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      Lorit stretched out his hand to Chihon and took hers, searching her mind for the place where she saw the boy being held captive. He recognized it immediately. The temple of Ran in Veldwaite. He'd been tortured there himself and knew every square inch of the place. He called to mind the smell of smoke from the torch set in the wall above the altar, the stench of dried blood from the previous sacrifices, the damp stones that collected the morning dew. He recalled the faint sounds he'd heard while bound to that altar, how he could make out the footsteps of the priests occasionally walking past the room where they had held him captive. They had often left him alone to think about his predicament, and those footsteps had terrified him the most. He had never known if they belonged to a priest passing by on routine business or if they signaled that the torture would soon begin again.

      Lorit tasted his own blood as the memory of his torture came flooding back to him. He recalled every detail of his ordeal in that room. It was all a part of the travel spell, but it renewed his hatred of the temple, and that interfered with his magic. He calmed his anger and made the altar room real. He grasped his magic, strengthened his connection to Chihon, and pulled.

      The study dissolved around them and was replaced by the cold stone walls of the altar room in Veldwaite. The slight wrenching of the travel spell was over quickly.

      Sturdy rope bound the boy to the altar by his hands and feet. He lay there on his back, robe spread open to expose his flesh to the priest. He was about fourteen summers in age, just when magic awakens in a boy. He was thin for his age with sandy brown hair, hazel eyes, and a sharp nose. The priest passed his staff across the altar, and the boy arched his back as his muscles spasmed with pain. He moaned through clenched teeth, but no words came from him.

      The priest leaned in. "I will have your magic...with you...or without you. It's your choice." The priest's shaved head and black robes with silver piping marked him as a High Priest of Ran.

      Lorit glanced at Chihon. Was it possible the priest hadn't noticed the sudden appearance of a wizard and sorceress? Was this the new High Priest of Ran in Veldwaite? One so weak in magic?

      "I think that's enough." Lorit stepped out of the shadows, raising his shield.

      The priest paused his ministration and looked up at Lorit. "I've been expecting you." He raised his staff and advanced.

      Lorit glanced quickly at Chihon, signaling her to free the boy while the priest was distracted. The priest's magic pressed in on him. It was dirty and twisted; a mixture of all the power the priest had absorbed from his victims. It would have been easy to incinerate the priest where he stood, but Lorit had been admonished that killing priests would foment a war that he could not win.

      Lorit strengthened his resolve, raised his hand, and created a fireball. It appeared as a violet sphere of lightning, twisting in on itself, spinning and spitting sparks.

      He held it ready, watching the priest.

      Waiting.

      The priest raised his staff and lightning leaped from the jewel in its head, piercing Lorit's shields. Lorit's fireball shattered in his hand, sending a cascade of violet sparks flowing across the floor before vanishing.

      Lorit took a step backward until his back was against the rough cold rock wall. A sharp stone stabbed him through his robe. He winced and stretched out his hand, creating a second fireball. This one was even smaller and more innocuous-looking than the first. Would the priest believe this was his best effort? Lorit tried to look frightened and weak as he threw the fireball at the priest.

      The priest raised his staff, and lightning flashed out to intercept Lorit's fireball. Lorit pinched his eyes shut and braced himself as an explosion filled the chamber with a blinding flash and a deafening crack. The impact pressed him against the wall.

      He saw the flash through his closed eyelids. The priest would be momentarily blinded, and his magic impaired for the few heartbeats that Lorit and Chihon needed to get the boy out of there.

      Lorit sidestepped the stunned priest and dashed for the altar. He threw his arm around the boy as Chihon severed the last of the bonds. Lorit grasped Chihon's hand and reached out for the comfort and familiarity of their study. Before the priest had a chance to recover, Lorit drew Chihon and the boy through the void to Amedon.

      The boy slumped between Lorit and Chihon as they materialized in Lorit's study. Lorit lowered him into a chair while Chihon rushed from the room. The boy was alive, but he needed the attention of a healer if he were to stay that way. It was bad, worse than Lorit had expected. They had really worked the boy over. Lorit hoped he would recover.

      "What happened? Where am I?" The boy opened his eyes and looked about in a panic.

      "You're in Amedon. You're safe." Lorit tried to calm him down. Boys rescued from the temple took a while to realize they were safe. Lorit didn't want him hurting himself before he came to his senses.

      The boy looked at Lorit and blinked. "Who are you?"

      "I'm Lorit." Lorit grasped the boy's forearm to reassure him. "You're safe. They can't harm you now."

      "The priest!"

      "They're gone. You're safe." Lorit said. "What's your name?"

      "Kedrik." He sat upright, but Lorit gently pushed him back down.

      "He can't hurt you." Lorit hoped his firm treatment would help calm the boy. He didn't want to have to use magic or physical force on the lad to keep him restrained until they could administer the healing potion.

      The door opened, and Chihon entered bearing a chalice.

      "Drink this," Chihon said. "It's specially formulated to restore you to health after your ordeal in the temple." Chihon held Kedrik's head in her hand and raised the chalice to his lips.

      After a first tentative taste, Kedrik gulped down the entire chalice without as much as a breath. "That was good." Kedrik panted. "What was it?" He stared at Chihon as she carefully placed the chalice on the side table.

      "A special potion from the healer. It will restore your strength." Chihon turned back to Kedrik. "Are you feeling better?"

      Kedrik's eyes remained fixed on the chalice.

      Chihon reached up and cradled his chin in her hand. She turned his face toward hers. "Are you feeling better?"

      Kedrik reached up and put his hand over hers. "I'm much better now. Thank you."

      "Good." Chihon stood. "If you will excuse me. I have to go get the healer. One who is more knowledgeable in these matters than I."

      Kedrik's eyes followed Chihon as she turned and walked from the room. His gaze remained fixed on the door after it shut behind her.

      Lorit grabbed a footstool and sat across from the boy. "Kedrik."

      Kedrik's eyes remained focused on the door.

      "Kedrik," Lorit said softly. "She'll be right back."

      Kedrik ripped his gaze away from the door and focused in on Lorit.

      "Kedrik. Tell me about yourself." Lorit hoped that getting the boy talking about himself would take his mind off the priests and their torture.

      "Not much to tell. My folks run a shop in the market. Ma makes potholders and cooking utensils from cast-offs she gets from a seamstress. Pa makes wooden spoons and ladles. He forages in the forest for wood and carves them himself."

      Kedrik fidgeted as he spoke of his father. "I help him carve, too. I'm almost as fast as he is. Someday I'll be just as good." Kedrik hung his head. "They sold me to the temple." He sniffed back tears and peered up at Lorit. "Am I ever going to go home? Will I see my ma again?"

      Lorit patted the boy on his knee. "We'll send word to your folks that you're safe here."

      "But...what will happen to me? I thought I was supposed to be trained as a priest. But then they..." Kedrik's eyes filled with tears.

      "You'll be trained as a wizard. This is where everyone with the wizard's power eventually comes."

      There was a knock at the door.

      "Come in," Lorit called out.

      Lorit knew without looking who was there. The healer Kimt was one of the rare sorceresses who lived in Amedon. Her golden hair swept back from her face in a ponytail that dropped just below the collar of her royal purple robe. Her bright blue eyes sparkled with mischief that made her look like a girl of seventeen summers even though she had been the chief healer in Amedon for several times that.

      She strode confidently into the room, carrying a tray packed with vials and an assortment of small bowls which gave off an acrid odor with a hint of vinegar and ammonia. She set the tray on the table near Kedrik and knelt down. She peered at his face. "How are you feeling?"

      Kedrik turned to look over his shoulder at the door through which Kimt had entered. Kimt took his chin and gently turned his face back toward hers.

      "How are you feeling?" she repeated the question slowly.

      "Better," Kedrik replied hesitantly.

      "Good. The potion Chihon brought you will help you recover from the torture and the stress of traveling here by magic. You should repeat it several times a day for the first moon that you're here."

      Kimt stood and reached out her hand. "Stand up. I need to get a look at you."

      Kedrik ignored her hand as he stood and twisted around to watch the door as if someone or something was about to enter. Kimt took his shoulders and turned him to face her. She grasped his robe and lifted it up.

      Kedrik grabbed at the tattered robe and tugged it back in place. "What are you doing?"

      Kimt brushed his hands away and lifted his robe once more. "I'm looking for any marks, cuts, or bruises that need attention. The temple torture is not only magic. Sometimes they use other means." She tapped his hands. "Lift your arms so I can get this off."

      Kedrik raised his arms and let Kimt remove his robe. He stood there, bare-chested, arms at his side, shaking slightly in the chill of the room.

      Kimt examined the boy's chest and then turned him around. Several long thin marks ran across Kedrik's back. Some looked fresh, others looked older. The bruises were in various stages of healing.

      Kimt glanced at Lorit and shook her head.

      She turned Kedrik back around to face her. "What happened to your back?"

      "I'm clumsy," Kedrik said. "I bang into stuff a lot. The woods are a dangerous place to forage."

      Kimt handed Kedrik his robe. "You can get dressed."

      Kedrik pulled his robe back on and tugged it in place.

      Kimt turned to Lorit. "He looks to have survived the temple with no permanent damage. I'd like to see him every morning for the next few days, just to be sure he's healing well."

      She mixed a paste from several of the bowls on her tray, filling a small jar. She sealed the jar and handed it to Kedrik. "Put this on the open wounds for the next three days. Then bring the rest back to me."

      Kimt packed up the ingredients on her tray and turned to Lorit. "Send him to me right after the morning meal."

      Lorit shot her a questioning glance, but she just shook her head ever so slightly. Maybe she didn't want to talk about the scars in front of the boy.

      "I'll look after him," Lorit said.

      Kedrik followed Kimt with his eyes and remained focused on the door after she left. "Who was that?"

      "That was Kimt. She's a healer."

      "Are there many women in Amedon?"

      "No, hardly any at all. Chihon and Kimt are the only women here."

      "Why is that?"

      "Very few girls have the power awaken in them. Fewer still survive and learn to control it."

      Kedrik wrinkled his brows. "Why is that?"

      Lorit shrugged. "I don't know. It just seems to work out that way. Most of the wizards are just like you: young boys that have the power come awake around their fourteenth summer."

      "Why did you bring me here?"

      "There used to be a lot more wizards here in Amedon, but the temple has been killing off young wizards to take their power, or turning them to the priesthood. I've been trying to rescue them and bring them here for training."

      "So, I'm going to be a wizard?" Kedrik asked.

      Lorit laughed. "You're already a wizard. That's why the temple sought you out. But you're untrained. We'll take care of that."

      "How did I come to be a wizard?"

      "It's in your family, somewhere, no doubt. There's usually a wizard somewhere in your family line if you inherit the power. Do you have any relatives who have special gifts?"

      "Not that I know of. But then, it's just me and my ma and pa." Kedrik looked at the floor when he mentioned his father. There was something there that the boy was avoiding, but Lorit didn't want to push him too soon. There would be plenty of time to get into things like that later. For now, Lorit needed to get Kedrik accustomed to the keep.

      "Let's get you settled in. There are a few people we need to see. They'll get you matched up with a more senior boy for lessons and find you a place in the student dorm."

      Lorit turned Kedrik toward the door. He would assign someone to watch Kedrik closely for the first few days. The treatment he had suffered at the hands of the priest was traumatic, but something about the boy's home life wasn't right either. Kimt would take care of Kedrik, and the boy's teachers would help out, too. It looked like Kedrik was going to survive his physical ordeal in the temple, but the emotional scars were another matter altogether.
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      Lorit and Chihon sat before the hearth filled with a roaring fire. Hangings depicting wizards and their accomplishments from days past covered the walls, and various objects from their travels were scattered about the room. Lorit was never completely comfortable in the suite provided to them as members of the Wizard's Council. He was more at home on the road than in Amedon, but he was getting used to being in Amedon for council business.

      The flaming logs in the fireplace popped and threw sparks into the air. Lorit caught them with his magic and twisted them into shapes and figures for his own entertainment while he waited for Kedrik to arrive. He wished that he had more friends here in Amedon. Being a powerful wizard and part of the ruling council tended to isolate him and made the other wizards somewhat restrained around him.

      At least he had Chihon. He glanced over where she sat reading a book on healing spells. Her long brown hair fell over her shoulders in curls as she squinted at the pages. She looked much the girl of twenty summers with no outward evidence of the trials she had endured along with him on their way to Amedon.

      He reached out to her through their magical connection. "What do you think about the boy?"

      "Which boy?" she asked without looking up from her book.

      "Kedrik. The one we rescued from Veldwaite."

      "I think he'll be fine. They all are. He's no different."

      "I'm not so sure about that. I get a strange feeling about this one."

      Before Lorit could finish his thought, there was a knock on the door.

      It was Kedrik. He was out of breath and disheveled. Someone had given him a gray robe that was too large for his frame and hung off him a little too loosely, but Lorit knew Kedrik would soon grow into it.

      "Sorry I'm late." Kedrik rushed in and bowed to Lorit, then Chihon.

      "Don't worry about it. This is just an informal chat." Lorit tried to put the boy at ease. He motioned Kedrik to take a seat.

      "How are you getting along?" Lorit asked.

      "I've started my classes, and I've been assigned to the student quarters...everything is going well." Kedrik sat heavily in the chair. His robe twisted around his legs, and he almost tripped. He grasped the garment and pulled at it, finally settling in.

      "You sound like that may not be the complete truth. Are you missing your folks? Your home? A girl?" Lorit wanted to get a feel for the boy. Talking about his home should open him up a bit. He was still concerned about the scars on Kedrik's back, but it was obvious the boy didn't want to speak about them.

      Kedrik blushed. "No girl. Not much to tell. My folks are pretty normal." He fidgeted with his robe, leaned forward, and looked from Lorit to Chihon and back again.

      "The other boys told me about the two of you," Kedrik said. "They say that you're paired...Will I be paired with someone, too? Will I get to choose her myself?"

      Lorit chuckled. Kedrik might be hiding secrets about his family, but if he was already thinking about girls, he couldn't have been too traumatized by the temple's torture.

      Chihon folded her hands in her lap and sat back. "There are very few sorceresses, and even then, the pairing is quite rare. You'd have to meet a sorceress at just the right moment to create the pair bond, and that's probably not going to happen."

      "You remember Kimt?" Lorit asked. "The healer?"

      Kedrik blushed. "She checked me over every day, but she said I'm fine now."

      "Kimt is one of those rare sorceresses," Lorit said. "Most sorceresses don't survive the awakening of their power. Something about it drives them mad."

      Kedrik's eyes widened.

      "But not her." Lorit held up his hand. "Kimt is as sane as they come and very powerful."

      "So...she isn't paired?"

      "No. She's not. And she most likely never will be," Chihon explained.

      "She probably won't find a wizard who matches her strength," Lorit said. "At least, I don't think she will. She's already very powerful. It would take a strong wizard to match her. The pair bonding only happens when the two are equally matched in power and ready to join their magic to someone else, like we were."

      "How did you two meet, then?" Kedrik leaned forward. He seemed intrigued by the pairing, more so than just a young boy's interest in girls.

      "We met in my hometown," Chihon said. "Lorit was traveling to Amedon after his power awoke. I'd already had my power for a while, but I was not that strong yet when he came along. Lorit started late, so we were evenly matched in both power and age. That's very rare."

      "Did you know right away? That you were meant to be paired?"

      "No," Chihon said. "It took a while, but the more we worked together, the stronger the bond became." She glanced over at Lorit, who nodded in agreement.

      "So, you two are married, then?" Kedrik asked.

      Chihon blushed, and Lorit felt her embarrassment through their connection. This was the question they'd been dancing around too often lately. The council forbade them to have children together for fear of spawning a monster who would inherit both of their magic without restraint. The admonition had clouded an otherwise simple question.

      "No. We're not married." Chihon lowered her eyes. There was bite in her words.

      "Will you be?"

      Chihon turned to look at Lorit. He felt the heat of her stare and looked down at the floor. Her embarrassment faded and was replaced by a complete block. She'd shielded herself from him! She'd never done that before. Lorit was flustered. He wanted to reach out to her and find out why she'd shut him out, but her block was strong. He decided to change the subject.

      "So how are your studies? What are you learning?"

      Kedrik filled them in on his lessons. He was a bright young man and learning quickly. Lorit's suspicions that Kedrik was destined to become a strong wizard were well-founded, but he kept thinking about how Chihon had shut him out. He tried to connect with her to discuss it, but she had a look on her face that told Lorit not to push.
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        * * *

      

      The following day, Chihon still held the block that kept Lorit out. He decided to give her some time to think, so he busied himself with Kedrik's training. He wanted to work with the boy to judge his powers as they grew and keep an eye on the boy as he learned.

      He found Kedrik in one of the laboratories. The boy was perched on a high stool beside the table, his magic textbook nearby was stuffed with notes and spells. Lorit noticed the absence of an instructor and slipped into the room.

      Kedrik held his palm out and shouted at his hand. He was clearly trying to raise fire, but he was unsuccessful.

      Lorit cleared his throat and waited for Kedrik to notice him. When Kedrik recognized Lorit, his face fell. "I can't even command fire."

      "Call the fire," Lorit said in a quiet voice. "Tease it into existence." He made a gesture with his hand as if coaxing something to come to him.

      Lorit held out his hand and spoke softly. "Incendo ignio." A small tongue of fire winked into existence above his palm.

      "Incendo exstinguere," Lorit said, and the flame extinguished itself.

      "You try it now." Lorit sat back and folded his arms.

      Kedrik stood up and held out his palm. "Incendo ignio," he shouted.

      Nothing.

      "Incendo ignio!" Kedrik shouted even louder.

      Still nothing.

      "You're not commanding fire. You're coaxing it into existence." Lorit held out his hand and once more demonstrated how to call the fire and extinguish it.

      "It's hard." Kedrik sat down on the stool, shoulders slumped.

      "Do you think that by declaring how hard something is often enough, it will magically become easy?" Lorit laughed. "Of course it's hard, but once you master it, you'll wonder how you ever struggled with it.

      "Once more." Lorit held out his hand. "Incendo ignio." He barely whispered the words and the flame appeared, a small flickering, cool blue tongue. "Incendo exstinguere." The flame slowly faded away.

      Kedrik held out his hand. "Incendo ignio." He whispered, his tongue lingering over the words. He was rewarded with the tiniest flicker of blue flame that vanished almost as soon as it appeared.

      "I did it!" Kedrik jumped up, knocking over the stool. He reached out his hand and made a sweeping gesture while he shouted, "Incendo ignio." This time his enthusiasm got the better of him. Not only did his palm spring into flame, but so did the book he'd been studying.

      Lorit watched as the magic text burned to a pile of ashes while Kedrik shouted at it to no effect. Lorit fought to contain his laughter. He felt sorry for Kedrik.

      The fire soon burned itself out, and Kedrik sat down next to the smoldering pile of ashes with a look of defeat.

      Lorit smiled and clapped the boy on the shoulder. He remembered his own lessons at the hand of the wizard Zhimosom, only Lorit had learned while on the run from the temple and Zhimosom had come to him in visions. He hadn't had the luxury of teachers and classrooms.

      "I think you were a little too enthusiastic about it," Lorit said.

      Kedrik looked sad. "My book. I'm going to get in so much trouble."

      Lorit chuckled.

      The door opened, and Jal walked in. He took one look at the pile of ashes next to Kedrik and laughed. "Looks like you finally called fire."

      "It's not funny. My notes were in there." Kedrik looked on the verge of tears.

      "Nothing to worry about. This just happened, ya?" Jal asked.

      "Yes." Kedrik waved his hand at the mess. "I was calling forth fire, like Lorit showed me, and it got away."

      Jal held his hand out above the ashes. "Restituere hos cineres," he said. The pile of ash swirled in a tiny black vortex, twisting tightly and accelerating. The twister gave off a whistling sound and exploded with a loud bang.

      Kedrik flinched, shielding himself from the blast with his hands. He peered between laced fingers.

      The book was restored, notes and all.

      "There you go," Jal said. "Try to keep it in one piece from now on."

      "How did you do that?" Kedrik asked.

      "The book was only just burned, ya? It still remembered what it was like before the fire. I just reminded it."

      Kedrik picked up the book and leafed through it. He checked his notes and smiled. "Thank you. I don't know what I would have done without my notes."

      "Don't mention it." Jal turned to Lorit. "I have a few errands to run. Did you want to spend some time with the boy?"

      "I was hoping to do just that."

      "Then I'll be back in a while if you don't mind." He looked at Kedrik. "Don't start any more fires until I get back."

      "Yes, sir." Kedrik hung his head.

      "Good. We'll resume lessons once I return. Until then, you are to listen to Master Lorit."

      "Yes, sir."

      Jal turned and left the room, shutting the door behind him with a resounding thud.

      "Will I live to be four hundred summers old?" Kedrik turned back to Lorit.

      "What brought that on?"

      "I heard Zhimosom is four hundred summers old. Will I live that long?" Kedrik jumped back up on his stool and leaned against the worktable.

      "Not all wizards live that long. We live longer than most people, but Zhimosom is special."

      "How is he special?"

      Lorit had often wondered himself what it was that was keeping Zhimosom alive. The old wizard had been reluctant to discuss it with him, and he'd stopped asking, but it had never stopped nagging at him.

      "I don't truly understand it myself, but he's tied to something magical that keeps him going."

      "Is it Rotiaqua? Does the pairing keep them both alive? Will you live to be that old?"

      "Slow down there." Lorit held up his hand. "I don't expect to live that long. It's not the pairing that keeps them alive. It's something else. There have been other pairs who haven't lived that long."

      Lorit had read about some of the pairs that were documented in the library. Uskin and Alwroth had been the head of the council before Zhimosom and Rotiaqua. They had died in battle.

      "Why won't I be paired?"

      "Because it's rare." Lorit frowned at Kedrik. Why was the boy so fascinated with the pairing? Most young wizards were so excited about learning magic that nothing else seemed to matter. Kedrik's magic was strong, but he seemed more like a normal young man than a budding wizard. He reminded Lorit of his brother, always scheming to meet some young woman.

      "But you're paired."

      "Yes, but it's rare."

      "Are you going to marry Chihon? Will I get married some day?"

      Lorit flushed. He wasn't sure where he stood with Chihon. They had grown close on their way to Amedon. They traveled together and fought the temple together. They had gone through the trials together. Lorit knew that without Chihon, he would never have made it through them. But now he had his own abode, out in the wilderness, and Lorit spent more time there alone than he did in Amedon, coming back only for council meetings. Part of why he had taken an interest in Kedrik was because it gave him an excuse to come back to Amedon more often, but it didn't look like spending more time with Chihon was working out the way he'd imagined it. Why had she blocked him, and why was she so distant?

      "Are you?" Kedrik asked again.

      "I don't know, Kedrik. Being a wizard is dangerous and lonely work. Most wizards don't marry because it wouldn't be fair to their families."

      "Why not?"

      "Because they might die young doing something dangerous, or run afoul of the temple and get killed. Or they may live so long that their families grow old and die before they do."

      "What about you?"

      "Chihon and I are paired. That means that we are intertwined. Our life force and magic are as one. If something happens to one of us, the other one experiences it, too. She shares in my danger and I in hers."

      "So, there's no reason why you shouldn't get married."

      Lorit avoided the subject even in his own thinking. It was lonely, living by himself in the wilderness, but that's what Zhimosom did, and he thought it was expected of him, too. Some days, he wanted to go back on the road with Chihon and just walk as they did on their way to Amedon. These days, it seemed most of their time together was spent on council matters with little time to just talk.

      "Kedrik. It's not that simple," Lorit said. He rose and slid his stool beneath the table.

      "It seems pretty simple to me," Kedrik said with a smile.
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      Kedrik woke to the sound of snoring. He'd been alone when he retired, but now, there was someone else in the room. He was assigned to a small student dormitory with two beds, one above the other, and two desks side by side. The room was designed for young wizards to concentrate on their studies. It was morning, and the chill of the night lingered as the sun's rays poked through the window, washing away the odor of soot and ash.

      The sound came from the bunk above once more. Kedrik put his foot against the mattress and gave it a short sharp shock. The snoring stopped. Kedrik closed his eyes to try to get a little more sleep before the day began, but he felt someone watching him.

      He opened his eyes to see a suntanned face hanging over the bed above him. "I'm Yorn," the boy said.

      "Kedrik."

      "How long have you been here?" Yorn asked.

      "Only a couple of moons. You just get here?"

      "Yes. I arrived in the night. My folks brought me, but they couldn't stay. I think they were glad to hand me off to the wizards." Yorn smirked.

      Yorn told Kedrik his life's story before they had a chance to get dressed for morning meal. Yorn was the son of a blacksmith, a little older and taller than Kedrik, with short black hair and broad shoulders. His parents were afraid of magic and despised the temple. As soon as Yorn had mentioned that he had dreams of fire, they rushed him to Amedon and dumped him on the wizards.

      Kedrik showed Yorn where the dining hall was while Yorn kept up his nonstop talking. "You were brought here by magic?" Yorn asked.

      Kedrik answered without breaking his stride. He was hungry. "Yes, Lorit and Chihon rescued me from the temple."

      Yorn shoved Kedrik so hard he almost banged into the wall. "You were caught by the priests?"

      "Yes. They came to my house and demanded that my parents surrender me. My ma fought back, but the priest used some sort of spell that made her agree. He left her a gold for her trouble."

      "What did they do to you? I hear it's bad."

      "It was bad. The priest used his staff to torture me. The pain was terrible." Kedrik shook with the memory of it.

      "That was when Lorit and Chihon showed up?"

      "I wish," Kedrik said. "I was tied to that altar for two days. The priest kept waking me up to drink, then started back in on the torture. He wanted me to give up my magic. I'm not sure I would have survived much longer when Lorit and Chihon showed up."

      They came to a junction of hallways. Kedrik looked around, wondering which way led to the classroom. He'd been reassigned to new studies at the beginning of the week, and he hadn't had time to search out his route to class yet. Kedrik stopped an older student and showed him the small parchment that had his class information written on it. The student directed him down the side passage and told him to take the second left.

      "Give up your magic?" Yorn asked.

      "Yes. Give up my magic. I don't know how I was supposed to do that. I would gladly have let him take it and gone back to being a normal boy, but they tell me that meant that I would have died. You can't separate magic from a wizard while he's alive."

      "So, what happened?"

      Kedrik wasn't comfortable talking about it, but he already knew Yorn well enough to know that he wouldn't relent until he'd heard the whole story.

      "It seemed like I was on that altar forever when suddenly Lorit and Chihon appeared. Lorit threw a few fireballs at the priest while Chihon cut me free. Then Lorit did his magic and we were here in Amedon." He tried to make it sound unexciting in the hopes Yorn would drop it.

      "I bet you're glad that's over." Yorn turned to walk backward in front of Kedrik.

      "Glad the pain's gone. But my ma must be worried about me. Lorit said he'd get word to them. I should write her a letter."

      "You can write?" Yorn asked.

      "Not yet, but most of the boys who've been here for a while can. I could have one of them write for me. My folks know a merchant who can read."

      Yorn shook his head. "So, you were saved by some big wizard from the Wizard's Council. You must be special."

      "Yes...I was saved by them...No... I'm not special." Kedrik had counted the side passageways and was sure this was the one. He shoved Yorn toward it and stepped beside his friend once more.

      "So, you know them then?"

      "Who?"

      "Lorit and Chihon."

      "No. They brought me here, but I've only seen them occasionally since."

      "What were they like? Is Lorit as formidable as they say? Is he as mean as I hear?" Yorn turned to walk backward once again as he interrogated Kedrik.

      "They were nice to me. They brought me back and helped me recover from the torture."

      "What about Chihon?"

      "What about her?"

      Yorn smiled. "She's powerful. Is she as nice as they say she is?"

      "She took care of me when I arrived," Kedrik said. "She gave me some sort of healing potion. She was nice."

      "Nice?"

      "Nice."

      "Is she pretty? I've never seen her up close."

      Kedrik flushed. "She's pretty."
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        * * *

      

      Over the next several weeks, Kedrik grew accustomed to the routine in Amedon. He learned where all of his classes were and managed to get to most of them on time. Amedon was starting to feel like home when Yorn came to him with a plan to sneak out of the dormitory and have some fun. Yorn had a few silvers from his folks and was eager to spend a little time out from under the supervision of the Head Master.

      Yorn proposed that the two of them sneak out before the evening lessons and head into town to the inn. "Come on. We want to get there before the place fills up." Yorn elbowed Kedrik.

      "You know we're not supposed to go to town as students. They don't want us getting mixed up with the townsfolk until we're properly trained." Kedrik wasn't about to get in trouble. He'd heard of some of the creative punishments the Head Master cooked up for students who broke the rules.

      "It'll be fun."

      "No. We're supposed to be studying. A little extra time in the library won't hurt you, you know." Kedrik spent as much time in the library as he could manage, working hard on his reading. He loved poring over the old texts. He wanted to make Lorit and Jal proud of him.

      "There'll be maidens." Yorn gave Kedrik a shove.

      Kedrik smiled. Maidens would definitely take some of the boredom out of the otherwise dull days sitting in class and learning spells.

      After class, they changed out of their wizards' robes and headed into town for the inn. Yorn chose the Winking Witch as it was close to the keep.

      The sturdy but weathered inn was large enough to house a crowd of diners and still have room for a minstrel to perform for the townsfolk. It was a spot where the locals went to down a little ale and listen to whatever minstrel happened to be passing through. Yorn told Kedrik to skip evening meal so he would have room for dinner at the inn, because the cooking at the inn was far better than anything offered in the keep.

      "They make the most delicious fowl I have ever tasted." Yorn kissed his fingertips and snapped them in the air. "It's better than anything my ma ever made."

      Kedrik wondered if Yorn missed his family or was grateful to be on his own. Yorn talked about his ma as if she'd never learned to cook, but looking at Yorn, he couldn't have missed a meal in his life.

      "I'm more interested in the maidens." Kedrik could take or leave the meal. He hadn't eaten, but he wasn't hungry enough to be tempted by the food alone.

      As they approached the inn, the sound of a minstrel floated toward them on the chill night air. The singer was passably talented and had a gentle hand on the dulcimer. He sang of love lost and ready maidens.

      The heavy wooden door opened on a rush of warm air, carrying the scent of burning wood, spilled ale, and roast kine. The noise of the patrons shouting and singing was almost deafening. Kedrik stood there taking it all in until someone behind him gave him a shove.

      "You going in lad, or you just going to stand there blocking the doorway, sniffing what you should be inside enjoying?"

      Kedrik turned to see a heavyset man attired in the style of a tradesman. He held onto the door and looked down on Kedrik.

      "Sorry, sir. I was just overtaken by the aroma of good cooking." Kedrik stepped inside and pushed his way through the crowd to where Yorn had secured a bench at one of the tables.

      "What happened to you?" Yorn shouted. "You get lost or did you forget to make water before we left for town?"

      "I was just taking in the aroma of good home cooking." Kedrik plopped himself onto the bench opposite Yorn. The cooking did smell great, and it made his stomach growl.

      "I already ordered for you. I hope you're hungry. If not, all the more for me." Yorn rubbed his stomach. "See those two over there?" Yorn pointed to two maidens sitting at a table close to the minstrel. One had sandy blond hair and wore a loose white blouse. She clapped along with the music and bounced up and down in time to the melody. The other had darker hair with a slight curl to it. She was dressed in a blouse that buttoned to her neckline and sat quietly beside her more vocal and active friend.

      "The golden-haired maiden is mine. You can have the mouse," Yorn said.

      "The mouse?"

      "Quiet as a mouse? The one sitting still while all this music is going on."

      Before Kedrik could reply, the server dropped a pair of mugs on the table and slammed down a pitcher of ale. He slid a plate of dark bread and a pot of butter between Kedrik and Yorn. "Be back with the bird in a bit."

      "Thank you," Kedrik said, but the server was already gone.

      "See how she bounces?" Yorn asked.

      "Who?" Kedrik turned back to Yorn, who smacked him playfully on the back of the head in imitation of the Head Master.

      "Keep up, boy. If you were this slow in magic lessons, the Head Master would have you practicing all night. Pay attention. I'm trying to teach you something here."

      "The mouse. I was listening." Kedrik rubbed his head, glaring at Yorn.

      "Her name is Quinn. She's in here often. Watch what I do."

      Yorn cupped his hands together and rubbed them. He placed his right hand over his heart and then his left, bringing them back together again almost in an attitude of prayer. "Vos vultis amoris," he said, winking at Kedrik. "She'll desire love."

      Yorn blew on his hands. The light violet sparkles of magic from the spell made its way over to the maiden and settled on her.

      "What are you doing? Everyone will see you cast a spell and you'll get in trouble." They had strict rules against apprentices using magic outside of class. Kedrik looked around, but no one seemed to notice.

      "Don't worry. Only wizards can see that. No one here is a wizard." Yorn turned to watch Quinn.

      Quinn had been animated and talking with her friend. Now she was staring at the minstrel with a faraway dreamy look in her eyes.

      "Looks like your spell didn't work."

      "It worked, but I forgot to fixate her love on me."

      Yorn repeated the process. This time he cast the spell to make her yearn for his love. "Vos vultis dilectione mea."

      Again, the spell wafted its way over to Quinn. The sparkles circled her hair, glinting like a cloud of pixies until it settled on her. She instantly tore her gaze away from the minstrel and focused on Yorn.

      Yorn stood up. "See you back at the keep." He turned toward Quinn, who was mooning over his every move.

      "Where are you going? There's a bird coming and you haven't finished your ale."

      "I'll be back before the food gets cold."

      Kedrik was uncomfortable about being left at the inn all by himself. What would he do there without his friend?

      "Back in a bit." Yorn winked at Kedrik.

      "What am I going to do?"

      "That's up to you." Yorn waved his hand in the air as he threaded his way through the patrons and took a seat next to Quinn.

      Kedrik watched as Yorn spoke to the maiden. Before the end of the next song, the girl stood, took Yorn's hand, and escorted him out of the inn. Kedrik sat there in silence amidst the noise and rich scents of the inn, wondering what it would be like to have a girl like that fawn all over him. He had never had a special lady friend, much less an assignation with a beautiful maiden like Quinn.

      He looked wistfully over at Quinn's friend, the mousy one. The girl was watching the minstrel, but she was clearly uncomfortable being there alone. She glanced about the inn as if looking for someone.

      Kedrik looked around. No one had paid any attention as Yorn and Quinn sauntered out of the inn. Kedrik probed for signs of a wizard as he'd been instructed in his classes. He couldn't feel any magic at work in the inn. He should be safe.

      Kedrik turned back to Quinn's friend. She still sat there, but she shifted around as she stacked the plates and utensils before her, as if she were preparing for departure.

      He didn't want to lose his chance. Kedrik rose and pushed through the patrons, sitting down on the bench opposite the girl. He smiled his most charming smile. At least, he hoped it was his most charming smile.

      "I'm Kedrik."

      "Nan." The girl smiled but quickly broke eye contact as she continued arranging the remnants of the meal.

      "I've ordered the fowl, and now my friend seems to have gone missing. Would you like to share it with me?"

      She glanced at Kedrik over the dirty plates. "I've eaten," was all she said.

      Kedrik felt his heart beat faster. She was going to finish picking up the plates and be gone before he had a chance to talk to her. He tried to remember the spell Yorn had just taught him. Even Yorn had gotten it wrong at first. He wasn't sure he could remember it, but he had to do something as she picked up the plates and turned to leave.

      He cupped his hands and spoke into them. "Ego dilectio vestra." A strange feeling came over him. He was lightheaded for a moment but soon remembered what he was doing. Nan was going to leave before the spell had a chance to work.

      "Wait." Kedrik grasped her hand.

      "Let me go." Nan stood up and wrenched her arm free.

      "Wait. Don't go." The thought of losing Nan suddenly overwhelmed Kedrik. He couldn't let her leave. Nan was the most beautiful girl he'd ever seen. He would die without her. She was his everything. Kedrik grabbed for Nan's wrist once again, but someone seized him from behind. He twisted to get a look at his assailant. A large man dressed in huntsman clothes held Kedrik's wrist in a vice-like grip.

      Kedrik tried to remember what he'd been taught, how to free himself from an attacker, but he couldn't recall the spell.

      "What's the matter, boy?" the man demanded. "Didn't you hear the lady?"

      "But I love her." Kedrik's heart ached at the thought of losing Nan.

      "Well, she don't love you." The man wrenched Kedrik's arm, driving his face into the table. Kedrik twisted to see Nan step back from him in fear. His arm hurt. His face hurt. His heart ached. She was going to walk away and leave him there alone.

      "Nan. Please don't go," Kedrik begged.

      Nan stepped back farther as the man holding Kedrik's arm twisted until Kedrik was sure it was going to break. He screamed in pain, struggling to get free, but the pressure only increased.

      "What's wrong with you, boy?" The man bore down on Kedrik's back. A thick arm pressed on the back of Kedrik's neck, grinding his head into the table, making it hard to breathe.

      A woman spoke, but Kedrik couldn't make out the words. Whatever she'd said, must have been about him, as the pressure released slightly, allowing Kedrik to draw a breath.

      Kedrik felt the touch of a hand on his cheek, and a honey golden ponytail dangled before his eyes. The woman leaned over, placing her head on the table, looking directly into Kedrik's face. Her eyes were the deepest blue Kedrik had ever seen. He groaned.

      It was Kimt.

      "You're not doing the Head Master very proud tonight, are you?"

      "What?" Kedrik tried to sound innocent.

      "What indeed. Having problems with personal pronouns, aren't you?"

      "Why do you say that?" The pressure relieved, and Kedrik was free. He glanced around the inn, looking for Nan. She couldn't have gotten far. He could still catch her. He could make her understand.

      "Kedrik!" Kimt grabbed his chin and turned his face toward hers. Her deep blue eyes pierced him to the core. "You put a spell on yourself to make you love that girl." Kimt waved her hand in the direction behind Kedrik. Was that where Nan was? He tried to turn his head, but Kimt held his chin fast.

      "Let's see if we can't get rid of your ineptly crafted spell so you can pay attention when I'm talking." Kimt waved her free hand over Kedrik and mumbled a quick spell. Kedrik flushed. What had he done?

      "I see that's over," Kimt said. "Feel sort of stupid now, don't you?"

      "What happened?" Kedrik felt ashamed, especially in front of Kimt.

      Kimt looked up at the man who stood nearby scowling down at Kedrik. He was easily a head taller than Kedrik and wore several large, sharp-looking knives at his belt. Why a man would need more than one knife, Kedrik didn't know, but he didn't want to get on the wrong side of this man.

      "He's fine now. I'll take care of him." Kimt beamed a smile at the man.

      "Yes, ma'am." The man turned and departed into the crowd.

      "You could have gotten yourself into a lot of trouble." Kimt straddled the bench and sat facing Kedrik. Gone were the purple robes she wore in the keep. She was dressed as any other local. If Kedrik didn't know she was a sorceress, he would not have been able to tell from her attire or her demeanor.

      She must have noticed his look. "Surprised to see me or surprised to see me dressed like this?"

      "Sorry, ma'am."

      "Kedrik. What were you thinking? I thought you were a decent young man who respected others. What were you going to do, bewitch that young woman and take advantage of her? And then what? What happens when the spell wears off, and she realizes she has been mistreated by a wizard?"

      "I don't know." Kedrik hung his head.

      "Kedrik. We live here. We have to treat these people with respect. You can't run around performing magic on townsfolk for your own ends. What do you think would happen if we allowed you boys to run free and enchant the townsfolk so you can take advantage of them?"

      Kedrik kept his gaze focused on the bench.

      "They'd storm the keep with pitchforks and torches." Kimt raised Kedrik's face to meet hers. "If I hadn't been here to stop you, you could have caused a lot of trouble."

      Kedrik's heart beat faster. Yorn had already left with Quinn before Kimt arrived. He must have, or else Kimt would have caught him, and none of this would ever have happened.

      Kedrik looked at Kimt. He didn't want to tell her about Yorn, but she said Kedrik could have caused a lot of trouble. Maybe Yorn already had.

      Kimt smiled. "Don't worry. Someone has already addressed your partner in crime. Yorn is back at the keep, explaining to the Head Master why he broke the prohibition against using magic on the townsfolk."

      Kedrik swallowed. What would they do to Yorn? And what were they going to do to him? The punishment for breaking the rule against going into town was mild compared to that for using magic on townsfolk. The only thing more serious than that was murder. Kedrik turned to Kimt. Maybe she would be lenient.

      Kimt clapped a hand on his shoulder. "Lucky for you. You didn't perform magic on anyone but yourself. You won't get the same treatment as your friend, not that I won't come up with something suitably unpleasant, but I think we can keep this just between us. Can't we?"

      Kedrik took heart. He was safe for now. She wasn't going to report him after all. Perhaps he'd escaped the wrath of the Head Master.

      "You are going to have to answer to Lorit, though."

      Kedrik's heart sank.
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      Queen Ukina of Veldwaite was an unlikely monarch. Her dirty blonde hair had the consistency of straw and stuck out from beneath her crown in unflattering ways. Her beak-like nose was her most prominent feature aside from her bony arms. She'd inherited the throne when her father died and her brother was taken by the priesthood. She never really felt comfortable on the throne, but she wouldn't give it up. It was her burden to bear.

      Ukina waited in her private reception room amidst the rich wall hangings and golden lamp stands. The fire burned quietly in the hearth, throwing off a sweet scent of pine. It did little to chase away the chill Ukina felt as she waited for Sir Adane. The rich paneling, plush carpets, and intricate tapestries were of little comfort in these troubled times. With the nobility after her throne, she felt like she was fighting for her life at every turn.

      Servants entered and exited her suite, attending to her needs, but she ignored them. They were no comfort, and today she wasn't sure if she could trust any of them. How had things gotten this bad?

      The nobles demanded that Ukina open the treasury to them, so they could search for a precious amulet they said belonged to the people. She knew they were after something that the temple coveted and that they were asking on behalf of her estranged brother. She had so far refused them, and it had come close to triggering a full-scale rebellion. She had only managed to stave off the conflict by agreeing to allow them to inspect the treasury on the following day. That gave Sir Adane one day to find the amulet they sought using only the hints she'd been able to glean from their demands. She was not hopeful. Whatever they wanted, she knew she'd be better off if they failed to get their hands on it.

      She sat on the edge of her chair, fidgeting. She restrained herself when on the throne, but in the comfort of her private chamber, she allowed herself this one vice. To release control over her impulses even for a moment was a comfort to her. It meant that, in this room, she could be her true self instead of the queen of Veldwaite.

      There was a rap on the door. It was light, in a pattern that she recognized as Sir Adane's. She hoped he bore the news she'd been waiting for...news that might help her hold on to the crown.

      She jumped up and rushed to unbar the door. Sir Adane entered, accompanied by his squire, and Ukina barred the door behind them. Sir Adane was tall, broad shouldered, and an impressive fighting man even without his formal armor. His ruddy complexion spoke of a man who spent much of his time under the sun rather than inside the castle, like some knights.

      He carried a small wooden box about a span on a side. It was made of weathered and unfinished wood with none of the gold fittings or gilt inlaid carvings one usually finds in the Royal Treasury, but the way he cradled it in his arm assured her that it was the precious object she sought. He placed the box on the small table beside her chair and opened it to reveal the treasure that was responsible for so much strife in her kingdom.

      "This is it, Your Highness," he said. "A dragon's egg."

      The dragon's egg sat in a cradle of ancient silk that was almost as lackluster as the egg itself. For such an important talisman, it looked almost ordinary, as if a large river stone had been inexpertly covered in tarnished gold lace and embedded with tiny jewels. The thing was dusty, rough, and unimpressive, to the point that no one had thought to polish it for all the years it sat in the treasury.

      Ukina reached inside and lifted the egg. It was heavy, but not as heavy as she'd expected. It felt a lot like a stone. She wondered if that was what it truly was. Perhaps it was just a simple river stone covered in gold lace to make it appear valuable.

      "Are you sure this is a dragon's egg?" Ukina examined the object, then peered into the box. Shards had flaked off the egg and coated the crumbling silk.

      "Quite certain," Sir Adane said. "It matches the description of the talisman they seek."

      Ukina shook her head. Was this the thing that was causing so much trouble for her kingdom? This unimpressive rock was threatening her throne? If it were a dragon's egg, it certainly couldn't be viable after all these years, could it? But if it still contained magic, letting it fall into the hands of the nobles certainly wouldn't end her troubles. What was she going to do with it? She couldn't hope to keep it hidden in the treasury and she wasn't going to hand it over to the nobility.

      Ukina reached to replace the egg in the box, but Sir Adane stopped her.

      "Wait, Your Highness. I have an idea."

      Sir Adane stretched out his gauntleted hand and took the egg from her. He summoned his squire over and opened the leather pouch the young man wore slung over one shoulder. Sir Adane placed the egg in the pouch and fastened it shut.

      "We should return the box to the treasury so no one realizes we have taken the egg. We can replace the egg with a stone that looks like the one in the drawing. If they find it, they may be fooled for a while."

      "For a while..." Ukina murmured. She sat down and resumed swinging her foot. If the egg were as important as she believed it was, they would soon discover the ruse. She had to do something to keep it from falling into their hands, but where would it be safe?

      "You may be right," she said. "We need to protect the egg, but it's not safe here, is it?"

      "No, Your Majesty. I fear not." Sir Adane sat next to her in a chair reserved for high-ranking guests. It had taken a long time for her to convince him that he deserved to sit there, and he never looked entirely comfortable doing so.

      "Where would it be safe?" Ukina asked. Her brother was growing bolder with each passing moon. If he knew she'd found what he sought, or that she'd sent it away, she wouldn't be safe. If Ghall were behind the nobles, that meant the temple was behind the nobles and that couldn't be good. The priests had drained half the treasury when they forced her father to rebuild their temple after Lorit destroyed it. Now it seemed that Ghall and the temple wanted the rest of the treasury and the throne, too.

