find their ways intriguingly different from ours. For example, their males and females mate for life instead of a single season, and…”

      Rawiri snorted, his breath ruffling Gawain’s hair. “I have flown over that city, as you call it, and I fail to see how I could even fit inside one of those tiny stone hovels.”

      “Hovels?” Gawain muttered.

      “To begin with,” Kel said, ignoring his irritation, “you assume their form.” Magic flashed in the dragon’s crimson eyes. Knowing what was coming, Gawain straightened hastily away.

      The next instant, the huge beast was gone, replaced by a muscular man his own height, dressed in a doublet and breeches. His skin held a faint blue sheen, while his hair fell to his shoulders in a fall of indigo. His eyes, however, were the same red they’d been in dragon form. Kel flashed a smile. “As you can see, the transformation is not even difficult, once you learn the trick of it.”

      “Perversion!” Rawiri hissed, his spined crest fanning in agitation. “Consorting with those creatures is bad enough, but to assume their revolting shape—you are as mad as they say!”

      “Revolting?” Gawain drawled, his sense of humor suddenly reasserting itself. “You wound me.”

      The dragon glared at him with hatred. “I would eat you, but I do not care to pollute my belly.”

      Kel went still. “Or face my rage.”

      Fear flickered in the dragon’s eyes and turned to defiance. “This will not be allowed. They will stop you.” He turned and lumbered to the front of the cavern, then flung himself out through its mouth and fell like a stone. An instant later he reappeared, wings beating furiously as he flew upward.

      “That can’t be good,” Gawain murmured to Kel.

      The gold dragon flicked its tail. “He’s off to tattle to the Dragon Lords, Kel. You’d best take your new pet and fly before he brings their outrage down on your head.”

      Kel glowered and returned to his true form. “Am I some new-hatched fledgling supposed to cower every time one of the Dragon Lords huffs? Not likely.”

      “Why must you try to change everything?” the white dragon demanded suddenly, frustration growing in its voice. “Why can’t you simply let things be?”

      “Because it’s boring, Ngalo,” Kel snapped back. “We’re so locked in our own ways of thought, one day we’ll merge with the stone of our own caves. And nobody will even notice.”

      Ngalo spread massive wings, then refolded them with a flick. “There’s nothing wrong with a little boredom.”

      “Actually, I begin to agree with you,” Gawain murmured.

      The dragons ignored him. “If nothing else, you should consider what your actions are doing to your uncle,” the gold dragon told Kel. “People begin to talk. Tegid could lose his position as a Dragon Lord if they decide he’s unable to control you.”

      “He doesn’t control me.” Kel’s tail whipped once. “He is merely a hidebound bully who has tormented my mother since they were hatched. I hope he does lose his seat. In fact, perhaps I’ll challenge him…”

      “I would not advise it, nephew.”

      Kel and Gawain turned. A red dragon even bigger than Rawiri filled the mouth of the cave, a muscular green dragon standing a bit behind it.

      Without taking his gaze away from the newcomers, Kel extended a forearm to Gawain and lowered his voice. “Climb on. I may need to get you to safety.”

      Gawain did not have to be asked twice. He grabbed his friend’s clawed hand and quickly scrambled up to straddle his neck. They moved toward the entrance, but the two newcomers blocked the way.

      “So, Kel, you plot against me.” The red dragon’s tone was chillingly pleasant. “I’d reconsider, were I you. The bones of my past challengers ring our cliffs.”

      Kel displayed impressive teeth. “I’m faster than they were.” Around them, the others went very still.

      Gawain winced. Sitting on the back of a dragon during a duel suddenly struck him as a very bad place to be.

      Uncle and nephew glared at each other, spiked tails lashing with clicking sounds on the stone. Then the green dragon spoke, his voice deliberately loud.

      “When Rawiri told me you’d brought one of these…creatures to our lands, I did not believe him,” the green dragon said, cold yellow eyes focusing on Gawain. “Yet it seems there are no depths to which you will not sink.”

      “Evar, befriending humans is not a perversion.” Kel growled, without taking his eyes from his uncle. “Learning new things keeps one quick of mind.”

      “And more importantly, it embarrasses me.” The red dragon fanned his spiked crest, eyes narrowing. “Which is the whole point, is it not? To create doubt in my leadership?”

      “Doing exactly the same thing in exactly the same way for centuries is not leadership, Tegid. It’s laziness.”

      “You accuse me of laziness?”

      “Kel…” Gawain murmured, wishing for his sword. If the dragons began to fight, he could end up crushed between those huge bodies. And there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it.

      Kel ignored him in favor of glaring at his rival. “Have we become so weak, Uncle, that any new idea can throw us into a panic? Do we have so little strength—or so much cowardice?”

      “Cowardice!” Evar turned to Kel’s uncle. “Are you going to let that stand, Tegid?”

      Tegid’s eyes narrowed. “Kel, I order you to stop consorting with these disgusting apes. I—”

      “You’re in no position to order me to do anything.” He stalked closer. “Now, my friend and I are going flying.” A taunt in his voice, he added, “Don’t look for me to return anytime soon. Magekind females are soft and eager.”

      Both dragons recoiled, and Kel swept past, forcing Gawain to grab one of his spines to keep his seat. Reaching the cavern opening, the dragon flung himself out over empty air.

      Gawain’s belly rose into his throat as they plummeted downward. Kel’s wings grabbed the air and they leveled out, soaring. The earth flashed below, far too close, before falling away with dazzling speed. Kel’s heavy wings beat hard in the climb, carrying them out over the Dragon Lands, whose peaks shone silver in the moonlight.

      “What’s going on, Kel?” Gawain shouted over the wind, when he judged his friend’s temper had begun to cool.