      Where could she send the egg? Where would it be safe? Who could stand up to the temple and the nobles? Who could she send it to that would not be put in harm's way?

      "Amedon..." Ukina muttered. "Lorit will know what to do."

      "You think that wise, Your Majesty?"

      "No one must know that we've found the egg, and no one must know that we've sent it to Amedon. If the nobles find out where I've sent it, they'll surely end my reign. They're already pressing me to explain my relationship with the wizards. The prohibition against wizardry in any form has extended to denying me any friends who are wizards, and after what Lorit did to the temple, the nobility blame me for the increased taxes needed to rebuild the place. They can't know Lorit is involved or they'll hang me."

      Ukina stood up and paced the room. She bit her lip and twisted her hair. "Can you think of anything else we can do with the egg?"

      "No, Your Majesty."

      Sir Adane sat stiffly in the chair. He was her strength. He was the only one she really trusted. She hated to send him out on a quest. She would be alone and exposed with him gone, but she could trust no one else with such an important task.

      "Take the egg to Amedon," Ukina said with a sigh. "Lorit will know what to do. At least that way, the thing's out of my kingdom."

      "As you wish, Your Highness." Sir Adane knelt before her and touched his hand to his forehead.

      "Take your squire, and no one else. Travel light. Leave immediately."

      Sir Adane stood and turned to her. He snapped to attention and bowed formally. "As you command, Your Majesty." He straightened out and turned to leave.

      "Adane." She stopped him with a word. Sir Adane had been her protector most of her life. He was one of her father's most trusted men, but she had come to rely on him for more than just his protection. Over the years, she had come to trust his judgment and wisdom. He was her friend and confidant and more.

      She spoke so softly she wasn't sure he would hear. "I need you here once this is over."

      Sir Adane turned back to her. He had a half smile on his face. "It's what keeps me coming back."

      With that, he turned, grabbed his squire by the arm, and departed. Ukina wondered if she would ever see her faithful protector again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Lorit replayed the conversation with Kedrik over in his head. It really was simple. Why weren't he and Chihon married? They spent their time together while on the road and whenever they were both in Amedon. He missed her constant contact, that mingling of their thoughts that they shared through their magical connection, but the council had been firm in their admonition. Lorit and Chihon were not to have children for fear of concentrating the power of a pair in one individual. Lorit wasn't sure he agreed with them. It made him short, and he snapped at several of the council members during the day's discussion.

      After the council adjourned, Lorit returned to his study and slammed the door behind him. He heaved himself into his chair and sighed, reaching for the pot of wine on the table. He poured himself a chalice, took a deep draught, and swallowed, but it did little to kill the sour taste he had in his mouth from the council meeting he had just left.

      The council was split over the decision to step up the identification of young wizards before the temple could find them. Lorit was pushing hard for that strategy. His plan to have the council systematically eliminate the priesthood was voted down by a narrow margin for the third time. Lorit was firm in his resolve about removing the priesthood. It was the only way to keep the wizards safe, but the council kept returning to the prediction that Lorit would start a long-term war if he fought the temple. Lorit didn't believe the prediction. He thought it was just a ruse by Zhimosom and Rotiaqua to keep the balance the way it was. Lorit wasn't sure why they were so dead-set against his wiping out the priesthood, but the argument always ended the same way, with the council firmly on the side of leaving things alone, no matter how bad they were.

      Lorit's new plan was to place wizards in every major city where there was a temple. These wizards would search out and recruit boys whose magic had awakened before the temple found them. The council had been effective in rescuing those that they identified, but only after some of the boys had been scarred for life by the temple's induction. Lorit knew those that lasted through the days of torture were either turned to the priesthood or died, yielding up their magic. This assured that only the strongest, most determined became priests, and it made them ruthless.

      Kedrik was a perfect example. The boy had been close to breaking and had already endured several days of torture when Chihon found him. Lorit didn't want every new wizard to start his training that way. He argued that the council should get to the boys before the temple did and persuade the families to give their sons up to Amedon for training. But that argument, too, ended the way it always did. The council split the vote, not enough to pass the plan, and not enough to kill it. It would stay on the agenda and keep coming up until it was approved or denied. Lorit was growing upset with the council. On days like this, he wondered why he ever wanted a seat at all. He would gladly give it all up and take up the road again, just him and Chihon. No more politics, no more squabbles, just the two of them searching out young boys and sending them to Amedon for training before the temple got their hands on them.

      There was a knock on the door. Lorit reached out with his magic to find Kimt and Kedrik standing there. He released the latch with a simple spell, flicking his hand at the door. "Come on in."

      Kimt walked in briskly followed by a dejected Kedrik. She stood before Lorit and dragged Kedrik beside her. Kimt looked amused, but it was obvious that she was trying to hide it from the boy.

      "What have we here?" Lorit craned his neck to make a show of examining Kedrik.

      Kedrik kept his gaze at his feet and mumbled something that Lorit couldn't understand.

      "Someone has been in town trying to use magic on the locals." Kimt grasped Kedrik's arm and guided him to a chair facing Lorit. She pushed him into it. "Tell him."

      "I accidentally put a spell on myself..." Kedrik mumbled, still looking at his feet.

      "Not that part," Kimt interrupted. "The other part. The embarrassing and potentially dangerous part."

      Kedrik kicked his foot against the chair. "I tried to put a spell on a girl."

      Lorit couldn't help but smile, but he fought to suppress it. "What type of spell?"

      "I wanted her to love me." Kedrik looked up from his feet. The boy had wrinkles in his forehead, and his eyes were swollen with tears. It was almost more than Lorit could take. He suppressed a laugh at the boy's misfortune but silently reminded himself to be stern.

      "What if it had worked?" Lorit sat back in his seat and reached for his chalice of wine.

      "I don't know." Kedrik's kicking increased in speed.

      "Kedrik. Would you really have taken advantage of that girl if your spell worked? Are you that kind of man?"

      "I don't know." Kedrik lowered his gaze to his feet once again as they came to a stop. "No. I'm not that kind of man."

      "Whatever gave you such an idea? I don't think that's the type of thing you would have come up with on your own."

      Kedrik turned red and mumbled.

      "Kedrik," Lorit said sternly. "Did you think of this on your own or was there someone else involved?"

      "Someone else." Kedrik lowered his eyes again.

      "Who was it?" Lorit lowered his voice.

      "Yorn," Kedrik mumbled. His face turned even brighter red if that were possible.

      "Yorn has already been remanded to the Head Master," Kimt said. "He actually did cast a spell on a local."

      Lorit laughed. "Kedrik, if you'd succeeded in casting that spell, things would've gone much worse for you. You were lucky you got it wrong."

      "Yes, sir." Kedrik kept his gaze on the floor.

      Lorit leaned in and put a hand on Kedrik's knee. "What were you thinking?"

      "I was lonely. I had a girl...well, sort of...back home. Here, it's just wizards. Nobody has anyone...except for you. You have Chihon...but I have no one."

      "Kedrik, the bond that Chihon and I share is very special. You know that sorceresses are rare. Kimt and Chihon are the only two sorceresses in Amedon, and for a long time Kimt was the only sorceress here."

      "I just wanted some company." Kedrik flushed but looked at Lorit with red eyes.

      "I know. It's hard when you first come here, but you'll get used to it." Lorit placed a hand on Kedrik's shoulder. "As soon as your training is complete, you'll be back on the road for a couple of summers to learn the lay of the land and experience life outside Amedon. What's really bothering you?"

      "I guess I'm just lonely," Kedrik said. He turned to Kimt. "Aren't you paired?"

      Kimt smiled. "No, Kedrik. I'm not paired."

      Kedrik perked up at her response, but Kimt just smiled at him. "Don't get any ideas, Kedrik. I'm over one hundred and fifty summers old. I have great-grandchildren older than you."

      The smile faded from Kedrik's lips. "I don't understand."

      "Kedrik," Kimt said. "The pairing is a bond between a wizard and a sorceress. Their magic is united, and they become very close and very powerful...but it is very rare. Most wizards marry and have a family if they choose. I expect you will do so one day yourself."

      "Go on. Get some sleep." Lorit stood to encourage Kedrik to follow suit.

      Kedrik rose and nodded. "Thank you for your lenience."

      "Off with you," Lorit said as he closed the door behind the boy.

      Lorit turned to Kimt, who smiled wickedly. He tried to stifle his laughter but he couldn't, and let a single laugh slip. When Kimt heard him, she broke out in roaring laughter.

      "How did you get involved in this?" Lorit asked.

      "I was at the inn, relaxing, when the boys came in. I waited and watched them from the back of the room. Yorn cast a spell on one of the maidens and taught the spell to Kedrik, but the poor boy got the words mixed up. He'd spelled himself to be madly in love with the girl." Kimt snickered but continued. "He was making a fool of himself and just about to get pounded when I intervened."

      "What happened to Yorn?" Lorit grew stern. Using magic on the locals was a serious offense.

      "Yorn is already in a collar back in the dorm. He's not going to be much trouble for a while. The Head Master put him in iron for two moons and made him a slave to the girl he was after. Tomorrow and every day for the next two moons, he'll report to her for work. That will give him time to reflect on his actions."

      Kimt's smile faded. "Yorn may like it, though. It'll give him a chance to be close to the girl. I better whip up a spell for him that keeps him at a distance. Let's hope he finds time to reconsider his actions."

      Lorit shook his head. "I'm glad Kedrik didn't do anything to get in trouble. He's a good boy. I'd hate to see him punished like that."

      "He seems like such a sweet boy. I'm glad I was there to keep him out of trouble." Kimt smiled.

      "He's not just a sweet boy. He's a powerful wizard already. Don't you feel it?"

      "He had a little trouble with his spell, but…yes, there was more power there than I would have expected. It was actually difficult for me to remove the spell he cast on himself." Kimt waved her hand in the air. "I didn't let on how much effort it took to unbind him, but it was almost too strong for me. I'm not sure what I would have had to do if I were unable to break that spell. He was most determined to chase the girl down." Kimt smiled mischievously and wagged her finger at Lorit. "I hope you're ready for him."

      Lorit shrugged. "We need more powerful wizards." He drained the last of his wine. "Help me keep an eye on him, won't you? I won't always be in a position to help him out. I've heard of the priests moving into a town called Talus. I'll go there and see what I can find before they get a foothold."

      "I'll look after Kedrik...At least until he grows more powerful than I am." Kimt looked concerned. "That won't take very long."

      Lorit set the chalice back on the table and turned to leave. "I'm afraid it won't," he said.
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      The day after admonishing Kedrik, Lorit set out to see if his suspicions were true. He needed to find proof that the temple was interfering in the lives of the common folk and not just the nobility. Up until now, the temple concerned itself only with the rich and powerful, but Lorit had heard rumors that the priests were trying to bring everyone into the fold. Even the common folk.

      The rich and powerful were attracted to the temple by the enticement of more wealth or more power. The common folk wouldn't be drawn to that. Most people knew better. Riches and power were not something they sought. Just keeping their family fed was enough trouble for most.

      The rumor had come to him from Talus, a small seaport city that Lorit had never had occasion to visit. That meant he'd have to travel there on foot, but it didn't matter. He'd been cooped up in Amedon for far too long and was eager to get out on the road once again. He found Chihon in their study, reading, and eagerly explained his plan to her.

      "Come with me?" he asked. She still had him blocked. He hoped getting on the road would open her up to him. He missed her constant contact and commentary on his daily activities, but she just looked over the book and frowned at him.

      "I have my work here in Amedon. I can't spend two moons on the road right now. I can't leave my students without a teacher."

      "Have Kimt teach them." Lorit wanted Chihon to come with him. He felt that he had to repair their relationship soon or it would be broken for good.

      "I have to stay," she said. "You go without me. I know how much you want to get out of Amedon. Take some time on your own."

      She closed the book and looked at him. "It might be good for you to take someone with you. Maybe Kedrik. He could use some time on the road to learn how to take care of himself out there."

      Lorit hesitated. He didn't want to take Kedrik with him. He wanted Chihon. "It'll be fun. Just like old times."

      "I can't go right now," Chihon said. "Take Kedrik. He'll be good company." She picked up her book and made a show of locating her bookmark and opening the book. She turned her eyes to the page, ignoring Lorit standing there.

      Lorit waited for Chihon to look up, but she steadfastly ignored him.

      He turned and left, but Chihon's refusal to accompany him nagged at him. He was worried that it was more than her workload. Something was bothering her, but he couldn't figure out what it was and she continued to block him.

      Frustrated, Lorit packed his things and sent for Kedrik to explain his plans.

      "Why don't we travel by magic to Talus?" Kedrik asked. "Wouldn't that be faster?"

      "And easier?" Lorit chided the boy about using magic when physical labor would do. Kedrik had not yet learned that magic took more out of a wizard than the same task done by mundane means. It was a lesson Kedrik would learn soon enough.

      "Have you been to Talus yet?" Lorit asked.

      "No. Why?"

      "How would you get to Talus if you don't know where it is?"

      "I'd ask someone where it is or follow the map."

      "You know someone who is familiar with Talus, then? Someone who knows it so well, you could reach into their mind and pull out the exact details of the place you want to go?"

      "No..."

      "Then you can't travel there by magic," Lorit said. "No matter how much power you have."

      "How about traveling to Ryden and then taking a ship to Talus?" Kedrik asked. "You've been to Ryden, haven't you?"

      "Yes, I have, but we're not taking a ship anywhere. When you take a ship, it disconnects you from the earth. It damps your powers, leaves you weak and vulnerable." Lorit recalled his previous travels by ship and shuddered. "No ship."

      "So, we walk the whole way, then?" Kedrik grumbled.

      "One of the reasons young wizards spend time on quests is so that they can familiarize themselves with many different places." Lorit glanced over at Kedrik, who didn't appear to be paying attention. "It's also why we ask you to observe and memorize minute details of every place you travel. Once you've visited a place, you can return to it by magic."

      Lorit emphasized the word. "Return...You can go back there if you recall the place well enough. But you can't travel by magic anywhere you haven't been."

      "Why not?"

      Lorit shrugged. "Who knows? Magic just works that way. Now go pack your things and meet me at the gate. We're leaving immediately."
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        * * *

      

      Lorit and Kedrik walked along silently most of the time. Lorit showed Kedrik how to snare rabbits for their packs and where in the streams to catch the best fish. Kedrik had little experience with the outdoors for a boy his age. He couldn't have had spent much time out of the city.

      Lorit tried to get Kedrik to talk about his family, but the boy was reluctant. He answered questions Lorit put to him but volunteered nothing. Lorit guessed it hadn't been a happy life for Kedrik. He wished he'd found the boy before the priests had gotten to him. Kedrik would have been so much better off if they had whisked him away to Amedon as soon as his power awoke.

      Talus appeared in the distance as they crested a low hill. There was a salty, slightly fishy smell in the air that signaled their approach to the sea, and when the hill dropped to white sand, Lorit knew they'd arrived.

      Talus was a small city with poorly maintained warehouses gathered around the port. It was a natural harbor with a long finger of rock protruding from the shore and curving out around the port. The strand of low-lying land ended in what would otherwise have been an island, although the island was smaller than the city by quite a considerable amount. A few warehouses huddled on the island crowding up near the lighthouse that stood tall against the cloudless sky.

      "What's that?" Kedrik asked.

      "It's the lighthouse. It's for navigation, so ships can tell where the land is at night or in the fog."

      "Ships can see that even in the fog?" Kedrik asked.

      "No. There are bells up there that ring when it gets foggy so the ships can hear them."

      "What are we looking for?"

      "Anything that would indicate that the temple is gaining a foothold here. It might be a new building that looks like a temple, or evidence that they're trying to convince the town-folk that they need the priesthood to keep them safe and healthy. I don't exactly know."

      Lorit found a young boy to guide them to an inn near the waterfront. Lorit wanted to be near the docks. If there were priests in the city, they probably came by ship from the island of Quineshua.

      The Tumbled Drum had a weathered sign showing a broken drum hanging crookedly above the entrance. The dining room was half-full of seafaring men and women.

      Lorit secured a table out of the way where they could watch the patrons come and go. As they were eating, Lorit spied a man in typical sailor garb, but he had a shaved head and his hands were soft. No calluses graced those palms. The man was definitely not a sailor.

      "There. A priest." Lorit pointed the man out to Kedrik.

      Kedrik shuddered and slouched down in his seat.

      "Don't worry. He can't find you. You're shielded, aren't you?"

      "Yes, but he makes me nervous just the same."

      "Try not to look suspicious or he'll sense you. A few priests I've met could sense shields as well as they sensed magic. The absence of magic around you gives you away if they know what to look for."

      Kedrik shook his head.

      Lorit reached out and laid his hand on Kedrik's shoulder. "Don't worry. I'll protect you. I don't have much trouble with the priesthood. They're not all that strong, especially without a temple in town to store their magic."

      "You mean they store magic in the temple?"

      "Yes. That's what they do with the boys they kill. Store up their magic in the temple so that the priests can draw on it later."

      Lorit and Kedrik ate their meal in silence as they'd done on the road so often. Lorit longed for Chihon's company. She always had something to discuss with him over meals. She challenged him, reviewing his plans and making recommendations for alterations that might reduce the risk or improve their chances for success.
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        * * *

      

      When they finished eating, Lorit stood up and tossed a few coppers on the table. "Come on. Let's go. I have an idea."

      Lorit guided Kedrik down a darkened alleyway until they came to a warehouse that stored lumber. The smell of fresh cut wood was tainted with the dark odor of burned oil, but both were muted as if the place had been abandoned. Lorit peeked inside before raising a spell to unlock and open the door.

      "In here. This is perfect." Lorit held the door and motioned Kedrik inside.

      "What are we going to do here?"

      "Set a trap."

      "A trap? For what?"

      "Not what, who." Lorit searched around to see what he had to work with. A pile of warped boards was stacked haphazardly off to the side of the warehouse beside several logs ready for the sawmill.

      "Who?" Kedrik asked.

      "The priest. I think I can lure him here."

      "Why are you going to do that?"

      "Not me. You're going to bring him here so we can have a nice chat. He would recognize my power and know a wizard was around. Your power looks much more like someone whose magic has just awakened."

      "You want me to be the bait?"

      "Yes. I'll be right here. Don't worry." Lorit looked over the pile of lumber. It would offer a good hiding place.

      "Don't worry?" Kedrik asked. "Do you know what they did to me last time they caught me?"

      "As a matter of fact, I do," Lorit answered. "I went through it myself. Most of us have." Lorit stepped behind the large pile of lumber and crouched down. "Drop your shield and materialize something. Nothing big, something simple like an apple or a loaf of bread. Those are the kind of things most boys start with."

      Kedrik dropped his shield and exposed himself. His magic flared like a bright light to Lorit's senses, and Lorit raised a new shield about the boy to damp out some of the magic. Kedrik was too powerful for the priest to believe it was a fresh awakening.

      Lorit opened his sense, watching for the priest. It didn't take long before he felt the man approaching. The priest was alone. That was a good sign. Priests like to work in pairs. That meant there was only the one in town.

      The door flew open, and the priest appeared framed in the shaft of sunlight. He still wore the sailor's garb but now held a priest's staff in his hand. A brilliant beam of green light flashed from the staff, striking Kedrik. It was a capture spell.

      Lorit hoped Kedrik wouldn't panic before the priest entered the building. He'd reassured the boy that he was perfectly safe, but Lorit's hopes were quickly dashed as power flared up around Kedrik, and the priest's spell broke.

      The priest lowered his staff and fled. Before Lorit could react, the priest was out the door and down the alleyway. "Retardo vos." Lorit reached out his hand and cast a spell to stop the priest.

      The man slowed as his steps faltered. He struggled to keep moving, as if his feet were suddenly made of lead and his legs of wood. Lorit ran over to him and turned him back toward the warehouse.

      "Come with me. We need to have a chat.”

      Lorit sat the priest on a pile of wood and stood before him.

      "Who are you?"

      "A...Awich," the priest stuttered.

      "Who sent you here?"

      "The priesthood."

      The priest fought against Lorit's spell. His hands fidgeted and his feet tried to run, but he was held fast. Lorit leaned in to get a closer look at the man. "Why are you here?"

      "To bring Ran's mercy to the people."

      "What is your mission?" Lorit demanded.

      "To show them the way. I bring enlightenment."

      "Why were you after this boy?" Lorit stood up, hands on his hips.

      The priest shook his head.

      "Speak!" Lorit demanded.

      The priest just shook his head once more. Lorit leaned in close to the man's face. "I said speak or you will regret your silence."

      The priest shook his head ever so slightly, but this time, blood flowed from his mouth. He spat something on the floor and blood rushed out his mouth and down his face. He'd bitten his tongue out.

      Lorit gathered his power, ready to turn the priest to ash where he sat.

      "Wait. Search him first," Kedrik said.

      Kedrik scrambled over and stuck his hand into the priest's pocket. He pulled out a vial filled with a green liquid that glowed eerily in the darkness of the warehouse.

      "Good idea. See if he has anything else."

      Kedrik quickly searched the priest, but the man had nothing else on his person beside a purse with a few golds and some silvers.

      "Step back," Lorit said.

      Kedrik stepped back from the priest as Lorit raised a fireball in his hand. It shone violet and spun lazily, throwing off sparks. Lorit waited for it to get so hot he could barely hold it.

      "Wait! It's starting to glow." Kedrik held up the vial he'd taken from the priest. The green liquid glowed like the light of a firefly.
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      Tass stood in the dark stone hallway and straightened her long black robes to make herself presentable before she entered Sulrad's study. Sulrad was fastidious and had turned more than one under priest to ash for entering his study in less than perfect attire. She brushed the wrinkles from her robe and ran her fingers through her graying hair. With the power she had, she could have used an illusion to make herself look young, but she preferred to show her age. She'd earned each of the wrinkles on her face and each of the pounds of excess on her rotund frame. She still had the respect and fear of the temple staff no matter her appearance. She was second in command, and everyone knew it. Everyone respected her for it, except Sulrad.

      She stood before the aged door to his study as she had so often before. As the High Priest of Quineshua, Sulrad occupied the pinnacle of power in the temple of Ran. Not that his study showed it. It was deep in the bowels of the ancient temple. The Old Section, they called it. It was stark and free of decoration, much like the man she was about to see. All business, no flair, no gold or fine furniture for Sulrad.

      Rumor had it that this study was first constructed when the original temple was built. Rumor also had it that the man who occupied it was the same Sulrad who built the temple four hundred summers ago. Sulrad was his name...not his title, as some believed.

      Tass rapped lightly on the weathered wooden door and waited to be acknowledged. She was confident that Sulrad knew she was there well before she knocked, but making her wait was one of his little jabs, meant to show her that he was the one in a position of power.

      Tass grumbled under her breath. His little insults had come to bother her more and more lately. She was High Priestess of Ran, not some under priest to be summoned to an audience without warning and kept standing outside like a naughty school child.

      "Come in, Tass," came the smooth voice of the High Priest.

      Tass entered the immaculate office and stood before Sulrad's desk, just as all of Sulrad's visitors were required to do. He said it gave him an advantage when meeting with his subordinates. To Tass, it was another little reminder, that even after the long summers working closely together, Sulrad still thought of her as a subordinate. It was that arrogance that had finally driven her to this point. To the point where she thought it was time to challenge him directly for control of the temple.

      She swallowed and began. "Your power is weak...you're growing old. So old I don't know how old you truly are...you're fading. It's time to designate a successor and begin the transition." Her voice was shaky, less confident than she'd hoped. This was it; the challenge had been made. If she survived this encounter, she might end up as the supreme leader of the temple of Ran and its priesthood. If only Sulrad had the good graces to age and die, she'd already have inherited the position.

      Tass shifted her weight from one foot to another, glancing momentarily down at the ornate rug that covered the cold stone floor before Sulrad's desk. The carpet was placed there to aid in the rapid cleaning of Sulrad's study, should one of his guests lose control of himself or find himself turned into a pile of ash. The High Priest was a practical man but fastidious about his study.

      Sulrad sat behind his large desk stacked with parchment and scrolls. Near the center of the desk stood a small statue of a maiden in ceremonial robes. She held the sacrificial knife in her arms, cradling the sacred blade against her throat. It was the only decoration that the High Priest allowed himself.

      Sulrad withdrew the knife and fondled it carefully. It was identical to the one found on every altar in every temple in the land. Sulrad turned the knife point down and touched it to the base of the statue. He spun it between his fingers and released it, watching intently as the blade twirled briskly, slowed down, wobbled, and then clattered to the desk.

      He looked up at Tass, his gaunt, birdlike face pinched up as if he'd just smelled something offensive. "You think I'm weak?"

      "You haven't demonstrated your power for almost a summer. You've remained here on Quineshua since that unfortunate incident with the wizard Zhimosom." Tass swallowed again. Her throat was suddenly dry and her voice cracked. "They say your usefulness is past, that it's time for new blood to take up the mantle and lead the temple."

      "Younger blood? Yours, perhaps?" Sulrad picked up the knife again and tapped the point lightly against the statue. He placed the knife carefully back into the arms of the maiden and lowered his hands to his chair. He sat there calmly, looking at Tass in silence. Without warning, the knife jumped from the arms of the statue and flew straight for Tass's heart.

      She hardened her shields to stop it, but the blade kept coming. Tass panicked and reached for the temple's magical stores. She drew power from the altar and the temple itself as she struggled to stop the blade a scant few digits from her chest.

      Tass reached out and seized the knife by the handle, plucking it from the air. She gestured at Sulrad with the point. "Don't pull your tricks on me. I know you're weak, and that leaves you open to any priest who wants to challenge you. You should be thankful that I've discouraged anyone from coming after you."

      "You've discouraged them?" Sulrad raised his hands and folded them on top of the short stack of parchment before him.

      "I've discouraged anyone from challenging you," Tass said. "I've started a rumor that you're building up a reserve of personal power in preparation for your final move against the Wizard's Council."

      Tass relaxed just a little. Maybe he was listening to her after all. How could he argue with her? His powers were waning. It was time for him to step down. She pressed on with her carefully rehearsed argument.

      "You have me to thank that you're not assaulted by every mid-level priest who has visions of a quick rise to the top. I've been your faithful..." Sulrad raised his hand and the words stuck in her throat.

      "And yet, you challenge me?" Sulrad reached out his hand.

      The knife heated up, and searing pain shot through Tass's hand until she could hold it no more. His power wrested the knife from her hand even as she held tight and fought him for control of the blade. It flew straight for Sulrad, who deftly caught it and replaced it in the arms of the maiden, then slouched in his chair. "Do you really think it wise to challenge me? There has never been a woman in a position like the one you currently hold. You've already risen higher than most ever will, yet you think you could lead the temple better than I." Sulrad leaned back and crossed his legs. "Would the High Priests accept you?"

      "They will, in time." Tass had already started planting the seeds of her story wherever she'd been this last summer. She'd worked hard to gather the endorsement of key priests and the removal of any of those that wouldn't support her.

      "Can you command the respect of the High Priests around the land? Not just here, in Quineshua?" Sulrad gestured to the wide expanse of the temple empire even though all they could see was the cold stone walls of his study.

      "I can." Tass placed her hands on her hips.

      "Prove it to me, then, and I will step down. Show me that you have what it takes to run the temple, and it's yours."

      Tass's heart quickened. Sulrad was going to allow her to ascend to his seat. All she had to do was prove it. She already had much of her plan in place. All she had to do was topple a few dissenters and encourage a few reluctant supporters and...and Tass grew warm. She pulled at her robe. It was suddenly hot and beads of sweat formed on her forehead, then dripped down her face.

      Tass looked at Sulrad as he waved his hand in the air almost casually. Power rose up against her, increasing in intensity. It was more power than she thought the priest possessed. Was he really going to attack her right here? Right now? Just as he'd conceded a major victory to her? Or had his words been meant to distract her?

      She hardened her shields and prepared for the worst. When the magical assault came, it was pathetic, weak, and feeble. She felt Sulrad's connection to the temple's magical stores and how he drew from them, but his personal power was almost nonexistent. She smiled. Maybe she could win this challenge yet. She reached for her own personal reserves. If she could end this battle quickly, she could take the High Priest's seat today.

      The heat of Sulrad's incantation washed over Tass, but it was ineffective. She smiled. Victory would be hers, and it would be sweet.

      She prepared the final blow and muttered the spell that would end Sulrad's life, but something was amiss. Sulrad drew power from some new source. One that Tass had never seen before. It was not the temple, but something else. Something irresistible. Something quite strange to her experience.

      The smile quickly faded from her lips as the magical force constricted around her body. She couldn't breathe. Tass wriggled, trying to free herself from its grasp, but she could not.

      Sulrad looked lazily at her. "Weak? Ineffective?"

      Tass struggled against the spell. She had to find a hold on it to break free. How had he done it? Sulrad was weak and old. She should have had no problem handling him, yet here she was, arms pinned to her side, suffocating.

      Tass gasped, but with each breath she let out, the spell constricted and she could not breathe in, no matter how hard she tried. She gasped again, taking shallow breaths, but it didn't help.

      Her vision faded, and bright sparkles flooded the edges of her sight. She grew dizzy and felt herself falling as the room turned black.
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      Queen Ukina sat alone in her room after Sir Adane left with the dragon's egg. The trappings of royalty seemed hollow, mocking her. She was the queen, the rightful heir to the throne, yet the nobles treated her as a naughty child in need of admonition. The hearth was cold now, the coals flickering red, on the verge of falling dark, and the servants had all been sent to bed, but Ukina couldn't sleep. She had to come up with an idea to help Sir Adane get the egg to Amedon. Lorit would know what to do with it.

      The nobles would be here in the morning, and she had no choice but to allow them into the treasury. That was clear. She had given her word, and if her word was worthless, then so was the crown. She had to keep her word, but that would ultimately lead the nobles and the temple to the realization that the egg was missing. They would soon discover that Sir Adane had gone and track him down. Ukina needed a way to give Sir Adane a head start so that his chances of reaching Amedon would be better.

      She called for her coachman.

      Ematay arrived quickly. He had always been loyal to Ukina. She knew she could count on him. When she was a little girl, she used to sneak out to the stables to sit and watch the horses. Ematay would come along and sit beside her. He'd reach into his pocket, pull out an apple, and deftly slice it up for her. She'd eat half of it and feed the rest to the horses, holding her hand flat open and extending it to let the horse lick the apple from her palm.

      "I need your help," Ukina told him. "I have a journey I wish to make immediately, but I don't want it known where I'm going. Can you have my coach readied for me?"

      "Yes, Your Majesty." He bowed and backed out of the room, leaving her alone. She was glad that she had already dismissed her servants for the evening. All the better; servants talked way too much for their own good.

      Ukina found a small pack and quickly stuffed a few articles of clothing into it. She was familiar with life on the road, so she chose clothes that would suit her well on a long journey, sturdy shoes instead of beautiful ones and thick warm clothes that were easy to wash and mend. When the pack was full, she slung it over her shoulder and carefully closed the door behind her.

      She wound her way through the dimly lit halls of the darkened and silent castle. She occasionally stopped to back into the shadows and hide as some servant or another passed by in the course of their duties. Ukina didn't think she'd been seen, or if she had, she hadn't been noticed.

      All the better.

      If no one knew where she was when the nobles arrived to ravish the treasury, they might wait for her return. At least, she hoped that would be the case. The nobles had grown aggressive lately. She wasn't certain that they wouldn't simply force their way into the treasury despite her absence.

      When she arrived at the stables, there was only a single lantern lit. Ematay stood beside her coach waiting for her, the pair of matching black horses harnessed and ready.

      Ematay bowed deeply and held the door open for Ukina. He took her pack as she scooted inside.

      "Where to, Your Highness?" He closed the door to the coach and hefted her pack onto the roof.

      "Across the river and then to Kirdon. I want to get out of town as quickly as I can before anyone notices that I'm gone."

      "As you command." He bowed his head and climbed to the driver's seat.

      The coach jerked to a start and Ukina was on her way. She watched out the window as they jostled through the empty streets of the city but closed the blind and hid her face as they reached the gate. She heard Ematay tell the guards that the queen had sent her coach to fetch a young man for her entertainment and heard the guard's laughter mixed with ribald comments as they opened the gate for the coach. So much for the love and respect of her people.
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        * * *

      

      Ukina tried to relax as the coach bumped along the rough road outside the castle. She found herself falling asleep, only to wake every time the carriage hit a rut in the road. She wanted to shout at the driver to be more careful, but she knew it wasn't his fault. The roads were rough, especially as they neared the bridge over the Kirdish River.

      The bridge was constructed by Ukina's grandfather. He said that opening a trade route to the farmers in Quilst would help feed the people by allowing lower price grain, since it could be hauled in without the cost of shipping it leagues to the east where a rough ford offered a route.

      The bridge was made of stone, mortared together to form three grand arches. The workmen had dropped stones into the river to form the foundation of the two central pillars. The archway in the middle was tall and wide enough to allow river traffic through in both directions at once. The bridge was one of the major achievements of her grandfather's reign and something she had always taken pride in.

      The road approaching the bridge was unusually rough due to the heavy traffic it saw on a regular basis, but this late at night, the bridge stood empty. No guards, no tariff collectors, no patrol regulating the traffic. The bridge was free to all who wanted to cross the river between Veldwaite and Quilst. No restrictions, no tax, no duty, no bribe was necessary. That was part of the reason she had chosen this route. She would be over the bridge and out of Veldwaite before the nobles discovered that she had gone.

      She was jerked upright as the coach bounced out of the last rut and onto the cobblestone surface of the bridge. The ride quieted down as the coach pulled smoothly forward onto the roadway. Ukina felt the straining of the horses as they labored to pull the coach up and over the high arch.

      Before they reached the crest, the horses stopped and the coach came to a halt. Ukina opened the shade and looked out the window, but the night was black, clouds covered the moon and there was no light to show her why the coach had stopped. She grasped the handle of the door and prepared to call out to the driver, but something made her hesitate.

      A sharp double thud rang through the coach followed in quick succession by several more. Something struck the coach from outside. It took her a moment to realize that she was under attack. Crossbow quarrels penetrated the thin walls and broke through the other side.

      Ukina dropped to the floor. If she had remained in her seat, the quarrels would not have found an easy path out of the other side of the coach, they would have found her, no doubt their intended target.

      "Stop it, you fools," a sharp voice called. "I told you not to kill her."

      Light flared through the arrow holes in the side of the coach, and Ukina could see where the shafts had entered and exited. A few stuck from the upholstery where she usually sat. Her inquisitiveness may very well have saved her life.

      Any moment, the door would open and she would face her attacker. She prepared herself. She didn't have long to wait. The door opened and a lantern was thrust into the coach. It was followed by a head covered in a mask so that she could not make out the features of her assailant.

      The man hesitated and turned his head back to the others. "She's not here."

      Ukina took that as her cue to act. She jumped up, knocking the lantern out of the man's hand. She aimed her head for his chin and caught him by surprise. The man staggered back, blood gushing from his mouth. Probably made him bite his tongue off. Served him right.

      Ukina shoved her assailant out of the way and ran along the bridge. She hoped that if she made it across, she could lose herself in the brush at the foot of the bridge on the Quilst side of the river. Quilst had never been big on keeping the way clear as Ukina's people did. There was plenty of brush and trees to confuse her pursuers if she could only make it across before they realized she was on the run.

      She had only made it a few steps when a crossbow quarrel struck the bridge beside her, sending sparks into the night air as metal hit stone. "The next one will go straight through you. I told them not to kill you, but I'd rather have you dead than on the run."

      Ukina tensed up and stopped. She raised her hands in the air to indicate that she was unarmed and turned slowly. The man she had struck was doubled over on the cobblestones, a pool of red growing at his feet as he held his hands over his face. Beside him stood another man, crossbow in hand. He, too, wore a mask, but his clothes marked him as a noble. Ukina thought she recognized the scarf he wore. She had been there when it was presented to him as a gift from her father. Unless she completely missed her guess, this was Jaurn, the head of the council of nobles.

      "Nice to see you, Jaurn. I'm glad to see that you attend to matters of such importance personally and don't leave them to your hired hands. Too many nobles have lost touch with the realities of business and trade that have earned them their wealth in the first place."

      The man reached up and pulled the mask from his face. Sure enough, it was Jaurn.

      "Since there's no need for the masquerade any longer, I'll give you the pleasure of seeing my face." Jaurn smiled at her, then glanced at the two crossbowmen at his side. "Bind her and take her back to the castle."

      With that, the men stepped forward and took her by the arms. Ukina wanted to resist, to scream out in rage, to fight her attackers, but she was no fool. Anything other than surrender would simply give them a reason to beat her. She walked between the men, head held high as if she were entering the great hall back in the castle.

      Silently, she called out for Lorit, hoping what little was left of the magical connection they shared would be enough to let him know she was in trouble. Not that he would necessarily come running to her aid, but she could hope.

      The men threw her back into her coach, where she landed on her knees. Jaurn stepped in and slowly closed the door. "Care to tell me where it is?"

      Ukina felt the coach move and heard the splash as the remaining men tossed the bodies of the dead into the river. She was in no mood to play games with the nobility. This meant war.

      She turned to Jaurn with a slight smile. "Where what is?"

      Jaurn slapped her face with the back of his hand, and she tasted blood.

      "Where's the egg? What have you done with it?"

      Ukina reached up and touched the split lip that bled heavily. She rubbed her finger in the blood and stuck it in her mouth, tasting the sharp tang of her own blood. She smiled at Jaurn but remained silent. He hit her again. It was going to be a long night.
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      Lorit raised a small fireball, ready to turn the priest to ash, when Kedrik interrupted him. The vial full of green liquid that Kedrik had removed from the priest's pocket glowed brightly in his hand.

      Lorit turned back to the priest. "This may be your lucky day." He grabbed the priest by the arm and lifted him from the woodpile where he sat. Lorit reached out with his magic and staunched the blood flowing from the priest's tongue. He would heal the man later, but for now, he just wanted to keep him alive.

      Kedrik pocketed the glowing vial and followed Lorit back to the inn. They dragged the priest up to the room Lorit had hired and tied him to a chair.

      "Ready to talk?" Lorit raised the fireball in his hand, gently tossing it up and down as he looked at his frightened prisoner.

      The priest's eyes widened. He shook his head from side to side.

      "Maybe I was a little too hasty before. I was prepared to turn you to ash where you sat, but I've reconsidered."

      Lorit saw the priest relax slightly at his words. He smiled and leaned in. "I've decided that I want to keep you alive for a while, so you can enjoy this." He brought the fireball closer to the priest's face. The smell of burned hair erupted along with a wordless scream from the priest.

      "No? Would you rather explain to me what this is all about?" Lorit withdrew the fireball and reduced it to the size of the end of his finger. He brought it close to the priest's cheek and watched as the skin turned red beneath it.

      The priest shrieked and banged his head against the back of the chair.

      "Ready to talk?" Lorit backed away.

      The priest shook his head vigorously up and down. Lorit laughed. "I thought so."

      Lorit reached out with his magic. He examined the priest where the man had bitten his tongue. Lorit had healed it sufficiently to stop the bleeding, but he had not restored it enough to allow the priest to speak. He debated whether to restore the priest's tongue, but that would pose problems in the future if he let the man live.

      "Lingua restituet." Lorit visualized the man's tongue being restored temporarily so he could speak, but not permanently. The spell would wear off soon, and the priest would be stuck with his self-inflicted wound.

      "What were you sent here to do?" Lorit demanded.

      "To enlighten the people."

      Lorit raised a fireball in his hand. "Not the temple babble. What were you sent here to do?"

      The priest's eyes opened wide. He drew himself back, as if trying to scramble out of the chair to back away from Lorit. "I was sent to spread disease so the temple can sell healing."

      "What is in the vial?"

      "It's...It's..."

      White foam came from the priest's mouth as he struggled ineffectively against his bonds. He choked and turned red.

      Lorit examined him with his magic. The priest was under a suffocation spell. Lorit tried to find a way to break the spell, but it was strong, stronger than he would have hoped for a man such as this.

      The priest gasped, breath rasping as he tried to get air. He turned purple and slumped in the chair. As the life went out of him, Lorit swore.

      "He's dead," Kedrik said, examining the priest.

      "Yes. They must have put a spell on him to keep him from talking."

      "What now?"

      "Now we go back to Amedon and find out what's in the vial."

      "What about him?" Kedrik nodded toward the body of the priest.

      Lorit raised a fireball and threw it at the priest. The man exploded into a shower of ash and blew away on the breeze.

      Lorit extended his hand to Kedrik. "Come on. Let's get back to Amedon."
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      Chihon was restless whenever Lorit was out on the road alone. At least this time he had Kedrik with him so she feared less for his safety than when he was alone, but she missed him, even though she was furious with him. She had lowered the block enough to sense where he was and what he was doing, although she still wasn't talking to him. She wasn't sure if it was him or the casual way he treated the whole subject of marriage and family that hurt her more. She wasn't sure she knew what she wanted, either. She respected the council's admonition about having children with Lorit, but at the same time, she longed for a closer relationship with him and was angry that he seemed to miss the point completely.

      There was a knock at the door. "Come in." Chihon sensed Kimt without getting up.

      "Chihon, I need your help." Kimt didn't bother with niceties or take the time to sit. Chihon had come to know the healer well enough to recognize when something was bothering her. "I have a friend whose daughter is sick. Her name is Sond and her new baby, Ril, is deathly ill. I've tried everything I can, but the child just keeps getting worse."

      Chihon frowned. Kimt was the best healer in Amedon. If Kimt couldn't help, what could someone like Chihon do? "How can I possibly help? I'm not a healer."

      "I sense a malignant power at work in her. It's blocking my magic so that I can't heal the girl. It's strange and twisted, like the priests'."

      Chihon sat on the edge of her chair. "Do you think the temple has something to do with it? Why would they do such a thing? Is she a key noble?"

      "No. Just a simple seamstress. Sond said the temple has moved into their area recently. The priests ask for gold and offerings in return for healing. They say that offerings are an act of faith, and without them, the priesthood cannot heal anyone."

      "That sounds like the priests. Where does Sond live?" Chihon asked.

      "In Frostan." Kimt wrung her hands.

      Chihon stood up and grasped Kimt's hands, separating them. "Have you been there? Can you lead me there?"

      "I can. I've been there often," Kimt replied.

      Chihon felt for Kimt's memories of Sond and her home. Kimt opened her mind to her, and Chihon saw the woman they were to visit. The small house on the outskirts of the city was built of sticks and plaster, thatched over and in good repair. The yard was small with washing hung between the house and its neighbor. Chihon focused on the tiny details that distinguished this house from so many others. The nicks in the doorpost from constant banging of kettles, the imperfections in the wood when it had been hewn, the spots in the thatch where it was tied in a hurry; all these things made it unique, and Chihon knew she could make it real in her mind.

      Chihon reached out for the house and pulled. The chill of the study vanished and was replaced by a cloying warmth of the house that was barely more than a hovel. A pot of water boiled gently on the stove, putting out a cloud of steam that added to the closeness of the place.

      The woman tending the pot was not much older than Chihon. She was thin despite the recent birth of her daughter and wore her light brown hair tied back in a kerchief. She dropped a handful of herbs into the water, releasing a burst of aroma that made Chihon wrinkle her nose. What was the woman using that smelled so foul?

      Chihon cleared her throat to get the woman's attention. Sond startled, turning so quickly she knocked the pot off the stove. Boiling water and aromatic herbs splashed, sizzling and raising a cloud of steam as the water hit the stove-top.

      "Sond. This is Chihon." Kimt reached out and drew the woman into her embrace. "She's the sorceress I told you about."

      Sond pulled free of Kimt's embrace and dropped to her knees on the wet floor. She grasped Chihon's hand, touching it to her forehead. "Thank you, Mother. Please help my daughter. She's so sick. She's my world. I can't lose her."

      Chihon grasped Sond's hand and pulled her up from her knees. "No need for that. Where is the child?"

      "In here, My Lady." Sond lifted a thick blanket and stepped into the bedchamber. "We keep the house warm. It helps with the sickness."

      The bedchamber was dark and stuffy. The windows had been covered with rugs hastily nailed to the wall, giving the room a dark, gloomy feel. Even the air felt heavy, as if the illness were filling the room and pushing out the fresh air. A small cradle stood against the wall. It looked to be a hand-me-down that was well worn; the wood was dry and cracking, but it was sturdy.

      The cradle was stuffed with blankets that overflowed the sides and hung to the floor. Inside, an infant lay sleeping. She was curled up with her face pressed into the blankets. She breathed raspy breaths that gurgled in evidence of her illness.

      "Her name's Ril," Sond said. "She's been sick for almost five days. She coughs so hard and her poor little nose runs like a river." Sond grasped the side of the cradle and leaned in. She gently touched the infant on her cheek.

      Chihon felt that gnawing emptiness in her stomach that she got when she saw a loving mother and daughter. Chihon's own mother had died when she was but a little girl, and she barely remembered her.

      The baby snuffled in her sleep, shifting but not waking. Chihon put her hand on Sond's shoulder. "Let me have a look." She gently guided Sond away from the cradle and leaned in to get a better look at the baby.

      Ril was so tiny. She could not have been more than two moons in age. She was angelic, lying there sucking her thumb as she slept, but Chihon sensed the wrongness about her. She reached down and touched the baby's cheek. It was as if a hot iron lay swaddled in the crib, so hot was Ril's fever. Chihon held her hand above Ril's head and probed for magic.

      There was a hint of magic, ever so faint, but it was there. Muddy, mixed, and putrid. Just like the temple's magic.

      Chihon straightened up. "Kimt, you were right. There's temple magic behind this. They've made it so that normal healing spells won't work."

      Chihon turned to Sond. "Tell me...have the priests been around here lately?"

      "They have." Sond cast her eyes on the cradle. "The rich pay them handsomely, and their children get healed. We can't afford the gold, so our daughter suffers. Many have already died among the poor and even among a few of the wealthy who refused to pay."

      "Just children?" Chihon asked. She wondered what the priests had done that caused the sickness. They would have had to have contact with the infant for most of the spells Chihon knew.

      "Mostly children," Sond said. "At first, it was babies below six moons in age, but now, it's older children too, and some grown-ups, mostly the older folks and the weak ones." Sond's face clouded over. "Can you help my baby?"

      Ril coughed and squirmed in the crib. Sond reached down and comforted her daughter, patting her on the back.

      "I think I can help," Chihon said. "But I'm not a healer like Kimt."

      Chihon probed the spell that surrounded the baby. It was complex and intricate and had the flavor of putrefaction, but there was more. Something bound the decay and disease to the baby.

      Chihon studied the spell carefully. She pulled at the threads of the magic, trying to break them, but they were too thick and too convoluted. She couldn't get hold of an end to start unraveling one. Slowly, she found parts of the spell that she could unravel, but soon her energy grew low, and she had to stop and rest. Sond and Kimt had left the room when Chihon started the healing. Chihon could smell the aroma of bark tea from behind the thick rug that separated the sleeping chamber and the kitchen.

      She pulled the curtain aside and stepped into the kitchen, sweating with the effort and the heat. She dropped into a chair and let out a heavy sigh. Sond rushed to her with a questioning look.

      "I think I'm making progress."

      "Is she healed?" Sond glanced at the rug that separated the rooms.

      "Not yet. I need a rest. I'm exhausted." Chihon knew she had made very little progress, but she didn't want to worry Sond until she had either succeeded or failed completely. While there was hope, she let Sond hold onto it.

      "Here, have some tea." Sond poured a large mug full of steaming tea and handed it to Chihon.

      Chihon tasted the tea. It had a sweet flavor and an aroma like lemon. It had a slight spicy aftertaste that calmed her down, quenched her thirst, and helped her relax for a renewed attack on the spell.

      "How much longer will it take?" Kimt asked.

      "I see how the spell was crafted but not yet how to break it. After I rest a bit, I'll try one more thing."

      Chihon relaxed and listened to the two women talk. They spoke of babies and how special each new life was. Chihon had never had much experience with babies, but she recognized the typical conversation of a new mother with an experienced one. Finally, Chihon set the empty mug down and went back into the bedchamber to take up the healing work on the baby. She felt one of the threads that made up part of the spell and tugged at it. If it were the key spell, that might break the rest of the threads free. It was tough.

      She yanked harder, and the baby screamed out in pain. Chihon quickly released the thread. Ril's breathing was labored and thick as she squealed in response to the pain Chihon caused her.

      "What did you do?" Sond appeared in the room as if by magic.

      "I thought I had the spell."

      Sond reached into the cradle and lifted Ril out and into her arms. She tried to soothe the baby, but Ril continued to scream.

      Chihon reached out her hand, but Sond twisted away from her with a scowl.

      Chihon left the bedchamber and sat beside Kimt at the table in the kitchen.

      "What happened?" Kimt asked.

      "I don't know. I thought I had the key thread, but when I tried to remove it, the baby screamed. I may be over my head here. I think I need help."

      Chihon was still angry with Lorit, but he had such a mastery of magic that if he couldn't break the spell, it couldn't be done. She wanted to reach out to him through their connection, but was ashamed about the way she had shut him out. She would have sought him out herself to ask his help, but she wanted to keep an eye on Ril. Maybe if Kimt went in her place it would be less awkward.

      Chihon glanced up at the healer. "Can you get Lorit and bring him here? I don't want to leave in case Ril takes a turn for the worse."

      Kimt nodded. "I'll fetch him right away."

      Sond reappeared in the kitchen carrying a now-quieted Ril.

      Kimt put her hand on Sond's shoulder. "Chihon is a good person and a healer. She would not do anything to hurt Ril."

      Sond patted the baby on her back and made soothing noises. She gently swayed from side to side, looking at Chihon as if she'd intentionally hurt the child.

      "I'm sorry. I thought I could break the spell." Chihon gestured to where Kimt had just vanished. "Lorit will know what to do."

      "Obviously you're not a mother," Sond said turning her back on Chihon, taking Ril back into the closeness of the bedchamber.

      Chihon felt her face grow hot. She had tried her best to save the child, and this was how the mother behaved? She may not be a mother herself, but she would never hurt a child out of carelessness. She was embarrassed by her failure and shocked that Sond thought she would intentionally hurt the baby. She wanted to cry.

      Almost before she knew it, Lorit and Kimt appeared in the small kitchen. Lorit handed Kimt his staff, walked over to Chihon, knelt down, and put his arm around her. "It wasn't your fault, you know. You couldn't have known your magic would hurt her."

      His words did little to salve her pain. Was she careless with the baby because she had none of her own? Was she jealous of Sond? She was ashamed that she'd hurt Ril and was glad Lorit was there to help.

      Chihon leaned in to Lorit and whispered, "I'm glad to see you."

      "When did this happen?" he asked.

      "I'm not sure. Ril's been sick for a while, and Kimt and I are both unable to heal her. It feels like temple magic."

      "This looks a lot like the magic we found in Talus. The temple is escalating." He hugged her again. "Don't worry."

      Sond emerged from the bedchamber with Ril. The baby was quiet once again, but she squirmed in Sond's arms.

      Lorit stood and examined the baby closely. "Hmmm..." He reached out his arms to take Ril from her mother.

      Sond looked at Kimt, who nodded.

      Lorit took the baby in his arms, cradling her as if he held a baby every day of his life. He gently held her head in one hand while the other one explored her tiny body. He leaned down, put his face close to hers, and pulled gently at her nose. "Who's a pretty baby?"

      Ril snorted and smiled at his antics. He repeated it several times until the baby giggled and squealed with glee. Chihon had never seen Lorit with a baby before. She'd never thought of him as a father. He was so focused on his war against the temple and so quick to mete out his violent retribution against the priests, that she had never even imagined him cooing and giggling at an infant.

      And he was more comfortable around babies than Chihon. She had very little contact with infants as her friends had been too young when she left home, and there were few women in Amedon and no babies at all.

      Lorit turned to Sond. "I can feel it. It will take a while. Do you mind?" He gestured to the bedchamber.

      "No. By all means."

      Lorit slipped the rug open and entered the bedchamber. He lay on his back on the bed and placed Ril on his chest. He embraced the baby gently to him and started to hum. Chihon didn't recognize the tune, but she could see his magic start to work. He drew on her magic as he toiled at the spell that enmeshed the infant.

      Chihon tried to follow along with what Lorit was doing, but it was foreign to her. He was using magic she had never felt before. It touched that deep lonely place in her where the memory of her mother lay hidden.

      As Lorit hummed to Ril, Chihon felt the spell start to unravel. It was subtle at first, but the ends of the spell separated from the baby, loose ends poking out of the jumble of confused magic that wrapped her. Lorit grasped at them and gently unsnarled them.

      Finally, Lorit gave a heavy sigh and several layers of the spell unraveled all at once. Chihon glanced at the floor, half expecting to see a jumble of threads laying there, but there was nothing. She looked back at Lorit. Something troubled him.

      "What's wrong?" Chihon asked Lorit through their connection, so Sond would not hear their conversation.

      "I can't unravel the spell completely, either. It's eating away at her, and the more I try, the tighter it gets."

      "You have to try harder."

      Lorit rocked the baby in his arms and hummed to her as he tried again. Chihon felt the power drain. She felt Lorit fight the spell and knew he had a measure of success, but was not able to remove it completely. Finally, Lorit gave up, unable to fully heal the girl.

      Lorit sat up and handed the baby back to her mother.

      Ril snorted and coughed once, but she was breathing easier. Ril arched her back, looking up at Sond.

      "She's better," Lorit said.

      Sond's eyes filled with tears. "Thank you so much. I will be forever in your debt."

      "Don't thank me. You just take good care of this little girl." Lorit gently stroked Ril's hair. "You be a good girl for your mother. Don't give her any trouble, you hear?"

      Ril smiled a broad toothless smile and gurgled.

      Lorit took his staff back from Kimt. "We have to find the source of this disease or else the whole town will be afflicted. They've done something. They've put a spell on something in a place where everyone goes or something everyone touches."

      "The well is the only place everyone goes," Sond explained. "There's only one well in this area of town and everyone uses it. Rich and poor alike."

      "Do you know where it is?" Lorit looked at Kimt.

      "I can take you there."

      Chihon followed close behind, looking back at the young mother and baby one last time as Kimt led them down the street.

      "She's not better," Chihon said. Lorit had reduced the effects of the spell, but the child was not free of the magic.

      "No. She's not," Lorit said.

      "The spell is too strong and tied too close to her life thread. It surrounds it and enmeshes it. I don't know how to defeat a spell like that without killing her," Kimt said.

      "Is that why she cried out when I tried to break the thread?" Chihon was still feeling guilty over the way she had hurt the baby.

      "Probably. It's tied so close to her life thread that you can't separate them," Kimt explained.

      "What did you do then?" Chihon asked Lorit.

      "I loosened the thread. I wanted to get them clear enough to sever, but I couldn't. I loosened them up, but they're still in place."

      "So, she's not better." Chihon worried about the baby. What would happen to her now?

      "She's not better. I'll come back and repeat the treatment until we find the answer."

      Chihon rushed to keep up as Kimt led them into the open square where the community well was located. People and animals jammed the cobblestone streets. The scent of meat cooking and nuts roasting was almost overpowering. The three of them emerged into the square that was crowded with people pushing to get close to the single well.

      The well was ringed by a short wall made of the same cobblestone as the streets and capped with an iron lid, which was currently folded open. A pair of boys lowered buckets into the water and retrieved them. They called out to the crowd as they labored, beckoning the next patron forward.

      Chihon felt a slight imbalance in magic as she entered the square. Someone had put a spell on the well and the water supply, but the patrons paid it no heed.

      "Lorit. Do you feel it?" Chihon asked.

      "Yes. It's there, in the well." Lorit walked up to the well and addressed the boys. "May I have a look inside?"

      "Don't bother us. We're busy." One boy poured a pail of water into the pot an elderly woman held. She dropped a copper into his hand and shuffled off.

      Lorit tapped the boy on the shoulder with his staff. That was more like the Lorit Chihon knew. He leaned in and spoke to the boy, who quickly jumped up making room for Lorit to peer down the well.

      Lorit raised his staff and a violet light shot out from it to illuminate the interior of the well as Lorit drew magic from Chihon to power the counter-spell.

      Kimt took Chihon's hand and held it as Lorit drew power from both of them. Chihon expected the spell to break apart as it had with Ril, but it only grew more convoluted and tightened as Lorit struggled with it.

      "Discédas ab his populus." Lorit commanded the spell depart from the townsfolk.

      Once again Chihon felt the power draw from her, but the spell remained tightly bound to the water supply. Lorit slumped to the ground exhausted, but not triumphant.

      The water still carried the taint of the spell. All those who drank from the water supply would eventually succumb to the illness. Chihon's heart sank. They couldn't even heal one child; how were they going to heal everyone in town? A lot of folk would die if they couldn't defeat the spell.

      "Chihon." Lorit sat on the cold stone wall of the well, looking up at her with a look of horror. "Did you drink the water?"
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      Tass struggled for breath in the darkness. She couldn't believe Sulrad had enough power to do this to her. Without warning, the constriction broke free. She had been spared. She gulped air, sweet clear air.

      The sparkles faded from her vision, and her lungs burned. She panted while she caught her breath. Her surroundings slowly became visible as the stars in her vision dimmed. The walls around her were stone, but not so crudely cut or so inexpertly fit together as the ones that formed Sulrad's study, yet temple trappings decorated the walls. A tapestry depicting a priest healing a dying child hung next to the window where a morning bird sang. The ever-present smell of the sea was gone, and Tass knew she wasn't in Quineshua any longer.

      Before she could make a move to pick herself off the floor, the door creaked open.

      A priest stood in the doorway. He paused, his hand on the knob, taking in the sight. Ghall was but sixteen summers in age, yet he had an air of command about him. Tass was struck, as always, by the resemblance he had to his sister, Queen Ukina.

      "What a pleasant surprise," Ghall said. He crossed the room and sat on the chair beside the neatly made bed.

      "A surprise for both of us." Tass picked herself up and sat on the bed. "That son of a swine sent me here in the middle of an argument. I thought he was growing weak, but he had a source of power I didn't expect."

      "I thought you had a way to block him from drawing power out of the temple. What happened?" Ghall asked.

      "He has some other source of power. I never felt it before. I blocked the temple power from his use, but he drew from something else. Not a lot, but enough to overpower me."

      Ghall reached for a chalice on the nightstand, poured it full of water, and handed it to Tass.

      She took the chalice and drank deeply. "We need to find a way to eliminate Sulrad."

      "We? That was your task." Ghall placed his feet flat on the floor and leaned toward her. "We agreed. I would take care of Veldwaite and my dear sister, and you would take care of Sulrad."

      "I will, but I may need your help." Tass had known Ghall since he was a young boy. She had infiltrated the castle and served as Ukina's maid until Sulrad had sent her on that fool's errand to try and subvert the sorceress Chihon.

      She didn't want to get into past mistakes. "How is it going for you in Veldwaite?" She wasn't so sure Ghall was having any greater measure of success than she was.

      "The nobility is getting in my way. I had a plan to use them to unseat my dear sister, but they have recently changed their attitude. I am not so sure that they're still completely on my side."

      "Do you know what caused the change?"

      "I heard of a talisman in the treasury. Something powerful and valuable. I sent the nobility to demand it from Ukina, but I fear now that they want it for themselves. I don't know much more than that yet. I have my spies in the castle. I expect to hear from them tonight."

      "Do you know what it was, this talisman?"

      "Not yet. It hardly matters. Ukina can't use it anyway. They're watching her closely to see if she uses magic. They're already leery of her relationship with Lorit. She can't make a move either way without getting herself into more trouble than she's already in."

      Ghall righted his chair and sat back down. "Besides, the more insecure Ukina becomes, the more likely she is to call on Lorit to come rescue her. That will set the nobles against her. Ever since Lorit destroyed the temple and they had to pay to rebuild it, they've been out for his blood. Tying Ukina to Lorit will only make her life worse."

      Tass cringed at the mention of the wizard. How an upstart young foundling could cause her so much trouble was beyond imagining. She had come so close to turning Chihon to the priesthood, only to have the opportunity snatched from her grasp in what should have been her final moment of triumph.

      "That wizard has to go," Tass spat.

      Ghall laughed. "You've had such success at that in the past. Have you found anything in your research that might help?"

      "Not that comes to mind. Sulrad has had me researching the various ways to defeat long-term spells."

      "Did he say why?"

      "He never explains himself to anyone, but he seems obsessed with Lorit. He believes that Lorit is the cause of his troubles."

      "And how do we take Lorit down?" Ghall asked. "He's way too powerful. A few moons ago, he appeared right here in the temple and snatched a boy right out from under Blakel's sacrificial knife.

      "Blakel was furious. It seems Lorit tricked him into believing he was winning the fight, while Chihon released the boy. They left Blakel standing there wondering what had gone awry."

      "Someday, I may have to deal with Lorit myself." Tass had never encountered Lorit directly, only Chihon, but she was confident that she could handle him. After all, she was almost able to subdue the High Priest of Ran himself. What could one wizard do?

      "Lorit's too powerful for a direct attack," Ghall said. "I still think Chihon is the key. If we can separate them. He'll be vulnerable."

      Tass cringed. She'd spent time trying to turn Chihon. She'd been so close when Lorit broke the spell Tass had used on the girl. Tass wasn't sure she wanted to get enmeshed in another plan like that.

      "Do you have a plan?" Tass asked.

      Ghall laughed. "It's already working."
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Tass sat on the balcony enjoying her breakfast when Ghall rushed in, out of breath. She gestured to the chair. "Please join me."

      Ghall ignored her invitation. "They've captured her. I fear they may have already secured the talisman." Ghall panted.

      "Captured who?" Tass set down her cup of tea and shoved the chair out in invitation. The boy made her nervous standing there like that.

      "Ukina," Ghall continued. "My spies tell me that the talisman was a dragon's egg, and that Ukina ran off with it last night. Jaurn captured her. He must already have the egg."

      "Slow down. What happened?"

      "Ukina left last night in her coach. It was almost midnight, but Jaurn ambushed her. He's holding her in the castle."

      "How do you know that he has this talisman? You say it's a dragon's egg?"

      "That is what my spies tell me. It was a dragon's egg. Ukina took it and ran, but Jaurn has her...and he probably has the egg, too. We have to do something."

      "Calm down." Tass motioned Ghall to sit. She poured him a chalice of water and handed it to him.

      "There's nothing we can do at the moment," Tass said. "Catch your breath and let's see if we can figure out what to do about this."

      Ghall took the chalice and drank deeply from it. He flopped into the chair and pulled one leg up beneath him. "What are we going to do?"

      "I don't know yet. Are you sure she had the egg with her?"

      "Why else would she run?"

      "Why indeed."
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      Lorit sat on the edge of the well as Chihon admitted to drinking the water. Sond had offered her tea while she worked on Ril and she had never given it a thought. Kimt had declined the offer as she never drank tea. She said it was unhealthy.

      Lorit had a sinking feeling. He wasn't convinced that the spell only affected children. If it showed up later in Chihon, what would he do? He had not been able to cure Ril; maybe he wouldn't be able to cure Chihon, either.

      Chihon tried to reassure him. "I don't think it will harm me. Everyone is drinking the water, and the adults are fine."

      "Let me have a look." Lorit reached out with his magical senses to examine her. There was nothing he could see, but that didn't mean it wasn't there. He reached into his pocket and touched the vial he had taken from the priest in Talus. He would study it when they returned to Amedon. For now, Chihon looked fine, but it did little to calm his worry.

      "Let's get back to Amedon. I want to see if they can figure out anything about that green fluid the priest was carrying in Talus. It may be related."

      Lorit reached out and took Chihon and Kimt's hands. He visualized the study they shared and pulled them across the void to Amedon.

      When they materialized, a messenger stood just inside the doorway. The youth stood straight and still as if at attention. He must have been waiting there all day for them.

      "What is it?" Lorit asked.

      The boy reached into his robe pulling out a folded piece of parchment. "Urgent news for you. The Head Master told me to wait for you and give this to you as soon as you returned."

      He handed the parchment to Lorit.

      "Thank you. You may go." Lorit didn't even look up as the boy left. He unfolded the parchment. On it was a note written in the careful hand of the Head Master.

      "What's it say?" Chihon asked.

      "It says Queen Ukina is in trouble. She invoked the spell I left her in case of emergencies. The Head Master received her message while we were away."

      "Does it say what happened to her?"

      "No. Just that she needs our help." Lorit crumpled up the parchment and tossed it into the fireplace.

      "You should go," Chihon said.

      "What about you? I need to find out what's going on. Maybe the water does affect adults. I can't run off until I know more about this."

      "And if you don't go help the queen, you'll regret it. Go. I'll be fine."

      "I'll go," Lorit said. "But if anything happens, call me and I'll be right back."

      Lorit prepared himself for the travel spell that would take him to Veldwaite. He would appear in the center of the throne room. He raised his power but felt Chihon restrain him.

      "Wait. Be careful, you don't know what you're getting into. Don't go straight to the castle. See what you can find out in town first."

      "That's a good idea." Lorit visualized the square where he and Chihon had first entered Veldwaite. He reached for it and pulled himself across the void.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit appeared off to the side of the market square. It was abuzz with patrons and merchants. The sounds and smells of everyday life were much the same everywhere; roast meat and nuts off to one side, baked goods and breads on another, and merchants calling out to the crowd of patrons from every stall in the square. Lorit had learned from Chihon that the market square was the best place to catch up on the local gossip. He found a likely candidate who sold ironware, ladles, spoons, and utensils. Lorit approached the man and casually looked over his wares. "I'm passing through, thinking of settling down here. What can you tell me of the local gossip that might make me want to stay, or should I be moving on?"

      "Veldwaite is a nice place, but there's been a bit of an uproar lately," the man said, leaning against the rough wooden post that formed his stall. "I heard the nobility was all up in arms against the queen."

      "What for?" Lorit asked.

      "Not sure. You never know with them royals. They could be fighting over some piece of land or something." He waved it away as if it were nothing.

      "Surely it's more than just land?" Lorit hoped the man would open up. He clearly had a line on all the local gossip.

      The man looked around as if checking for spies, then leaned toward Lorit. "One gal said they're fighting over something in the treasury. One of the serving women said the queen had this dragon's egg." He slapped the post. "You ever hear such a thing? A dragon's egg?"

      "You don't say?" Lorit handed the man a silver for his troubles. "Thanks for your time."

      Lorit needed a plan to enter the castle. He couldn't just appear in the throne room with all the trouble the queen was having. The nobility had a strict prohibition of magic and royalty mixing, and if she was already in trouble his appearance would only make things worse. He needed a way to sneak in.

      He observed the castle folk and watched for a pattern of coming and going that he could take advantage of. He noticed that the washing women came out of the castle carrying heavy baskets filled with laundry. They navigated the twisting path to the river, where they washed and dried their burdens before they returned to the castle.

      The women struggled back up the path under the load of the large baskets and paid little attention to anything but their burdens. Lorit prepared a spell to mask his image. He carefully created the outward appearance of a woman, tired and scorched by the sun, with a haggard look. He turned his hands red from the soap and cold water and created a large basket for himself.

      As the women trudged up the path back to the castle, Lorit quietly joined the trail. No one seemed to notice the addition of one extra washing woman at the end of the line, and he wasn't challenged by the guard as he entered the castle.

      Once inside, Lorit probed around with his magic and quickly located the queen. She was alone in her bedchamber up on the third floor of the castle. He carefully made his way there, avoiding the guards, but as he turned the last corner, he found two stationed outside the queen's door. Lorit stepped behind a pillar hoping they hadn't seen him and raised a shield that would make him invisible.

      Soon a woman came along carrying a tray laden with bread, meat, cheese, and a pot of wine. Lorit cast a spell on the woman, halting her before she turned the corner to the queen's chamber. He took the tray and cast a spell on himself to make the guards think he was the woman delivering the food. He raised his magic and started for the queen's door but stopped himself. He turned to the woman who had brought the tray and spoke quietly. "You delivered the food to the queen and she was grateful for your service. Go back to the kitchen and tell the cook."

      "I delivered the food." The woman turned and walked back the way she had come.

      Lorit turned the corner and the guards stood up. They readied their spears, barring his way.

      "Dinner for the queen," Lorit said.

      "Let me see that." One of the guards poked and prodded the food with his knife. "This is too good for her." He skewered a hunk of the meat and lifted it off the tray. "You can go in now."

      "That's for the queen," Lorit said.

      The guard raised his hand to strike Lorit. Lorit remembered, almost too late, that he was portraying the delivery woman. He lowered his eyes and cowered before the guard. "Sorry, sir."

      "You better be sorry. Once you're done, you come back and see me. We can have a little fun later."

      "Yes, sir." Lorit kept his eyes lowered.

      The guard opened the door and let Lorit enter. As Lorit passed, the guard reached out and grabbed him. Lorit smirked. His disguise was purely visual.

      Queen Ukina sat on the bed, looking out the window. Her hair was its usual mess, and her clothes were disarrayed, as if she had slept in them. She couldn't be getting much rest.

      "Just put it down and leave." Ukina waved to the table beside her bed but didn't turn around to see who it was.

      Lorit dropped the disguise. "I've come a long way to see you. I'd rather not leave so soon."

      Ukina spun around. Her face was bruised and her lip split and bloodied. One of her eyes was blackened, and she had two gouges on her face.

      She jumped up from the bed and raced into Lorit's arms, almost knocking him over in her enthusiasm. "You came."

      "What happened to you?" Lorit asked.

      Ukina held him tight and cried. Lorit held her and tried to sooth her with his magic until she was calm enough to speak.

      "I had a disagreement with one of my noblemen." She sniffed. "He wanted something I couldn't provide, so he took his frustrations out on me."

      Lorit touched her cheek. He raised power, preparing to heal her, but she pulled back. "Don't."

      "Do you want to suffer?" Lorit asked.

      "No, but if you heal me, they'll know that I've had contact with a wizard. They'll hang me."

      "Surely it's not that bad?" The kingdom had rules against wizards ruling, but hanging the monarch just for having contact with a wizard was extreme. They had never acted this way before.

      "It's that bad. It's not that they don't want magic. What they seek is supposed to have great magical power."

      "What do they seek?"

      "A dragon's egg." She studied him. "You don't look surprised."

      "I stopped in the market on my way here. Rumor has it you had a dragon's egg." Lorit extricated himself from her embrace and sat. "You really did?"

      Ukina nodded. "It was in the treasury. Deep in the old vaults. I didn't know it was there until the nobles sent someone for it. I made an excuse and sent it off with Sir Adane. Then I ran in the other direction to put them off his trail."

      "It looks like it didn't work out so well." Lorit reached for her again. "Let me heal that a little. I won't make it obvious, but I can stop the pain."

      "Just a little," she said hesitantly.

      Lorit felt her injuries. Those that were strictly internal, he healed completely. He was certain that Ukina didn't know that she had been beaten so badly that she might have died from her injuries. He flowed magical energy into her, mending her bruised and battered body, but leaving the split lip and facial bruises.

      "Feel better?" he asked.

      "I do feel better. Thank you." She sat on the bed, facing him. "They didn't get the egg, and I didn't tell them where Sir Adane went."

      "Where did you send him?"

      "To you...I sent him to Amedon and told him to ask for you or Chihon."

      "Sir Adane is a good man. He should be safe. Does he still carry the protection I placed on him?" Chihon had healed Sir Adane after a particularly savage battle, and Lorit had placed a spell of protection on the knight, so he would be resistant to magical interference.

      "He does. That's why I sent the egg with him. I trust him with my life."

      "Is it really a dragon's egg?" Lorit had read what little there was in Amedon about the dragons. Whenever he'd asked his mentor, Zhimosom, about it, the wizard had avoided the question.

      "That's what I understand, but it looked a lot like a field stone with a thin gold lace covering and some jewels embedded in it. It looked old and almost as if it was falling apart, crumbling."

      "Why do the nobles want it?"

      "I don't know. The nobles are divided. Some of them back me, some back my brother, and some are in it for themselves. I don't know which ones these are."

      "If they are backing your brother, then the temple is involved."

      "That would make sense. Lorit, they're tearing the kingdom apart. If we can't stop them, this will lead to a civil war."

      "I'm afraid it's worse than that. The temple has stepped up its infiltration into some of the smaller cities and towns. They are actively trying to expand all across the land. Something is going on."

      "Lorit, what am I going to do?"

      Queen Ukina put her head in her hands and cried.

      Lorit moved to sit beside her and put his arm around her. When she felt him, she let out heavy sobs and collapsed into his arms.

      "I'll think of something," Lorit said. He hoped he sounded more confident than he felt.
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      Tass enjoyed the quiet of the morning, sipping a brew of bark and herbs, pondering her options. She often climbed the spire of the temple with her morning tea to look down on the faithful and today was no exception.

      Tass wondered about Ghall. He was confident that the nobles had the egg, but she wasn't so sure. She gave Ukina a little more credit than that. Besides, if the nobles had what they wanted, why was the queen still alive? You don't capture the monarch and then let her go free.

      That meant that they hadn't found the dragon's egg. She would have to do something about that, and one of these days she would have to do something about Ghall, too. But until she had the egg in her possession, she needed him. She would have to spare his life for a little longer.

      She was almost finished with her tea and steeling herself for the day when an under priest stormed onto the balcony without knocking.

      "Mother! You must come quickly," the man panted. "It's Father Ghall."

      The under priest didn't wait for a response but fled the room as suddenly as he'd arrived.

      "Wait for me!" Tass called after him. What had befallen the lad now? Ghall was always getting into something he should have kept out of. He was barely strong enough as a wizard to qualify for the priesthood. Had it not been for his royal blood, she would have killed him and taken his power long ago.

      The under priest led Tass to Ghall's room and ran off without a word. Ghall lay on the bed, sweating. Pain distorted his face. A great deal of pain, by the looks of it. Tass smiled. Maybe she wasn't going to have to do anything about Ghall herself. Maybe someone had beaten her to the boy.

      She drew a chair and sat next to Ghall. "What happened?"

      "Poison...they...poisoned me," Ghall said through gritted teeth.

      "Who?" Tass asked.

      "I...don't know." Ghall groaned. He reached for Tass, grabbed a hold of her robe, and pulled her close. "Do something..."

      Tass pulled his fingers from her robe and sat straight. She looked back at Ghall and snorted. "Why should I help you?"

      "The throne..." Ghall muttered.

      "Yes. The throne." Tass waved her hand in the air. "That's your dream, not mine."

      "You...need me." Ghall winced in pain.

      Tass considered her recent predicament. She had been exiled by Sulrad in a fit of anger. Perhaps it was time she did something other than running back to him and apologizing. Sulrad had grown weak over the last summer, even though he wouldn't admit it. He still acted as if he was at full strength, but she knew better. Perhaps Ghall could help her hurry Sulrad's demise along.

      "Oh, all right." Tass stood over Ghall and reached out her hand. She felt the poison in his system. It was nasty. Not only was there poison, but it was tailored to resist wizard's magic. No wonder Ghall was unable to rid himself of it.

      Tass frowned at the thought. Whoever had done this was knowledgeable. The formula for the poison in Ghall's body was a carefully guarded secret. Only a few of the temple's highly placed assassins knew of it.

      Fortunately for Ghall, Tass had enough field experience to be trusted with just such a formula, and she knew what to do to counteract it.

      Tass looked down at the boy. He was in a lot of pain, but the poison was designed to work slowly so that the victim would have plenty of time to ponder his deeds before death came to his relief. She smiled. Ghall's predicament was going to provide her with some badly needed entertainment.

      "I have to get some herbs to make a counter-spell. This is part magic, part medicine. I'll be back." She stood to leave.

      "Hurry!" Ghall cried.

      Tass stopped. Maybe it was time to get a few concessions from the young priest. "Before I go, there's something we need to discuss."

      "Talk?" Ghall gasped, his face red and sweaty. "You want to talk while I lie here dying?"

      Tass sat back down and pulled the chair close to the bed. "Yes, I thought we could have a nice chat about who's in charge here."

      "What are you talking about? What does it matter who's in charge?"

      "Well, you seem to think you're in charge. I disagree. I thought it was about time we resolved our disagreement."

      Ghall winced. "That doesn't matter at the moment. Go get the antidote."

      "See, there you are. You seem to think I'm yours to command. That's not how I see it."

      Ghall tried to sit up, but his face went white and he fell back on his bed. He writhed in pain.

      "Well?" Tass demanded.

      "All right. You're in charge. Please go get me the remedy."

      "See how much better that was?" Tass turned to leave. Before she reached the door, she paused and turned back to Ghall. "You just lie there and enjoy it for a little while. I'll be back with the remedy before you die."

      She paused and looked back at Ghall. "At least I hope I'll be back before the poison kills you."
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        * * *

      

      Tass took her time finding the herbs and bark she needed to concoct the potion. She brewed them up in a tea and strolled back to the room where Ghall lay in pain. She knew the poison would not kill him while she tarried, but he would be in a lot of pain. It would do him some good to suffer.

      She strolled into his room carrying the antidote. "Still alive? I knew you were strong enough to hold on." She patted his head. He was burning up and sweaty.

      "You took your time, didn't you?" Ghall reached for the steaming mug she carried. He grasped her hands and guided the mug toward his mouth. Tass held it for him while he sipped it so he wouldn't drink too fast and choke.

      The potion went to work quickly and opened up a path for Tass's magic. She pressed a spell on Ghall to accelerate the healing process and watched as the effects of the poison faded. He would live, but he still had several days of recovery before he would feel well again.

      Ghall sat up and groaned. "Thank you for your kindness."

      She could hear the sarcasm in his voice. It appeared that they'd never taught gratitude to the prince.

      "What happened? Were you partaking at an inn or a private residence? Did someone sneak into the temple and do this?" Tass was genuinely worried that there might be an assassin around. Sulrad might have sent someone after them. If Sulrad had lost his tolerance for both of them and sent assassins out, life would be dangerous indeed.

      "I was at a dinner for the Jaurns last evening," Ghall explained. "Most of the influentials I've been trying to turn against Ukina were there. Apparently, they had planned to kill Ukina and me. If neither of us survives, the throne of Veldwaite is open to the nobility. They will choose their own king."

      "Sounds like their attempt failed. You'll have to be more careful in the future."
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        * * *

      

      Tass left Ghall to recover, but visited him frequently over the next several days. The remedy for the poison had not been instantaneous. It left him feeling ill and weak.

      "What are you planning?" Ghall asked.

      "Planning? Why do you think I'm planning anything?"

      "Because you threatened me with death if I didn't swear an oath of fealty to you. You have something big in mind."

      "The temple is expanding. Sulrad doesn't know how far-reaching my plans are. With the egg, I believe I can finally bring him down. Then I'll take my rightful place as the High Priestess of Ran. The temple will spread across the land unimpeded under my rule."

      Ghall snorted. "Unimpeded? How about the meddling wizards in Amedon? They may have a different opinion."

      "The wizards won't matter. Sulrad almost destroyed them once. He nearly succeeded and I don't plan to fail."

      "How will you do that?"

      "Sulrad has a charm. The thing he drew on when he banished me. He must have it spelled so only he can use it, or else I would have sensed it much sooner. I plan to use the egg to take it from him and use it for my own ends."

      "You make it sound so simple."

      "Sulrad is weak. He has very little power of his own. If I can take the amulet away from him, he'll be powerless. I've already devised a spell that blocks his use of the temple as a power source. I should be able to do the same with the amulet he possesses. If that works, he's as good as dead."

      "And me?" Ghall asked.

      "I still plan to have you on the throne. Perhaps when the temple expands, we will grant you even greater holdings than Veldwaite. You'd like that, wouldn't you?"
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      Chihon sat alone in the study that she shared with Lorit. The fire burned low, throwing a dim flickering light about the room. It was chilly and damp. Chihon spent a lot of time alone in the study, but now she was lonely. She had cut Lorit off from their usual constant connection because he needed to decide what he was going to do about her, and that was best done alone. She wanted him to feel what it would be like without her so he could make up his own mind, but it left her isolated and alone.

      She was heartened when Lorit returned from Veldwaite after his visit to Queen Ukina. He had Kimt with him and at first Chihon thought nothing of it. Kimt often visited her just to socialize, but Kimt looked serious. Chihon didn't want to get into a discussion about her health right away. She was curious as to how Queen Ukina was faring. It had been an emergency after all.

      "How was the queen?" she asked.

      "Afraid. She's being kept in the castle. The nobility and the temple have ganged up on her. She says she had a dragon's egg in the treasury and that she sent it here. That's what the fuss is about. The temple wants the egg, and the nobility want it for leverage against her and the temple."

      "Did you bring her back?"

      "No. She's afraid to let them see me helping her. She thinks they'll execute her if we interfere too much. I did heal her where it doesn't show, but she wanted to remain behind to give Sir Adane more time to get here."

      Lorit sat beside her. He touched her forehead, letting the magic flow from his hand into her. It coursed through her, probing, but Lorit couldn't find anything he could affect and he retreated.

      "I'm worried about you," Lorit said. "If you've been contaminated by the water, I may not be able to heal you, just as I wasn't able to heal Ril."

      Chihon was worried, too. She'd examined herself but found nothing amiss. Still, she had a lurking feeling of unease that she couldn't shake.

      "I've been thinking about it," Lorit said. "I can't stop thinking about it. It's not active magic. It's something guiding the victim's life force. It's consuming them from the inside."

      "What do you think the temple is up to?" Chihon couldn't think of a reason the temple would want that many people sick. Did the priests think they could enslave the city by making the occupants sick enough that they would welcome the temple's healing at any cost?

      "I think it's how they mean to control the people. All the people, not just the rich and powerful," Lorit said.

      Chihon felt Lorit's magic touch her. It passed around and through her once again.

      "Not satisfied with your first look?" Chihon asked.

      "I don't see anything, but then I'm not sure I know what to look for. I want Kimt to check you out."

      Kimt knelt beside Chihon, placed her hand in front of Chihon's stomach and closed her eyes. The magic penetrated Chihon, and she felt the touch of the healer probing. Kimt's magic paused in Chihon's stomach. It grew warmer. At first it was a gentle soothing warmness, but then the heat continued until it was almost painful.

      Chihon winced as it grew to a burning pain. She placed her hand over the spot where the pain was worst, but Kimt pulled it away, continuing her examination. After a while, the heat subsided and Kimt sat back with a weary look on her face.

      "What's the matter?" Chihon asked.

      "You have the same sickness as Ril has," was all Kimt said. "It's very slight, but it's there."

      Kimt took Lorit's hand and brought it close to Chihon. "Probe, just here." She positioned his hand. "There. I feel it. It's already taking hold."

      Lorit's magic joined Kimt's. It was comforting at first to have Lorit warming her like that, but as his frown deepened, she grew nervous.

      "Is it bad?" Chihon asked.

      "It is," Kimt said. "I don't know what to try."

      Lorit handed Kimt the vial of green fluid they had taken off the priest in Talus. "See if this is any help. This is what they were using in Talus."

      Kimt looked the vial over, her healing magic probing the fluid and Chihon at the same time. "I see the similarity. I think I can break the spell. Do you want me to try? It's going to be painful," Kimt said.

      "Yes!" Maybe Kimt could defeat it while the disease was only just getting started. Chihon lay on her back on the bed, nervous, as Kimt bent over her.

      "I'm going to try something different from what you and Lorit tried on Ril. This may hurt a little." Kimt placed her hand against Chihon's belly. "Ready?"

      "I'm ready." Chihon braced herself.

      "Lorit, come help me," Kimt said.

      Lorit knelt down next to Chihon. Kimt took his hand and placed it on Chihon. "There. I will drive the spell. You watch and try to keep it from doing any damage to her body."

      "What are you going to do?" Lorit asked.

      "I'm going to kill the disease with fire. Very tiny fire, localized where the disease rests." Kimt looked at Chihon with pain in her eyes. "This may hurt."

      "Don't worry about me. Just do it," Chihon said.

      "Here we go."

      The pain of a red-hot knife sliced through Chihon's guts, and she let out a scream that almost deafened her. Her insides twisted and flared with fire, inciting pain like nothing she'd ever felt before. She arched her back and screamed as the fire erupted inside of her. Kimt let up, but Chihon encouraged her to continue until she was done. Chihon tried to hold back the screams as the fire twisted and pulsed within her. After an eternity, the pain subsided. The fire died away and Chihon relaxed, but the memory of the pain lingered as she sat back, panting.

      "Did you get it?" Chihon asked.

      Kimt and Lorit exchanged glances. "I think so. We will have to watch closely and see if it worked."

      Chihon was exhausted. She could hardly keep her eyes open.

      "Just relax," Kimt said.

      Chihon let her eyes close and laid her head back. The pain still throbbed, but she soon drifted off to a heavy sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Chihon woke to the touch of a cool, wet cloth against her forehead. She wasn't sure if it was the next day or the next week. She had slept fitfully after Kimt's attempt at healing, and the sleep had dulled the memory of the pain. She opened her eyes to see Kimt standing over her.

      "Looks like you're finally back with us," Kimt said.

      "What happened? Did you get it all?"

      "Just rest. It was pretty hard on you. You've been asleep for three days." Kimt continued to mop Chihon's brow with the cool cloth.

      Chihon struggled to sit up. "Three days?"

      Kimt dipped the cloth in a bowl of water, wrung it out, and placed it on Chihon's head, gently pushing her back down.

      "It's over," Kimt said soothingly.

      Chihon placed her hand on her stomach. "Did...did you get it all?" she asked.

      "We got it all out. The magic is gone."

      "I'm going to be fine?" Chihon asked. She was worried because the magic had defeated Lorit when he'd tried to heal Ril.

      "You'll live," Kimt said.

      Kimt was holding something back from her. That could only mean bad news. Chihon knew the healer well enough to know how she operated.

      "What is it that you're not telling me?" Chihon pushed the cold cloth away and sat up once more. "I know you're not telling me everything."

      "Well...It may be nothing. It's too early to tell."

      "Tell what?" Chihon demanded. She was growing impatient with Kimt.

      "The disease and the cure may have a lingering affect. I just don't know for sure yet. I'm trying to deal with it." Kimt struggled with the words.

      "Deal with what?" Chihon was even more worried now than before.

      Kimt hung her head. "The disease affected more than your stomach. I'm afraid you may not be able to be a mother."

      Chihon was shocked at the news. They had told her that she and Lorit were not to have children, but she had always thought that was a problem for the future. Now that she considered it, she couldn't imagine missing out on the opportunity to be a mother. She had never known her mother and ached to know what it would be like to have a child of her own.

      "No kids..." Chihon said. "Are you sure?"

      "No. I'm not sure. I'm working on it. Your insides were torn up pretty bad by the healing fire. I can't say right now. Just rest until you heal. Then we can try a few things to be sure."
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        * * *

      

      Kimt returned to check up on Chihon every day, looking her over, encouraging her to rest and recover.

      "You're looking much better," Kimt said. "Have you been up and around?"

      "I've been out for brief walks. I'm starting to feel well again."

      Kimt pulled the blankets down and lifted Chihon's gown to expose her stomach. Kimt placed her hand atop Chihon's skin. It was warm and comforting as Kimt lightly probed Chihon's flesh.

      "I think this may be my last visit." Kimt removed her hand. "I've done everything I can."

      "Can I be a mother? Do you know?" The question had weighed heavily on Chihon's mind. Not only Kimt's medical worries, but the prohibition of her having children with Lorit. She was eager to get a clean bill of health but knew that would only bring the problem of what to do about Lorit to the forefront.

      "It looks like you may, but why are you so worried?" Kimt asked.

      "I always wanted a little girl of my own," Chihon explained. "To know what it feels like to be a mother. I'm not ready to give that up yet."

      "Certainly not with Lorit!"

      "No...I just never thought about it before." Chihon had never considered that staying with Lorit meant missing out on motherhood. Was she willing to pay that price?

      "You still have plenty of time to decide yet. You're young." Kimt patted Chihon's stomach and covered it with the blanket.

      After Kimt left, Chihon thought about what the healer had said. If she were able to be a mother, who would be the father? If it couldn't be Lorit, then what would she do? She didn't want anyone but Lorit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Lorit felt every bit of pain he and Kimt had caused Chihon when they tried to heal her of the temple spell. He agonized over it every waking moment and dreamed about it while he slept. He decided he needed a distraction, so he invoked the spell that would take him to the home of Zhimosom, his mentor. Zhimosom had taken to whiling away his days in his mountain retreat. He said he wanted to spend his last days in comfort, but from what Lorit was able to gather, this meant frequent naps in the chair in his study.

      Lorit appeared in the woods just outside Zhimosom's home. He knocked and then let himself in, knowing the old wizard would be asleep in his study and wouldn't answer the door. The study was large, gloomy, and dusty despite the warm breeze and sunlit afternoon. Zhimosom was fast asleep, his long white beard flowing down his chest and onto the book before him. It was opened to a page that showed a drawing of Zhimosom and Du'ala standing on a wide flat plain.

      In the drawing, Zhimosom stretched his hand out and the sword grass rose from the plain. There was a connection there that Zhimosom was reluctant to talk about. Du'ala had summoned the old wizard to her when last Lorit had seen her. Zhimosom had come running as if he were a school child called to the Head Master's.

      The Arda'um were a short scaly folk who lived in the Plains of Grass—a natural barrier of chest-high sword-sharp blades that kept everyone at bay. Had Zhimosom raised the sword grass? If the drawing in the book was accurate, he was the one who created the barrier that protected the Arda'um. Lorit had thought it was natural and that the Arda'um were somehow the only ones able to thrive in it.

      Zhimosom snorted but remained fast asleep, and Lorit didn't want to wake him. That had never worked out well in the past. Maybe Du'ala would have more to say about the drawing. She was just as tight-lipped about their relationship, but Lorit was curious.

      He left Zhimosom sleeping and made his way back up the path to Zhimosom's Sorcerer's Stone. He stood atop it and gathered power to himself. Lorit reached out to the Plains of Grass and the image of Du'ala and pulled himself across the void to the home of the Arda'um.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit appeared in the rough clearing where the Arda'um made their home. They used lizard dung to keep the sword grass away from their huts and fertilize the rich soil, but it left a sour smell about the place that mixed with the odor of burning grass.

      Lorit was surprised to see Du'ala sitting beside her hut, pipe in hand, as if waiting for him. She extended the pipe to Lorit. "Smoke," she said. The last time he'd visited her, the smoke had put Lorit in a trance that allowed him to speak to her mind-to-mind.

      Lorit smiled at her and pushed the pipe away. "No need."

      Lorit opened his mind to her, and her image transformed to that of a beautiful young woman.

      "Why are you here, young wizard?" she asked.

      "I'm searching."

      "Searching for what?"

      "For a way to stop the temple. To stop Sulrad from killing young wizards and taking their power. To stop them from infecting people with diseases just so they can charge people gold to heal them."

      "A worthy quest, but why do you think you can find answers here that you cannot find elsewhere?"

      "Because the Wizard's Council won't do anything about the temple, and Zhimosom refuses to answer my questions. I know there is something between you and the wizard and the temple." Lorit leaned in toward Du'ala. "And finally, why doesn't wizard's magic touch you? I thought I saw a drawing of Zhimosom raising the sword grass. Is that true?"