      “My uncle has been a Dragon Lord too long,” Kel shouted back. “And our people need to grow and learn.”

      “That may be, but you can’t force them.” Gawain’s hands tightened around the spines he held as he hunkered against the wind. “Kel, are we really friends, or am I an excuse to fight your uncle?”

      Kel snorted. “If all I wanted was to call Tegid out, I don’t need an excuse. It’s my right as a male of the Bloodstone clan. I believe what I told them back there, Gawain—we need contact with your people. It’s been generations since Dragonkind produced so much as a poet. All the creativity that flourishes among you is all but dead in us. We grow slow and complacent.”

      “Do you really think killing Tegid is going to change that?”

      “No, but it’s a—”

      BOOM! The spell blasted out of nowhere, a raging explosion of energy that tore Gawain from the dragon’s back. Kel roared, writhing in midair, huge wings contorting in agony…

      Gawain plummeted through the night like a brick dropped into a well. As the ground sped toward his face, he wrapped his arms around his head and prayed. It took a lot to kill one of Merlin’s immortal vampires, but a fall like this just might do the job.

      He hit the ground in a white-hot blast of pain. In an instant, everything went black.

       

      
       The world was on fire. Gawain managed an agonized wheeze and instinctively shifted form. His skull elongated, hands becoming paws, golden fur racing over his twisting, changing body.

      Until he was left lying in the grass, panting like a bellows. At least the pain was gone. As it always did, the transformation to wolf had healed his injuries.

      Whole again, he rolled to all four legs, shook himself, and growled, scanning for the enemy that had attacked him and Kel.

      He’d landed on a grassy hilltop. There was no sign of the dragon at all, not on the ground or in the sky. There was nothing, in fact, except Avalon in the distance, shining pale and ghostly as a dream.

      Then, from the corner of one lupine eye, he spotted the glint of moonlight on silver. With a wary growl, he trotted over to investigate.

      It was a sword, lying in the high grass. That was strange. Moving closer, he lowered his wolf muzzle to investigate.

      The weapon smelled of magic so strongly, his hackles rose. It was beautifully made, with a four-foot blade. A small silver dragon curled around its long hilt, spiked tail extending down the tang.

      To his amazement, the dragon’s tiny head lifted and looked at him with dazed ruby eyes. “Gawain?” it croaked.

      Astonished, Gawain returned to human form. “Kel?” Gingerly, he reached down and lifted the sword with both hands. Rotating it so the dragon was upright, he asked, “What happened?”

      Fear twisted his friend’s face as the tiny dragon clung to the hilt like a drowning man. “Gawain, I can’t change back. The egg-sucking bastard has trapped me!”

      “Who? Tegid? Or that green one? Jesu!” His mind raced. Avalon was full of witches. Surely one of them could cure the dragon. “Don’t panic. The Majae will be able to help you, and if they can’t, your mother will.”

      Ruby eyes blinked hard. “It’s not going to work.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s only one way to break this spell.” The dragon curled a silver lip. “My attacker was kind enough to plant the knowledge in my mind.”

      He blew out a breath in relief. “Then whatever it is, let’s do it and get you out of there. Then we’ll find…”

      “No.” The dragon looked him in the eyes. “The only way to break the spell is to kill you, Gawain. And that I’ll never do.”

       

      “What?” Back in his own cavern again, Tegid stared into an enchanted pool, the tip of his tail lashing. As he watched, the ape knight began to walk back toward Avalon, carrying the sword that held Kel prisoner. “You always were a stubborn fool,” he growled under his breath. “We’ll see how long your pride lasts.”

      Actually, this might be for the best. The longer Kel refused to do the obvious, the longer he was out of the way.

      “You saved my life,” Kel said to the ape with all his usual unshakable sanctimony. “The cowardly egg-sucker doesn’t know me very well if he thinks I’ll repay you with death.”

      “I’m relieved to hear it,” the ape replied. “But who do you think did this to you?”

      “I don’t know.” His reflection wavering in the scrying pool, Kel frowned. “It could be any of them.”

      “Tegid?”

      “Possibly, but I doubt it.”

      “He certainly hates you enough.”

      The small figure lifted its wings in a shrug. “But if he were caught, it would be politically ruinous. Everyone knows I was about to challenge him. It’s highly dishonorable to use a spell like this on a challenger—and what’s more, it’s an admission of weakness. Tegid would find himself swamped with Bloodstone rivals eager to topple him. No, it was more likely Evar, that big green dragon. Or perhaps one of the other Dragon Lords, since none of them is exactly happy with me at the moment.”

      Which was exactly what Tegid had intended him to think. With any luck, the others would believe the same.

      Either way, he had avoided a duel with Kel he might not be able to win. The dragon was young, powerful, and skilled in battle, more so than any of Tegid’s previous challengers. And Tegid had no intentions of joining the bones at the base of the Dragon Cliffs.

      Of course, he could have used a spell to kill Kel outright, but that kind of death magic was much easier to detect. The other Dragon Lords might be willing to turn a blind eye to trapping the young rebel in a sword, but killing a challenger through death magic…they’d execute Tegid for that.

      Even if the Dragon Lords chose not to move against him, Kel was right. His clan would swamp him with challengers, and one of them might get lucky.

      No, imprisoning the little egg-sucker was the best choice. Given his stubbornness, it could be years before Kel finally yielded to the inevitable and killed his ape friend. That would, of course, anger the other apes, who’d want nothing to do with Kel or the Dragonkind after that.

      Even better, a long imprisonment would weaken Kel. By the time he escaped the sword, he’d be easy prey, assuming he was foolish enough to challenge Tegid at all.

      It was all working out exactly as he’d hoped.
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