      Du'ala laughed quietly as if sharing a joke with herself. "So many questions that you are not ready to hear answered."

      Lorit was frustrated and angry. Why did everyone have to keep secrets from him? All he wanted to do was make the land safe from the temple, but everyone had their own secrets and kept the answers to themselves.

      "Why not?" Lorit demanded.

      "Patience. There will be a time when you are ready to hear that story. For now, let me tell you a story that you are ready to hear. It is about the priest Sulrad."

      This was more like it. Maybe he was going to learn something after all.

      Du'ala handed Lorit the pipe once again. "For this—smoke."

      Lorit scowled at her. "I don't need the smoke to give me visions."

      "No smoke, no story." She waggled the pipe at him.

      Lorit gave in and took the pipe from her. He inhaled the smoke and held it in his lungs, feeling it cloud his vision and his mind. Brilliant colors erupted everywhere as if they had just been created. The contents of the hut twisted and turned, taking on new and strange shapes as a cloud of golden flakes flowed from the carpet before him, taking the form of a dragon.

      As the dragon flew off into the sky, Lorit felt that he was sharing its vision, seeing through its eyes...becoming the dragon. He felt his wings beat as they caught the wind and lifted him into the warm afternoon sun. He saw the air currents before him and knew instinctively where to go to gain the most lift with the least effort.

      The sky above was deep purple, darker than usual, the grass below a strange color, not the familiar green, more blue, sharper. At first Lorit thought his eyes were seeing familiar sights in a new and unfamiliar way, but when he caught a glimpse of the sun, he knew he was in another realm.

      The sun was much, much larger than normal. Instead of the bright yellow glare, it glowed with a brick-red light that barely illuminated the ground below.

      Lorit's eyes adjusted. The vertical slits and heavy lids allowed him to see much sharper in the distance and even look directly into the face of the strange red sun.

      Overhead, diaphanous drapes of green and blue formed, shimmering in the darkness of the evening sky. Something strange pulled at him, drawing him toward the shimmering curtains. He tried to resist, but it did no good. He was compelled to enter.

      He flew toward the lights, wings beating hard to gain altitude until he reached the insubstantial curtain. He banked hard and turned. Twisting his wings, he sped in and out of the glowing sheets of blue-green light that hung across the sky.

      Suddenly, the sky darkened. It was night and the moon lit the ground beneath him. The call came again, stronger this time, and Lorit couldn't resist. He folded his wings and dropped toward the rocky crags. Just before he hit the ground, he stretched out his wings and caught the air, settling to the dirt with the gentlest touch.

      A figure stood within the shadow of the steep rocky walls. Lorit couldn't make out who it was, so he widened the slits of his eyes. It was a man, wearing a black robe. The man's head was shaved and he had a birdlike beak of a nose. His arms were outstretched, calling, inviting, demanding.

      Lorit waddled forward, his tail hitting the rocks as he took one cautious step after another until he was scarce spans from the man. He lowered his head to get a better look at the one who had summoned him. Who had called him across the void from the realm of the dragons to the realm of man?

      The man pulled his hood down, exposing his face. It was Sulrad, only younger, no more than thirty-five or forty summers in age. Lorit reared up, trying to escape, but the pull was too strong. He couldn't resist.

      A charm hung from a heavy gold chain about Sulrad's neck. In the center of the charm a jewel glowed brightly. It was hypnotic, mesmerizing. Lorit couldn't take his eyes off it. He grew relaxed and sleepy. He struggled to remain in control but lost the battle with the strange glow. He lowered his head to the ground and closed his eyes.

      A weight descended on Lorit's back, pinning him down. He couldn't turn his head to see what was happening, but he knew it was another dragon. Claws grasped his wings and pinned them close. A massive jaw snapped at his neck and wrenched his head to the side. Lorit tried to fight it, but he was not strong enough and the charm compelled him to surrender. He was trapped.

      Sulrad grasped one of Lorit's scales and lifted it, sliding a knife into the exposed skin beneath. Pain—not only from the knife that Sulrad had driven deep into Lorit's neck, but also from the magic it contained. It burned like fire, like the temple torture. Pain shot through Lorit as his dragon blood ran freely forth to stain the dry soil.

      The knife pulled at Lorit's magic, drawing it from him. Sulrad was trying to extract Lorit's power. He fought it, but the magic of the knife was too strong. He was losing blood quickly, along with his magic. He would soon be too weak to resist, even if he could free himself from the dragon that perched on his back.

      Why had the dragon attacked him? Why was it working with Sulrad? What was happening?

      The last of Lorit's life-blood drained away and the pain grew in intensity until he thought he could stand it no more. He wanted to shout out against the pain. He roared with his loud dragon's voice at the final agony, screaming in frustration as much as pain.

      Then, suddenly, the pain was gone.

      Lorit was no longer a dragon. He was back to normal, sitting across from Du'ala on her mat, his robe drenched in sweat. He was so weak, he was about to pass out.

      Du'ala frowned at him. "You understand?"

      "What was that?" Lorit tried to remain sitting when all he wanted to do was lie down and sleep. He tried to follow Du'ala's words, but his head swam. He focused on her face. He knew that what she had shown him was important. "Sulrad killed a dragon to take its magic?" Lorit asked. "He has some sort of charm that took their power? But the dragons have been extinct for well over a millennium."

      "Sulrad used the Charm of the Joiner to command the dragons,” Du'ala explained. “He killed many of them so that he could enslave the rest. He planned to kill or enslave all of the dragon clan, but Zhimosom stopped him."

      "How?"

      "That is his story to tell." Du'ala folded her arms across her chest.

      So, she was still keeping secrets, then.

      "What can you tell me about this Charm of the Joiner?" Lorit asked.

      Du'ala waved her hand in the air, and images came tumbling into his head. There was the amulet Sulrad had worn, the one that was so compelling to Lorit's dragon form that he could not resist it. It was gold and contained a jewel that was rare and valuable, like the one he had been given for his staff while he was in Friega. This jewel stored magic, lots of it, more than Lorit could handle on his own, and he was powerful. Whoever had this charm would be formidable indeed.

      "This is what Sulrad used to command the dragons, but Zhimosom stopped him?" Lorit wanted to make sure he had it right.

      "Yes. The Charm of the Joiner stored the magic Sulrad stole from the dragons that he killed. He used it to call and command more dragons."

      "What did he do with the dragons under his command?" Lorit had his suspicions, but he wanted to hear it from Du'ala.

      "He sent them against the wizards. First in Ryden, then in Amedon. Many wizards were killed and many dragons."

      "What did Zhimosom do?"

      "That is his story to tell."

      "Where can I find this Charm? Does Sulrad still have it? Can he still use it?"

      "We believe he still has it. We have never heard of any appearance of the Charm after the last battle."

      "Can he still use it?" Lorit asked.

      "He is limited. It has prolonged his life, but he cannot use it to perform very much magic. Zhimosom holds a spell over the Charm that prevents its use."

      Du'ala leaned in toward Lorit and spoke softly. "Zhimosom is fading. If he dies, the Charm will be freed once again and whoever holds it will have unimaginable power."

      Lorit had heard enough. He was angry with Zhimosom for holding this back from him. He wanted to confront his mentor about the Charm while it was still fresh in his mind, but he was exhausted from the vision. Lorit agreed to rest and share a meal with Du'ala while he recovered, but he could get nothing further from her. When he finished, he thanked Du'ala for her help and returned to Zhimosom's home without stopping in Amedon.

      The sword grass faded and was replaced by the familiar cabin in the woods where Zhimosom made his home. Lorit climbed the stairs to the porch and knocked on the heavy plank door. He didn't wait for an answer, but entered immediately. He was surprised to find the old wizard awake.

      "Hold on. I'm coming." The voice came from inside.

      Lorit stood in the open doorway as Zhimosom ambled out of his study. The old wizard was dressed in his formal robes and was neatly groomed, but he lacked the luster that Lorit remembered. Something was wrong.

      Zhimosom waved Lorit inside. "To what do I owe the pleasure of a visit in the flesh? Have you forgotten how to converse using magic?"

      "No. I just wanted to see your face when we spoke, and I don't want you dropping the connection if you get uncomfortable."

      "So, it's like that?" Zhimosom sat heavily in a chair and slid it up to the table. He poured himself a cup of tea and held the pot out toward Lorit with a questioning look.

      "Please." Lorit shoved a cup toward Zhimosom. "I've just come from Du'ala."

      Zhimosom poured the hot brew into Lorit's cup, placed the pot on table, and sat back. Lorit was impatient but knew better than to rush Zhimosom.

      "She was most enlightening, I take it?"

      "She said you had done something to the Charm of the Joiner when Sulrad used it against the dragons."

      Zhimosom looked out the window at the lake that stretched to the distant mountains. After a long pause, he turned back to Lorit. "Has it turned up then? The Charm?"

      "No, but she's worried about you and about the Charm. She thinks you're growing weak and that would affect the Charm."

      "What else did she tell you?"

      "I asked about the dragons, but she wouldn't tell me anything. She said that was your story to tell."

      "And so it is...and so it is..." Zhimosom muttered.

      "Are you going to tell me what happened?" Lorit demanded.

      "When the time is right." Zhimosom's bushy brows contracted. "But the time is not now."

      "Why not?" Lorit demanded.

      "You might run off and get yourself in trouble or cause grief for others unless you truly understand all that has happened. You have much to learn before you go running off to save the world." Zhimosom smiled.

      Lorit wondered why the old wizard was so reluctant to share with him. Lorit had passed the trials and earned his seat on the Wizard's Council. Surely he could be trusted with any secrets the wizard held.

      Lorit grabbed his cup of tea. He downed it in one gulp and set the cup back on the table with a thud.

      "The Charm was how Sulrad commanded the dragons," Zhimosom said. "I placed a spell on it so that it could not be used."

      "So, what happened to the dragons?" Lorit demanded.

      "They're safe."

      Lorit wanted answers. Zhimosom had hidden the truth for far too long, and while he had the wizard talking, he decided to keep pushing. "What do you mean, safe?"

      Zhimosom sat back and closed his eyes. For a moment Lorit thought the old wizard had gone to sleep, but he finally answered so softly that Lorit almost missed it. "They're safe. Sulrad can't hurt them."

      "Why is Du'ala worried about you?" Lorit pressed.

      Zhimosom remained relaxed, eyes closed, but his face took on a pained expression. "If I die, or lose my powers, all of my spells will be released."

      "And the Charm will be active once again."

      "It will." Zhimosom opened his eyes. They glimmered with tears.

      "And Sulrad still holds the Charm?" Lorit asked.

      "He does."
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      Lorit was angry with Zhimosom for avoiding his questions. He was angry with Du'ala for keeping secrets. He was angry with Chihon for continuing to block him even after he'd helped heal her. What was she waiting for? Hadn't he proved himself to her time and time again? The whole debate about motherhood was starting to wear thin. He was beginning to suspect that there was more to it than that. Had he done something that upset her, that she didn't want to talk about? It was getting old.

      He tried to return to his duties, but he felt off-balance without Chihon around. He was determined to put things right, but until he could figure out what to do about her, he would focus on his routine. Dealing with other people's troubles always helped him forget his own.

      There was a knock at the door.

      "Come in," Lorit shouted.

      Kimt entered and leaned against Chihon's vacant chair. "Your favorite student is in trouble again. I've heard from the Head Master that Kedrik is a little bit, shall we say, 'unrestrained'?"

      "Unrestrained?" Lorit laughed. "He's a fourteen-summer-old boy who just discovered he has magic." Lorit spread his arms wide. "Lots of magic. What do you expect from him?"

      "That's the problem," Kimt said. "He's so powerful, the Head Master is nervous about his own ability to rein the boy in if Kedrik gets out of hand. I think Kedrik needs a strong father figure. You saw the boy's back when we brought him here."

      Lorit scowled remembering the scars. "Don't you think he's had enough of his father?"

      "Not his father, a father." Kimt pointed at Lorit with her chin.

      Lorit was not much older than Kedrik. Lorit had lived at home until he was eighteen summers old, much longer than most men did. He'd never had kids, or even imagined himself as a parent. He wasn't sure how he could be a father figure to Kedrik. "I'm hardly a father figure."

      Lorit paced the room, his head down. How could he be a father figure to anyone, much less a lad like Kedrik who had been so poorly treated by his own father?

      "You may not be much older than him, but you're very wise." Kimt slid into Lorit's empty chair. "You've been through a lot already. You can help him settle down. Maybe a little closer supervision for a while will help him adjust to life in Amedon."

      "Hmmm...I was thinking of going to Frostan to have another look around." Lorit stopped pacing and dropped into Chihon's chair. He rubbed his chin and looked at the cold empty fireplace. "I want to see if I can find the source of the disease that the temple has planted there. If it's the same as the one they tried in Talus, it might help me find an antidote. I could take Kedrik along. I could use his help."

      Lorit released his chin and looked at Kimt. "I don't want to ask Chihon. She's still not fully recovered."

      "She's strong enough to travel, if that's what you mean, but it may be better if you go without her." Kimt frowned.

      "Why do you say that?"

      "She's got a lot on her mind. The disease and her recovery have taken a toll on her and she has not truly come to terms with it all yet."

      Kimt was still concerned about Chihon and that worried Lorit. "Should I go see her?" he asked.

      "No." Kimt waved him away. "It's better if you just give her time away from you to think. She'll come around."

      Kimt stood and turned for the door. "Take Kedrik and see what you can find in Frostan."

      "I'll take the boy with me." Lorit sighed. He'd have to come up with some lesson to teach Kedrik respect for his teachers and the rest of the wizards in charge of his training. It wouldn't do to have Kedrik constantly in trouble.

      "Thanks," Kimt said. "I think it will help him greatly."
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, Lorit collected Kedrik and brought him to his study.

      "Kedrik?" Lorit looked Kedrik in the eyes. He wanted to make sure the boy was listening carefully. "We're going to Frostan to look for the source of the disease the temple has afflicted on the townsfolk."

      "Do you think it's related to what we discovered in Talus?"

      "I hope so. We'll look for anything they may have put in the water. When we get there, I'll show you how to probe for signs of temple magic."

      "Is it hard?" Kedrik shifted in his seat.

      "Hard to detect temple magic?" Lorit asked. "Not really, but this spell is hidden or masked somehow. I wasn't able to sense it last time Chihon, Kimt, and I visited the place, but now that I know what to look for, I'm hoping that we can find it before it does much more damage."

      "How will we get there?"

      "We'll travel to Frostan using magic, just like we did when we brought you here."

      "I thought you had to have been there once already. I've never been to Frostan."

      "You may not have been there, but I have. I'll take you with me. Pay attention to the place once you arrive, and you'll be able to travel there on your own, too."

      "When do we start?"

      "As soon as I notify the Head Master that I am taking you along with me. I don't want you to get in any more trouble."
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Lorit collected Kedrik, and the two of them traveled to Frostan, arriving just outside Sond's house.

      "Where are we?" Kedrik asked.

      "This is where Sond lives. She's the mother of the baby we came here to try and heal. I want to check on the baby." Lorit knocked and the woman answered.

      "How's Ril?" Lorit asked.

      "She's doing well."

      "May I see her?"

      Sond invited them into her small house. She left them in the kitchen and quickly returned carrying the baby. Ril was awake and alert. She seemed fine by the look of her. The healing Lorit had done on his last trip had improved her condition, but he could sense that she was not yet fully recovered.

      Lorit took baby Ril in his arms. He bounced her up and down. "Have you been a good girl?" he cooed. "Giving mommy some rest?"

      Ril gurgled and smiled. Lorit glanced over at Kedrik. "Use your senses and look into her. Carefully. See if you can feel the magic in her stomach."

      Kedrik wrinkled his forehead. Lorit felt him probe the child. He was surprised. Kedrik was more controlled and subtle than Lorit had expected. Ril smiled the whole time.

      "I see it," Kedrik said. "It's dark green and brown, like rotten vegetation, and it has a strange texture to it. It's gritty and confused as if several different wizards were at work."

      "That's it. Remember what it feels like. That's what we're searching for."

      Lorit recalled the spell Kimt had used on Chihon. He thought about using it on Ril, but shuddered. The pain it had caused Chihon was almost unbearable. He didn't think that Ril would tolerate that type of treatment and didn't want to try it. He handed the baby back to her mother. "If she takes a turn for the worse, you know how to get in touch with Kimt. She can let me know wherever I am and I'll come right back."

      Lorit turned to Kedrik. "Let's go see about that well."
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      Lorit led Kedrik through the town to the well where he'd detected the magic on their last trip. A man sat there watching the town-folk come and go. He was ancient and decrepit but had a pleasant smile. He exchanged a few words with everyone who came to get water.

      "Sir, do you come here every day?" Lorit asked.

      "I've been sitting here for nigh on twenty summers." The man whistled slightly when he spoke.

      Lorit sat on the cold stones next to the man. "Have you noticed any change lately? Anything different about the well? Has anyone come here and done anything to it?"

      "Not lately. There was a mighty quake a few moons ago that rocked the place. The well dried up for two days, then came back. It was scary, folks didn't know what they would do if the water didn't come back, but it did."

      "When did you say this was?"

      "It was two...no three moons ago." The man shook his head. "Yup...three moons ago, next full moon. I remember now. I was watching the full moon the night before it happened." The old man looked up in the sky as he spoke. "I wasn't here when it happened. I was at home in bed, but when I got here just at sunup, the well was dry..."

      The old man held his arms wide. "What a morning that was. Folks crying and howling like lost children." He winked at Lorit. "Most folks don't think to keep enough water around in case something happens to the well. They think water's always going to be there." He cackled. "They weren't ready for the well to run dry like that."

      "What happened? Did someone come and investigate?"

      "Some of the council came by and told folks that if the water didn't return, maybe they should move out of the town and dig their own wells.

      "A couple of wealthy folk came by and talked about setting their servants to dig down there and see what happened. They didn't get around to it before the water just came right back."

      "It just came back? No one did anything?" Lorit asked.

      "Twere cloudy and bitter for a few days, but after that, it cleared up again. Looks like it just needed a little rest...just like I do sometimes."

      "Thank you for your trouble." Lorit reached in his pocket and drew out a couple of silvers. He pressed them into the old man's hand. "You've been a big help. Please take these."

      The old man pushed them away. "I don't need no silvers. I'm an old man with nothing to worry about. My kids and grandkids take good care of me."

      "Surely someone in your family could use a little help."

      "They don't take charity, and neither do I."

      Lorit stepped back so the man couldn't return his coins. "Find something good to do with them, then."

      The old man laughed and looked up as a young mother with three children entered the square to draw water. "Morning, Dearie," he shouted to her. He waved her over with his head.

      The woman knelt down. "How are you today?"

      "I'm fine, and you're even better." He laughed and handed the silvers to the woman. "Take these and buy some food for your kids. This nice young man is bound and determined to give away his silver, and I have no need of it."

      The woman accepted the silver and stood up. She raced over to Lorit and hugged him. "Thank you, kind sir."

      Lorit stood stiff until the woman released him. He hadn't done anything to deserve her gratitude; it was the old man who had given her the coins.

      "This will help so much." She hugged him again and released him. "Come, children." She reached out, and her children flocked around her like chicks to a mother hen.

      Lorit turned to see Kedrik smiling at his unease. The boy thought it funny that Lorit was shy about being hugged by a strange woman. He'd have to find something unpleasant for Kedrik later. Some task, perhaps, to teach him humility.

      "Come on." Lorit shoved Kedrik ahead of him. "From the sound of it, the well was diverted right around the time the sickness started to take hold. Maybe there's something below ground that accounts for that."

      Lorit reached out for the water. He used his magical senses to follow it deep into the earth, feeling the path that the water took as it journeyed from the lakes and rivers where it fell as rain and on to the well. Lorit guided Kedrik's magic along with his so the boy could see it too. It was thin, cool, blue, and so faint that it was hard to follow, but a trace of the water was there.

      The water arrived at the well deep beneath the ground. Lorit felt the porous rock that allowed the water to flow down from the mountains around them. He traced the path of the water back toward its source. It arrived at this particular well through a natural channel that came from near the center of the city.

      "This way." Lorit led Kedrik through the twisting streets of town and they soon came to the ancient quarter. Frostan had once been a mighty city, but it had fallen into disrepair. The castle ruins sat on a hill overlooking the town, its broken ramparts and crumbled towers a testament to the ravages of time. That was where the water flowed from, winding its way beneath their feet to the well below.

      "Here." Lorit stopped. "There's something down below."

      Kedrik cocked his head to one side. "I can feel it. A large cavern."

      "That's not all. There's a structure beneath us, too, not just the cavern. Something man-made." Lorit sensed the walls buried in the dirt beneath their feet. Not only was there a layer where the ancient city lay, but beneath that there was also a series of chambers. They were partially filled with water.

      "Do you think that's what happened to the well?" Kedrik asked.

      "I don't know, but it may lead us to the problem. Let's see if there's a way down there."

      They searched around the ruins of the city until almost sundown. Finally, they located a passageway in the middle of the rubble that had once been the large building.

      "I think this is the original temple," Lorit said.

      "Original temple? I thought that was in Quineshua."

      "No. It started in Frostan. Zhimosom and Rotiaqua were from here. This is where Sulrad founded the temple." Lorit stomped his foot on the dusty ground.

      "Here? But this place has been abandoned for ages. You mean Zhimosom and Rotiaqua are that old?"

      Lorit chuckled. "Yes. They're that old. They were here when Sulrad founded the temple. It was on land Rotiaqua's father gifted to Sulrad. There was a big battle that stranded Sulrad on Quineshua, but it all started here."

      Lorit located a capstone that had broken and caved in some time it the distant past. It glowed with magic that protected it from the prying eyes and hands of anyone but a powerful wizard. Lorit concentrated his magic on the stone and slowly lifted it away, revealing a dusty stairway that led down into the earth. Lorit and Kedrik followed the tunnel below ground in search of the water. The tunnel was long and dusty, with roots sticking from the walls and ceiling that made the way almost impassable. At one point, Lorit had to use magic to remove enough of the obstructing plants to allow them to pass.

      Around a bend in the tunnel, they came upon a doorway that was part of a submerged structure. Runes decorated the post and mantle of the doorway. Lorit peered at the ancient characters. They were written in an obscure wizards' script. It was one that he had studied, but not extensively. He brushed the dirt and dust away and raised fire in his palm to illuminate the writing.

      "Dragons," Lorit mumbled.

      "Dragons?" Kedrik asked.

      "Yes. It talks about dragons. I wonder what's behind it." Lorit tried to open the door, but it was stuck fast. He reached out and found a spell that held it shut. It was a simple spell, meant to prevent anyone without magic from opening the door, but easy to handle for any wizard. Lorit quickly defeated the spell and pulled the door open.

      Inside was a large structure made of stone that withstood the years. The roof was intact, if overgrown with roots hanging down. The floor was covered in water that came almost to Lorit's ankles, and it was dark and cold.

      Lorit raised a fireball and instructed Kedrik to do the same.

      "What are we looking for?" Kedrik asked.

      "I don't know. Anything that might tell us about the water supply. This water is fresh, not stagnant. That means it's moving. It's probably the water that ends up in the well."

      Lorit found a room with a mosaic of a wizard and a dragon prominently displayed on the wall. The mosaic was old and dusty and covered in soot. The room looked like a study where scrolls and books were kept, but someone had burned everything in the place. There were piles of ash in each of the small openings that would have housed scrolls.

      "It looks like whatever was here has long since been destroyed," Kedrik said.

      "I wouldn't be too sure about that. Remember your book? I think that all is not lost."
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        * * *

      

      Lorit and Kedrik gathered up the ashes, careful not to let them fall into the water. When they had them all, Lorit formulated a spell to take them straight to the practice room where Kedrik had burned his book. He placed the ashes on the table and brushed the dust off his robe.

      "Go get Master Jal," Lorit told Kedrik. "He can help."

      In moments Kedrik returned with Master Jal.

      "Looks like you have a mess on your hands, ya?" Jal said.

      "We found this in a vault beneath the original temple in Frostan," Kedrik blurted.

      "I fear they may be too old for your restorative magic," Lorit said.

      "Well, we don't know until we try, ya?" Jal waved his hand over the pile of ashes. "Restituere hos cineres," he whispered.

      The pile of ash swirled in a tiny black vortex, twisting tightly and accelerating. The twister gave off a whistling sound and then faded. A scattering of old parchment appeared amongst the ashes.

      "Looks like we're going to need a lot of magic for this. You can leave these with me." Jal turned to Lorit. "It's going to take a lot of work, but I think we can restore them. At least we'll try."

      "Let me know when you have anything useful." Lorit clapped the wizard on the shoulder.

      "Come on, Kedrik. We best get you back to your classes."

      "I'm sure Master Jal could use my help," Kedrik pleaded with Lorit.

      Lorit glanced back at Master Jal. The wizard shrugged. "He has enough power. He may be able to help."

      Lorit turned to Kedrik. "Once you finish here, it's back to class with you." Lorit looked at the pile of ashes that now contained pieces of the precious scrolls. "And try to stay out of trouble."

      Lorit turned and left the boy in the care of Master Jal, but he had a sense of foreboding. What manner of trouble could Kedrik get into? He was just restoring some old scrolls, wasn't he?
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      Kedrik worked with Master Jal at the restoration of the scrolls. It was just the two of them in the room where Kedrik had been taught how to raise fire. The thick stones and high ceiling were designed to contain any rogue magic a student might throw off in his practice, but now they had the effect of concentrating the magic of the two wizards as Kedrik and Jal attempted to resurrect the scrolls.

      Kedrik had never loaned his power to another wizard before, but Master Jal showed him how to follow along as he raised magic. The magic flowed from Kedrik in a smooth, liquid flow. It was strange at first, and Kedrik resisted, but as the spell advanced, he relaxed and let Jal guide his power.

      The ashes rose from the table, swirling in the air like a tiny tornado. The smell of burned parchment was almost overpowering as the bits of black ash and off-yellow parchment mixed in the whirlwind.

      The spinning cloud slowly transformed from black to off-white as the ash returned to parchment, until the black ash was completely gone. It had taken most of the day to reconstruct the parchment into a pile of fragments, each of which was no larger than Kedrik's fingernail.

      "Now what?" Kedrik asked when Master Jal finally paused.

      "Now we rest a bit, then we use a different spell to reassemble the pieces. I think we're going to be able to restore these for the most part. Ya?"

      Kedrik looked at the pile of shredded parchment. He believed in Master Jal, but he wasn't sure that they would ever get anything useful out of the scrolls. The tiny pieces of parchment contained letters and fragments of words written in a script Kedrik couldn't read.

      "Come. Let us eat while we recharge our magic. We can talk a while."

      Jal led Kedrik to the dining hall and seated him with the instructors. Usually Kedrik sat with the students, but Jal insisted Kedrik sit with him.

      "Not a word about the scrolls." Jal leaned in and whispered in Kedrik's ear as they entered the hall.

      "So, young master Kedrik, how are your studies?" one of the wizards asked. Kedrik had seen the wizard in the halls, but had yet to take any classes with him.

      "Fine. I'm learning a lot," Kedrik said.

      "That's when he's not out running around the countryside with Lorit." Jal filled his plate with roast meat and vegetables, winking at Kedrik.

      "So, you're on the road?" The wizard nodded. "That's why I haven't seen your name on the scrolls. I didn't realize you were one of them."

      "One of whom?" Kedrik asked.

      "Most wizards come here to train as soon as their magic awakes. Usually, it's many summers before their magic is strong enough to allow them to take to the road. A wizard with minimal power isn't safe on his own, but sometimes a young man has power to spare. It's better for those boys to be out on the road than to train here. They learn faster in the real world than in the halls of Amedon."

      "Power to spare?" Kedrik had never heard of this. He thought everyone had essentially the same amount of power. It had never occurred to him that he was unusual.

      "Power to spare. You have it. It leaks out of you," the wizard said.

      Thankfully, the food was good and the wizards concentrated on eating. Kedrik answered a few more questions from the senior wizards throughout the meal, but by and large, they ate in silence. Kedrik was careful not to speak of the scrolls, or what he and Lorit had been up to, and the wizards were polite enough to refrain from asking.

      After the meal, Kedrik and Master Jal returned to their labor. Jal sat on the stool before the pile of parchment, reading. He had sent for a book of spells before the meal, and it had arrived just as they returned.

      "Here is the one I was thinking of." Jal pointed to a spell in the book. It was a complex series of sub-spells that together should restore the scrolls to their original form. Jal rehearsed them with Kedrik a few times, then turned to the table.

      Jal raised his staff and encouraged Kedrik to do the same. "Coniungentur—integri—

      restituetur—ut novus," he chanted over and over again. The power flowed from Kedrik through Jal and into the pile of parchment. This time the tiny tornado was white and glowed brightly. It whistled and screamed as it spun until Kedrik's ears were ready to burst.

      The twister spun faster and faster, and the noise grew louder. Kedrik's power was almost exhausted when there came a flash and a bang that threw him to the floor. When he picked himself up the parchment was gone, and in its place, sat three scrolls, neatly rolled up and sealed. The scrolls were ancient and cracked with pieces missing in places, but they were whole.

      "You did it," Kedrik said.

      "We did it." Jal sat heavily on the chair, as if he were as exhausted as Kedrik.

      "I'll take these to Lorit." Jal turned to Kedrik. "You should be back in class, I think. Ya?"

      "Do I really have to? Can't I come along and help with the scrolls?"

      "You read ancient wizards' script?" Jal asked.

      Kedrik hung his head. "No."

      "Then class is where you should be."

      Kedrik reluctantly trudged through the halls toward his scheduled class.
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        * * *

      

      When Kedrik reached his class, he was surprised to find his friend Yorn in attendance. Yorn sat by and watched as the other wizards practiced. Yorn wore about his neck a rusted iron collar that all but damped out his magic. He was powerless, and Kedrik knew he was still being punished for his behavior at the inn.

      "I don't know why I have to sit through these lessons while my magic is suppressed. I can't do anything," Yorn complained.

      "You're supposed to keep up with your studies," Kedrik whispered. "Even if you can't practice, you should learn this. Take notes and memorize the spells even if they don't work for you at the moment."

      Yorn pulled at the collar. "I hate this thing."

      Kedrik leaned in and whispered, trying not to let the instructor see him. "How much longer do you have to wear that?"

      "Another moon. And while I have it on, I'm not allowed to go to town either, except to the girl's house as her servant. I'm dying for an ale." Yorn turned to Kedrik. "Can you get me some?"

      "No. You almost got me put in one of those things. I'm not going into town for you."

      Yorn got down on his knees and clasped his hands together in supplication. "Please?"

      "No. No ale. You're restricted to the keep. Get used to it. It won't be long until the collar comes off. Pay attention."

      The instructor, a young wizard with bushy eyebrows, glanced at Yorn and held him in his gaze without saying a word. Yorn sheepishly stood up and took his seat. When the instructor looked away, Yorn leaned in to Kedrik. "Where were you?"

      "I was on a quest with Lorit." Kedrik busied himself with his notes, transcribing the formulae the instructor droned out to his bored students.

      "He's taken quite an interest in you, hasn't he?"

      "That's not always a good thing." Kedrik blushed.

      "Is he really as powerful as they say?"

      "Yes. He is." Kedrik didn't really think Lorit was that powerful. Sure, Lorit had more power than he did, but he was learning and he'd soon be stronger than Lorit. Kedrik felt the magic growing inside him day by day.

      "What did you do on your quest?"

      "I'm not supposed to talk about it," Kedrik whispered, trying to look at the instructor with interest.

      "Why not? I suppose it was no big deal anyway. You probably went there to pick up some special herbs or something boring like that." Yorn nudged Kedrik with his elbow.

      Kedrik shoved him back. "We went to find the source of a spell on the water."

      "Then why the secrecy?"

      Kedrik turned to Yorn and scowled. "I told you. I'm not supposed to talk about it."

      "Something wrong, Kedrik?" the instructor asked. He stared at Kedrik.

      "No, sir. Nothing."

      "Eyes up here, then."

      Yorn laughed and turned his attention back to the instructor. "Picking herbs, it is then."

      Kedrik leaned in and whispered to Yorn. "We found a wizard's study beneath the original temple in the old city."

      "What?" Yorn whispered. "A wizard's study? What did you find there?"

      "Scrolls...burned-up scrolls."

      "What use is that?"

      "Master Jal restored them." Kedrik turned back to the instructor, trying to ignore Yorn.

      "What did they say?"

      "I can't read them. Now leave me alone. I don't need to get in any more trouble." Kedrik let his voice rise.

      "Kedrik! Yorn! Gather your belongings and report to the Head Master!" the instructor shouted. "Your lessons are over for the day. I'll meet you there once this class is finished. Until I arrive, you can inform the Head Master that you were removed from class for disrespectful behavior. You may then quietly contemplate the error of your ways until I arrive."

      "I'll be quiet," Kedrik said.

      "Certainly, you will. You will wait in silence until I arrive at the Head Master's office. Get out!"
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        * * *

      

      Kedrik and Yorn made their way through the deserted hallways to the Head Master's. Their footsteps echoed back to them as they trudged along in silence. Yorn tried to make a joke, but Kedrik ignored him and walked briskly onward.

      The spot outside the Head Master's study was reserved for students requiring extra discipline. A special bench had been constructed and spelled to be particularly dark and foreboding for students sent to see the Head Master.

      Raynmur, the Head Master, was a man to be avoided at all costs. He was well versed in the antics of young wizards and had long ago lost any pretense of mercy.

      "What do you think he's going to do to us?" Yorn asked.

      Kedrik looked his friend over. The metal collar marked Yorn as a student under discipline. It would not go well that he was in trouble again. Kedrik wasn't sure why he had fallen in with the boisterous blacksmith's son, and he was starting to regret it.

      "What's the matter?" Yorn asked.

      Kedrik remained silent, staring down the empty halls. The rapid measured tapping of approaching footsteps echoed off the hard, stone walls long before the figure appeared. Kedrik groaned. Not Lorit! Why did it have to be Lorit?

      Lorit glared at the boys without a word as he pulled open the Head Master's door and entered.

      "Why does it always have to be Lorit?" Kedrik moaned.

      Yorn slapped Kedrik on the knee. "The most senior wizard in Amedon has taken a shine to you. You should be proud. He doesn't usually get involved with students. You're special."

      "I'm not so sure I like the attention."

      The door creaked open and a short woman stepped out. Yerint was even shorter than Kedrik, slight of frame and ageless. She wore her hair tied back in a bun that was so tight, it caused her face to stretch. She looked at the boys with a smile that did little to ease his mind. Yerint had no magic, yet, she ruled the school more thoroughly than the Head Master himself did. She nodded toward the door. "The Head Master will see you now."

      She held the door open in invitation. Kedrik waited for Yorn to enter first and followed close behind him. Maybe they wouldn't notice him.

      Inside the study, Raynmur sat behind his large, ornately carved desk. The desk was completely clear. No parchment, quills, crystal ball, nothing. The Head Master preferred a spotless desk. Raynmur folded his hands atop the sparkling surface before him, his weathered arms protruding from his perfectly pressed and spotlessly cleaned gray robe.

      Kedrik stood there, waiting, but the Head Master remained silent. Lorit stood off to the side, examining the books on the Head Master's shelves. The books were meticulously organized and immaculate. The shelves gleamed with recent polish, just like Raynmur's desk.

      "Do you know why I've taken an in interest in you, Kedrik?" Lorit said without turning around.

      Kedrik froze. What could he say? "I...don't know...sir."

      Lorit pivoted to face him. "You have a lot of potential. I knew that the moment I saw you in the temple. You have a lot of power for one so young. What you don't have is wisdom, as is evidenced by your choice in friends."

      Kedrik suppressed a shudder. Yorn was already in trouble; was he going to get in deeper because he'd been talking to Kedrik? He hoped not. Kedrik glanced over at Yorn, who seemed to be oblivious to the threat. If Lorit thought Yorn was a bad influence, it was anyone's guess what might happen.

      "Yorn," Lorit said.

      "Yes, sir?" Yorn answered in his bored way.

      "You've already made quite a name for yourself and you've not been here a season yet. That's quite impressive."

      Yorn stared at Lorit in defiance.

      "I can see that you are a young man of wide and varied tastes," Lorit said. "I also see that you are a little too free with your magic. I believe I have a place where you can develop your tastes without the use of magic for a while. Just until you grow out of some of this childish foolishness."

      That got Yorn's attention. "S-sir?" he stammered.

      "I'm sending you to spend the next season or two with some friends of mine. Monks who specialize in non-magical recipes. You'll like them, but they're not very big on wizards, so your powers will be bound the entire time you're with them."

      "My powers?" The defiant look was gone from Yorn's face. He was genuinely worried now.

      "Your powers," Lorit answered. "Certainly, you don't miss them. You've had that collar on you more often than not since you've been here. I think a couple of seasons with the monks will help you develop an appreciation for both their refined tastes and their love of hard physical labor...without magic.

      "When you grow up a little, you can come back here and take up your studies again. Your magic studies...I expect you to keep up your studies on the histories of Amedon and the free wizards while you're away."

      "When will I go?" Yorn asked.

      "Now." Lorit stepped up to Yorn and placed his hand on the boy's shoulder.

      Yorn flinched.

      Lorit laughed.

      Yerint appeared in the doorway. "The horses are ready."

      "There you go." Lorit pulled on Yorn's shoulder guiding him to the door. "I've arranged for you to be escorted to the Abby."

      "The Abby?" Yorn asked.

      "Swaldby Abby. The monks there are very accomplished in their art. You will learn much."

      "But no magic?" Yorn looked dejected.

      "No magic until you return. Try to stay out of trouble, won't you?"

      Lorit turned back to Kedrik. "You are another matter altogether." Lorit tapped his foot. He turned back to study the books on Raynmur's shelves.

      Kedrik tried to suppress his nervousness. Lorit had just sent away his best friend and confidant. Kedrik's anger rose. Who was Lorit to do this to him? Who did Lorit think he was to whisk Yorn away like that?

      Kedrik startled as Lorit turned back to him.

      "I have an idea," Lorit said. "I think an old friend of mine would be just what you need...and perhaps, you could be just what he needs, too."

      Lorit glanced back at Raynmur. "I'm taking him to Zhimosom."

      Raynmur laughed. "Are you sure about that? Don't you owe that old wizard a little peace and quiet after all you put him through?"

      "He doesn't take well to peace and quiet."

      "Heaven help you both." Raynmur stood and escorted them out of his office. Outside, Yerint sat quietly but smiled a knowing smile at Kedrik as he passed.

      "Come," was all that Lorit said. He escorted Kedrik out of the building and onto the grounds. It was early afternoon and the breeze was cool. Wizards rushed about on their business, oblivious to Kedrik's plight.

      Kedrik felt Lorit's magic rise. The yard vanished and was replaced by a quiet cottage nestled in the woods on the shore of a placid lake. The moss hanging from the trees pressed in on the structure covering it in shadow even as the afternoon sun shone boldly between mountain peaks beyond the water.
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        * * *

      

      Kedrik tried not to show his apprehension as Lorit walked up to the door and knocked. A muffled voice came from inside. The door creaked open and an old wizard stood there.

      "Is that the boy?" He pointed to Kedrik with his chin, his long white beard flicking as he did.

      "This is Kedrik." Lorit grabbed Kedrik by the arm and shoved him before the old man. "Kedrik, this is the wizard Zhimosom."

      Zhimosom smiled. "Come in, lad." He stepped inside and motioned Kedrik to follow.

      The interior of the cottage was clean and well kept. A rustic table with four chairs crowded around it almost filling the kitchen area. Zhimosom pulled out a chair and gestured to Kedrik. "Have a seat."

      Kedrik sat and shuffled the chair under the table. He folded his hands and watched as Zhimosom poured water into a kettle and placed it on the stove. The old wizard reached into his robe and came away with a match, which he rubbed against the stove. It burst into flame and Zhimosom tossed it into the kindling.

      Soon the kettle emitted a thick cloud of steam. Zhimosom carefully scooped some powders from a jar into cups and filled them with water.

      While this was going on, Kedrik probed for Zhimosom's magic. Surely the most powerful wizard alive would have some great spells that Kedrik might learn by watching closely. But there was no magic. Zhimosom had an aura of power about him, but he performed no spells while he worked. No magic to light the fire, no magic to stir the tea, nothing. It was as if the old wizard was no wizard at all.

      Kedrik looked at Lorit. Lorit either didn't notice or didn't care. Lorit chatted with Zhimosom as the wizard worked. It was clear that they were old friends.

      "Kedrik here is a powerful young wizard who needs to learn a little self-control and discipline."

      "Like someone else I used to know." Zhimosom smiled at Kedrik.

      "Yes. That's why I brought him here."

      "So, you don't believe in letting an old man rest in his advanced years?"

      "Advanced years?" Lorit laughed. "You were never young, and you'll never be old."

      "That doesn't mean I don't deserve a rest."

      "You've been resting almost a summer, ever since Chihon and I rescued you from Sulrad and took over the council. It's time you got active once again. It's what keeps you young."

      "That, it does." Zhimosom smiled.

      Kedrik found that smile both comforting and disturbing at the same time. Behind that smile were eyes that had seen atrocities beyond belief, if the stories told about Zhimosom were true, and yet they held a glimmer of a naughty child embarking on mischief.

      "I brought the scrolls." Lorit withdrew the restored scrolls and placed them on the table.

      "These are from beneath the ancient temple in Frostan?"

      "They are," Lorit said. "The door-post was engraved with symbols about dragons, but I can't read the scrolls."

      Zhimosom picked one of them up and unrolled it. "Hmmm..." he muttered. "Ancient wizard's script. It was already out of common use when I was a lad."

      "Can you read it?" Lorit asked.

      "Not yet," Zhimosom shook his head. "The ancient language had a way of teaching the reader as they worked at it. I'm confident that, given enough time, I can read these."

      "I'll leave them with you. Maybe Kedrik can help."

      "Hmm...I'm sure he can." Zhimosom looked to be lost in the scrolls already.

      Lorit took his leave, claiming pressing wizard's business, and left Kedrik alone with Zhimosom. After a while, the wizard re-rolled the scroll he had been reading and set it down. Behind Zhimosom, dishes were stacked neatly in open cupboards and the shelves below were filled with jars and boxes.

      Kedrik glanced about the room. There were none of the affectations of a wizard. Zhimosom must have noticed his concern. "No, there are no wizardly trappings here. This is my home. My study is over there." He nodded to a door off to the left.

      Kedrik looked wistfully at the scrolls.

      "You'll get plenty of time for that. Don't worry about those." Zhimosom picked up the dishes and carried them to a basin on the counter. He poured cold water into the basin and added hot water from the boiling kettle. He reached for a cup of light golden liquid and dropped a few drops into the water.

      "Come over here." Zhimosom motioned to the water. "Wash these."

      Kedrik looked at him in wonder. "Wash them. With my hands?"

      "Yes, wash them with your hands. Take a cup, put it in the water, swish it around. Rinse it off and put it over there to dry."

      "Why don't we use magic to clean up?" Kedrik asked.

      Zhimosom laughed. "You are so young, so full of yourself, aren't you?" Zhimosom sat back down at the table. "When you get to be my age...well, let's hope you never get to be my age, but when you get older, you will learn that magic is not something to be squandered. It is precious and rare, and you should only use it in times of extreme need."

      Kedrik looked at the old wizard. Only a faint trace of magic surrounded the once mighty one. Kedrik wondered what had happened. Why didn't Zhimosom, the former head of the Wizard's Council, have power radiating from him?

      He looked deeper, hoping the old wizard couldn't feel his probing. Buried deep in Zhimosom was a core of magic so intense it almost burned Kedrik's senses. The magic was the wizard's, but there was something more. There was magic in the old man, seething hot and roiling like molten lava.

      Despite his protestations not to use magic for trivial things, the old wizard was burning magic at a fantastic rate. No wonder he appeared weak and old.
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      Chihon rested quietly. She was feeling better after her healing, and eager to get up and around. Her room in the keep was quiet, with the occasional visitor to check up on her; she was lonely.

      Kimt had come to check up on her every day, urging her to stay in bed and rest, but today was different. After examining Chihon, Kimt sat back and packed her bag. "You have a clean bill of health. You can do whatever you want from now on."

      "I can travel again?"

      "Anywhere you want." Kimt sat beside Chihon on the bed.

      "I'm worried about Ril," Chihon said. "Can we go see her?"

      "Yes. That would be nice." Kimt smiled. "Lorit has been to see her, too. It's comforting to Sond."

      "I don't think she likes me all that much." Chihon recalled the hurt of Sond's comment about her not being a mother. She didn't know why it bothered her so much, but it did.

      "She was just worried about Ril. She'll be happy to see you."

      "I hope you're right."

      Kimt was like the sister Chihon never had, even though the sorceress was already a grandma'am. Chihon escorted Kimt to the study, stepped up on the Sorcerer's Stone, and invoked the travel spell that took them to Sond's home.

      Kimt knocked gently on the door so as not to wake the baby, but Sond answered the door with Ril in her arms.

      "Welcome." Sond stepped back and swung the door wide for Chihon and Kimt. "It's so good to see you...both." Sond threw a glance at Chihon that showed her embarrassment. Maybe Kimt was right and Sond truly was sorry for the way she'd treated Chihon the last time they were there.

      "How's the baby?" Chihon asked.

      "She's doing fine. Lorit was here last week and spent more time with her. She was getting worse, but he made her better again."

      "I'd like to take another look at her, if you don't mind," Chihon said.

      Sond looked at her for a moment, then relaxed and handed Ril over. "Lorit sure is a wonderful man," she said. "He's so gentle with her and she just loves him."

      "He sure is." Chihon cradled the child in her arm and probed with her magic. This time, she was careful and tried to be gentle. She saw the magic infused within the child. The magic was much like the spell that Lorit had burned out of her.

      Chihon reached for the spell and carefully, gently, probed for a weakness. There were threads of different kinds of magic all wrapped up in that spell, but the more Chihon probed, the more distinct the individual spells became.

      "Kimt, look at this." Chihon guided Kimt to the spell on Ril. It was like the spell of the poison that Lorit had taken from the priest in Talus. She fingered the vial that she'd carried in her pocket since Kimt had used it to heal her.

      "I think I see it now, too," Kimt said.

      There it was. The key thread. Chihon knew she could break the spell, but would she hurt Ril again? She didn't want to endanger the child, but if she could break the spell, then it was worth a chance.

      "Help me," Chihon spoke to Kimt through their magical connection so that Sond would not hear them. Chihon raised a spell of sleep and pressed it onto Ril. The baby slowly closed her eyes and was soon fast asleep. Chihon found the loose end of the thread and gently tugged on it. It resisted.

      Chihon looked closely at Ril. The baby didn't react, so she tugged again, harder this time, but slowly so as not to jerk it. The thread slid out of the spell ever so slowly, but Chihon worried that she would break the strand of magic and it would be lost.

      "Here, this one." Chihon guided Kimt to the thread and together they gently pulled on it. At first, it seemed stuck fast, but finally, the thread slipped free and the spell disintegrated in a puff of violet sparkles that settled to the floor and disappeared.

      Kimt gasped. "You did it!"

      "We did it."

      Chihon woke Ril. The baby was more animated than before. She smiled up at Chihon with her toothless grin, her tiny lips spreading back from her pink gums. Ril reached out. Chihon placed her finger in the tiny little hand. "Ma...ma..." Ril squeezed Chihon's finger.

      Chihon's heart melted.

      Sond held out her arms to take Ril and Chihon reluctantly handed her over, prying the tiny grasping fingers from around her own.

      "Is it true? Is she truly healed?" Sond asked.

      "Yes. The spell is gone," Chihon said. "She's healed."

      Sond handed the baby to Kimt and almost knocked Chihon over in her rush to hug her. She threw her arms around Chihon and squeezed until Chihon thought she would not be able to breathe.

      "Thank you! Thank you!" Sond said. She had tears in her eyes and sniffed as she spoke.

      "It's nothing," Chihon said. "Nothing at all."

      "Bless you." Sond squeezed once more and released Chihon. She took baby Ril from Kimt and rubbed her nose in the child's face. "Did you hear that? No more nasty spell."

      Chihon reached out with her magical sense to Ril once more. Now that the child was free of the temple spell, she could sense her natural form. Ril was indeed free of the temple spell.

      Kimt stretched out her hand and touched the baby's face. "We will leave you two alone."

      "Thank you so much," Sond said.

      "We'll be back to check on her occasionally," Kimt said.

      "Let's see about the water now," Chihon said after they'd left Sond's house. "The well is over this way."

      Chihon guided Kimt to the well. Together, they reached out to the waters. The magic was there, just as it was in the vial Chihon still carried. They fashioned a counter to the spell. As Chihon and Kimt pressed their magic into the water, it boiled and steamed, the magic of the temple fighting theirs until the thread of temple magic snapped. It made a sharp twang as it yielded to their pressure. The water was clear once more.

      "Now we can go home," Chihon said as she reached out to Kimt to transport them back to Amedon.
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        * * *

      

      After their visit with Ril, Chihon was even more confused about her feelings for Lorit and her chances at being a mother. The next morning, before the dew was off the grass, she walked the streets of Amedon, pondering. She wandered aimlessly through the gloomy alleyways, listening to the sounds of the town as it came awake. She couldn't stop thinking about Ril and her mother, Sond. It hit Chihon hard that while she'd never known her own mother, the thing that caused her the most agony was Lorit and the prohibition against their having children of their own.

      Chihon had never seriously thought about Lorit as a father. They were young and there was plenty of time to worry about that later, but the way Lorit had handled Ril was touching. Lorit had grown up in a family with a brother and a younger sister. He loved children and was good with them. Chihon saw how he'd lit up when he'd held Ril in his arms, but the council had made it clear that, as a paired wizard and sorceress, she and Lorit were not to have children. Any offspring of such a couple would be too powerful and undisciplined.

      Every time in the past that a pair had begotten offspring, it had ended with the child turning to their own lusts and desires, ultimately to be destroyed at great cost before they did irreparable harm.

      If Chihon and Lorit were married, she would be taking the opportunity to be a father away from him. She couldn't do that to him. She loved him too much to deny him the love and comfort of a family and children.

      Chihon made up her mind. She wasn't going to take anything away from Lorit. She had to distance herself from him until he came to realize that was for the best. She'd held the block against him for quite a while now. First because she was mad, then later because she needed privacy while she figured out what she wanted from him.

      She wandered aimlessly until she came upon a chandlery that had living quarters upstairs. A sign in the window advertised a room for hire.

      She entered the shop's interior where a girl sat at a table braiding candlewicks. The girl was about ten summers in age, slight, with long blonde hair done up in pigtails. She wore a scarf and a light apron.

      The girl looked up when Chihon came in. "May I help you, ma'am?"

      "I'm inquiring about the room."

      "Pa! Somebody's here about the room," she shouted.

      "Just a minute," came the answer. "I'll be out when I finish this batch."

      Chihon walked over to the table and sat across from the girl. She looked at her work and picked up a few of the threads that were piled before the girl. Chihon watched the girl braid another wick and then carefully tried it herself. She held it out to the girl.

      "How's this?" Chihon asked.

      "Fine." The girl placed Chihon's wick on the growing pile. "What's your name? Mine's Uwora."

      "I'm Chihon."

      "Thanks for helping." Uwora smiled at her. The girl had a bright smile that went well with her sparkling green eyes.

      "It's not a bother. I might as well lend a hand while I'm waiting." Chihon braided another wick and placed it on the table for Uwora's inspection. "Do you work here every day?"

      "Mostly. On market day, I do the shopping, and sometimes I take the morning to bake bread."

      "Don't you have a mother?" Chihon asked.

      "No." Uwora looked intently at her hands as she worked. "My ma passed last winter. It's just me and my pa now."

      Chihon laid her hand on the girl's. "I'm sorry to hear that."

      Just then, a man appeared in the doorway leading from the back room. He was average in every way except for a birthmark on his left cheek just below his eye. The bright red spot was about the size of a thumbprint in the shape of a heart. He had the same blond hair as the girl and wore a leather apron that was spattered with wax.

      Chihon stood.

      "Please sit," the man said. He wiped his hands on a towel he carried and tucked it into his apron pocket.

      He pulled the bench out, sat next to Uwora, and put his arm around her. "Those look nice."

      "She helped. Her name's Chihon," Uwora said, gesturing to Chihon.

      "Why, thank you, Chihon," the man said. "My name is Brayer."

      Chihon nodded. "Pleased to meet you."

      "You're looking for a room?"

      "Yes." Chihon continued to work as they spoke. She thought it only polite, since her hands would otherwise be idle.

      "What's a young lady like you doing in need of a room? Problems at home?"

      "No, nothing like that," Chihon replied. "I moved here with a friend who's living in the Wizards' Keep, but I want to get out on my own."

      "Dump you, did he?" Brayer's brow wrinkled.

      Chihon blushed. "No, nothing like that. I just need a little time on my own."

      "Well, your story doesn't matter to me." Brayer stood up. "The room is twenty silvers a moon. You get your own water and do your own cooking. Me and Uwora live upstairs, too. You're hiring a room and access to the kitchen."

      "That sounds fine." Chihon stood up and pushed back her bench. "I'd like to see the room."

      Brayer turned to Uwora. "Show her the room, but don't dawdle. I'll be needing those wicks soon."
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        * * *

      

      The room was small, with a bed and a desk cramped into a space barely big enough to navigate. A small window looked down on the back alley. The room was serviceable. She'd take it.

      Chihon said goodbye to Uwora and returned to the keep. She planned to get her things and leave before Lorit returned. She was almost finished when Kimt arrived and asked her what she was doing.

      "I'm moving out of the keep," Chihon said. "I need to get away for a while."

      "Where are you going?"

      "I found a room for hire in town. It's near enough that I can walk to and from the keep without much effort. It will give me some time alone while I figure out what I want to do."

      "What's troubling you?" Kimt sat on the arm of the chair and put her arm around Chihon.

      "After we saw Ril, I decided I want to be a mother." Chihon looked up into Kimt's eyes. "I want to have a child to take care of. I want what Sond and Ril have."

      "So why are you moving out?"

      "Lorit," Chihon said.

      "I don't understand. What does Lorit have to do with this?" Kimt frowned and squeezed Chihon tighter.

      Chihon hung her head and hid her face. "We're paired...so close. I always thought we'd be married eventually."

      "So what's wrong with that?"

      "Lorit can't be the father." Chihon sniffed. "The council made that clear. If I want to be a mother, then I'll have to find someone else."

      She really didn't want to hurt Lorit, but she knew she would. No matter what she decided, he'd be hurt. Either because she wouldn't marry him or because she would marry him and keep him from being a father.

      "Oh, I see." Kimt reached down and took Chihon's chin in her hand. She turned Chihon's face to her own.

      "You want your own child but don't want to hurt Lorit. Is that it?"

      "I can't bear to be around him all the time knowing we can't be together, and I don't want to hurt him...If we're together, I'll never find someone else...I don't even want someone else."

      "I fear there's no easy answer. No matter what you do."

      Chihon pulled away from Kimt's grip and buried her face in her hands, sobbing softly while Kimt held her.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Chihon and Kimt finished their talk it was too late to leave. Chihon decided to wait until morning to move her belongings to the chandlery. She was in the process of packing the last of her things when Lorit rushed in, out of breath.

      "We found the original temple. It was buried beneath the old city...and there were scrolls in a wizard's study down below..." Lorit stopped talking when he noticed her packing. "What are you doing?" he asked.

      "Packing my things." Chihon kept her gaze focused on her pack as she stuffed the last of her clothes into it.

      "Where are you going? When will you be back?" Lorit asked. "Do you need my help? Should I go with you?"

      Chihon hid her face so Lorit wouldn't see her tears. "No. I'm fine. I'm moving out of the keep for a while."

      "Moving out of the keep? Where are you going? Back home?" Lorit sat down on the bed next to her pack.

      "No. Just into town." Chihon avoided his eyes.

      "Why? There's plenty of room here."

      "I know. I just need a little bit of time to decide what I'm going to do."

      "Do? About what?" Lorit stood and placed his hand on Chihon's shoulder. He gently turned her toward him. Chihon resisted at first, but let him look into her tear-filled eyes.

      "About us!" Chihon sobbed.

      "What about us?" Lorit frowned.

      "They said we can't have kids. I saw you with Ril. You love babies. You want to have kids. You never said so, but I can tell you do. If we stay together, you can't."

      "What are you talking about?" Lorit looked at her as if she'd lost her mind.

      Chihon grabbed her pack and shouldered it to avoid looking at him. "The council said we can't have children together. I want to have kids and I know you do, too. That means we can't be together."

      Lorit stepped back from her. He raised his arms. "Why such a rush? We have lots of time to worry about that."

      "No, we don't." Tears streamed down her face. "If I stay with you, you'll never find someone else and neither will I. You'll never get to be a father if you stay with me, and I won't get to be a mother."

      Lorit fished around in his pocket and pulled out his kerchief. He extended his hand to wipe away her tears, but she pushed it away. "I can't take away your chance to be a father."

      Lorit stepped back. "It's all right. I'm fine either way. I like kids, but I don't need any of my own. There's nothing to get upset about."

      "You just don't understand." Chihon shook her head.

      "Maybe I don't, but there's no rush. We're still young. We have our whole lives ahead of us." Lorit stepped up to her and tried to put his arm around her, but Chihon wasn't in the mood for comfort. Part of her wanted him to hold her and tell her it would be all right, but part of her was angry with him. If she let him comfort her, she would stay and then nothing would change. It just wasn't fair.

      "I need to think," Chihon said. "I don't want to see you while I'm trying to make up my mind. You'll just keep telling me it's all right, but it's not."

      "It is all right," Lorit said.

      "No, it's not! It will never be." Chihon grabbed her pack and stormed out the door.
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      Lorit stood alone in the empty study after Chihon stormed out. He was bewildered and hurt. Why had she suddenly run off like that? He reached out for her using their magical connection, but Chihon still held the block. She must have been angry with him, but for the life of him, he couldn't figure out why. He sat in his chair and called the fire to life. "Incendo ignio."

      As the flames drove the cold and dark away, Lorit relaxed his sense and sought Chihon. She had blocked his direct contact, but the bond they shared was too strong to be completely suppressed. He saw her threading her way through the darkened streets to the chandlery, more as a vague sense of presence than a vision.

      Lorit let his senses roam farther and farther, searching for...he didn't know what he was searching for. He was just searching, open to contact, to information, to sensations. Anything.

      As his senses roamed, Lorit got the impression of the charm he'd seen in his vision from Du'ala. Why did it suddenly become prominent? Was it a warning? He dug deeper, trying to make the vision more solid when the ground shook; gently, almost imperceptibly at first, but growing stronger. Lorit glanced at the chalice sitting on the table at his elbow. Circular ripples rushed back and forth across its surface, breaking on the edge of the chalice.

      Lorit embraced the shaking and reached for the source. He sensed a weak ripple in the magic around him. He pursued it, gently, careful not to break the connection. His magic followed the trail for a while until it faded out. He searched for it again, but it was gone. The trail headed east. That was all he could tell.

      He continued probing, searching, but the trace was gone. He relaxed and let it go, wondering what it had been when the ground shook once more. This time, he immediately extended his senses, following the trail. It led farther than it had the first time, before becoming too weak to follow. He gathered his power and rushed after the scent of it as it wound its way through the mountains and finally faded out as it crossed the coast and headed out to sea.

      Quineshua. Of course. There was something in the temple that had caused the magical disruption. He reached out with all his power and searched for the scent of magic. Now that he knew what he was looking for, it was easier to locate it. After struggling with his vision for a while, he saw it. It was on Quineshua, in the temple. It was a jewel, one that stored magic just like the one in his staff. It was wrapped in a spell that guarded it, obscured its location, but something had temporarily disrupted that masking spell.

      Lorit dug deeper, trying to get a sense of where in the temple the thing was or what it might be. He couldn't pinpoint its location, but he received a clear impression of its magic, and the magic that wrapped it so securely. The magic was familiar.

      It was Zhimosom's. What was Zhimosom doing? Lorit thought the old wizard was fading in his power. Certainly, he'd been less active lately, so what had changed? Lorit resolved to go see what was happening. He focused in on Zhimosom and opened a channel to converse with him.

      Zhimosom accepted his contact, but it was distorted and weak.

      "What is it, my boy?" Zhimosom asked.

      "Did you feel it?" Lorit was eager to know if Zhimosom would admit to what had happened.

      "Feel what?"

      "The tremor. I felt something...something to do with you." Lorit mentally prepared himself to travel to Zhimosom's home and confront him if he evaded Lorit's questions.

      "You must be imagining things," Zhimosom said. He stroked his long white beard casually.

      Lorit strengthened the image of Zhimosom's study. He visualized the wizard's location with its large wooden table and engraved symbols. He recalled the shelves of dusty old books and candle wax splattered all over the place. He made it substantial, real.

      "I'm coming over," Lorit said.

      "Of course, of course," Zhimosom mumbled.

      Lorit solidified his vision and pulled. His own study faded away to be replaced by Zhimosom's. The wizard sat in his usual chair, his robe loose, his long white hair flowing behind him, his beard stretching to the table before him.

      Zhimosom touched the bridge of his spectacles and pushed them back on his face. "What's the matter, son?"

      "I felt a tremor. There was powerful magic, but it was protected, wrapped in a spell of some sort. I couldn't make out where it was or why the ground shook so."

      Lorit pulled out a chair and dropped into it while he waited for Zhimosom to answer, but Zhimosom simply stroked his beard and stared off into space. In front of him lay the scrolls that Lorit had delivered with Kedrik.

      "The Charm...yes," Zhimosom said absently.

      "Lorit. It speaks of the dragons and the Charm." Kedrik pointed to the scroll that sat unrolled before Zhimosom. Sulrad used it to summon and control the dragons. It's all here."

      "The scrolls talk about Sulrad?"

      "No. Before Sulrad. They were written by a wizard named Skelek. He built the Charm and Sulrad found it."

      "Why is that important?"

      "The Charm is powered by an ancient spell. Even Skelek didn't know what made it work. It uses the holder's magic along with all that it absorbs. If Sulrad used it, then it contains his magic, too."

      "So it contains some of his magic. How will that help?" Lorit asked.

      "Not some of his magic, all of it." Kedrik beamed with pride.

      How had Kedrik learned to read the scrolls so quickly? He had only just begun his training in Amedon, and now he'd mastered an ancient wizard's tongue that Lorit had not been able to decipher.

      "How do you know all this?" Lorit asked.

      "The scrolls. They teach you how to read them. I've studied them extensively. The Charm is Sulrad's weakness."

      "You knew this?" Lorit turned to Zhimosom.

      "I suspected as much, but it has been confirmed by the scrolls."

      "How is all this related to the tremors?"

      "Because, my boy, I am weakening. All these long years, I have held spells, not only the one on the Charm of the Joiner, but many others. Spells without which the world would be a terrible place. Spells that hold back horrors you could not imagine."

      Zhimosom shook his head. "The years have taken a toll on me, but lately, someone is actively working to break my hold on the Charm. Someone is attacking my protective spell, draining my magic. I fear that soon I will no longer be able to hold my spells and they will fail."

      Lorit was shocked. Not only that Zhimosom had finally answered his questions, but also that Zhimosom was losing his power, and that someone was attacking Zhimosom.

      "Who's doing this?" Lorit asked.

      "I don't know," Zhimosom said. "It only started this past moon. Someone has discovered the secret I've hidden for four hundred summers. They're trying to free the Charm of the Joiner and use it for their own purposes."

      "Use it for what?" Lorit asked.

      "That, I do not know."

      "Surely you can tell who it is. Is it Sulrad?"

      "It's not Sulrad. He doesn't have that type of power any longer. It's a sorceress and a wizard working together."

      "A pair, like Chihon and I?"

      "No, not a pair, but there are two of them."

      "I thought sorceresses were rare."

      "They are, but there is one working against me."

      "Can't you stop them?"

      "It takes almost all the power I can muster to keep these spells in place. I no longer have enough left to fight them."

      Zhimosom had a pained look on his face. "Have you never wondered why the head of the Wizard's Council uses magic so sparingly? I have little left for anything but maintaining these spells."

      "There must be something you can do." Lorit felt helpless. If Zhimosom lost his fight, whatever he'd been protecting would be free, and no one went to that much trouble for no reason. Turbulent times lay ahead.

      "There is something you can do," Zhimosom said. "Find out who is attacking my spells, and stop them before they succeed. The Charm is the key that keeps me alive and aids me in maintaining many more spells."

      "You want me to do this?"

      "You are the only one strong enough."

      "And if I fail?"

      "Then I'm afraid, my boy, there will be terrible consequences for everyone." Zhimosom pondered for a moment. "Everyone but me. I'll be dead."
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        * * *

      

      Lorit left Zhimosom and Kedrik to search the scrolls for more answers while he returned to the keep in Amedon. He hoped Chihon was back, but the study was cold and empty. He tried to contact her, but she continued to block him. He sensed that she was in the chandlery and that she was well, but that was the extent of it.

      He sat heavily in his chair and lit the fire by throwing a fireball into the fireplace. The flames flashed to life, filling the study with their warmth and light, but doing little to lift his mood. Lorit watched the tongues of fire flicker and cleared his mind. He tried to relax and let the fire carry away his worries, but he was interrupted by a knock at the door.

      Lorit reached out. He sensed Kimt waiting and spoke a spell that opened the door to admit her.

      Kimt entered and sat in Chihon's chair without saying a word.

      Lorit stared at the fire without looking at her.

      "She doesn't want to hurt you," Kimt said softly.

      "She has." Lorit was in no mood for sympathy.

      "She knows that. She knows that no matter what she decides, it will hurt you in some way. She doesn't want to do that."

      Lorit held up his hand. He didn't want to think about it and he didn't want to talk about it. "I know."

      "She healed Ril."

      "What?" Lorit turned to look at Kimt. He'd been unable to heal the child. How had she done it? "How?"

      "I don't know. She examined the spell and then she just pulled on it and it fell apart. I checked the child over most thoroughly afterward. There wasn't a trace of the temple magic in her."

      "So, Ril is free of the temple magic?" Lorit asked.

      "She is...and Chihon restored the water."

      "How did she do that?" Lorit knew she was powerful, but he hadn't considered that she might break a spell that had eluded him.

      "She used the vial of poison you brought back from Talus. She found that the spell on the water was the same. It must be the way the temple is spreading. Poison the water, then force the people to pay for a cure."

      "But they're safe now?"

      "Yes. I found no trace of the poison in the well after Chihon restored the water."

      "Good. That's one less problem to worry about."

      "There's more?" Kimt asked. She looked concerned.

      "Zhimosom. He's being attacked...rather, some of his long-term spells are being attacked." Lorit explained about the Charm of the Joiner and what he'd learned.

      "Do you think it's the temple?" Kimt asked.

      "Zhimosom says it's not Sulrad, but it must be someone from the temple...or it could be another wizard. I just don't know yet."

      "How will you find them?" Kimt asked.

      "Maybe I'll go to Veldwaite...or Frostan...anywhere but here." Lorit looked around the study. "This place suddenly feels dreary."

      Lorit jumped up from his chair and paced the study. Anywhere but here, he decided. He closed his eyes, visualized a vast empty space, and pulled with all his might.
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      Tass sat in the study she had borrowed from Ghall. She still considered it borrowed. She hadn't given up her hopes of defeating Sulrad and taking on the leadership of the temple. In the meantime, she had to deal with an upstart prince-turned-priest. Some days, she regretted turning the boy and not just taking his magic, but he was too valuable a tool to waste. She just wished she didn't have to listen to his arrogance. One day soon, she would be in a position to do something about that. But that day had not yet come.

      Ghall entered, draped his lanky frame casually over a chair, and smiled. "Ukina finally broke. She's talking, but she's not saying anything surprising. She sent the egg to Amedon with Sir Adane, but she doesn't know what route he's taking."

      Tass snorted. "To Amedon. How convenient. How will you get it out of there?"

      "I don't plan to let it get to Amedon. I have a small cadre of highly trained and extremely loyal knights on their way to prepare an appropriate reception for the courier."

      "How do you know where he's heading?"

      "I don't. I sent men out on fast horses to cover three likely paths. He has to take one of them."

      Tass was impressed. Usually the boy didn't think things through that far. "And what of the egg? Is it still active?" The egg had started to emit signs of magic a moon ago. The magic was what had signaled them that the egg was in the treasury. She didn't know what it meant, but it definitely bore watching.

      "It seems to be gaining strength over time, or at least sending off a stronger signature. Not that anyone but a trained wizard would notice, but it's starting to glow...as if it were growing hot." Ghall waved his hand in the air.

      "We have to secure the egg. I need it for my challenge against Sulrad." Tass didn't want Ghall to get his hands on the egg. There was no telling what the arrogant little snipe would do with that much power.

      "And, how's that going?" Ghall asked sarcastically.

      Tass grew angry just thinking about Sulrad. He had blocked any attempt at communication since he'd exiled her to Veldwaite. He'd also blocked her ability to travel back to Quineshua. She wasn't sure how he could do that.

      "I'm working on it," she said.

      "It looks that only one of us is keeping up his end of the bargain." Ghall stood up and turned to leave.

      "Not so fast!" Tass threw a spell of containment on Ghall that brought him to a halt in his tracks. He struggled against her, but he was no match for her years of experience and accumulated magic.

      "What is it?" Ghall spat.

      "We agreed that the temple belongs to me. You get the castle and the crown. If this thing is useful against Sulrad and his power, it's mine. Don't forget that!"

      Ghall struggled against the spell. He pulled at his arms trying to free himself, but Tass held him firm. "Do you understand?"

      "I understand!"

      Tass released the spell just as Ghall threw himself against it. The pressure relented and he tumbled to the ground with a cry of pain.

      Tass smiled.
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      When Lorit left Amedon, he had no idea where he would end up. He pictured a wide-open space with no town, no village, no nothing. He had no particular place in mind except getting out of Amedon and away from Chihon. He materialized in a wide-open field with gently rolling hills and lush deep grass. He took a moment to soak in the warm afternoon sun and the fresh air. It was rejuvenating and the tension flowed out of him. The Wizards' Keep was cold and dank no matter the season or time of day, and sometimes Lorit missed the open spaces and fresh air. He stretched his arms wide and took a deep breath as the trill of a blue jay sounded behind him.

      Lorit turned, expecting to find the bird perched in a tree, but instead there was a gallows, partially complete, standing stark against the field. The lonely blue jay sat atop the cross-arm where the noose would hang. A carpenter hammered at the planking, fastening the rough-hewn boards in place.

      The platform was easily twice Lorit's height and stood high above the meadow. The gallows would provide visibility for a very large crowd. It must be for an important or notorious prisoner.

      Lorit strolled over to the carpenter. "Who are the gallows for?"

      "Don't rightly know." The carpenter leaned back to take in the massive structure. "Somebody important, I'd reckon."

      "When is the execution?"

      "Don't know that either. They just told me to get it built and don't dawdle none. It should be finished in another three days."

      The carpenter ceased his hammering and strolled over to the edge of the platform. He sat down with his legs over the side, placed the hammer on the plank beside him, and lifted a large jug to his lips, drinking noisily.

      "That seems like a lot of work for just one hanging," Lorit said.

      The man chuckled. "They said to build it strong, as it's gonna be used a lot." The carpenter scratched his chin. "Come to think of it, that can't be a good sign, can it?"

      "No. It can't. You have no idea who this is for? No gossip?"

      "I hear it's for one of the castle folk. I don't know much about them castle folk. I try to stay out of their way. Unless they need me to build something."

      "This may sound like a strange question, but where am I?" Lorit asked.

      "You don't know?" the carpenter looked at him as if Lorit were a madman.

      "No, I don't. I've been traveling a long way and I'm lost."

      "Well, you're in Veldwaite. The castle's just over the rise there." The carpenter pointed to low rolling hills off to the west. He took another swig from his jug, wiped his mouth on his sleeve, and stood up. "Nice chatting with you, but I'd best be back at it."

      Lorit looked at the hills in the distance; somewhere behind them lay Veldwaite, and if the gallows was for Ukina, Lorit had arrived just in time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was almost a league, and the long walk gave Lorit time to think. He needed to find out what was going on before he headed for the castle. He raised his disguise, using the same appearance he'd used last time he visited Veldwaite. He chatted with the townsfolk who were free with the gossip. There was nothing the townsfolk liked more than to chat about the castle folk.

      Half a moon prior to Lorit's arrival, the castle had been in a big stir. Rumors ranged from “the queen is dead” to “the queen is locked in the tower.” Lorit was not sure what to believe. He'd healed Ukina and knew she was locked in her room, but it looked like the trouble had escalated.

      Lorit decided not to bother with a ruse to get past the guards this time. He reached out with his magic and quickly found Queen Ukina. She wasn't dead, and she wasn't locked in the tower as the townsfolk believed. She sat quietly at the desk in her room.

      Lorit didn't want to startle her if she was in no immediate danger, so he searched outside her room for a quiet place where he would not be noticed.

      A woman approached the guard, carrying a basket filled with clean laundry for the queen. They intercepted her and inspected the basket, pulling articles of clothing out and commenting rudely before they let her pass. Lorit waited for the woman to reappear, then focused in on the queen, and pulled himself through the void into her room.

      Ukina sat at her desk with a tray of cold food undisturbed before her. She wore her casual robes and her hair was its usual mess. She turned to Lorit, unsurprised by his appearance. "I thought I felt you nearby."

      "What have you gotten yourself into now?" Lorit sat in the chair next to her desk, from which he could face her while they spoke. She looked tired, her eyes sunken and dark.

      "The nobles have trumped up some charge and are planning to hang me." She reached for a brush and dragged it halfheartedly through her hair, but quickly put it back, her hands shaking.

      Lorit rested his hand atop hers. They were cold and bony, but her shaking soon subsided under his touch. "When did this come about?" Lorit asked.

      "A few days ago. They finally got tired of torturing me about the egg and decided to hang me."

      Ukina shook her head and sobbed. She covered her face with her hands as if to hide from Lorit. "I tried to contact you, but they had a spell on me that blocked it. I couldn't hold out against the torture. I told them that I sent the egg to Amedon." She looked at Lorit. "I guess that means they don't need me alive any longer."

      Lorit got up from the chair and knelt down beside her. He put his arm around her shoulder. "Don't worry. I won't let them hang you."

      Lorit felt bad for Ukina. She had been mistreated by the temple and the nobles alike since she came to the throne after the untimely death of her father. The king's death had hit her hard and losing her brother to the temple had cut her off from the only family she had left. She was more alone than he was.

      He held her and waited for her sobs to subside. "We have to warn Sir Adane," he said.

      "How? He's good at hiding from wizards...and the temple."

      "I'll send Chihon to protect him. She can meet him along the way, guide him to Amedon, and keep an eye out for the priests."

      "How will you find him?"

      "She'll find him. I'm not going."

      "What about you?"

      "I'm staying here for a while. Chihon and I are not speaking to each other right now."

      "What?" Ukina turned to him. Her face still showed the tracks of her tears, but she was clearly concerned. "What happened?"

      "I don't know. Chihon's upset. She said something about wanting to be a mother, and that I couldn't be the father. Then she stormed out and blocked my connection. She won't talk to me anymore."

      Ukina hugged him. "Don't worry. She loves you. She'll come back to you. You just have to be patient."

      "She won't talk to me," Lorit said.

      "She'll listen to you if you tell her about Sir Adane. She won't want to let him down."

      "Do you think so?"

      "I'm sure. Try to contact her and let her know about Sir Adane."

      Lorit relaxed and reached out to Chihon.
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      After storming out of the study and leaving Lorit behind, Chihon trudged down the dreary street toward the chandlery where she'd secured her room. The town seemed dingier than she remembered, or perhaps it was her mood that colored it. She was still angry with Lorit and tried to cheer herself up by singing as she walked along. Soon she found her mood lifting, thoughts of Lorit pushed out by a song she used to sing to earn her supper.

      By the time she reached the chandlery, she had almost forgotten the argument. Uwora was still up tidying the shop when Chihon entered. The girl looked up and smiled when Chihon dropped her pack and sat down.

      "Nice to see you back," she said.

      "I'm glad to be back," Chihon said, and she meant it.

      "You look happier today than last time you were here."

      Uwora seemed genuinely happy to see Chihon. It made her feel better than she had in a long while. "I am feeling better," Chihon said.

      "Good. Last time you looked sort of sad."

      "Did I?" Chihon frowned. "Well, no more."

      Chihon hummed the song she'd been singing as she helped Uwora with the chores. It made the time go faster. Soon she noticed that Uwora was humming along with her. She stopped and listened as the girl continued alone, but Uwora quickly caught herself and stopped.

      "You sing?" Chihon asked.

      Uwora blushed. "Not much, but you sounded so good, I just couldn't help myself."

      "I thought you sounded good."

      Uwora blushed even brighter. "I'm not as good as you. Do you sing, too, or just hum the tunes you know?"

      "I used to sing for my supper." Chihon recalled the times her grandma'am used to encourage her to take the stage back home. Suddenly, she was lonely for the old woman. Her grandma'am always had wise advice for her. Perhaps she should arrange a visit soon.

      "I'm sorry I made you sad. Are you sad because you miss your mother?"

      "I never knew my mother. My grandma'am raised me. I should go visit her someday."

      "That would be good. I don't have any relatives besides my pa. The rest are all gone."

      Chihon felt the touch of Lorit in her mind. She blocked it off and tried to ignore it, but he was insistent.

      "I don't want to talk to you," she finally responded.

      "It's not about us. Sir Adane is headed to Amedon looking for us. He's in danger. Can you find him and escort him back to Amedon?"

      Chihon considered her answer. Was Lorit just trying to get her to join him in his quest, hoping she'd forget all about the reason for their fight, or did he truly need her help? Chihon didn't want to get dragged back into some crisis that would take her back into contact with Lorit. Better he be on his own for a while to sort out his feelings while she did the same.

      If Sir Adane was in danger, then Chihon could go help him on her own. She would still be away from Amedon and Lorit. One place was as good as the next.

      "I'll go," Chihon told Lorit.

      "Chihon." Lorit paused. "I miss you."

      "Lorit. Don't," was all she said before she dropped the connection. Her vision returned to see Uwora looking at her with brows wrinkled.

      "Is something the matter?" Uwora asked.

      "No, why do you ask?"

      "Because you were talking to me, then you just stopped and stared off into space all quiet like. I tried to get your attention, but you just sat there."

      Chihon flushed. It had been rude of her to connect with Lorit without warning Uwora what she was about to do. Chihon had not considered that she'd never told the girl she was a sorceress. "I was talking to someone," Chihon explained.

      "Who was it, and how could you talk to someone like that?"

      "It was Lorit. He's a wizard, a powerful one."

      "Is he your man?"

      Chihon frowned. "That's something I need to find out."

      "Could I talk to people far away, too?" Uwora looked at her with pleading eyes.

      "Not unless you are a sorceress." It was hard to explain what it meant to be a sorceress. That was why the wizards lived in Amedon. They understood each other instinctively. Living among the general population, one either had to hide the fact that he was a wizard or explain himself frequently.

      "Are you a sorceress?"

      "Yes, I am," Chihon admitted.

      "Can you teach me magic?"

      "Not unless the power comes awake in you. Even if you were a sorceress, that wouldn't happen for a few summers yet." The girl was well below the age when power awoke. She would have no magic for quite a while, even if she were destined to become a sorceress.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Chihon ate a quick meal with Uwora and her father and told them that she was going to be off for a few days. She wasn't sure where to start. She knew the route from Veldwaite to Amedon would take Sir Adane over the Swion Mountains to the Plains of Grass, but so did whoever was chasing him. Sir Adane was a better strategist than that. He would not take the obvious route. She would have to find the more obscure route.

      Chihon found a quiet place outside of town to rest and sat beneath the shade of a large oak tree. She folded her legs, hands on her knees, and opened her mind, searching for Sir Adane. Chihon had healed the knight after a battle in which he'd been wounded. That healing had left a trace that she could follow to find him. She pictured him, tall and broad shouldered. He was a hunter, with dark leathery skin from constant exposure to the sun. She visualized him in his battle armor as she had seen him last.

      A slight mist formed before her. Chihon kept herself calm and waited for the mist to settle and show her the way. In the mist, she saw Sir Adane. He wasn't alone; he had a boy with him. The lad was almost as tall as Sir Adane, but had not yet filled out. The squire sat straight in the saddle, riding side by side with the knight. They rode hard. Occasionally, one of them looked over their shoulder as if expecting pursuit.

      Chihon tried to determine where they were. She had only the vaguest idea that they were crossing the plains of Veldwaite, heading toward the coastal mountains. They were indeed traveling in the direction she had hoped they would. They would reach the coastal mountains within the moon. Good. She was on the right track.

      Chihon knew that she could not establish a connection to Sir Adane as she did with Lorit or another wizard. Lorit had placed a spell of protection on the knight that kept all magical influences away from him. If she couldn't talk to the knight, maybe she could place a thought in his mind to let him know that she was on her way to meet him. She formed the thought and pushed it at the knight, but a firm wall rejected her intrusion. She tried harder but was rejected again.

      Think. If she couldn't reach him, they might cross paths accidentally. Repeated attempts to contact the knight were met with failure. The shield about Sir Adane was too strong. She had to find a way. Chihon looked closely at the knight and his squire. Of course, that was it. When the idea came to her, she was ashamed that she'd been so foolish. Chihon formed a picture in her mind. She created the image of herself and added the certainty that she was coming to help. She pressed the thought on the youth riding with Sir Adane so that when he next slept, he would see her in his dreams. She'd wasn't sure that she'd gotten through. She'd have to keep trying until she could be sure, but at least she had a destination.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Chihon probed the area around the knight and his squire. They were making good progress, galloping across the grassland, headed for the forest that clung to the foothills of the Swion Mountains, but something felt amiss. The clump of trees in their path was wrong, off color, as if a malevolence dwelt there.

      Chihon turned her energy to the trees, willing her vision to reveal what lay hidden in the woods. The woods themselves were normal. No threat there, but some of the individual trees hid a dark presence.

      She pressed harder, singling out one of the darker tree trunks. A dark shade clung to it, masking something. The spell was a temple spell. She focused her energy on it and pushed through it to see what was hidden there.

      It was an archer.

      The woods were infested with them. Archers and crossbows hid behind the trees, waiting.

      It was an ambush.
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      The sun rose, shedding light on the planes of Veldwaite where sheep lazily munched away at the lush grass, their wool coats thick and white. Beneath a sheltering live-oak, Sir Adane's squire busied himself over the morning's fire.

      Adane had been awake for a while, taking in the peacefulness of the sunrise. He liked being on the road, even if he was being pursued. It was a game of strategy. This morning, their camp was hidden beneath a live oak. The small cook-fire threw off a tiny wisp of white smoke that was absorbed by the foliage, hiding it from view by anyone searching for them.

      Sir Adane reached for the pack, hefting it to assure himself the dragon egg was still safe, then chided himself. There had been no sign of pursuit since they left the castle. He worried for Ukina's safety more than his own.

      "How much further to Amedon?" Iwori interrupted Adane's thoughts.

      "A moon or more. There's a mountain passage I want to take." Adane nodded toward the snow-covered peaks on the horizon.

      "Is it really a dragon's egg?"

      The boy had been curious about their burden ever since they left Veldwaite. Adane was surprised he'd managed to wait so long before asking about it.

      "So I'm told. I have no magic to know such things."

      "Why do they want it?" the boy asked. "The priests and the nobles."

      "They think it will help them take the throne away from our queen."

      "Why do they want to do that?"

      "Indeed...Why would anyone want the throne? They covet the power and riches that the throne represents. I'm sure that if they truly understood what it meant to sit on the throne, they wouldn't want it."

      "I don't understand." Iwori stirred the pan he'd placed above the fire. The aroma of bacon and eggs wafted out of it.

      "There is great responsibility to the throne. Queen Ukina works very hard to provide for her people, as did her father before her. He was tireless, always meeting with one group or another, trying to keep everyone happy and make sure there was enough food to go around. It's not an easy job."

      "Doesn't Queen Ukina do that, too? Why are they trying to take the throne away from her, then?"

      "Because they think she's weak." Adane fished his plate from his pack and held it out while Iwori scooped the mixture from the pot onto it. Sir Adane examined the boy's cooking before digging in. The boy was becoming a good cook.

      "Is she?" Iwori asked.

      "Weak?" Adane shook his head. "She may seem scattered and out of touch at times, but she's very wise. She's been through a lot, with the temple taking her captive, her father dying, and her brother being taken by the temple. It's enough to make anyone break down and cry, but she took on the throne and has done a good job. She has plans that will make the kingdom even more prosperous than when her father was king.

      "That's why the nobles are after her. She's going to establish a merchant class and open Veldwaite up to free trade. Veldwaite will become a prosperous center of commerce if she has her way."

      "But they don't like it."

      "No, they don't. The nobles and the temple will lose their hold on the people if she succeeds. They have nothing to gain from this."

      Adane finished the last of his breakfast, shoved his plate into the dirt, and used the dust to scrub it clean before re-stowing it in his pack.

      "Come on. We should get started. I don't know if anyone's following us, but I don't want to stay in one place too long."

      Iwori spread dirt on the fire to smother it, stowed the pan in his pack, and cleaned up the campsite. When the fire was out, he kicked the ashes around and covered everything with leaves. When he was finished, it was as if no one had been there. Adane smiled. The lad was a fine squire and would one day make a great knight.
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        * * *

      

      Sir Adane and Iwori rode the dusty trails stopping for meals, but pressing ever onward. There were no signs of pursuit, but Sir Adane worried. He had the magical protection that Lorit had bestowed on him, but Iwori did not, and the boy had been having strange dreams for the last few nights. At first Sir Adane thought it was just the boy's imagination, that the lad was dreaming of some maiden they'd encountered at an inn or market along the way, but when he described the woman in his dreams, Sir Adane grew worried.

      "Tell me again about the dream," Sir Adane encouraged Iwori.

      "She comes to me as I sit beside the fire. I'm usually cooking when she appears. She doesn't walk up, she just sort of materializes out of nothing."

      "Go on."

      "She's old...like my mother, not my grandma'am...but she's nice. She smiles and talks with me, asking how we're doing, and how the journey is going."

      Adane didn't like what he heard. The boy described someone who could only be Tass. Tass was a priestess that had worked in the castle as Ukina's maid until the day she bewitched the princess and captured the sorceress Chihon. Adane thought she was dead, but a powerful priestess like her had ways of surviving. He looked around as if the mere thought of her would bring her out of hiding.

      "And what do you tell her?" Sir Adane had prepared the boy in case something like this happened, but one could never be too certain.

      "I tell her we are making good time and should reach Mistwind before the next new moon."

      Sir Adane laughed. Mistwind was one of the routes they could have taken. It was a likely path, but not the one they were on.

      "Good. Keep in mind that we're dealing with wizards and sorceresses. They can take any form and inhabit your dreams if you're not careful."

      "I don't tell anyone where we are...but the other one already knows."

      "Which other one?" There was another woman? Was it a second priest or was someone else trying to find them?

      Iwori squirmed in his saddle. "The one that came to me last night. She was younger and pretty. She said that we were on the right path and should keep going the way we are. She said she would meet us at the foot of the mountains and guide us to Amedon."

      Sir Adane expected to be sought out by the temple, but who was this new woman who was inhabiting Iwori's dreams?

      "What does she look like?"

      "She's young and pretty. She has long brown hair and green eyes." Iwori looked at Sir Adane. "Do you know who it is?"

      "I have my suspicions, but until we find out who, try not to let her in your dreams. The temple has tricks to make you think they're your friend. It's best not to trust anyone."

      "I'll try, but how do you keep a wizard out of your dreams?"

      "I'll make you a special tea that should help. But until we find out who's looking for us now, we'd better hurry." Sir Adane urged his horse onward.
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      Tass was anxious. Queen Ukina had finally broken and told Ghall where the egg was headed, and he'd sent troops to intercept it. She couldn't let Ghall get his hands on the egg. Fortunately, she'd planted spies in Ghall's troops who would report back to her when they discovered something. She didn't have long to wait. She received a message from one of the men stating that they were waiting in ambush for the knight. Tass focused in on them and spoke the spell that took her through the void to a small stand of trees somewhere in the southern part of Veldwaite. She appeared near an archer who recognized her.

      "Mother!" The guard almost fell over backward in his surprise, but quickly recovered. "Our target is almost here. We must be quiet."

      "Don't worry. They're still half a league away. They can't hear us yet." Now that she was close, she could sense the egg. It would be here soon, carried right into her hands by Sir Adane.

      "How many men do you have here?" she asked.

      "Two score."

      Tass arched her eyebrow. "That many?"

      "Father Ghall wants to assure that we capture the egg he seeks."

      Tass probed ahead for their quarry. The knight and his squire were approaching swiftly. They would soon be in range of the archers.

      "When they get in position, hold for my signal. I don't want anyone killed unless I give the word."

      "But, Mother, Father Ghall said to take no captives."

      "I want to speak to these prisoners. Tell your men to hold for my signal."

      "Yes, Mother." The archer passed the word to his men.

      Tass sensed the queen's men before she saw them. The knight and his squire rode into the clearing just as expected. The knight had a faint violet glow about him. He was protected. The archers would have been foiled if they had tried to shoot him. Tass stood up and extended her arm.

      "Hold there," she commanded.

      The knight reined his horse short. He looked around as the archers stepped from behind the thick tree trunks and turned back to Tass without a word.

      "I see you're a wise man," Tass said.

      "I'm no fool." The knight sat still, making no move to escape or yield.

      "Why are you here?" Tass demanded.

      "What business is that of yours? This is Veldwaite and I am a knight of the Realm as you well know."

      "I had hoped to spare any innocents, but if you insist on standing in my way, my men will simply kill you and we can search your corpses."

      "They could try." The knight lowered his visor.

      Tass stepped back and raised her hand. Before she could lower it to signal the archers, the violet glow around the knight intensified. A surge of familiar power washed over Tass.

      It was the sorceress Chihon.

      When the mist cleared, Chihon stood beside the knight, glowing with residual magic that extended to cover the knight and his squire.

      Chihon spoke to the knight, who reached into his saddlebags and withdrew the egg. Magic emanated from the egg as Chihon took it and clutched it to her breast. Once again, the mist formed around the sorceress. Tass flew into a rage. The sorceress had simply materialized in the camp and stolen the egg, and she was going to get away.

      Tass reached out and placed a containment spell on Chihon so the sorceress couldn't call out. The last thing Tass needed was for her to bring help from Amedon. "Fire!" Tass screamed.

      The arrows bounced off Chihon and the knight without doing any damage. Tass probed for a weakness in the knight's shields, but found none and dismissed him. She no longer cared about the knight. She wanted Chihon dead.

      "The girl!" Tass screamed.

      The archers reloaded and fired all at once. The crossbow quarrels flew straight for Chihon. Tass reached out, driving them as hard as she could with her magic. She seized one arrow and willed it to pass through Chihon's shields.

      As the quarrels contacted Chihon's shields, they flashed into nothingness. All but one. The one that Tass drove passed through the shield and struck the sorceress in the thigh. Chihon doubled over in pain, momentarily lowering her shields.

      "Again, you fools."

      Once again, the archers let fly. Tass grasped as many quarrels as she could and put the full force of her magic behind them. Most of them flashed into light and vanished, but two penetrated Chihon's weakened shields. The squire fell to the ground, dead, pierced by a crossbow bolt, while two other quarrels struck Chihon, one in the chest, the other in her shoulder. She screamed in pain and fell to the ground as the violet light surrounding the knight faded.

      The archers reloaded and targeted the knight once more.

      "Hold," Tass shouted.

      "Shall we kill him?" one of the archers asked.

      "No. Bring him with us."

      Tass walked over to where Chihon lay bleeding in the path. She looked down at the girl and nudged her to see if Chihon was alive. Chihon moaned, but didn't look up. Her clothes were soaked with blood where the arrows had penetrated.

      Tass took the egg from Chihon. It was heavy in her hand and just slightly warm. She felt the ridges of the gold that enmeshed the egg and the sharp bite of the jewels. Tass stuffed the egg into her pack.

      "What about the woman?" one of the archers asked. "Shall we bring her?"

      "Leave her for the wolves," Tass said. She mounted a horse and turned to ride off without looking back.
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      Lorit stayed with Queen Ukina to console her about her troubles and learn about the dragon's egg she had discovered. While they sat quietly, Lorit's power surged. Chihon had drawn on it to perform a travel spell, and Lorit knew she had found Sir Adane. "I think Chihon has gone to escort Sir Adane and the egg," Lorit told the queen.

      "Have you ever seen one?" Ukina asked.

      "No. Not even in books. There's not much about the dragons in the library in Amedon...Actually, there's almost nothing about the dragons in Amedon's library."

      Suddenly, a sharp pain flared in Lorit's thigh. It burned with a fire that threatened to overwhelm him. He threw himself to the floor and reached for his leg, expecting to find a bloody arrow protruding.

      "Lorit, are you all right?" Ukina knelt down beside him.

      "My leg. I've been hit."

      "I don't see anything."

      "I feel it. I've been shot. Watch out." He pulled at her to take her out of the line of fire, but she resisted.

      "Lorit, there's no one here but us. We're all alone."

      Another stab of pain erupted, this time in Lorit's chest and shoulder. He reached up, expecting to find a shaft and blood, but his hand came away empty and clean. The pain was real, as if someone had shot him with molten lead. The fire seared his skin and he clutched his chest, but found nothing there.

      "Lorit. You're scaring me. What's happening?"

      Lorit heard Chihon in his head. "Help!" She was far off and weak. It was her pain that Lorit had felt.

      "It's Chihon. She's been hurt. I have to go to her."

      "But what about me?" Ukina demanded.

      "I have to go to Chihon." Lorit summoned all the power he could. He'd been saving his reserve to travel back to Amedon, but he squandered it locating Chihon. She was weak and her magic was depleted. Because he shared his magic with her, he was weak, too.

      He reached out to Chihon and pulled. The castle disappeared and Lorit found himself in the woods. He didn't have to look around for Chihon. She lay on the ground with arrows protruding from her leg, shoulder, and chest. Blood stained her clothes and soaked into the ground around her.

      The pain Lorit had experienced in Veldwaite was even worse now. He doubled over in agony, feeling the full impact of Chihon's injuries. Lorit fell to his knees beside her. "Chihon. Hold on. I'll get help."

      Lorit was barely able to call out to Kimt. His connection to her was tenuous, but she heard him. "Chihon is injured. You must come. I can't bring her back. Hurry. She's dying."

      Lorit didn't wait for Kimt to answer. He ripped off his shirt and made a crude bandage, tearing the cloth to wrap around the base of the arrow in Chihon's thigh. He was barely able to staunch the flow of blood without passing out from the pain himself.

      The arrow had ripped a large gash in her leg when she fell, and blood pumped out of it with every beat of her heart. Lorit tried to use magic to stop the flow of blood but he was only partially successful. The thick red flow slowed to a drip, but it didn't stop completely.

      Lorit probed the wound with his power. The arrow was treated with magic to make it more effective. Dark and twisted magic. Temple magic. He tried to find the thread that would let him unravel the spell. If he could defeat the spell, maybe he could stop the flow of blood. He probed deeper, but there was nothing he could grab onto.

      Lorit's own power waned as Chihon grew weaker. He was helpless to save her. He screamed in frustration, fearful of losing her, when a violet glow appeared next to Chihon. It increased in brightness and grew solid. The light swirled about, coalescing into a figure in the center of the vortex.

      It was Kimt.

      "Chihon's been hurt," Lorit cried. Panic gripped him as he felt himself fading.

      Kimt rushed over and knelt beside Chihon. She placed her hand on the wound where Lorit had tried to stop the flow of blood.

      "We have to get that arrow out." Kimt reached for the shaft and gently grasped it. She gave it a tug, and Chihon screamed out in pain.

      "You're hurting her," Lorit cried.

      "I know. It's stuck in the bone. I have to get it out so I can pack the wound or she'll bleed to death."

      "Hold her leg still. Grab it above and below the arrow and be ready to put some pressure on the wound when the arrow comes free."

      Lorit placed his hands around the arrow. He put pressure on Chihon's leg, wincing as she screamed at his touch.

      Kimt grasped the arrow firmly in both hands and yanked, but it stuck firm. "It won't come out." Kimt pulled harder, and Lorit felt Chihon's leg lift as Kimt strained.

      Chihon cried out in pain. He felt her agony through their connection almost as if it were his own. He was exhausted and couldn't go on, but the thought of losing Chihon drove him to continue.

      "Press harder. Lean all your weight into it," Kimt shouted.

      Lorit pressed down, throwing all of his weight behind him. Kimt pulled her belt free, wrapped it around the arrow and then her hand. She braced her foot against Chihon's leg and looked at Lorit. "Ready?"

      "Ready." Lorit strained hard.

      Kimt groaned with effort as she pulled on the shaft. The muscles stood out on her neck, and she turned red. Kimt groaned, Chihon screamed, and Lorit fell back as the arrow came loose. Blood gushed from the wound. Lorit shoved his makeshift bandage into the bloody gash and pressed with all his might. Blood seeped around his fingers, welling up.

      "Hold on." Kimt rushed over with a clean white cloth. She removed Lorit's bandage and stuffed the cloth deep into the wound, poking it in and wadding it up until the blood flow slowed to a trickle.

      Kimt lifted Chihon's leg, bending her knee, and put Lorit's hand on Chihon's foot. "Hold her still."

      Kimt wound white cloth around Chihon's leg, covering the wound. At first, the cloth immediately turned red, but as she wound more cloth around Chihon's leg, the flow of blood stopped and the layers remained white.

      "That's one. We still have two more," Kimt said.

      "I'm not sure she can take any more."

      "We have to, or she'll die."

      Kimt directed Lorit's hands to Chihon's shoulder and told him to hold her still once more. This time the arrow slid right out and the flow of blood stopped much more quickly.

      "I'm worried about this one." Kimt gingerly touched the arrow that protruded from Chihon's chest. The arrow was deep, but the wound hardly bled.

      "I can feel that the arrow is close to her heart," Kimt said. "I'm afraid to pull it out."

      Lorit reached out with his magical senses. They were weak and attenuated, but he could still feel the arrowhead. It was formed from three blades that could easily cut her flesh at the slightest movement. The arrow had the flavor of the same magic the others had, but there was more. Something Lorit didn't recognize was buried there along with the arrow. He couldn't make out what it was, but it certainly was not temple magic.

      "I think we need to leave the point in there until I can get her back to Amedon," Kimt said.

      Kimt looked at Lorit. "You're exhausted and you don't have the training for this. I can't take the chance out here in the field."

      "You can't just leave the arrow sticking out of her like that."

      "No. Give me your knife." Kimt held out her hand.

      Lorit handed her his knife, wondering what she had in mind.

      Kimt placed the point of the knife against Chihon's flesh where the arrow shaft protruded. "I'm going to cut the shaft. When I push the knife blade into the arrow shaft, you break it off." Kimt looked up at Lorit. "Be careful so you don't disturb the point any more than you have to."

      "What?" Lorit didn't like the sound of that.

      "Don't argue." Kimt's look was enough to stop him in mid utterance. Lorit grabbed the arrow shaft and nodded.

      "Ready?" Kimt asked.

      "Yes."

      Kimt stuck her finger into Chihon's flesh next to the arrow and drove the knife-point into the shaft. "Now!"

      Lorit pulled the shaft and felt the rewarding snap as the arrow broke off just below Chihon's skin. Kimt placed a bandage over the wound, sealing the blood inside along with the arrow.

      "Now what?" Lorit asked.

      "Now we get her back to Amedon."

      "I don't have enough strength to carry her back. You'll have to get help."

      Kimt stood up and stepped back from Chihon. She raised her hand and performed the motions in the air and triggered the travel spell that would return her to Amedon. Violet light engulfed her, turning to sparkles and flecks that spun wildly in the air and vanished, leaving Lorit alone with Chihon.

      "I'm sorry I did this to you," Lorit said. He didn't think Chihon could hear him, but he needed to say it anyway.

      "Not...your...fault," Chihon said through clenched teeth.

      "Shhh...Don't try to talk." Lorit stroked her hair, careful not to shift her body and cause her any more pain.

      "Not your fault. Mine," Chihon croaked. "Should have been more careful."

      "Who was it?" Lorit asked.

      "Tass. She has the egg."

      "Is Sir Adane alive?" Lorit looked around. He saw the body of the squire lying on the ground nearby.

      "They took him." Chihon's breathing was labored and heavy.

      "Just rest," Lorit put his hand on Chihon's forehead and reached for his magic to press a healing spell on her, but he was completely drained. He had never felt as helpless as this before. It was frightening. What if his magic remained depleted and he couldn't help her?
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        * * *

      

      Lorit sat with Chihon as he waited for Kimt to return. He rested her head in his lap and gently stroked her hair, speaking soft words of encouragement.

      "I failed," Chihon whispered. Her magic was almost completely drained, and along with it, Lorit's.

      Lorit panicked. She was dying and he had no magic to help her. He reached out with what little reserve he had and pressed his power into her. He didn't know how long she could hold out when twin clouds of violet light appeared. They swirled and coalesced into the form of Kimt and Kedrik. Why had she brought the boy with her?

      Kedrik rushed to Chihon and knelt down. He held out his hand as if to touch her bandage, but drew back. He looked at Lorit. "Is she all right?"

      "She's badly hurt and there's a spell on the arrow that remains inside of her," Lorit explained.

      "I brought Kedrik to help us carry you both back to Amedon." Kimt knelt beside Chihon and placed her hand on Chihon's bandaged chest.

      "How are you holding up?" Kimt asked.

      "I've been better." Chihon grimaced as she tried to smile.

      Kimt brushed Chihon's hair behind her ear. "We're going to get you back to Amedon as quickly as we can."

      Kimt extended her hand to Lorit. "I know you need a little help, too."

      Lorit grabbed her hand. The power of the travel spell wrapped around them and Lorit sensed more of Kedrik's magic at work than Kimt's. The boy was growing strong quickly.

      When they reached Amedon, there were three wizards standing by to carry Chihon to Kimt's quarters. They placed Chihon on Kimt's bed and left Lorit alone with her as Kimt rushed to get her potions. Kimt returned quickly with a satchel full of potions and instruments. She set the satchel on the floor next to the bed and opened it, reached inside, and drew out several shiny instruments.

      "What are those for?" he asked.

      "I have to dig out the arrow point. It's going to do some damage, but we can't leave it in her. These are the tools I need to do that work."

      Kimt laid out several needles that were threaded with fine silk strands. "When I finish cutting, I'll sew up her skin to keep the wounds clean while they heal.”

      Kedrik returned with a large kettle of water so hot it was still steaming. He placed it on the floor next to Kimt and knelt beside her.

      "Kedrik. I'm grateful for your help, but you should leave now."

      "I can help. I can hold things for you while you work."

      "I know you can, but I have to undress her to do my work. I'm sure she would be uncomfortable with you watching."

      Kedrik hung his head. "Must I?"

      "Yes. You must." Kimt gently pulled him back to his feet.

      "I'll go with you, Kedrik." Lorit started to get up, but before he could stand, Chihon grabbed his hand and clutched weakly. "Please don't go."

      "But Kimt said you need privacy."

      "Not from you," Chihon said. "Stay with me. I'm frightened."

      Kimt looked at Kedrik. "Off with you. Please close the door on your way out."

      Kedrik slunk for the door. He looked back at Chihon and then slowly closed the door behind him.

      Kimt put her hand on Chihon's forehead and looked into her eyes. "I will need to cut away your clothes and the bandages. Then I'm going to cut into your flesh so I can see where the arrow point lies without moving it. But before I do that, I'm going to give you a sleeping potion. It will make it so you don't feel anything while I work."

      Chihon nodded. She opened her mouth. Kimt brought a small vial to her lips and poured a light amber liquid past Chihon's lips. Chihon swallowed and blinked her eyes. Once, twice, they closed, then opened, and then finally stayed shut.

      "Give it a moment to work before we start," Kimt told Lorit.

      "What do you want me to do?" Lorit felt the potion work on Chihon and struggled to keep it from affecting him too.

      "Help me cut away her clothes, then keep the hot water ready. Wash away the blood as I work."

      "I'm feeling a little lightheaded myself."

      "From a little blood?" Kimt laughed. "I would have thought you had seen enough blood. This little bit shouldn't bother you."

      "I've seen lots of blood, but this is Chihon's. For some reason, it makes my stomach churn."

      Kimt smiled at Lorit. "That's because you're in love. Now start cutting."

      Lorit cut away the bandages and clothes until the raw red wound was exposed. Chihon's skin was bruised and puckered where the shaft had entered her chest. The blood congealed around the wound and only seeped out in small droplets as Lorit washed the area.

      Kimt took the knife and placed it against Chihon's skin. She made a short cut and carefully separated the flesh with her fingertips, then stuck her fingers into the cut and gently probed around.

      Lorit used his magic to follow her ministrations as Kimt skillfully probed using magic and her finger. The blade rested close to Chihon's heart, but had not struck anything vital.

      "One cut and we can remove the arrow, but there is magic in her. Temple magic, and it's not just on the arrow. It reminds me of the spell on the water that affected Ril."

      "You can heal her of that," Lorit said. "You did it last time."

      "Last time she was healthy. This time, she's weak."

      "We can't just leave the poison in her."

      "We don't have a choice. Let's get the arrow out. That will kill her a lot faster than the poison will if we let it move around inside of her."

      Kimt withdrew her finger and made another cut. This time, she used her finger to guide the arrow shaft. Little by little, the shaft appeared, then the arrow head, until finally it was free.

      The wound oozed a thick red and yellow fluid, and Lorit reached for the cloth to clean it off.

      Kimt held her hand over the wound. "Let her bleed out the worst of it." A faint violet glow emanated from Kimt's hand as the fluid turned from yellow to deep red.

      "That should do it. Now wipe her clean while I sew this up."

      Lorit washed away the blood while Kimt carefully sewed Chihon's skin shut where she had made the cuts. Soon, Kimt had the flesh closed up and the bleeding stopped.

      Kimt repeated the procedure on the wound in Chihon's shoulder, then moved to her leg.

      "This one is a lot deeper." Kimt pinched Chihon's flesh where the arrow had pierced her thigh.

      "Can you fix it?" Lorit asked.

      "I have to sew it up from the inside first." Kimt stitched the flesh together deftly without much blood loss. She was indeed a skillful healer.

      "There. It's finished." Kimt rolled up her bloody instruments in a cloth and stowed it carefully.

      Lorit sat back, exhausted.

      "Maybe after we rest up, we'll have enough magic to help heal her," Lorit said.

      "Lorit. We'd better wait. I extracted the entire arrow, but there was something else in there that I couldn't remove."

      "What do you mean?" He probed Chihon's wound, looking for himself. There was a tiny glow of magic close to Chihon's heart. It was not temple magic. It was something else, and it was piercing her heart.

      "What is it?" Lorit asked.

      "I'm not sure. It feels strange...not like the temple magic. It's more of a pure alien power. It's like nothing I've ever seen before."

      Chihon woke and looked up at Kimt. "How did it go?" she asked.

      "Rest." Kimt placed her hand on Chihon's forehead. "There's something in you that we can't remove."

      "It's the egg," Chihon whispered. "I was holding the egg. The arrow must have nicked it and part of it broke off."

      "Should we try to remove it?" Lorit asked.

      "No," Kimt said. "If I take it out, she will bleed to death before I could do anything to stop it."

      "What are we going to do?" Lorit demanded.

      "We just have to wait until she heals enough to chance going back in after whatever it is that's stuck there. It doesn't look to be doing any harm, and may be doing some good. I just can't tell. She's too weak for me to try anything further. She needs to rest."
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      Kedrik left Lorit and Chihon with Kimt. He sulked through the halls wondering why Kimt had taken him along to save Chihon, then thrown him out as if he were a child. Didn't they see he was a grown man? He was strong enough to fetch the two most powerful wizards on the council, but he wasn't allowed to help heal Chihon?

      He trudged along, head down, wandering aimlessly about the keep. He kicked his feet at the floor as he walked down the long hallway that led deep into the library. He was in such a funk that he walked right past the figure seated in front of a table stacked high with books.

      "Why so sad, Kedrik?" the figure called to him.

      Kedrik turned to see Yorn sitting beside the pile of books. His friend looked to have put on a bit of weight and had the beginnings of a beard and mustache.

      "Yorn!" Kedrik shouted. Yorn no longer wore the iron collar that suppressed his magic, and he was back in Amedon. Kedrik had missed his friend and the young man's antics.

      "I'm back. Just got here a little while ago. They told me you were off on wizard's business and that they didn't know when you'd return."

      "It was a quick trip to help Kimt. She had to go fetch an injured wizard and needed me to help bring him back."

      "Who?" Yorn asked. He leaned back in his chair, balancing on the rear legs.

      "Can't say. And don't ask. I've learned my lesson."

      "What have you been up to?"

      "Not much. Lessons mostly. They have me working with Zhimosom these days. The old wizard is such a secretive one. He never says what's on his mind. He pretends to be weak, but I know better."

      "So, what was it they had you doing just now?"

      "Can't say, but it has something to do with an amulet or something. The wizard we rescued was going to get it when she was attacked."

      "She? Your sorceress?" Yorn asked.

      Kedrik kicked himself. Here he'd gone and given it all away.

      "Can't say. What are you studying?"

      "Amulets and Talismans." Yorn sat forward and the chair thudded on the marble floor. He reached for a book. "What were they looking for?" he asked.

      "I don't know. I heard rumors it was a dragon's egg. Do you know anything about those?"

      Yorn tapped his hand on the table while he thought. "I recall something about dragons. Way back in that section over there." He pointed to another long hallway across the main aisle.

      "Do you think you can find it again?" Kedrik asked. If he could discover something to help Chihon, maybe they would treat him like a grown-up after all.

      "Maybe." Yorn sprang from his chair, shoving it toward the table. He turned for the hallway where he'd said the books on dragons were kept.

      Kedrik looked at the messy pile of books. "Aren't you going to put those back?"

      "That's what they have librarians for." Yorn sprinted off across the main aisle, almost knocking down a wizard who made his way slowly along.

      Kedrik glanced back at the stack of books. Not for the first time, he wondered if Yorn was the type of friend he should have made. He liked the blacksmith, but Yorn wasn't exactly the role model Kedrik wanted. He'd come to appreciate the quiet respectful way Zhimosom had when he spoke to Kedrik, encouraging him to study hard and hold his magic in reserve as much as possible.

      Kedrik shrugged and started after Yorn.

      They searched the shelves until Yorn called out, "Here it is."

      The book was thick and ancient, the covers split and dry, with only the residual magic in the book to keep it from disintegrating when Kedrik and Yorn handled it.

      Yorn flipped through several pages until settling on one of them. "Dragons." He pointed to the drawing of a large lizard with wings. It had several sets of horns sweeping back from its head.

      Kedrik grabbed at the book, but Yorn held it away from him. "I found it."

      "Come on. Put it on the table." Kedrik reached out with his magic and lit the candles on the nearest table. "We can both read it."

      Yorn turned his back on Kedrik. "Show off."

      "I'm not showing off. You have your magic back. You can do it too. Put the book on the table." Kedrik raised a spell that created an image in the air. He recalled the head of a dragon and set it to menacing Yorn.

      "Stop that." Yorn swatted at the dragon's head, but Kedrik kept it up, sending it nipping at Yorn until the blacksmith put the book on the table.

      "Enough." Yorn plopped into a chair and Kedrik sat next to him as he thumbed through the book, making comments at every drawing he saw. Finally, he found the drawing of a dragon's egg. It was shaped like a rock covered in gold lace and jewels.

      "How does a dragon lay something like that?" Yorn asked, pointing to the drawing.

      "Maybe that's why they have an appetite for gold and jewels. They need the gold and jewels for their eggs." Kedrik squinted at the writing beneath the egg. He grabbed at the book. "Let me see that."

      Yorn released the book, and Kedrik leaned in to read the writing. "It says the dragon's egg needs dragon's fire to hatch. I suppose even if there were a dragon's egg, there's no more dragon's fire to make it hatch."

      "Do you really think that's what they found?"

      "That's what Kimt told me when we went to fetch Lorit and Chihon," Kedrik said.

      "And somebody stole it."

      "Yes, but I don't know what they could do with it. Even if they could hatch it, what would they do then?"

      "I don't know." Yorn pulled the book back in front of him. He flipped to the next page and started reading.

      "A wizard can tap into the dragons' magic with the dragon's egg. If the wizard uses too much magic from the egg, it will never hatch." Yorn turned to Kedrik. "Do you think that's why they took it? For its magic?"

      "That's not a good sign. I need to tell someone what we found." Kedrik took the book back and closed it.

      "Who are you going to tell? Chihon?"

      "I'm going to take this to Zhimosom." Kedrik stood up.

      "Hey, can I go with you?"

      "Do you know the way?" Kedrik asked sarcastically.

      "No," Yorn said.

      "Then I'll tell you all about it when I get back." Kedrik rushed out of the library for Lorit and Chihon's study where he could use the Sorcerer's Stone to travel to Zhimosom's abode. He stepped up and gathered his magic around him. He visualized the old wizard's study and pulled himself through the void.
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        * * *

      

      Kedrik arrived in Zhimosom's study to find the old wizard asleep in his chair, his long white beard draped over the book before him. Kedrik sat down, slid his chair beneath the table, and reached for one of the tomes stacked around the old wizard. He flipped it open and paged through it halfheartedly, waiting for the wizard to wake. He knew Zhimosom would eventually stir, and in his confusion, would assume Kedrik had been there when he'd fallen asleep. After a while, Kedrik cleared his throat to wake the wizard.

      "What..." Zhimosom sputtered, looking around the room as he came abruptly awake. "Ah, Kedrik. Sorry about dozing off like that. What were we talking about?"

      Kedrik suppressed a smile. His plan was working. "We were talking about the dragons."

      "Dragons? What were we discussing about dragons?"

      "Dragon eggs," Kedrik said hopefully.

      "Dragon eggs? Why were we discussing that?"

      "You were telling me what would happen if we found a dragon's egg today. You said they were rare, but that one or two might have survived."

      "Really? I can't imagine why I would have said that. The dragons were long gone when I was just about your age. They departed the realm of man over a millennium before I was born."

      "But their eggs...what if one was found today?"

      "I don't rightly know," Zhimosom said, leaning back. "They never spoke to me about eggs."

      "Who spoke to you?" Kedrik asked. "Did a dragon speak to you?"

      "Several of them, actually. They came back for a bit...well, not came back. They were summoned back, but they never said there were any eggs left behind. If there were any dragon eggs around, they would have to be from the time before the dragons left. From the first age of dragons."

      "What do you mean, the dragons were called back?"

      "Sulrad called them back. He tried to take their magic, but I stopped him...that was when I was hardly more than a lad myself."

      "You stopped him? How?" Now he was getting somewhere. Kedrik knew as long as he kept Zhimosom engaged he would be able to get information from him.

      Zhimosom chuckled. "With magic, of course."

      "How?" Kedrik leaned in, trying to control his excitement and keep his interest level casual.

      "How did I what?"

      "How did you save the dragons?"

      "I changed them...that's what I did...I changed them so that Sulrad's spell wouldn't work on them..." Zhimosom's eyes clouded over and he stared off into space.

      "Changed them? Into what?" Kedrik prompted. He feared Zhimosom would fall asleep on him before he got his answers.

      Zhimosom's head nodded and he jerked awake. "Eh?"

      "What did you turn the dragons into?" Kedrik asked.

      "The Arda'um."

      Kedrik had never heard of the Arda'um. "The Arda'um? Who are they?"

      Zhimosom blinked. Kedrik could see his attention waver. The old wizard's eyes darted to Kedrik and back to his book.

      "Nobody...Nobody..." The old wizard put his head in his hands. "What were we talking about?"

      "Dragons," Kedrik reminded him.

      "No...No dragons. They're all gone." Zhimosom closed his eyes and was soon fast asleep.

      Kedrik shut the book before him and packed the heavy tome under his arm. He trudged out to Zhimosom's Sorcerer's Stone and climbed up on it. He looked out across the wilderness that hid the wizard's home and imagined the study where he'd spent many a day with Lorit. He pulled himself through the void and the wizard's home blinked out to be replaced by Lorit's study.
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        * * *

      

      As Kedrik materialized in Lorit's study, a cough came from Lorit's chair. Kedrik tensed up. He was not allowed to use the Sorcerer's Stone except for his scheduled visits to Zhimosom, and this was not one of those times. Kedrik had expected Lorit to be occupied with Chihon and Kimt, not sitting in his chair relaxing.

      "Going somewhere? Or should I say coming from somewhere?" Lorit asked.

      Kedrik turned to face Lorit. He tried to look suitably chastised and sorrowful. "I was just visiting with Zhimosom."

      "Visiting? A social call?" Lorit stood up and turned to face Kedrik. He looked exhausted and he was spattered with blood.

      "Yes. Sometimes it's pleasant just to visit."

      "No other motive?"

      "No. Just a visit."

      "Then why are you carrying one of his books?" Lorit clucked his tongue. "You know that wizards can tell the truth of your words. Care to try again?"

      Kedrik suppressed a shiver. "I went to see him to ask about the dragon's egg."

      "What do you know about the dragon's egg?"

      "Kimt told me that the dragon's egg had been stolen when she asked me to help."

      "What did Zhimosom have to say?" Lorit tapped his foot on the floor.

      "He was mostly asleep, but he said there were no more dragons. He also said he'd met the dragons, but they never told him about any eggs. How could Zhimosom talk to a dragon? There haven't been any of those around for a millennium. He's not that old, is he?"

      "He said he met them?" Lorit stopped tapping his foot. He put his hands on his hips.

      "He said he met them, that he changed them into the Arda'um, to protect them."

      "What!" Lorit folded his arms across his chest. "What did he say?"

      "He said that he'd changed them into the Arda'um. Who are the Arda'um?"

      Lorit didn't respond. He grabbed Kedrik by the arm and pulled him toward the Sorcerer's Stone. "Come with me."

      Lorit shoved Kedrik onto the stone. "We're going to see a wizard."
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      Lorit materialized in Zhimosom's study right behind Kedrik. Zhimosom dozed in his chair behind an open book, his long white beard flowing down to cover the pages. It was musty and dusty and Lorit felt like he was going to sneeze. He wondered why the wizard didn't use magic to clean his study or at least let his cleaning woman in there once in a while.

      "Zhimosom!" Lorit called.

      The old wizard slowly opened his eyes. "Ah, Lorit. When did you get here?"

      "I just arrived. Kedrik tells me he just had a nice chat with you."

      "Kedrik?" Zhimosom squinted at the young wizard. "Why, yes. We were talking about...what was it we were talking about?"

      "Dragons," Kedrik answered.

      "Dragons?" Zhimosom scratched his chin. "The dragons were long gone when I was a lad."

      "Kedrik says you transformed them into the Arda'um."

      Zhimosom looked confused. "Transformed them?"

      "Yes. Kedrik says you told him you transformed them into the Arda'um. Is that true?"

      Zhimosom's bushy white eyebrows piled up in the center of his face. "How could anyone do that? They are magical creatures and quite powerful in their own right, immune to wizards' power."

      "Not all wizards' power," Lorit said.

      "Not all wizards' power," Zhimosom sighed. "I had no choice. I was no more than a lad. Sulrad was killing them and stealing their magic. The only way to save them was to transform them into the Arda'um so that the command spell he used to summon them would no longer work."

      "See," Kedrik interjected.

      Lorit threw Kedrik an angry look. "Was there no other way?"

      "Sulrad used the Charm of the Joiner to command the dragons. The spell he employed worked on their shape. I changed their shape, and then I froze the Charm so it could only be used for that one spell. Unfortunately, that spell was the one Sulrad used to command them. If they were ever allowed to transform back to their normal form, he would be able to summon them again. By transforming them, I defeated the Charm of the Joiner and protected the dragons."

      Lorit sat down heavily in the chair across from Zhimosom. "I hardly believe it. What else did you forget to tell me?"

      "Isn't that enough?"

      "Why didn't you tell me about this sooner? Why did you let Sulrad live?"

      "That is my shame. I let him live because he and Rotiaqua had their life forces and magic joined long ago. Because of the bond I share with Rotiaqua, I am also connected to them. Killing Sulrad would amount to suicide on my part."

      "So, it was self-interest then?" Lorit asked. Had the old wizard let Sulrad live because he wanted to live, too? Wasn't four hundred summers enough for him?

      "Not for myself. For Rotiaqua. And I'd do it again given the same circumstances. I couldn't kill Sulrad while she is tied to him. It would be the same as killing her."

      Lorit felt the love the old wizard had for his partner. They had shared the bond for centuries and were closer than a married couple. That was what it was like with him and Chihon. Maybe that's what she wanted from him. To sacrifice everything for her. He would, he just hadn't told her that. Perhaps it was time that he did.

      "Lorit?" Kedrik interrupted.

      "Sorry, I was just thinking." Lorit turned to Zhimosom. "Tell me more of the Charm."

      "I froze the Charm of the Joiner so it could not be used for anything but commanding a dragon. Sulrad has been picking at that spell for these four hundred summers. He hasn't found out how to break my spell yet." Zhimosom chuckled.

      "But he's tried."

      "He's tried often enough. Not lately, though. He's growing tired of the game, just as I am."

      "So tell me about the dragon's egg."

      "There are none."

      "There's at least one. Chihon had it in her hands."

      "Hold out your hands," Zhimosom said.

      Lorit held out his hands. Zhimosom grasped them and traced a spell in the air above Lorit's palms. Lorit's hand glowed as if covered with a thin golden lace. The veins of gold pulsed, then faded.

      Zhimosom released his hands. "I was certain that there were no more dragons' eggs."

      "What does this mean?"

      "This is not good. Where is the egg?"

      "Tass has it. She's probably taken it to the temple in Veldwaite or back to Sulrad...How bad is it?"

      "How do you think I sealed the spell on the Charm? I used dragon magic. If they have the egg, they may be able to break the spell and release the Charm. Then Sulrad can use it to command them once more."

      Zhimosom shook his head, and then placed his face in his palms. "I can't hold on much longer," he mumbled.

      "What do you mean? Hold on?"

      "I can't hold the spell much longer. The dragons may well be released even if the temple doesn't break the spell on the Charm. I'm growing tired and old. It takes almost everything I have to maintain these spells."

      Zhimosom looked up at Lorit. His ancient eyes were full of tears. "This is the final burden I was to pass on to you as head of the council. Someone needs to maintain the spell on the dragons and the Charm. You are the only one strong enough to do it."

      "I'm not that strong right now," Lorit said. "Chihon has been injured and lies near death in the Wizards' Keep. I didn't even have enough power to travel here on my own."

      "Then, my boy, I fear all may be lost."

      Zhimosom hung his head again. "Please leave me now," he muttered. "Let me rest."
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        * * *

      

      Lorit left Zhimosom to his regrets. He needed magic and he had little of his own, so he soaked up as much magical energy from Zhimosom's Sorcerer's Stone as he could. He'd been so weak since Chihon was injured and now he felt better, but nothing like his old self. He let Kedrik pull them through the void and back to Amedon, then thanked him and sent him to his studies.

      Lorit found Chihon resting on Kimt's bed. He sat next to her and stroked her hair. "Feeling better?"

      "A little. It looks like you've recovered some of your magic."

      "I've just been to see Zhimosom. He told me about the dragons and what he did to them."

      "What did he do?"

      "He transformed them." Lorit saw the look of surprise on her face. It was good to see something there other than pain.

      "Into what?" she asked.

      "He transformed the dragons into the Arda'um." Lorit chuckled.

      "What? Du'ala is a dragon?"

      "Yes, she is." Lorit shook his head.

      "What else did Zhimosom have to say?"

      Lorit shifted on the bed and took Chihon's hand in his. Her magic was weak, so he infused her with some of his. She relaxed slightly at his touch.

      "He said that his spells on the Charm of the Joiner and the dragons are weakening. He fears he may not be able to hold on much longer."

      "What will he do?"

      "He intended to pass the burden on to me...to us." Lorit released her hand. His magic was almost depleted now that he'd passed it on to her. There was no way he could take on the burden that Zhimosom held. He couldn't even travel on his own anymore.

      "But?"

      "With your condition, there's no way we can maintain a spell like that. He'll have to hold out a little while longer."

      Lorit wondered what he could do without his magic. He would have to rely on Kedrik for much of this, and that was not a comforting thought. The boy was powerful, but he was a little too eager to use that power. That often led to arrogance, and arrogance led to abuse of power, and that was something Lorit wanted to avoid at all cost.

      "I have to get the egg away from the temple," Lorit said. "If they use it against Zhimosom...I'm not sure what could happen."

      "But you're too weak to go up against them."

      "I have to take someone with me who's strong enough."

      "And who might that be?" Chihon looked troubled.

      "The strongest wizard I know is right here. He transported the two of us back to Amedon when you were attacked."

      "Kedrik?"

      "He's been learning a lot, and since I sent him to work with Zhimosom, he's matured a little."

      "Do try to be careful." Chihon squeezed his hand.

      "I will." Lorit leaned in and kissed her on the forehead. She was burning with fever. He hated to leave her like this, but he feared the dragon's egg was too dangerous to leave in the hands of the temple.

      Lorit understood now what Zhimosom had done to protect Rotiaqua and why the old wizard wouldn't attack Sulrad. He felt the same way about Chihon. He would do anything to protect her. He kissed her again and whispered, "I won't let anything happen to you."
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Lorit rousted Kedrik from his bed just as the sun made its appearance. "Come with me. We have work to do."

      Kedrik blinked up at him. "Work to do?"

      "Yes. You're familiar with the concept of work, I take it?" Lorit pulled the blankets from the boy.

      Kedrik rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. "What kind of work?"

      "Wizard work. Grab your pack. I have provisions in my study for you. We leave at once."

      Lorit turned to leave, but stopped in the doorway to make sure Kedrik was getting out of bed. "Don't forget your staff. You'll need it."

      Lorit heard Kedrik's footsteps behind him as he rushed to his study. He had Kedrik's provisions piled on the table, and his own pack was ready. Lorit shouldered his pack and grabbed his staff. He waited impatiently as Kedrik stuffed the provisions in his pack and rushed to stand next to Lorit on the Sorcerer's Stone.

      "We're going to Veldwaite to see Queen Ukina."

      Lorit reached out for Ukina. He felt her only weakly. "Feel her presence. That's where we're going." Lorit guided Kedrik's focus to Ukina. He soaked up the magic of the stone, grabbed onto Kedrik's magic and pulled them across the void.

      The study dissolved around them and was replaced by cold damp stone walls. A crude bench was formed into the wall beneath a small window with sturdy iron bars. A rumpled figure lay on the bench, chains running from the pile of richly colored robes to rings embedded in the wall.

      It was Queen Ukina. In the dungeon.
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      Kedrik was sleeping peacefully when Lorit woke him and dragged him to his study. He'd been dreaming of a maiden when Lorit charged in and yanked the blankets away, urging him to hurry. He was still half-asleep as they materialized in the dungeon. The rough-cut stones were mortared together, and the cell was damp and cold. The place smelled of animal and human waste.

      On the bench, a figure stirred. She was dressed in colorful robes with hair like straw and a thin birdlike beak of a nose. She looked familiar. In a sudden rush of panic, Kedrik realized he was standing before his queen. He quickly dropped to the floor, bowed his head against the dirty stones, and mumbled, "Your Majesty."

      "What are you doing?" Lorit grabbed his shoulder and dragged him to his feet.

      Queen Ukina stirred and looked right at him. Kedrik's heart pounded so hard it was going to burst. He started to bow again, but Lorit caught him.

      "You have an apprentice?" the queen asked.

      Kedrik almost melted when he heard her voice. All he knew was that commoners were not allowed to look at royalty, much less talk to the queen herself. His knees went weak.

      Lorit laughed. "Yes, I do. He's a bit on the young side, but he was born and raised here, in Veldwaite. I think he can scout out the city a little better than I can."

      "Let me see you, son," the queen said.

      Kedrik raised his face, but kept his gaze firmly focused on the floor.

      The queen reached out and took his chin in her hand. Kedrik trembled at her touch. "Why so nervous?" she asked.

      Kedrik's heart raced and his voice quivered. "You're the queen!"

      "And I'm stuck in this dungeon, unless you can help me. Will you help me?" The queen's voice was smooth and commanding even as she asked him, a lowly commoner, for help.

      "Yes, Your Majesty." Kedrik chanced a glance at her face. Her hair was in disarray and her face was dirty, smudged with grime and dried blood. "Your Majesty. What have they done to you?"

      The queen sat back down. "Oh, nothing I won't recover from. I'll be fine now that you and Lorit are here."

      "Kedrik," Lorit said. "I want you to scout around the town. I'm going to stay here and find out what's been happening. You go seek out the gossip and find out what you can."

      Kedrik nodded.

      "Oh." Lorit put his arm around Kedrik. "I want you to go see your folks while you're here." Lorit fished in his pocket and came out with a pair of golds. He handed them to Kedrik. "For your folks."

      Kedrik tensed up. He didn't really want to face his family. "My folks?"

      "Your folks. They haven't seen you since the temple took you, have they?"

      Kedrik recalled the fear on his ma's face when they took him from his home. How his parents had argued with the priest until the priest offered up a gold. Then his pa stepped in and handed him over. He shuddered involuntarily at the pain the priest had caused him before Lorit and Chihon rescued him.

      "No. They haven't seen me since that night." Kedrik hung his head.

      "Go see them. Let them see you're all right," Lorit said. "Then go dig for the gossip. See what you can find out. I need to know what the temple is up to."

      Kedrik looked around the cell. "How will I get out of here?" The cell was made of stone and closed off with heavy iron bars.

      "You remember where you lived before the temple took you? Do you think your folks are still there?"

      Kedrik hadn't thought much about his folks lately. His time in Amedon had been busy. He missed his ma, but he'd grown used to being on his own. He was eager to see her, but not eager to see his pa. He wasn't going to admit that to Lorit. "I guess so. I don't see why they would have moved."

      "Well, you can travel there and back at will," Lorit said. "It's not far. You won't need a lot of magic."

      Kedrik nodded. He decided that if he was going to use magic, he wouldn't travel to his own home. He didn't want to appear there without some investigation beforehand.

      Kedrik focused on his friend Ash's home. The stone house with its heavy thatched roof had been painted, but the paint was chipped in places. He chose a room in the back that would be empty and pulled himself through the void to Ash's house.
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        * * *

      

      The room where Kedrik appeared was empty, but the house was not. The sound of banging pots came from the kitchen, along with the scent of freshly-cut onions, overlaid with the aroma of garlic roasted in oil. Kedrik quietly sneaked to the kitchen and peered around the corner. Ash was arguing with his mother, Dal, while they washed pots and pans.

      "I'm old enough to be off on my own."

      "No, you're not."

      "Why not? I'm fourteen summers old. That's old enough to be on my own."

      "Why do we have this argument every night?" Dal demanded. "Ever since your friend Kedrik died, you think you should be out on your own."

      "He didn't die, he ran away," Ash said. "His pa beat him and one day he had enough and ran away."

      "Says you," Dal said. "You don't know that."

      "I do. Kedrik told me."

      "Well, he just up and disappeared, what could he have told you? Maybe his pa finally had enough and put him in the ground. Ever think of that?"

      Kedrik stepped into the kitchen and cleared his throat. "The temple came for me in the middle of the night and took me away."

      Ash and Dal both turned to him. Ash looked as if he saw a ghost. He stared at Kedrik in shock, his expression slowly turning to surprise. Dal dropped the plate she was washing. It struck the floor and shattered with a resounding clatter.

      "Kedrik!" Ash rushed to Kedrik and hugged him, straining to lift him off the ground.

      "Ash. Please let me go. You'll break my ribs."

      Kedrik took a breath as Ash released him. He was glad to see his friend again. Unlike Yorn, Ash was someone who always looked out for Kedrik. He'd missed that.

      "What happened to you?" Ash demanded. "Where have you been?"

      "In Amedon," Kedrik explained. "A wizard rescued me from the temple and took me to the Wizards' Keep. I've been studying magic."

      Ash punched Kedrik in the arm. "A wizard? Go on with you."

      "Yes. A wizard."

      Dal looked at Kedrik in shock. "We thought you were dead."

      "I'm very much alive. Amedon is nice. The wizards are strict, but I'm learning a lot."

      Kedrik knelt down over the shattered plate. He waved his hands in the air and repeated the spell that he'd learned to restore something that had been burned. It should work just as well on the plate. Violet light shimmered and the pieces of the plate slowly reassembled themselves.

      Kedrik picked the restored plate up from the floor and handed it to Dal.

      Dal sucked in a breath and took the plate from him gingerly, as if afraid it was going to bite her. "We don't need any trouble here," Dal said.

      "I won't be any trouble." Kedrik grinned at her. Dal was like a mother to him. He'd grown up with Ash, and Dal treated him like another son, scolding and reprimanding him as often as she did her own.

      Kedrik hugged her, burying his head in her hair. "I've missed you, Ma."

      Dal hugged him back. "I've missed you too, son." Kedrik felt warm and accepted when she held him. He hadn't realized how much he'd missed her.

      "How are the girls in Amedon?" Ash asked.

      "Girls?" Kedrik humphed. "There are no girls in Amedon."

      "What? No girls?"

      "No girls. Well, only two."

      "Two?" Ash looked shocked.

      "Two sorceresses in the keep. There are girls in town, but they discourage us from spending time there until we're fully trained."

      "Who discourages you? You don't have parents to boss you around anymore." Ash glanced quickly at Dal.

      "Not parents, but the wizards are just as strict."

      "What if you sneak out and break the rules?"

      Kedrik didn't want to admit how he'd gotten in trouble in town. He was too embarrassed.

      "They collar you so you can't use your magic." Kedrik shuddered at the thought. His friend Yorn had spent more time in a collar than without it. Kedrik couldn't see himself without his power. He'd come to think of himself as a wizard and wouldn't know how to behave without magic.

      "And that's so bad?"

      "Yes. Once you learn to do magic, it becomes a part of you. How do you think I got here?"

      "I assumed you walked."

      "No. I used magic to come here from the castle." Kedrik sat at the table and rested his feet on the empty chair beside him. Dal dropped the towel next to the washbasin and sat down across from him.

      "The castle?" Ash asked.

      "Lorit and I came here to see the queen."

      "The queen!" Dal said. "What are you doing with the queen? You know better than that."

      "She needs our help," Kedrik explained.

      "Now I've heard everything."

      "I'll tell you all about it later. Lorit told me I have to go see my folks. How are they?" Kedrik leaned forward. He genuinely wanted to hear about his folks. That was why he'd come to see Ash. Ash would know how they were.

      "Pretty much the same...Your pa's taken to drinking a lot since you left. He's a little more angry than usual. Otherwise, nothing much has changed."

      Kedrik grabbed Ash's arm. "Come on. Let's go see my folks."

      "You don't want me there," Ash protested.

      "Yes, I do. I always want you with me."

      Ash pulled back.

      "What's wrong?"

      "Your pa."

      "What about my pa?"

      Ash sat down, folded his hands on the table, and glanced over at Dal. "Ma may put a nice face on it. He's drunk all the time and he's mean. Just plain mean. More than he ever was before you left."

      "He won't hurt you," Kedrik said.

      "I don't know. Your ma seems to be falling down and bumping into things a lot more often lately."

      "What?"

      "I think he's beating her."

      "If he's hurting her, then I really want you there." Kedrik grabbed Ash's arm and dragged him out of the house.
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        * * *

      

      Kedrik hadn't seen his home since the priest came and knocked on the door that night. The house looked much the same as always. The plaster was chipped in the same old places, and a few new ones, and the thatch was spotty along one edge from the wind damage the past winter. Clothes hung on the line that stretched between his parents' house and the one next door.

      Kedrik approached the door and stopped. This wasn't his home any longer. He didn't feel right just opening the door and walking in. He paused with his hand extended.

      "Go on," Ash said.

      Kedrik fought back his fear and knocked on the door. It would be less startling for his folks than simply walking in unannounced after all these moons. The door was flimsy and rattled under his rapping.

      "Ya. Hold yer horses. I'm comin," a voice came from inside the house. It was Kedrik's father. Why couldn't it have been his mother?

      The door swung open and Kedrik's father stood there. Tren brushed a strand of greasy blond hair from his face as he peered out of the darkened interior of the house. Stubble darkened his prominent chin and vomit stained his shirt. Tren stood there, looking at Kedrik without saying a word, as if he didn't recognize him.

      "Pa. It's me, Kedrik."

      Tren squinted at Kedrik. "What you doing here, boy?"

      "I came to see Ma." Kedrik was both afraid and heartened at the same time. His time in Amedon had been such a contrast to his life with Tren.

      "Your ma's sleeping."

      "That's fine. I'll just look in on her."

      "You're not a part of this family anymore. You're not welcome here." Tren started to close the door, but Kedrik jammed his foot in front of it to hold it open.

      "I'm going to see Ma."

      Tren stood his ground. He looked past Kedrik to Ash. "What you doing here?" he demanded.

      "I'm just visiting with Kedrik," Ash said.

      "This is family. Best you be gone."

      "I'll come see you later," Kedrik told Ash. "I need to see my ma, and you don't need the trouble."

      "I'll wait for you at home," Ash said and turned to leave.

      Kedrik pushed the door open and shouldered past his pa. He stomped to the bedroom where his mother, Persh, lay on the bed. She looked no better than Tren. Her hair was dirty and her clothes stank. She lay with her face to the wall.

      "Ma?" Kedrik put his hand on her and probed her with his magic as they'd taught him. Bright purple light flared from her face and side. Stripes of dark purple ran across her back, and her legs looked as if someone had repeatedly struck her with a rod.

      "Ma! What happened?"

      Persh rolled over, moaning with pain. She looked up at him through blackened eyes. "Kedrik? Is that really you?"

      "Yes, Ma. It's really me."

      Persh reached out to touch his cheek. Her hands were rough and red, and her arm had a large purple bruise that looked to be several days old. Her touch was rough against his skin.

      "It's really you," she muttered.

      Kedrik reached out with his magic and called up a healing spell. He healed the bruise on her arm and probed her whole body for additional signs of injury. A bright glow in Persh's stomach flared red, signifying a serious injury. Kedrik focused his power there, summoning the healing spells Kimt had taught him. Slowly, the red glow diminished, turning to a deep purple as the healing power flowed from Kedrik into his mother. Kedrik was soon exhausted and had to stop, even though his mother was not completely healed, but at least she would live.

      "What did you do?" Persh asked.

      "I healed you."

      "Healed me? You are a priest after all, then?"

      "Not a priest, no. I'm a wizard." Kedrik sat on the bed. "Ma. What happened?"

      "The priests said you ran away from them. They came for their gold, but your pa had already spent it. They didn't care. They took me to the temple and told me I was going to have to work it off."

      "Did they beat you?" Kedrik asked.

      "No...your pa."

      Kedrik stood. He was thankful for his training as a wizard. He knew of several things he could try out on Tren.

      "Ma. I'm a wizard now. I can protect you..."

      "Kedrik. No. It's my fault. You know how I am." She put her hand on his arm. "I'm always forgetting my duties. Your father can't help himself when I make him angry. I shamed him when you ran away. It's my fault. Mine. I should have visited you in the temple so that you'd have stayed..."

      "Ma. That's not true. You did nothing wrong. I didn't run away. I was saved. The wizards came and rescued me. The priests were going to murder me for my magic."

      "What are you yapping about in there?" came Tren's voice from the kitchen.

      "Nothing, dear," Persh called back.

      "I'm hungry. Don't be all day yackin'."

      "Yes, dear." Persh struggled to stand. She grasped Kedrik's arm and pulled herself up.

      "Ma. Don't," Kedrik said.

      "Never you mind."

      "Ma. What's going on with the temple?"

      "They have me washing and cleaning. They say I have to work off my pay one copper at a time. I earn one copper every day. It won't take but six moons to pay back that gold."

      "Ma. You can't let them do this to you. I'll help you. I brought golds."

      "You best go now. Come back after dinner. Your pa will be at the inn. We can have a little privacy then."

      "You comin'?" Tren yelled from the kitchen.

      "Yes, dear." Persh squeezed Kedrik's arm and give him a kiss on the cheek. "Come back after sundown. We can visit then."
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        * * *

      

      Kedrik left his mother and spent the afternoon catching up with Ash. He missed his friend, but the moons away had taken the edge off their friendship. Ash had continued his life without Kedrik, and they no longer had the closeness Kedrik remembered.

      "What are you going to do now?" Ash asked as they strolled along the street. Kedrik wanted to visit the market and buy the sticky buns he remembered so well. No one made sticky buns like Ethatta. The woman was as round as a melon, with ruddy red cheeks, but her sticky buns were the talk of the market.

      "Do? About what?" Kedrik asked.

      "Your ma."

      "I'm going back to see her tonight. I have gold that she can use to pay off the temple. She'll be a free woman once again tomorrow. I'll leave her some extra gold before I return to Amedon, so she won't have to worry."

      "Last time she had gold, it didn't help much."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Your pa was on a moon-long drunk, that's what. He was down at the inn buying ale for everyone. He had more friends for that moon than ever before in his life. But once the money ran out, so did the friends. After that, he got mean. He said people were ungrateful and unfriendly. He demanded they help him out, buy him ale, treat him to meals, but they just walked away from him. That's when he started beating your ma."

      "Ma told me to come back after nightfall. She said Pa would be at the inn, like usual."

      "That's where you find him most nights. He spends every copper he gets on ale, then sits there and sulks or tries to start a fight."

      They paused at the stall where the sticky buns were sold. Kedrik bought one for himself and another for Ash. They smelled of cinnamon and tasted sweet as a kiss, but Kedrik's thought kept coming back to his mother and the way she had been beaten.

      "I have to do something," Kedrik said.

      "What?" Ash shrugged his shoulder. "What can you do?"

      "Containment, illness, paralysis...there are so many spells I could think of."

      "You've mastered all of those?" Ash asked.

      Kedrik flushed. He'd exaggerated his abilities slightly. He had heard of these spells, but as yet, he had no training or instruction in any of them. Kedrik licked the last of the sticky bun from his fingers, thinking about the spells that he might try out on Tren. He'd had enough of the man's anger, and if his mother was in danger, Kedrik couldn't just leave her alone with Tren. Next time he might just kill her.
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        * * *

      

      Kedrik left Ash and walked back to his home after the sun went down. Light streamed from the window in the kitchen. He knocked softly and called out to Persh.

      "Come on in."

      Kedrik took a seat at the battered and worn table. He remembered the scratches and gouges in the wood from years of sitting there with his parents.

      "Ma. I have gold for you to take to the temple and pay them back...and I have extra gold for you. You shouldn't have to work so hard."

      Kedrik took the golds out of his pocket and set them on the table, but Persh shoved them back at him.

      "No. I don't want your gold. I don't need your help. Things are just fine."

      "No. They're not. Ma, I'm here with the wizards. Something is going on at the temple. Did you hear anything? Did you see anything?"

      "I don't...I don't know. They're always so secretive...I just wash up...but I do overhear some things..."

      "And?" Kedrik prompted.

      "The high-ups. They're fighting. They say Father Ghall is fighting with Mother Tass. Mother Tass just showed up one day and now she's the boss. Father Ghall does what she says, but he doesn't like it."

      "What else did you hear?"

      "They said she fetched something magic that was important. They're always going on about Father Sulrad, the big High Priest in Quineshua. That's one thing they agree on. Father Ghall and Mother Tass both hate Father Sulrad. They think the thing Mother Tass found will help them defeat him. Father Ghall wants to be king, and Mother Tass wants to run the temple."

      Just then, the door burst open and Tren stumbled in. He was drunk. "What are you doing back here, boy?"

      "I came to see Ma."

      Tren saw the gold on the table. "Give that to me," he demanded.

      "No. I brought gold so Ma can pay the temple back and regain her freedom."

      Tren grabbed Kedrik by his shirt and lifted him out of the chair. "Give it to me." Tren released Kedrik and shoved him so that he fell and landed hard on the chair. "Give me the gold, boy. I need ale."

      Kedrik stood up. "No."

      Tren reached behind the door and pulled out a stick about the diameter of his thumb. He slapped it into his palm. "Get over here, boy. I'll teach you to talk back to your pa."

      Kedrik cowered before him. All the memories of his father's beatings came back to him in a rush. He flinched, waiting for the stick to hit him. Where would it be this time? When Tren was angry, he just struck out and hit whatever was closest.

      Tren drew the stick back. Persh stepped between Kedrik and his father. "No."

      Tren shoved her out of the way. "Stay out of this. Your turn is coming."

      Anger rose up in Kedrik. His magic flared, clear and powerful of its own accord. "Incendo ignio." Kedrik called a fireball into being on his outstretched palm. "Stay back," he warned Tren.

      Tren swung the stick at Kedrik.

      Kedrik didn't have time to think. He threw the fireball at Tren and his pa exploded in a burst of flame, turning to ash.

      "What did you do?" Persh demanded. "He was your pa."

      Kedrik shook with fear. He hadn't thought it through. He couldn't stand there and let Tren beat his ma again. He had to do something, and a fireball was all he could think of at that moment. He hadn't expected Tren to attack him while he was holding fire like that. No one was that ignorant about magic.

      "Get out of here," Persh screamed. She crawled over to the small pile of ash that used to be Tren and stuck her hands into it. She picked it up and cradled it to her breast. "My husband. You killed my husband."

      Kedrik stood there, watching as she wept over the ashes of the man who beat her so bad she would have died.

      "Ma. I'm sorry," Kedrik said.

      Persh looked up at him with tears in her eyes. "Get out! I don't want to see you ever again."

      Kedrik's heart sank. He had not imagined a happy homecoming, but this was not what he expected either. He looked at his ma, wishing there was something he could do. He backed out and slowly closed the door on his childhood home.
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      Lorit sat next to Queen Ukina on the cold damp bench in the cell. She had not been allowed to bathe or even leave the cell for the toilet, and she was thinner than usual, if that were even possible. Lorit put his arm around her and held her as she cried. "My own brother. I can hardly believe what a change has come over him since the temple took him."

      "The temple does terrible things to a boy. I know. They did it to me, too."

      "Is there no redemption for him?" She looked at Lorit with tears in her eyes.

      "None that we've ever discovered. Once someone has taken power from another, they're tainted, and you can't remove it."

      She put her face in her hands and wept loudly as Lorit tried to comfort her.

      A cloud of violet light appeared in the cell, turned to a swirling mass of sparks, and settled into the form of a man. Kedrik stood there with a look of shock on his face.

      "How was your visit?" Lorit asked.

      "I turned him...He attacked my ma...I turned him to ash." Kedrik was visibly shaken.

      "Who?" Lorit stood up and grabbed the boy by the shoulders. "Who did you turn to ash?"

      "My...my pa." Kedrik collapsed to the floor and put his face in his hands.

      Lorit knelt beside Kedrik and placed his hand on the boy's shoulder. "Kedrik, tell me what happened."

      "My pa was going to beat my ma, like he beat me. I could have stood that. It happened before...She would have died if I hadn't healed her."

      "Slow down. Start from the beginning."

      "My ma. She's been pressed into working for the temple to pay back the gold they gave her when they took me. When I went missing, they made her work it off.

      "My pa. He was drunk and he beat her. He blamed her for my disappearance and the trouble with the temple. He beat her so bad she was bleeding inside. She would have died."

      "What did you do?" Lorit held Kedrik at arm's length, looking into his eyes.

      "I healed her, but my pa...he came back and started in on me. She stepped in between us and he hit her. That's when I lost control. I...I raised fire...to scare him."

      Kedrik shook.

      "Go on," Lorit said softly.

      "That's when he attacked me. I just reacted. I didn't think. I turned him to ash...and my ma...she got mad at me for defending her."

      "It sounds like he had it coming," Ukina said.

      "He beat her so bad. I...I didn't mean to kill him." Kedrik looked up at Ukina. "I killed my pa!"

      Ukina knelt down beside Kedrik and put her arm around him. "It's all right. You couldn't have known he would attack you."

      Kedrik embraced her and cried onto her shoulder. His gasping sobs were muffled by her clothes. "Now my ma is mad at me."

      Queen Ukina stoked his hair and whispered into his ear, "It's going to be all right."

      When Ukina looked up at Lorit, she had tears in her eyes. Lorit was surprised to see this side of her. He had never considered her the compassionate type. He waited for them both to calm down and carefully got the whole story out of the boy. Kedrik's mother was working in the temple, and Kedrik had had a chance to speak to her about it before his father had intruded.

      "What did she say?" Lorit asked. He kept his hand on Kedrik's back to reassure him and felt Ukina do the same.

      "He said that Tass and Ghall were fighting over something, but when Tass returned with it, Ghall let her have her way. She said they are planning to attack some High Priest in Quineshua."

      "In Quineshua. Who was it, did they say?"

      "I...I don't remember," Kedrik said.

      "Was it Sulrad?" Lorit prompted.

      "Yes. That was the name. They were going to do something to Sulrad." Kedrik still shook, but he was starting to calm down.

      "Was there any more?" Lorit asked.

      "No. That's when my pa came home." Kedrik started shaking again.

      "That's enough," Lorit said. "I think we should be getting back to Amedon."

      Ukina stood and placed her hands on her hips. "Are you going to leave me here, in this cell, waiting to be hanged, or are you going to get me out of here?"

      "Aren't you worried about getting in trouble if they know you're keeping company with a wizard?"

      "How much more trouble do you think I can get in?" Ukina waved her hand in the air.

      "I'll come back for you if they do that." Lorit reached into his pocket and retrieved a worn old copper. He held it up and focused his magic on it. He tied a small thread of his magic to the coin and infused it with his essence. Then he looked over at Ukina and infused her essence into the coin, as well. That way she could call him at need.

      Lorit handed the copper to her. "Here. Take this. If you need to get in touch with me, just hold it in your hand and think of me. I'll be able to hear what you think."

      "How will I know you can hear me?" she asked.

      "Try it now."

      Lorit stood quietly, waiting, while Ukina held the coin in front of her. "Lorit. Take me with you." He heard her voice in his head.

      "I can't take you with me. If they found your cell empty and knew you'd come to Amedon, they would certainly suspect you of employing magic. Isn't that what got you into trouble in the first place?"

      "It is." Ukina stood there with a sad countenance.

      "Don't worry. I'll be back as soon as I can, and you can call if you need me."

      Lorit extended his hand to Kedrik. "Ready?"

      "Yes."

      Lorit focused on his study in Amedon. He drew magic from Kedrik and sharpened the image of his home. He raised the power to take them across the void and pulled with all his might. Just as the cell started to fade, something hit him and knocked him over.
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      Lorit materialized lying on the floor of his study beneath a disheveled and dirty Queen Ukina. She rolled off, her bony elbows poking him in the ribs. She extended her hand to Kedrik for help and brushed off the royal rags that had become filthy in the dungeon.

      "What were you thinking?" Lorit demanded as he struggled to get up himself.

      "I was thinking that I didn't want to sit in that cell until I was executed."

      "You can't stay here. If your subjects and the nobles find out you've visited Amedon, you'll certainly be hung. What will happen when they find out you're no longer in the cell?"

      "It can't get any worse than what they were planning. You said it yourself, the gallows is almost finished."

      The door creaked open and Kimt entered. "Lorit. I'm so glad you're back." She stopped and looked over the queen. "Who is this?"

      "This is Queen Ukina of Veldwaite," Lorit muttered.

      Kimt nodded to the queen. "We can help you get cleaned up once I finish here."

      "That would be appreciated," Ukina said.

      "How is Chihon?" Lorit asked.

      "I've had no success. I can't seem to get the arrow spell out of her."

      "I'd like to see if there is anything I can do." Lorit threw a glare at Ukina. "Kedrik, run, tell the Head Master we have a guest. Tell him to prepare the royal suites."

      Kedrik grinned. "Right away." He rushed for the door, glancing back as he left.

      "Let's go see Chihon," Lorit said.

      Ukina followed Lorit toward the door.

      Lorit held out his hand. "Where are you going?"

      "I'm going with you."

      "No. You're staying here until I get through with Chihon. We're sending you back as soon as we can. You can't be here."

      Ukina grabbed Lorit's arm and tucked it close to her, almost affectionately. "I won't hurt anyone, and I'd like to see Chihon again."

      Lorit tried to shake her, but she kept a death grip on his arm.

      "Oh, all right." Lorit headed for the door with the queen in tow.

      Lorit and Ukina strolled down the corridors to Chihon's room. Everyone who passed nodded to Lorit and Ukina and offered pleasantries. A few recognized her and bowed.

      When they reached Chihon's room, they found her asleep on the bed. Lorit sat down beside her and brushed the back of his hand gently across her cheek. She was feverish and sweaty.

      Chihon's eyes fluttered open. "Lorit. You're back."

      "I'm back. I want to have another look at you."

      Chihon put her hand on her belly. "You're not going to use fire this time, are you?"

      "No. No fire. I just want to try something."

      "All right, but be careful."

      "I will."

      Lorit probed for the spell. Sure enough, there were three spots where the spell was tied to Chihon's life force. He chose the one in Chihon's leg first. He traced the spell back to where it encircled her life force, and ever so gently, focused his energy on that spot. He increased the power of her life force slowly and gradually. The strain on the arrow spell grew as he fed power into her. There was the slightest of pops, and the spell broke away. The enchantment on her leg was clear.

      Lorit repeated the same process on her shoulder. It took a little more time and energy. That arrow and the spell it carried had penetrated deep inside her. Lorit was sweating with exertion and grew lightheaded, but he was eventually able to break the spell in her shoulder, too.

      "Only one left," Lorit said.

      He probed the spell near her heart. The magic of the arrow was there as it had been with the rest, but there was something more. A different magic was intertwined with the temple spell. It was golden and light, and it was holding back the spell from the arrow. The arrow had chipped the dragon's egg and embedded a shard of the egg in Chihon's heart. He steeled himself to try and remove the temple spell. If that was successful, he would try and remove the shard of the dragon's egg.

      Lorit raised his magic. It was weak and fading. He tried to draw on Chihon's magic, but hers was fading, too. She looked tired, and so was he.

      "I need a rest." Chihon closed her eyes and laid her head back. She squirmed on the bed until she was flat on her back. "Let me sleep a bit."

      Lorit's magic faded as Chihon drifted off to sleep. He sent Ukina off to clean up while he waited for Chihon to wake, frustrated that he couldn't help her.
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        * * *

      

      Ukina returned after a while. She had bathed and was dressed in an elegant dress. Where had she come up with that in Amedon?

      "Is she awake?" Ukina asked.

      "No. She's been asleep for a while. I was just going to wake her so I can try to remove the last spell. She'll be glad to see you."

      Lorit gently stroked Chihon's forehead until she woke. She looked rested, but not yet recovered.

      "There's someone here to see you, Chihon." Lorit gestured to Queen Ukina.

      The queen knelt beside the bed and rested her hand on Chihon's arm. "Thank you for trying to rescue Sir Adane and the egg. I had hoped Sir Adane would make it to Amedon safely. He was a good man." Ukina teared up. "I'm sorry you got caught up in this. It's my fault."

      "He's not dead," Chihon whispered.

      "Who's not dead?"

      "Sir Adane," Chihon whispered. "Tass took him with her. I heard her tell the men not to kill him."

      "He's alive?" Ukina stood up and turned to Lorit. "Take me to him."

      "Not now. I didn't mean to bring you here, but now that you are here, I'm responsible for you." Lorit took Ukina by her arm and guided her to the door. "I'll have Kedrik take you home when it's safe."

      Lorit returned to Chihon's bedside. She lay still with her eyes closed. He probed her to make sure she was sleeping peacefully and then pressed a spell of general healing on her before turning to leave.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit led Ukina back to his study.

      "I'm worried about Chihon." Lorit heaved himself into his chair and exhaled a deep breath. "Chihon came close to death when she drank the water that the temple had spelled. She's still weak. I'm not sure she can stand more of this. This spell is even worse than the last one. I'm not certain I can cure her."

      "Why not?" Ukina said. "You're the most powerful wizard I know. You handled the rest of the spells easily. Why are you worried about this one?"

      "Because there's something there, interfering with this one. Chihon thinks part of the dragon's egg is in the wound."

      Ukina sat tentatively in Chihon's chair and placed her hand on Lorit's, patting it gently. "You'll find a way."

      Lorit snorted. He didn't want to admit his weakness, but Ukina had a right to know. She was dependent on him to get her out of trouble and back home. "I'm losing power quickly. That's the danger of the bond. When one of us is injured, the other one is affected, too.

      "While Chihon is powerless, so am I. That's why I had Kedrik with me." Lorit folded his hands in his lap and hung his head. "I didn't have enough power to travel to Veldwaite on my own."

      "So, you can't send me home even if you want to." Ukina laughed.

      "I may not have the power to do it myself, but I can have another wizard do it." Lorit was angry with her. He didn't need the queen tagging along as he tried to save Chihon and figure out what Ghall and Tass were up to, but he couldn't send her home to be hung.

      "Please don't send me away alone. I need your help to save Sir Adane." She squeezed his arm. "I can't go on without him. He's my rock."

      Ukina sounded like the scared, young princess she had been when Lorit first met her. He couldn't send her back, but what was he going to do with her to keep her out of the way?

      "I'll make sure that when we take you home, we can help him, too," Lorit said absently. He was more worried about Chihon than he was about the queen. He needed to find a way to help his partner before he grew too weak. "The shards of the egg are interfering with our abilities to remove the arrow spells." Lorit made a fist. "I wish I had the egg, so I could see what its magic looks like untainted."

      Ukina stared off into the distance before bringing her gaze back to Lorit. "The egg was shedding flakes of gold and bits of shell." She made a motion as if sifting through a small pile in the palm of her hand. "There's debris in the box in the treasury where the egg used to be."

      Lorit's spirits rose but fell just as quickly. "I wish I had visited the treasury. If I had my magic, I could go fetch the cast-off from the egg."

      "I know the treasury." Queen Ukina smiled.

      "But you're not a wizard, and I don't have enough power to travel to Veldwaite and fetch them."

      "No, but you said Kedrik could take me there." Queen Ukina shrugged. "Can he?"

      "Are you sure about the egg?" Lorit worried that the egg must have been compromised or else it wouldn't have so easily flaked off when Chihon was shot. Would it still hold enough power to help?

      "I'm sure," Ukina said. "The dust from the shell and the golden flakes that came from the egg are there, in the treasury. All we have to do is go and get them."

      "I'll make arrangements for Kedrik to take you there."
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        * * *

      

      After Lorit found someone to send word to Kedrik, he returned to his study. He thought he'd find Ukina there, but the room was empty. Where had the queen gone off to, and what kind of trouble was she getting into now? Lorit wished he had the magic to send her home on his own. He should have done it the instant they arrived. Now she was running around the keep unsupervised getting into who knows what.

      The door opened noisily. Lorit hoped it was Ukina, but it was only Kedrik.

      "I have a task for you," Lorit said. "Ukina knows the treasury. She can guide you there to retrieve the box that used to house the dragon's egg."

      Kedrik nodded. "Then we bring it back here?"

      "Yes. Then you bring it back here. Alone." He looked at Kedrik to make sure the boy caught his meaning.

      "You want me to leave Queen Ukina behind?" Kedrik whispered.

      "Yes," Lorit said. "She should never have come with us in the first place. I can't have her here getting in the way, but I need those egg sheddings."

      "What if she commands me?"

      "Disobey!" Lorit put his arm around Kedrik's shoulder. "You're not a citizen of Veldwaite any longer. You're a citizen of Amedon and a wizard. Your loyalty is to us."

      "Yes, sir." Kedrik looked down at his feet and mumbled.

      Before Lorit could say anymore, Ukina entered. She had borrowed clean travel garb from someone in the keep and looked ready for her adventure. She strode up to Lorit and put her arm around him, giving him a squeeze. "Don't worry. We'll be back before you notice we're gone."

      Lorit suppressed the guilt he felt. Leaving her behind would not be his proudest moment. If all went well, the nobles and the guards would simply return Ukina to the cells and she'd be right back where she started before she'd hijacked his transportation spell. Once he had healed Chihon, he could help Ukina recover her kingdom.

      Ukina walked over to Kedrik and looked him in the eye. "If you succeed in this, when I get back on the throne, I'm going to make sure your mother has a nice place to live and plenty to eat for the rest of her life."

      The queen guided Kedrik to the Sorcerer's Stone and hopped up on it. "Ready?" She extended her hand.

      "Wait," Lorit said. He grabbed Kedrik and drew the boy close to him. He leaned in and whispered in his ear, "Bring her back. Don't leave her behind."

      Kedrik breathed a heavy sigh. "You're certain?"

      "Yes," Lorit said, releasing the boy. "Now go, and hurry back."

      Kedrik stepped on the stone and grasped Queen Ukina's hand. Kedrik was clearly nervous to touch the monarch of Veldwaite, but they quickly turned to a sparkling shower of violet light that faded almost as soon as it started, leaving Lorit alone with his thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit paced for a while but soon tired of that. He sat in his chair and waited for Kedrik and Ukina to return, got up, paced for a while, and sat once again. He hoped that the egg debris would be the key to helping Chihon, not only for himself, but if Tass had the egg, there would also be trouble ahead and he would need all of his strength and that of Chihon to defeat her.

      The door opened and Kimt entered. "Worried?" Kimt asked.

      "I am," Lorit said. "How is Chihon doing?"

      "Not very good. She seems to be getting worse. I can't remove the arrow spell, and I don't know what to try next."

      Kimt looked lost. Lorit knew she was a fine healer. If Kimt couldn't help Chihon, no one could. He waited as she seemed to struggle with herself. Finally, she looked at Lorit with concern on her face.

      "I was researching this in the library earlier today," Kimt said. "I couldn't find anything in much depth about dragon's eggs, but I did find a few references to techniques used to defeat the types of spells that grip Chihon."

      "What did you find?" Lorit asked.

      "You're not going to like them. Most of them are similar to what we already used on her. I don't think she can stand any more of that."

      "I don't want to have to use those spells either, but if we have no choice..." Lorit would do anything to help Chihon, but he'd rather not use something as powerful as the fire spell they had used on her earlier when they healed her of the enchantment on the water.

      Lorit paced, considering what to do next, when the Sorcerer's Stone lit up with a violet light and Kedrik appeared. Queen Ukina held his arm tight in hers as if he were going to escape at any moment. Lorit smiled at the thought. She'd probably held onto him the whole time as if her life depended on it, afraid he would leave her behind.

      Kedrik held a small canvas bag in his free hand. He stood there stiff, looking uncomfortable until Ukina released his arm.

      "I take it you were successful?" Lorit asked.

      "We were." Ukina took the canvas bag from Kedrik and handed it to Lorit. "This is what was left in the egg's box when it was brought to me from the treasury. It's mostly powder and fine gold flakes."

      Lorit took the pouch from her. He opened it and peered inside. The magic that emanated from the dust was pure and clear. "This feels like the magic that's in Chihon." He put the pouch in his pocket. "Let's go see her."
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        * * *

      

      Chihon was asleep when Lorit entered. He sat on the bed and gently shook her. She opened her eyes and looked at him. "Where did you go?"

      "We went to fetch something that may help." Lorit patted his pocket where the small canvas sack was secreted away. He pulled it out and set it on the bed next to her.

      "What is it?"

      "It's from the dragon's egg. The egg was shedding when they took it from the treasury. Kedrik fetched the powder and brought it here. Let's see if this is any help."

      Lorit reached out with his magical sense and touched the tiny fragment of the egg that lay close to Chihon's heart. It was bright gold, almost blinding in its intensity. He probed for the arrow's magic and found that, too. It was dark and putrid, like rotting vegetation in a murky swamp, in sharp contrast to Chihon's native magic, which was a cool violet strand that mingled with her life force.

      He reached for the arrow's magic and tried to find an end of the thread, as he had with the other spells. He traced it in and around her, but he could find no end. He extended his hand to Kimt. "Help me here, Kimt. See if you can find it."

      Kimt added her power to Lorit's and searched along with him, looking for the end of the thread that was the arrow's magic. "I think I see it here."

      Kimt led Lorit to the end of the thread that made up the arrow's spell. It was fastened around Chihon's magic and her life force. Lorit reached for Chihon's life force and pushed power at it to increase it. His power flowed into her. Her life thread should have expanded and broken the foreign spell, but nothing happened.

      Lorit tried harder. He reached out to touch the magic of the dragon's egg and see if he could use that to aid him in his effort. At first, it felt like he was making progress, but suddenly, Lorit's magic drained from him. It was gone as if he had never had magic. He could no longer sense Chihon's magic, or for that matter, any magic at all.

      He reached for Kimt's magic, but there was nothing. Lorit panicked. He tried to touch his own magic.

      Nothing.

      Lorit reached out to access the magic of the elementals he had been granted during his trials, but that was gone, too.

      "What happened?" Lorit cried.

      Chihon sat up in the bed. She had a look of relief on her face, as if the pain and sickness were gone. "You cured me."

      "I can't feel your magic,” Lorit said.

      Chihon put her hand over her heart. "I can't feel it either. What happened?"

      "I don't know. But the arrow spell is gone." Lorit turned to Kimt. "What do you see?"

      Kimt studied Lorit intently, then Chihon. She shook her head. "Nothing. There's nothing. No magic at all...no, wait. There is something." Kimt reached for the canvas bag. "Let me see that."

      Lorit handed it over to her. She examined it closely. "I can feel a little bit of your magic in this bag." She held the little canvas bag between her hands and concentrated. "Yes. Just the slightest trace."

      Kimt held her hand over Chihon's chest. "And I feel just the slightest bit of the dragon's egg in you...Not much, but it's there. See if you can access it."

      Lorit tried to touch the magic that Kimt spoke of, but there was nothing.

      He held out his hand. "Incendo ignio," he commanded the fire. This was one of the first spells any wizard learned.

      Nothing happened.

      "My magic. It's gone!" Lorit cried.
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      Tass returned to Veldwaite with the precious egg in her care. She threw the knight in the temple dungeon almost as an afterthought. She would question him later, but didn’t expect much.

      She set the egg on the desk before her. It was not what she had expected. It was not shiny and smooth like most eggs. It was rough and bumpy and tended to shed a fine white powder that rubbed off on her hands as she explored its surface. The gold lace and embedded jewels also seemed lackluster and dull, but the egg must have been hundreds or thousands of summers old. No matter, she would use it as best she could.

      Ghall sauntered into her study. He still seemed to think the study was his by the way he entered without announcing himself.

      "Making any progress with that thing?" Ghall asked.

      "Not much. It seems to shed a lot of this white powder." Tass rubbed her hands together and a fine white snow fell from them to coat the desk before her. She knocked on the egg with her knuckles. It was solid.

      "It seems pretty thick." Tass scraped at the egg with a fingernail. "It can't have been shedding like this all along or else it would be gone by now."

      "What are your plans for it?" Ghall asked.

      "I'm going to use it to kill Sulrad. He has some protection, but this should provide extra magic that he hasn't seen before. That should be enough to take care of him once and for all."

      "Be careful. Last time you tried that, he banished you. Make sure you're not simply carrying the egg into his hands."

      Tass's hands trembled at Ghall's slight. She stilled her breathing and calmed her heart. "I know what I'm doing. This was in your treasury for generations, and you never even knew it was there."

      "Be that as it may, Sulrad is a lot more powerful than you seem to think."

      Tass prickled at his remarks. She should be running the temple by now. Sulrad was old and weak, but something was keeping him alive and strong. Ghall had only been with the temple a few summers. He had never seen Sulrad at his most powerful, but Tass remembered. She remembered a priest with so much power he could travel to a different city each day just to break his fast with the local priests. He wasted magic like it was a river of water flowing into the temple, not a trickle of wizard's blood.

      "Oh, I'm quite aware of Sulrad's power. I've seen him at his mightiest." Tass hefted the egg once more and carefully rested it on the desk.

      There was a faint glow surrounding everything on her desk where the white powder rested. The debris shedding from the egg had power. Lots of power.

      She scraped a pile of the white powder together to see if it would concentrate the magic. As the fine white powder stacked up into a tiny pile no bigger than her fingertip, the golden glow surrounding it became more and more pronounced.

      "What are you doing?" Ghall asked.

      "Nothing, just tidying up a bit. This powder seems to get into everything." Tass stood up. "I must be going." She hoped Ghall would get the hint and leave. She didn't really have anywhere to go. She had the beginnings of an idea of how to take Sulrad on directly and didn't want Ghall watching as she tested her theory.

      "I suppose I must be going." Ghall unwound his lanky frame from the chair and stood. He turned to Tass as he left. "Just don't hand the egg over to Sulrad. Can you manage that?"

      Tass held her breath and counted to five. She calmed herself and smiled her broadest smile. "I'll be careful."
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Ghall closed the door, Tass rushed over and locked it. She returned to her desk and carefully probed the fine white powder. The golden glow was strong and pure.

      She drew the power into herself and funneled it into her perception as she reached out to Quineshua. Far off on the island where the temple ruled, Sulrad sat in his study. He was weak and old. Much more so than she'd believed. He must be fading away, but he still held a core of power that she was unable to defeat.

      She probed for the amulet that Sulrad protected so secretively. She knew he had it somewhere near him, somewhere where he could rush to protect it at a moment's notice. She knew Sulrad well enough to know that he would not hide something so precious to him far off in the hills or bury it deep in the ground. Sulrad wanted the things he valued near him so that he could enjoy his dominion over them.

      She had been one of those things. He had wanted to keep her close, but no longer. Where was that amulet? Using the power of the egg, she searched for it, probing Sulrad and his surroundings until at last she found it. It was right there, in the temple. Inside the altar. Sulrad had used the Charm of the Joiner to build the temple so many years ago and had left it there in the altar where he performed his twice-daily sacrifices. She laughed to herself. It was obvious. She should have thought of it before, but the spells he used to hide it from her had been enough. Now they were not.

      Tass grabbed hold of the Charm with her magic. She imagined it sitting on her desk before her. She saw its shiny gold form and the glowing violet of the large jewel in its center. She probed deeper and deeper, getting a feel for every curve of its surface, every stone and jewel embedded in the gold, and every nick, scratch, and speck of dirt on it. She saw it as if it was there. She pulled with her magic and that of the egg.

      It fought her.

      She pulled harder.

      Nothing.

      Tass dug deeper. She accessed the magic of the temple in Veldwaite and reached for the egg itself. She pulled at the Charm with all her might.

      Her head flared with pain. It was as if someone had jabbed red-hot needles behind her eyes. Tass grabbed her head and screamed with the agony of it.

      The Charm was fighting back.

      It took a while before she could think again. When the pain subsided from a sharp burning needle in her eye to a moderate throbbing, she was able to lower her hands and reflect on what had happened.

      The Charm was protected. Not by Sulrad. Tass recognized Sulrad's magic, and the protection came from someone else. She thought she had felt it before, but she wasn't quite sure. It was a wizard's magic, but also a sorceress's.

      That was it. It was Zhimosom's magic. How had Zhimosom's magic come to protect the Charm?

      She felt for it again, more gently this time. She just wanted to feel the spell around the Charm, not draw it to her. She didn't want a repeat of the last effort. Her head still throbbed.

      There it was. A simple spell, really. It was formed from Zhimosom's magic, wrapped tightly around the Charm, but it was blended with other magic, not just the wizard's. There was more of the brilliant gold and a blend of strange magic that she didn't recognize. It didn't matter. The one she wanted was Zhimosom's magic. That was what she needed to defeat. It was Zhimosom's magic that held the rest of the spells in place.

      She picked at it until she found the thread she wanted. Tass followed that thread in her mind's eye. It led off into the distance, fading until it was nothing more than the gossamer of a single strand of spider silk, yet with the power of the egg to help her, she was able to follow it back, back to Zhimosom himself.

      The old wizard sat in his chair before the fire in his remote cabin in the woods. Tass knew where he was now. She could drop in and pay him a visit if she wished. She smiled at the thought. How startled he'd be if she simply appeared before him. She toyed with the idea, but thought better of it. She had thought Sulrad an impotent adversary, and he'd banished her to Veldwaite without lifting a finger. Zhimosom might do worse to her if she confronted him.

      She examined the old wizard. He appeared to be asleep, gently snoring in his chair, but there was something about him that bothered her. Tass focused and looked more closely at the wizard's magical aura. It was intense yet bottled up in spells that she could not begin to fathom. Zhimosom had immense power, but he was expending it at a rate that would have exhausted Tass in the span of a single day. It made Sulrad's most extravagant use of power look almost restrained.

      She sniffed around him until she found the single thread she had followed there. The one she sought was jumbled amongst others, as if a snarl of yarn had been cast about the wizard by a hapless kitten. Carefully, she followed the one she wanted until it was lost within the tangle of spells the old wizard maintained.

      There was no getting around it. She would have to chance it.

      Tass formed a spell she had learned long ago, but had never had the opportunity to practice. That was, until today. It was a spell of separation—not the one that was used to separate the magic from a young wizard, but closely related. She had found it on a dusty old scroll in the deepest reaches of the temple, one day when she was brooding about some long-forgotten slight.

      She gathered her strength to her and combined the power from the egg with her own as she reached out. She still wasn't able to isolate the single thread she wanted, but no matter. If she could break the hold Zhimosom had on the Charm, she could use the Charm against Sulrad, and that was her ultimate target.

      She grabbed the small bundle of threads that included the one linking the old wizard to the Charm and snipped them clean. If she was right, the thread would vanish in a puff of smoke, and the Charm would no longer fight her attempts to draw it to her.

      The resistance of the spell was almost physical, as if she were trying to cut a branch from a nearby bush and had underestimated its thickness. She put more power into the spell, willing it to sever the threads. The spell fought back at first, but she knew she was making progress.

      A loud twang, like the sound a dulcimer string breaking, sounded and Tass was wrapped tightly in the threads of the spell she had just severed. Her arms were pinned to her body, and she struggled to breathe.

      "Not again!" was all she had time to utter before she fell silent, suffocating.
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      Chihon wasn't sure how to take her newfound lack of magic. Lorit certainly was taking it hard, but she wasn't so sure it was a bad thing. She could go back to being a normal girl now. Like she was before Lorit had stumbled into her in the market. Like she had always imagined herself to be.

      She decided to return to the chandlery and her hired room while she adjusted to life without magic. She knocked and entered the shop where Uwora diligently worked making candlewicks. The girl looked up and smiled when she saw Chihon standing there. She nodded to the seat across from her.

      The shop was tidy and well maintained. All of the wax was regularly scraped off the floor and the place was dusted frequently. Any little amount of dust would affect the way the candles burned, and Brayer's were known for their consistency and control.

      Chihon sat down across from Uwora and reached for a handful of threads. Without a word, Chihon braided the soft strands into thick wicks as she'd been shown. She draped the completed wicks over a small wooden stand whenever she finished one. She was quick at it but nowhere near as quick as Uwora.

      "Can't you use magic for that?" the girl asked.

      Chihon laughed. Everyone thought magic was simple. They didn't understand that it took a lot of effort to do even the simplest things by magic. Now that Chihon's magic had gone, she was just a girl who had grown up in the market and had happened to have a few adventures along the way. She sighed. She would have to get used to being just a girl once more.

      "I have no more magic." Chihon didn't even look up at Uwora as she spoke. She hoped that Uwora would not question her too deeply about what had happened.

      "No magic. I didn't know that was possible. I thought you were born to it."

      "I was, but my magic is gone. It happened when they healed me."

      "Heal you? Were you sick?" Uwora looked troubled.

      Chihon unlaced her shirt and folded back the cloth. She traced the jagged scar that disfigured her skin above her heart. The scar still had a rough dark scab along its entire length.

      "What's that from?" Uwora asked. The girl leaned forward to get a better look.

      "I was shot with an arrow that had a spell on it. It took a lot of magic just to save me, but in the end, the spells they used to heal me took my magic away so that the arrow's spells could not use it against me. If not for that, I would have died."

      "You almost died?" Uwora stopped her work to look at Chihon in horror.

      "I told you being a sorceress was dangerous. When I left here, I was ambushed by archers. I was shot three times by poisoned arrows."

      "Did it hurt?"

      Chihon winced with the memory. "More than anything I've ever felt before. It was like fire that cut deep into me. I thought I was going to die."

      "But you're all right now." Uwora resumed her task, glancing over her shoulder lest her father saw her slacking in her duties. "I mean, you're not dead."

      "I'm all right now." Chihon refastened her clothes and picked up another handful of threads. She braided them together and laid the new wick on the stand along with her earlier efforts.

      "I'm glad." Uwora focused once more on her task. Her deft fingers moved so quickly, Chihon could barely follow her motions. The wicks seemed to sprout from Uwora's hands like magic.

      "So now you'll be staying here longer," the girl said. "Last time, you were out of here before we had much of a chance to talk."

      "I'm planning to be here for a while. No quests, no magic. I'm just an ordinary girl who needs a place to stay."
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        * * *

      

      Chihon enjoyed the afternoon with Uwora making wicks and chatting. She slept soundly in her new room but woke the next morning to an incessant pounding on her door. It was Brayer, the owner of the chandlery. "Someone's here to see you."

      "Who is it?" Chihon blinked back sleep. It was not yet dawn, and she could only just make her way round her room by moonlight as she threw on her robe and slippers. She shuffled to the door and opened it.

      At first, she thought it was a child. The person standing before her was short but broad and powerful. Chihon couldn't tell if it was a boy or a girl as a thick hooded cloak shaded her visitor's face. Chihon probed for any signs of danger and immediately flushed when she realized she no longer had the use of her magic.

      She stepped back and motioned for the person to enter. She was hesitant, but had not grown so apprehensive that she was afraid of a stranger. She knew a few ways to defend herself that didn't require magic.

      "Please come in," Chihon said. She pulled the chair from beneath the communal table and motioned to her guest and then the chair. "Please."

      Scaly hands reached up and drew the hood back. The woman was short and squat and had pure white hair cropped short. Her eyes were like those of a lizard, with vertical slits open wide in the gloom of the early morning. The scales of her face slid softly aside as she broke into a slight smile.

      It was Du'ala.

      "You are well?" Du'ala asked. She sat down and took Chihon's hands in her own. Du'ala's hand was cool, dry, and smooth, like a snake's skin. Du'ala's touch was gentle.

      "I am well, but as you can see, I am without the use of my magic."

      "You have no need of your magic. You have ours now." Du'ala squeezed Chihon's hands.

      Chihon wondered what she meant. She had no magic. Not her own and certainly not someone else's. "I...don't understand."

      Du'ala released Chihon's hands and placed her scaly palm in the air near Chihon's scar. Warmth flowed from the woman's palm, and the scar felt like a line of fire on Chihon's skin. The glow faded, and a faint power awoke in Chihon. She recognized it as the magic of the dragon's egg.

      "Egg Mother," Du'ala stated simply.

      "Egg Mother?" Chihon had never heard the term before. She was no mother, and her only contact with the egg had been brief and fraught with pain.

      "Mother to the egg you carry inside you." Du'ala pointed to Chihon's heart.

      "I don't carry the egg. I was shot while I was trying to rescue it. Some of it is embedded in me, but I don't have it."

      "No need," Du'ala said. "You have enough."

      "What do you mean?"

      "You carry the egg. You carry the power of the dragons now. You must protect the egg."

      Du'ala grasped Chihon's arm and drew her close until the two women were gazing into each other's eyes. Chihon heard Du'ala's voice in her head. "When the egg hatches, the baby will bond with the first person or dragon it sees. It will be bonded like family. If it bonds with another dragon, they will be family. Like mother and daughter. If it bonds with a human, it will be as the pair bonding you share with Lorit."

      "That bond is gone. It's sealed away." Chihon straightened up as Du'ala released her. She was ashamed to admit that she had separated from Lorit. For some reason, she felt Du'ala would judge her harshly for leaving him.

      "Not gone...dormant."

      "Will it return?" Chihon felt the flush of excitement. She missed her powers, and she missed Lorit, even though she thought it best that they were separated for the time being.

      "Perhaps. Now you are Egg Mother."

      "So, what must I do?"

      "Find the egg. Safeguard it." Du'ala shook one short scaly finger at Chihon. "Make sure that when it hatches, it is in the presence of another dragon. Do not fail me."

      Du'ala stood.

      "Wait. Stay. I have so many questions."

      "I cannot. I must leave before the day breaks." Du'ala cackled. "Imagine the talk if the townsfolk saw a dragon fly off."

      "What? You can change back to your dragon form?"

      "Zhimosom is weakening," Du'ala said. "We can change back to our true form, though it does not last. I flew here to warn you and to beg your help. Do not fail us, Egg Mother." Du'ala rested her hand on Chihon's shoulder. "We need you."

      With that, Du'ala pulled her hood back over her head and walked out the door.
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      Lorit sat alone in the study he shared with Chihon. He missed her and often came to the study because he felt her presence there. Everything there reminded him of her, and it was comforting. She would eventually come back, but until she did, he would sit there and read, catching up on spells that he might never need or use if they couldn't find a way to restore his magic.

      Lorit hated being powerless and was comforted to find a small core of magic remained deep within him. It had awakened early that morning. He tried to access it, but it was difficult. He wanted to exercise it and make it grow, just as his own magic had grown in him when his power first awoke.

      He held out his hand and thought the words of power that would call forth fire. The tiny core within him sparked to life and a flame no bigger than a candle appeared in his palm. It flickered and died.

      "Lorit. You have your magic back."

      Lorit turned to see Chihon standing behind him.

      "When did you get here?" he asked.

      "Just now."

      Lorit closed his hand. His skin was slightly warm and dry from the tiny flame. It was hardly more than a beginning student did without effort. "Not much power. I have a little I can draw on, but it's weak."

      He really wanted to ask her why she was back, but he held his peace. She would tell him when she was ready.

      "Lorit, I just had a visit from Du'ala." Chihon leaned on the arm of the chair.

      Chihon was not sitting, but she wasn't leaving either. That was a good sign. "What did she say?" Lorit asked.

      "She said the egg is going to hatch soon and that the baby dragon will imprint on whomever it sees when it hatches."

      "What? The egg is going to hatch?"

      "That's what she said. She didn't say when, though."

      "Surely that's not all she said." Lorit knew Du'ala was a woman of few words, but there must have been more to it than this.

      "She said I have to find the egg and make sure it hatches around the dragons." Lorit waited. Clearly there was more. "She called me the Egg Mother...like it was a title."

      "How are we supposed to find the egg without magic? How can we do anything? Tass has the egg. We can't even travel to the temple, much less walk right in there and take it away from her...and what's an Egg Mother?"

      "I don't know. That's why I'm here. I need your advice, and I want to consult the library. There must be something there that can help."

      "Let's go look." Lorit stood up. Chihon looked healthy and happy. He wanted to go to her and hug her, but he felt that she was still not ready, so he settled for walking quietly by her side.
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        * * *

      

      Together, Lorit and Chihon made their way to the oldest section of the library where the ancient lore was. The alcove was small, dusty, and in ill repair. Most of the books were from a time before the dragons left. They were over fourteen hundred summers old, and many of them were crumbling, held together by spells that had been placed on them to preserve them.

      "There's nothing here about an Egg Mother," Lorit said, after searching through a stack of books.

      Chihon sat at the solid wooden table with a volume open before her. "This talks about dragons bonding. It works the same as it does with birds." Chihon laughed.

      "What's so funny?"

      "Dragons bonding like birds. I just imagined a mother dragon with a train of tiny dragons following it around like ducklings do."

      Lorit laughed. Not because the image was funny, but because it was good to see Chihon laugh again. He had worried that she was never going to recover her usual humor. "I imagine that would be a sight to see."

      "It says that a hatchling imprints on its mother. That forms a family bond until the dragon reaches the age of sentience." She traced the words on the page as she read. "It can take three summers before a hatchling becomes mature enough to take care of itself."

      "I suppose that's a good way for it to work," Lorit said. "We don't let children run free until they're trained. It wouldn't be safe for them."

      "Children don't fly and breathe fire."

      "That's true. So, if the hatchling sees another dragon, it will bond with the dragon for life?"

      "Not for life...well...It's described as a family bond. Not a mating bond or the pair bond." Chihon's smile faded as she spoke of the pair bonding.

      "So that's why Du'ala doesn't want it to imprint on a human?" Lorit wanted to get her off the subject of pair bonding quickly.

      "That's what she said. I have to find the egg and make sure it doesn't imprint on Tass when it hatches."

      "Any idea how to do that?" Lorit looked up at her. She held the large tome in her hands, tracing the words as she read.

      "None." Chihon closed the book. She sat back and looked up at the ceiling. Lorit followed her gaze, but there was nothing there.

      "I think we need help." Chihon exhaled a long heavy sigh.

      "What kind of help?"

      "Zhimosom and Rotiaqua. They know more than they let on. Can you contact them?"

      "I saw Zhimosom a few days ago, but I haven't tried to contact him since we lost our powers. Do you think you can still get through?"

      "Let me try. I've felt a slight amount of power since Du'ala came to see me." Chihon sat back and closed her eyes. Her face tightened with concentration and then relaxed slightly. She sat silently for a while before she spoke. "They're coming."

      "You got through? I thought neither of us had magic."

      "The egg. Its power is available to me now. I can tap into it when I need to. It's growing stronger and stronger, ever since Du'ala came to see me. She said I shared the dragon's power now."

      "I've felt it, too. I think that's what I was using to raise the fire..."

      Before Lorit could finish, a sparkling cloud formed beside the table. Out of the swirling motes of magic appeared Zhimosom and Rotiaqua. Zhimosom stood tall in his formal robes, his white beard spilling down his chest. He held his staff, gripping the gnarled wood close to the embedded jewel.

      Rotiaqua was likewise attired in her formal robes of deep purple. She was shorter than Zhimosom, with hair just as white, but she smiled her perpetual mischievous smile in contrast to Zhimosom's scowl.

      "Dragons?" Rotiaqua asked without the slightest courtesy of a greeting.

      "Du'ala paid me a visit earlier. She said that the dragon's egg was going to hatch soon, and that I needed to find it and make sure it hatched in the presence of another dragon—not a human."

      "She came here?" Zhimosom smoothed his beard and looked closely at Chihon's face.

      "No...Yes...She came to my room in town. She just walked up and knocked on my door. She said she had to leave before sunup or else the townsfolk would be frightened to see a dragon fly away."

      Zhimosom stroked his beard. "Hmmmm. That's odd." He thought for a while without further comment.

      Lorit sensed that the wizard had more to say. "What's odd?"

      Zhimosom turned to Rotiaqua without answering Lorit. "That is likely what the jarring was earlier. I felt my magic snap as a few of my spells were broken."

      "What?" Lorit demanded. "Your spells snapped?"

      Zhimosom broke into a smile. He actually laughed. "Yes. I felt something not long ago. I was worried about the dragons. You don't think they stayed in the form of the Arda'um all on their own, do you?"

      "You held that spell for four hundred summers?" Lorit asked. He had heard Zhimosom talk about spells he'd held for a long time, but it was only just beginning to sink in.

      Zhimosom's smile softened to a mischievous grin. His eyes wrinkled up and his bushy white eyebrows raised. "It has not really been that long." He waved his hand in the air as if to dismiss the idea.

      "So, what's got you so alarmed, my boy?" Zhimosom hitched up his robe and sat in the chair next to Rotiaqua. He pulled out another chair and patted the seat.

      Lorit stood in shock. He didn't know what to say. Zhimosom was usually so secretive, and now he seemed to be only too happy to talk.

      "Sit. We have much to discuss."

      Lorit took a seat next to Chihon. "Why now?"

      Zhimosom raised his eyebrows. "Why now, what?"

      "Why are you ready to tell me about this now, but not before?"

      "Because, before now, it was my burden to carry, and my shame to bear." Zhimosom slowly shook his head. "I had the chance to set things right, but I failed in the end." Zhimosom frowned.

      "Failed?" Chihon asked. Lorit had not told her about Zhimosom's shame.

      "I could have defeated Sulrad and freed the dragons, but when it came right down to it, I failed. I couldn't do it." The old wizard looked down at the table.

      "What couldn't you do?" Chihon asked.

      "Kill Sulrad. If I had, it would have killed Rotiaqua too. Their magic is entwined and their life force is blended. If I had killed Sulrad, Rotiaqua would have died along with him."

      Rotiaqua patted his hand in a gesture of affection Lorit had never seen them share before. "That was long ago. You've made up for that many times since then."

      "No," Zhimosom said. "I should have killed him when I had the chance. The temple would have never gotten a hold and the dragons would be free."

      "That was long ago and is no longer your burden," Rotiaqua said.

      "As I feared, my magic is fading," Zhimosom said. "Several of the spells I held were recently broken. I have been growing weaker. I'm not certain how much longer I could have held them regardless."

      "Who? What spells?" Lorit couldn't get the questions out fast enough.

      "The first spell was the one that bound the Charm of the Joiner. It was broken earlier. I felt it snap." Zhimosom looked sad, and Rotiaqua patted his hand before he continued.

      "There was a bit of a surprise for whomever attacked me. I hope it worked." He waved his hand in the air. "Nevertheless, the Arda'um are now free to transform back to their original dragon form once more. But they are also subject to the commands of the Charm of the Joiner once again."

      Zhimosom looked sad. "And the Charm is still in Sulrad's hands."
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      Tass fought the backlash from the spell as it broke. It wrapped tightly around her, choking off her breath. She panicked. What had she walked into? She should have known better. A senior wizard like Zhimosom would not be without his tricks and traps. This was even worse than the one Sulrad had used on her. The cords tightened, threatening to break her ribs as she thrashed about in terror. She tripped, fell to the floor, and lay there, struggling to breathe. Stars formed in her vision, and she grew lightheaded. She had to find a way out of this trap.

      She calmed herself and reached out for the altar where the stolen magic of untold wizards had been carefully accumulated against just such a need. She drew on it, pulling the violet cloud of magic from the altar stones into herself. She made her ethereal body grow, stretching the tough threads of the spell that held her.

      At first, it was painful as the cords bit into her body. She wasn't sure this was going to work. The stars spiraled around her vision, circling like fireflies on a moonless night, swirling around her sight, threatening to consume what little vision remained to her.

      Something snapped. A thread of the spell, stretched beyond its breaking point. She felt the slightest bit of relief as it burst. She was heartened and kept pressing the stolen magic into her body. She strained against the spell until another cord broke, then another. Slowly, she struggled, half conscious, determined, until at last the spell broke in a shower of sparks that fell slowly to the floor and died.

      Tass rolled to her hands and knees. She panted as her breath came back to her and chased away the fireflies. Her head exploded with pain, and she crumpled back to the floor. She lay there, gasping for breath, her heart beating so hard she feared it would burst.

      It was a long time before the pain subsided enough that Tass could think straight again. She dragged herself to her chair and grabbed the arm, slowly levering herself into a sitting position. She hung there and gathered her thoughts and her breath until she was ready to sit up on her own. She slid back into her chair, relieved to be alive.
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        * * *

      

      It took several days for Tass to recover from the backlash. She was off balance, lightheaded, and had no appetite. She lay in her bed, resting, picking at the slight remnant of the spell that had brought her so close to death.

      The spell had left a tiny trace behind that she could follow now. It didn't lead to Zhimosom, as she'd thought, but to Quineshua. She traced it as far as she was able. The first few times, it quickly faded and she lost track of it, but each time she tried, she got farther before it faded completely. Soon, she would be able to trace it all the way back to Quineshua and its source.

      What would she find there? Was this one of Sulrad's spells, or another part of the wizard's incantations? Would she face her old friend, or his nemesis, when she finally reached the source of this faint trail?

      One afternoon, when the sunlight bathed her in its healing rays, Tass reached the source of that spell. She couldn't believe it. It was the Charm, but now it lay open to her, revealing its secrets. The thread wrapped around the Charm and then stretched off in another direction completely.

      Tass wondered where the spell went after it left the Charm. She followed it, but it quickly faded and she lost interest. It was the Charm she was after.

      She probed the Charm once more. She wouldn't make the same mistake twice, but she had to try again. She felt for the spells protecting the Charm. There were several spells left, but the one she had first felt was broken. It looked like a few days in bed recuperating were worth the price. The remaining spells were much less potent. She should be able to break through them easily.

      The first spell Tass severed was the one that extended from the Charm off into the distance. It was intricate, but this time she broke through it without setting off any traps. Soon, she had the Charm free...well, not completely free, but it was responding to her. She made another grab for it.

      This time, the Charm didn't fight her. It started to vibrate, violet light surrounding it as the Charm came alive. Tass embraced the vision of the Charm and pulled. Instead of the Charm coming to her, Tass was drawn to it. Too late, she realized that this was yet another trap.

      The walls of her bedchamber faded from view and were replaced by the cold stones of the altar room. She recognized it immediately. She had spilled the blood of countless animals and not a few wizards in this room. She landed on the cold floor with a thump and hit her head on the altar as she was thrown backward. She tried to stand but was too weak.

      "Please don't try to stand." A voice came from behind the altar. She looked to the side to see a black robe brushing the floor. It was piped in gold.

      Sulrad.

      Tass craned her neck to get a look at him. He stood there, hands folded, calmly looking down at her. "I have been expecting you." Sulrad had such a smooth silky voice. It was part of his charisma that held the temple and acolytes in his thrall for these many summers, but it held no power over her. She had come to know the man behind the voice.

      "What's the matter?" Sulrad purred. "No words for an old friend?"

      Tass gathered her power. She reached into the altar for the reserves that she knew were there. She used them to form a shield around herself and hardened it against Sulrad, should he take action against her.

      "Come, now. We're still friends, aren't we?" Sulrad extended his hand to her.

      Tass reached up and grasped the offered hand. Sulrad pulled her into a standing position and steadied her while she caught her balance.

      "Feeling better now?"

      Tass shook her head. Words still eluded her.
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        * * *

      

      Sulrad guided Tass to her quarters. She had been away a while, but her room was clean and neat, as if she were expected to return at any moment. He led her to the bed and sat her down.

      "I've had the servants keep your room ready for you. I knew you would eventually find your way back here."

      Tass snapped to full alert. She was in Quineshua and Sulrad had his hand on her arm. She jerked it away from him. She wanted nothing to do with him since he'd banished her without so much as a word. Sulrad was not the type to forgive her for trying to kill him.

      As if he could read her mind, Sulrad said, "Don't worry. I'm not going to hurt you. I have you to thank for helping me regain something that I had almost given up hope of recovering."

      Tass remembered. She had broken the spell on the Charm of the Joiner.

      "That's right. You have done me a great service." Sulrad smiled at her.

      Tass recoiled in shock. When she had last seen Sulrad, he was old and weak. He was constantly tired and lethargic. She had assumed incorrectly that he was not long for this world, an easy target. Now he looked like a young man again. Gone were the wrinkles and gray hair. His skin was smooth and he sat straight and tall.

      "Disconcerting at first, isn't it?"

      "What...what happened to your face?" Tass blurted.

      Sulrad smiled. "I'm young again. I have the power of the Charm at my disposal once more, and I can use it to drive whatever spell I wish."

      Tass probed him. Sure enough, there was power associated with him that she had never felt before. He radiated a faint golden light blended with violet hues that rushed about his countenance as if dozens of fireflies were in orbit around him.

      Sulrad smiled. "I suppose you think I should reward you for this?"

      Tass cringed. She hardened her shields and gathered her power around her, hoping to protect herself from anything he threw her way, but nothing came.

      Sulrad stretched his hand out and touched her cheek. "I have plans for you. You are going to witness my restoration. You can record my victory for the future generations of priests. You will stand beside me as I bring the wizards of Amedon to their knees once and for all."

      "And then?" Tass asked. She didn't trust Sulrad. He probably already had some plan to kill her once he felt she was expendable.

      "And then, you can run the temple as you have always wanted."

      "And you?"

      "I'll rule the world, just as I've always wanted."
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        * * *

      

      Sulrad left Tass alone to rest. She slept fitfully. She was still not comfortable with Sulrad's declaration of peace. There had to be something else that he was keeping from her. It was not like him to accept her back after her treasonous act.

      The door opened and Sulrad strode into her room, looking innocent. Tass knew it was bad when he walked over to the bed and sat down.

      "You never told me how you managed to break the spell on the Charm. Mind sharing that with me?"

      Tass clenched her jaw and raised her shield. She held her silence. She knew there was something more Sulrad wanted from her.

      "Nothing to say?" Sulrad extended his hand and brushed the hair out of her face. He grasped her chin and turned her face toward his. "Holding out on me?"

      A sharp pain flared behind Tass's eyes as red-hot needles stabbed through her eyelids and into her brain. She pinched her eyes closed, and tears ran down her cheeks. She steeled herself and tried to relax against the pain. All priests and priestesses had to undergo the test of pain, but hers was many summers in the past. She wasn't sure how much of this she could endure.

      "You don't want to fight me, do you?" Sulrad squeezed her chin and gently moved her head from side to side. "No? I didn't think so."

      Tass resisted as Sulrad increased the pain. It flowed from her head down her back. Her muscles tensed up until she feared she would break her own ribs in the spasms that followed the wave of searing pain.

      Still she fought his control, but Sulrad was strong. She knew he was barely starting, and she was on the verge of breaking. She bit her tongue and held on.

      "No? You want more?" Sulrad grasped her chin and shook her head violently. The pain of it was barely noticeable above the waves of agonizing fire that swept her body from head to toe.

      Tass panted, trying to catch her breath between the waves of pain. Finally, when she could take no more, she screamed out between clenched teeth. "The...egg."

      Sulrad lightened the pain, but did not release her. "Egg?"

      "Dragon's...egg," Tass managed to squeeze out.

      Sulrad released the pressure on her. "A dragon's egg? How precious." He stood and drew the ceremonial dagger from inside his sleeve. He fingered the point of the knife.

      Tass struggled to free herself of Sulrad's spells, but his hold on her was too strong. He leaned in so close she could feel his breath on her face.

      "I need your cooperation. You know how the sacrificial knife works. It has its own special spell. Once it's inserted, it can take your magic before you even realize it. I'll be holding the spell back, but if any harm comes to me, you will die before my eyes close, so don't think to interfere with my plans. Do you understand me?"

      Tass muttered a weak "Yes."

      Sulrad turned her over and slid the point of the blade into her back. Pain seared her almost as much as his earlier torture. "Remember. If I even blink, you're dead."

      Tass struggled, but any movement made the knife dig deeper into her flesh as Sulrad stepped to the corner of the room and vanished in a shower of sparks that settled to the floor, leaving Tass alone in the dark.
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      Lorit listened while Zhimosom and Rotiaqua filled Chihon in on the dragons and the temple, but they offered no hope for a solution. Zhimosom just shook his head. "Maybe Du'ala can provide some insight. Why don't you go see her?"

      "Do you think she will talk?" Lorit asked. "Last time I saw her, she was very closed-lipped."

      Zhimosom laughed. "I expect you will get more out of her in her dragon form."

      Rotiaqua patted the back of Lorit's hand. "Go see her." With that, the sorceress and wizard turned to sparkles and vanished.

      Lorit stormed out of the library without a moment's hesitation and rushed to collect Kedrik. He would have to rely on the boy's magic until his own was fully restored.

      "It's time," Lorit said as he summoned Kedrik out of his class and dragged him toward the study.

      "Time for what?"

      "Time for you to be the wizard you always wanted to be." Lorit hauled Kedrik down the dim hallway by his robe. "Come. We have to see the dragons."

      "Dragons?"

      "Dragons. We're going to see dragons and you're going to take me there." Lorit urged Kedrik onto the Sorcerer's Stone. "We're going to the Plains of Grass. Can you see the destination in my head?"

      "Not so fast." Chihon rushed up to the stone and pushed her way between Lorit and Kedrik. "I'm going with you."

      "It's dangerous." With Chihon's power at its lowest, Lorit didn't want Chihon out in the field, even with the magic of the egg in her. The last time she was on a wizards' quest, it had almost cost her her life and he couldn't bear the thought of something like that happening to her again.

      "I know. That's why I'm going with you. You have no magic. I have a little. I'll be there to look out for you in case you get in trouble."

      "Chihon," Lorit protested. "It's too dangerous."

      Chihon grabbed Lorit's arm and pulled him close to her. "You're not getting away so easily." She turned to Kedrik. "We can go!"

      Now she wanted to be with him. Was she opening back up to him? Lorit tried to open their magical connection to see if she had dropped the block, but he didn't have enough magic to even find out if she was open to his contact, much less reach her.

      Kedrik's magic surrounded them, and the study faded from view as the Arda'um compound materialized around them. The smell of dung was overpowering as they landed in the middle of the rich black soil where lizard dung mixed with soil kept the grass at bay. Huts woven from sword grass dotted the dark earth in a crude circle. Lorit headed for the central hut. That was Du'ala's.

      Before Lorit reached her hut, a short squat man emerged from a neighboring structure and stepped in front of Lorit. He carried a spear and stood in the path, blocking their way. "Not here," the man said.

      "Where is she?" Lorit demanded. "You're in danger." Lorit tried to brush the man aside, but the short white-haired man was stronger than he looked.

      "Not here," the man insisted.

      Chihon tugged Lorit's arm and pointed up into the sky. Lorit followed her gaze. Far off in the distance, a dark red speck bobbed up and down. It swiftly grew closer until it became clear. A large brick-red dragon was winging its way toward the compound.

      The beast circled overhead, making a few lazy turns, then folded its wings and dropped like a stone. Just before contacting the rich black earth, it beat its mighty wings and came to a stop in midair, gently settling to the ground.

      The dragon folded its wings and shimmered with a gentle golden light. It became insubstantial and turned to a cloud of golden sparks that swirled and twisted in the air, growing more and more compact. The sparks organized themselves into the form of a short human that became solid as Lorit watched.

      It was Du'ala.

      Du'ala walked up to Chihon and raised her hand. "Greetings, Egg Mother."

      Chihon blushed. "Greetings, Du'ala."

      Du'ala turned to Kedrik. She stepped close to him and examined him. She grasped his shoulder and turned the boy around, repeating the examination. Satisfied, she let him go. "You'll do."

      "What do you mean, he'll do?" Lorit asked.

      "He'll do. If necessary."

      "Do what?"

      "Fulfill his destiny." Du'ala turned toward her hut and the wizards followed. Once inside, she sat cross-legged on the grass mat and signaled. A woman entered with a tray of steaming cups of tea and handed one to each of the wizards.

      "Drink," Du'ala said.

      "What's in this?" Lorit asked lifting his cup. He was wary of what she might give him after his last visit.

      "Tea."

      "Just tea?" Lorit asked.

      Du'ala smiled at him. "Just tea."

      "You can change into a dragon at will." Lorit thought Du'ala was bound to Arda'um form by Zhimosom's spell. If she was able to change at will, Zhimosom's spell was broken and Du'ala would be subject to Sulrad's magic.

      "True," Du'ala said.

      "Zhimosom said that Sulrad has the Charm that can make you do his bidding. Is that also true?"

      "True," Du'ala nodded once more.

      "How can we stop him?"

      "Kill him." Du'ala made a motion with her hand to symbolize beheading the priest.

      "Zhimosom says that is hard to do." Lorit had been warned by Zhimosom not to take Sulrad on directly. He stressed that Lorit's involvement in a war with the temple would end badly for all concerned.

      "Not hard for you." Du'ala pointed her scaly finger at Lorit's chest.

      "For me? I have no magic." Lorit was keenly aware that his magic was gone. He desperately wished it were otherwise, but until they solved Chihon's problem, he was no wizard.

      "You have our magic."

      "Only the barest taste." Lorit felt the power, but it was weak and distant.

      Du'ala extended her hand and placed her palm against Lorit's chest. It was small and scaly as she pressed it over his heart. A warm glow rose up where she touched him. It was as if her hand were vibrating so fast the friction heated his shirt. Deep down inside, the power awoke in Lorit. What he had felt only distantly was now open to him. It was pure and clean and gold.

      "See?" Du'ala withdrew her hand. "Magic."
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        * * *

      

      Lorit basked in the warmth of his newfound magic. His first instinct was to reach out for Chihon. She was there, but not in the way that Lorit had become accustomed to. The connection they shared was gone. She was open to communication with him, but the intimate knowledge of her was missing.

      "What do you think?" Lorit asked her in his mind.

      "I think they need our help," she answered him in kind.

      "Hey, what are you two talking about?" Kedrik interrupted.

      "Nothing, just sharing our ideas," Lorit said.

      "Come. Time for action." Du'ala rose and gestured toward the door of the hut.

      Lorit followed her outside and back to the center of the compound where the claw marks of her earlier dragon form were still visible. Du'ala turned as they stepped off the path and onto the black dirt.

      "You stay here." She pointed to Kedrik and then Chihon. "Egg Mother, we go fetch the egg. You wait here."

      Chihon started to speak, but Du'ala raised her hand. "We return shortly."

      Du'ala walked to the claw marks and stood looking back at Lorit. She smiled at some private thought and extended her arms. The short squat woman shimmered and the golden flecks of magic appeared in the air around her. They swirled about her like drunken fireflies. The light grew stronger and Du'ala faded within their brightness.

      The flecks of magic took on the form of the massive dragon Lorit witnessed landing not long before. The glow faded and Du'ala the dragon stood before them once more.

      "Get on," she rumbled in a deep dragon's voice that somehow still conveyed the same tone as the Du'ala they knew.

      She lowered her head and Lorit scrambled on. Her scales were the size of dinner plates and as thick as his thumb. They felt like interlocking plates of iron armor that any knight would have been proud to wear.

      Du'ala took several steps and launched them into the sky. Lorit was grateful for the vision of the dragon Du'ala had granted him earlier. Without that, he feared that the heights and beating of her wings would have terrified him. Lorit relaxed and enjoyed the view as they circled ever higher.

      The Plains spread out to the horizon. Waves of wind swept the grass, leaving temporary impressions that sped across the sword grass as if it were an ocean of green. The compound was clearly visible in the midst of all that. A brown, almost black circle dotted with dark green huts was all he could make out from this height.

      "Where are we going?" Lorit had to shout to make himself heard over the whistling of the wind in his ears.

      "Veldwaite. That's where the egg is." Du'ala didn't look back to converse. She stayed focused on her flight as they rose ever higher into the sky. Soon, all that was visible of the Plains of Grass was the cloud-studded sky beneath them as the waves of sword grass broke against the foot of the Swion Mountain range.

      Lorit struggled to breathe as they ascended toward the jutting peaks of the mountains. He recalled the city of Mistwind where the monks worshiped the dragons and wondered if he could pick it out from this height. But soon, the mountains broke and Veldwaite appeared in the distance.

      The castle nestled against the mountains that encroached it. It was tall and dark gray, built of the same stone as the nearby crags. The city sprawled out around the castle like porridge spilled from a bowl and smoke curled from innumerable chimneys to blend into the overall gray haze that hung over the city.

      Inside the walls, the tallest structure to challenge the heights of the castle was the Temple of Ran. Lorit shuddered at the memory of it. When he still had his power, it had been a close call to defeat the priest who tried to take his magic. He felt the power of the dragon grow in him as they flew, but he was not sure he was ready to face the temple yet.

      "Where is it?" Lorit shouted.

      "In the temple." Du'ala banked hard and dropped toward the tall spire that jutted up from the temple. Her leather wings spread wide, flapping in the wind of her passage. Lorit was relieved that she had not folded them and dropped as she had done on the Plains. He wasn't sure he could have held the contents of his stomach in their proper place if she'd done that.

      The faintest touch of a laugh reached Lorit. Du'ala the dragon had a sense of humor that Du'ala the Arda'um did not.

      Du'ala banked harder and Lorit felt his weight increase as if he were made of stone. They spiraled tighter and tighter around the spire until they were close to the rooftops.

      Du'ala altered her glide and came to an abrupt halt on the empty street. Her claws skidded on the slippery cobblestones, but they quickly came to a halt.

      With hardly a show of magic, the dragon shimmered and quickly took on the form of Du'ala the Arda'um. "Come." She took Lorit's hand and headed for the temple.

      Lorit found the side door and reached out for the lock with his newfound magic. It was nowhere near as powerful as his native magic, but he was able to trouble the lock open. They stepped inside.

      Lorit tried to raise fire, but all he managed to do was make a tiny flame the size of a candle flame. It was enough.

      "Do you know where the egg is?" Lorit asked.

      "Feel it."

      Lorit reached out with his magic. He wasn't sure what to expect. The altar with its stolen magic appeared off to one side. It was a jumble of colors, swirling and twisting together to form the overall impression of a fetid swamp being stirred.

      A gentle golden glow came from another room off to the side of the altar room. It was faint, but now that Lorit knew what to look for, he could tell it was definitely the egg.

      Lorit placed his hand on the door that led to the egg. He probed inside the room. It was empty, and the egg sat alone on the desk. The door creaked lightly as he pushed it open, but not enough to alert anyone to his presence. He felt Du'ala behind him as he entered the room.

      The egg sat on the desk. In the dim light of his tiny flame, it looked like a large light-gray stone covered in dull gold lace with tarnished jewels inset at irregular intervals. To Lorit's magical sense, it was a gently glowing orb that emitted a golden light.

      "That's it." Lorit stepped toward the desk.

      Before he reached the egg, a blinding light flashed between Lorit and the desk. He tried to blink away the afterimage, but all he could see was the purple light that bore witness to whatever had appeared in the room.

      "Well, well. I guess I was just in time." A voice came from the darkness.

      "Who are you?" Lorit squinted. The afterimage was fading and his vision returned.

      "I should ask who you are." The man spoke with a silky-smooth voice. "This is my temple. You are the interlopers."

      The man raised a fireball and held it in his hand. He was tall and thin, with a birdlike nose. His robes were black, piped in gold.

      It was Sulrad.

      "Leave the egg alone," Lorit cried out.

      "Too late." Sulrad threw the fireball at Lorit. It struck him square in the chest, burning like flaming pitch as it stuck there, flaring in the darkness.

      There was a shudder and the magic of the egg was gone.

      Lorit grabbed his chest. His hands exploded in pain as they came in contact with the fireball.
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      Tass was angry. Angry at herself for falling for Sulrad's tricks. Angry at Sulrad for being himself. He was as arrogant and self-centered as he'd always been. Why would he change now? She should have expected the worst from him. It had been many summers since her indoctrination into the temple. She had not felt pain like this in recent memory, and she didn't like it. She tried to spend her time thinking of creative ways to kill Sulrad, but the pain was distracting.

      Just when she thought she was going to lose her mind, a shower of sparkles appeared. Sulrad had returned cradling the dragon's egg in his arms.

      "See the pretty?" he asked.

      "Will you, for Ran's sake, take this knife out of me?" she begged.

      "If you promise to behave." Sulrad set the egg on her desk and sat beside her on the bed. He grasped the handle of the knife and jerked it just a tiny bit, but that was enough to send fresh waves of pain up her back and into her brain.

      Sulrad pulled the knife free. Tass reached for the wound with her magic and tried to staunch the flow of blood. She was able to slow it down but not stop it entirely. "What have you done?"

      "I left you a little reminder." Sulrad wiped the knife on her bedding and replaced it in the sheath up his sleeve.

      "A reminder?" A low burning pain remained in Tass's back where the knife had been.

      "The tip of the knife. In case you change your mind about cooperation. Remember, the only thing keeping that blade from taking your magic is me. If anything happens to me, you will not survive the last of my heartbeats."

      Sulrad extended his hand. "Now, in the spirit of cooperation, would you like to come with me and see what this is really all about?"

      Sulrad led her out of the temple to a large expanse of grass. The day was warm and the breeze was just enough to offset the heat of the sun. It felt good on her skin as the memory of the pain faded, all but the tiny prick of heat centered in her back, where the fragment of the knife blade remained like a stone in her shoe.

      Sulrad tucked the egg inside his robe and withdrew the Charm of the Joiner. He held the Charm before him and chanted a spell. It sounded like a summoning. Tass was vaguely familiar with summoning spells.

      "What are you doing?" Tass asked.

      Sulrad paused his chanting just long enough to answer her. "Summoning a dragon."

      "It's not working." Tass didn't believe there were any dragons left. She had been taught that they'd left the realm of man long before and never returned. What was he really doing?

      "It's working." Sulrad released the Charm and pointed to the light blue sky. Off in the west, a tiny dot appeared bobbing up and down. The dot grew until it was apparent that it was a dragon.

      The dragon circled overhead and landed near Sulrad. Its wings beat hard to break its fall as it craned its neck and looked at the High Priest. "Summoning and control are not the same thing," it rumbled.

      "I know the spells for each," Sulrad said calmly.

      "You knew them. No more. We are not the same. Your power is weak."

      "No matter. You are here. You will do as I say."

      The dragon craned its neck and took a deep breath. Tass cringed. Even temple magic was no match for a dragon's. Sulrad would be burned to a crisp in a heartbeat, but he just laughed, reached inside his robe, and pulled out the egg at the moment the dragon released its fire.

      The dragon's fire was sucked into the egg as if it were a deep hole and the fire a stream of water. Sulrad held it before him, shielding himself from the blast, exposing the egg to the heat of the fire.

      When the dragon ceased its fire, it saw that Sulrad held the egg. It roared a deep-throated roar that sounded as if the beast were in physical pain. "Where did you get that?" it demanded.

      Sulrad laughed. He placed the egg back into his robe. "So, you recognize it? It's my leverage. I may not have the spell to command you, but I do have something you want. When I call, you come." Sulrad extended the Charm toward the screaming dragon. "If not, this Charm will hold the power of yet another dragon...an unborn dragon."

      The dragon roared and shot fire, swinging its head wildly until a large part of the surrounding grass was burned black.

      "That's it. Rage in your impotence. When I call you, you come. Now you go," Sulrad shouted.

      The dragon reared up on its hind legs and bellowed once more before launching itself into the sky to disappear.
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        * * *

      

      After the dragon vanished, Sulrad turned for the temple.

      "I thought you could control it," Tass sneered at Sulrad.

      Sulrad raised his hand and pain flared in her back. Tass bit her tongue and followed him back into the temple. He motioned her into his study, where she took up her seat. The only chair in the study beside Sulrad's own. He preferred his guests to stand before him. Tass was one of the few ever to sit in his presence, but he rarely allowed her the privilege.

      Sulrad placed the egg on his desk. It appeared shinier than before. The shedding had stopped and the gold was now polished. Tass reached for it, but Sulrad held out his hand.

      "I just want to see it. What harm could I do? It looks different."

      "Remember..."

      "I remember." Tass picked up the egg and probed it with her magic. It was brighter than it used to be and heavier. Before, it had been muted, almost dull gold in color. Now the egg was smooth and brilliant. The surface glistened and the egg glowed with an internal light.

      "What's different?" Tass asked.

      "It's going to hatch soon."

      "Hatch?"

      "Yes. What do you think that little charade was all about?" Sulrad reached out, took the egg from her, and placed it back on the desk.

      "Part of the hatching process is to expose the egg to a dragon's fire," Sulrad said. "I had to get a dragon here to fire the egg. It had advanced to the point where fire was needed to move it along. Fortunately, when you unlocked the Charm it allowed me to summon the dragon."

      "It said you couldn't control it."

      Sulrad waved his hand in dismissal. "Soon, I won't need to control the dragons. When the egg hatches, I will have my own dragon that's bonded to me. We will share power with each other and it will be my faithful servant."

      Sulrad reached out and tapped the egg. "It won't be long now."
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      Kedrik lay on the woven grass floor of Du'ala's hut trying to get some sleep. The mat was scratchy, smelled of lizard dung, and was not at all comfortable. How could the dragons sleep on these things? Or was he just anxious? Lorit and the dragon had flown off and left him and Chihon behind with vague admonitions to prepare for their return with the egg. Kedrik and Chihon had spent the night talking and pondering what was about to happen, until he thought he could no longer stay awake, but tired as he was, sleep eluded him.

      Chihon had heard from Lorit during the night. She said that he had checked in with her and he and Du'ala were still flying to Veldwaite. Kedrik was not surprised then when Chihon rushed back into the hut to wake him. He expected updates from Chihon, but this time she was in a panic.

      "Kedrik, I can't reach Lorit." Chihon shook him roughly.

      "What is it?" Kedrik rubbed sleep, or lack of sleep, from his eyes as he focused on Chihon.

      "Lorit and Du'ala. They were in the temple. Now I can't raise Lorit and I can't reach Du'ala. I think something has happened to them."

      "What can I do?" Kedrik asked, finally sitting upright.

      "Go see what happened. You know where they are. They're in the temple in Veldwaite." She shoved him with her knee. "Go. Now."

      "Can't I at least get something to eat?" Kedrik was always hungry these days. His increased use of magic was taking a lot out of him and he needed to eat more often.

      "Eat when you get back. They're in trouble. I know it."

      Kedrik scrambled to his feet. He tried to communicate with Lorit, but he got no response. He wasn't sure it was because of Lorit's weakened magic, because Lorit was blocking him, or something worse. He did get a strong sense of where Lorit was.

      Kedrik groaned. "He's in the temple."

      "That's what I told you, but where in the temple?"

      "I don't know exactly where. It's not the altar room, and it's not the dungeon, but the room's not shielded."

      "Good. Go to him and see if he's all right." Chihon turned Kedrik toward the door and pushed him out.

      Kedrik let her shove him but focused in on Lorit. He summoned his magic and pulled himself across the void to Veldwaite.
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        * * *

      

      Kedrik materialized in a room that must have been a study. It was neat and orderly, with a large desk and wall hangings depicting priests performing various acts of magic. At his feet, Lorit lay on the floor curled in a ball. He held his hands to his chest, his knees drawn tight. Kedrik knelt down and checked to see that Lorit was breathing. He was. That was a good sign. He did a quick check for injuries and found nothing serious at first glance.

      Kedrik turned Lorit over to get a better look, but Lorit clutched his hands to him, protecting his chest. Kedrik pulled Lorit's hands away from his chest. A large burn had singed away Lorit's robe and charred the skin over his heart. Kedrik gasped. It was bad; the skin was crisp and black in a perfect circle in the center of Lorit's chest.

      "Lorit!" Kedrik shook him. "Lorit!"

      Lorit moaned, but he didn't wake. Kedrik panicked. What now? He looked around, but couldn't find anything that might help. The desk was covered with neat stacks of parchment. In one corner, a small pile of fine white powder glowed with a magical energy.

      It looked like the dragon's magic, gold, pure, and powerful, just as it had been when Lorit used the powder of the dragon's egg to help Chihon. Kedrik couldn't think of anything else to do, so he grabbed a handful of it and carefully spread it over Lorit's injury. The powder burst into a brilliant golden shower of sparks that swirled above the charred black mark on Lorit's skin and then sank in.

      Lorit gasped and opened his eyes. His hands drew up to his chest, fingers curled and blackened. Kedrik grabbed the last of the white powder and sprinkled it on Lorit's hands. It flared and the blackness of the burned skin immediately healed.

      "You're all right!" Kedrik helped Lorit sit up.

      "Not all right, but I'm alive." Lorit rubbed his chest where the charred circle was already starting to fade.

      "What happened to Du'ala?" Lorit asked.

      "I don't know. She wasn't here when I arrived." Kedrik looked around the study, but there was no sign of Du'ala.

      Lorit blinked up at Kedrik. "How did you get here?"

      "I traveled by magic. Chihon said you were in trouble." Kedrik helped Lorit to his feet.

      "We have to get back to Chihon." Lorit looked dazed and unsteady. "Is Chihon still with the Arda'um?"

      "She is," Kedrik said.

      "Let's get back there."

      Kedrik lifted Lorit's arm over his shoulder to steady him. "Ready?" Kedrik asked.

      "Ready," Lorit moaned.

      Kedrik focused on Chihon and the hut in the grass. He gathered his power and prepared to pull. Just as he triggered the travel spell, a rush of power washed over him. It was gold and clear, like taking a dip in a cold river just after the winter ice melted, and it came from Lorit. The shock was almost enough to knock Kedrik to his knees, but he managed to stay standing as the study disappeared and the hut formed around them.

      "What was that?" Lorit asked.

      "I didn't do anything," Kedrik replied.

      Chihon came running back into the hut. She saw Lorit and stopped. "What happened to you?"

      "Sulrad hit me with a fireball. Kedrik did something to me and healed me." Lorit rubbed his chest.

      He looked at Kedrik. "What did you do?"

      Kedrik blushed. "I found some powder that was full of dragon magic. I rubbed it into the charred spot on your chest and it healed you." Kedrik slapped his hands together and the white powder spewed out and into the air of the hut. He sneezed as he breathed some of it in.

      Lorit rubbed his chest and pulled his hand away. His robe was scorched and tattered, but his chest was completely healed. Kedrik was just as surprised as anyone that Lorit was healed. He had acted out of impulse and thought the dragon's egg powder would help with the wound. He had not expected it to heal Lorit so completely or so quickly.

      "What was Sulrad doing there?" Chihon asked.

      "He's got the egg."

      "How did that happen?"

      "We landed and snuck into the temple. Just as we were about to take the egg, he materialized and grabbed it. Then he hit me with a fireball. That's the last I saw before everything went dark."

      Kedrik sat down. He was exhausted by the sleepless night and the use of his magic to transport Lorit.

      "Why don't you get some rest?" Lorit asked him.

      "Are you all right?"

      "I'm fine now. Chihon can look after me."

      Kedrik left Lorit and Chihon alone and crawled into one of the huts to lie down, hoping to get some sleep and recover. The day was starting to cool off, and he slept off and on until shouts came from outside the hut, punctuated by the occasional screech. Kedrik raced outside to see what the commotion was all about.

      Two dozen of the short squat folk with closely cropped white hair gathered in the rich black dirt. They stood in a circle, looking toward the center, where a dragon stood. It was dark green, like the color of rich leaves.

      The dragon struggled as if in preparation for flight, wavered, and transformed back into one of the Arda'um. Kedrik was struck by the similarity between the tribesman and his dragon form.

      Suddenly, a woman standing in the circle started to shimmer and was bathed in a glow of golden sparks that swirled around her. She rushed to the center of the circle and threw herself to the ground, hugging the earth as if to prevent herself from being lifted away.

      The cloud of golden sparks grew dense and contracted about her, spinning fast. The light grew bright and emitted a soft moan. The woman's back sprouted buds—tiny bat-like wings, their bony fingers no larger than Kedrik's own hands—but they grew quickly into full-sized dragon wings.

      The woman's arms and legs shifted, her legs growing thicker as she drew them up beneath her, her head completely masked by the swirling golden light as the cloud of sparks spun ever faster.

      Kedrik watched in awe as she stretched and writhed. Her scales grew to the size of dinner plates, and her head sprouted horns. Large, ivory horns with needle-sharp tips.

      It was over in moments. The woman was gone and a dragon stood in the center of the circle. It roared and shot fire into the air and prepared to take flight.

      "Help her," someone shouted from the circle.

      Kedrik rushed to the dragon. "How can I help?"

      "He calls."

      "Who calls?" Kedrik asked.

      "The priest. He calls me to his bidding."

      "How can I stop him?" Kedrik panicked.

      "Transform me back. I cannot hold off on my own."

      Kedrik cocked his head to one side and examined the dragon. He instinctively felt the similarities between the woman and the dragon. Her eyes were the same dark, deep blue tinted with flecks of green around the slits of the iris. He saw her in his mind.

      Kedrik summoned up his power and imagined the dragon transforming back into the form of the woman he had seen only moments before.

      The dragon shimmered and shrunk. Soon, the woman sat on the dark earth as she had before the transformation began, but Kedrik had no time to rest and bask in her thanks. Another tribesman was illuminated and started to change. He rushed to the center of the circle where Kedrik stood.

      "Please. Help me."

      Kedrik reached out. Magic was pulling at the man, trying to force him to take his dragon form. Kedrik saw a way to bind the Arda'um in the body he inhabited. It was not an easy spell, but he could do it. He crafted the spell drawing not only on his magic, but the Arda'um's too. When it was ready, he cast the spell. The illumination faded and the man relaxed.

      Kedrik worked his spell on tribesman after tribesman until all the folk were under his spell.

      "Thank you," the first woman said. Her name was Deni'a. "You have saved us."

      "What happened?" Kedrik asked.

      "The wizard. He called us to him. He commanded us to take dragon form and fly to his island."

      "But you withstood him. I saw you."

      "Not for long," Deni'a said. "Without your help, we would be on our way."

      "And now you are free."

      "The call is still there, but it is not as strong. I can resist."

      "What about Du'ala?" Kedrik asked.

      "She is near," Deni'a said.

      A screech came from overhead, where a dragon circled high above. Du'ala shimmered in the light of the evening sun, circling the camp, drawing ever lower. She came to rest in the dark earth and tucked her wings in. She shimmered and took on her human form.

      Kedrik ran to her. "Do you need me to work my spell on you?"

      Du'ala smiled, her scaly skin void of wrinkles, eyes twinkling. "No. I am strong enough to resist in this form. In dragon form, I was yet able to break free."

      "What happened?" Lorit asked. He was looking better.

      "Lorit. Good. You lived," Du'ala said.

      "Yes, I lived." Lorit rubbed his chest where the wound had completely healed, but his robe still held the scar.

      "He has the egg," Du'ala said.

      "I know." Lorit walked over to her and knelt down. "I'm sorry."

      "It's hatching," Du'ala said.

      "Hatching?" Chihon asked.

      "It's hatching. Your time has come, Egg Mother. You must retrieve it and care for it while it hatches. Guide it to a dragon so that it will grow up strong and wise."

      "And where is the egg?" Chihon asked.

      "In Quineshua. In the temple," Du'ala said.
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      Lorit sat beside the hut in the middle of the clearing, still stunned by his quick healing. The huts were cramped and a little uncomfortable. He barely had room to stand, and the smell of the lizard dung used to keep the sword grass at bay was an ever-present background odor that Lorit worried would get under his skin and stay with him for moons.

      His chest tingled. Not pain, but a memory of the pain. He was healed, but he remembered. He rubbed at the hole in his robe, where the fireball had struck him. He looked around for anything he could use to mend the hole in his robe, but there was nothing. The clothing the Arda'um wore would not be suitable for his use, being fabricated as it was from the sword grass.

      Lorit turned to Du'ala. "How can we fight Sulrad?" He rubbed his chest as if to highlight his latest failure.

      Du'ala stared at him, her eyes narrowing to vertical slits. "Reach inside you."

      Lorit was skeptical, but he tried. There was a small kernel of golden magic that outlined the scar on his robe. It tingled when he reached for it. He focused on it, trying to call up any magic that might be there. Suddenly, there was a flare of almost overwhelming power. It threatened to tear him apart.

      He looked at Du'ala, amazed.

      The tribeswoman smiled up at him. "Enough power?"

      "I never..." Lorit was at a loss for words.

      "Come. We have a wizard to kill." Du'ala stepped back from Lorit and transformed into her dragon form. She nodded at Lorit and Kedrik. "Get on."

      Lorit slid up her neck and took a seat. Chihon walked up and extended her hand. "Not you, Egg Mother. The boy."

      "Don't you want me to help you?"

      "No, you must prepare for the egg. You will play a part in its quickening. Come." Du'ala nudged Kedrik with her massive snout.

      Kedrik slid behind Lorit, who smiled as Kedrik grabbed his waist and held on tight.

      "Ready for the ride of your life?" Lorit asked.

      "Not really."

      "You'll get used to it. It's a long flight. Best if you get some sleep along the way."

      "Why don't we travel by magic?" Kedrik asked.

      "Dragons can't travel by magic. Different rules for them. They have a different magic than we do."

      "You have dragon magic now. Does that mean you can't travel by magic?"

      Lorit had not stopped to consider what it meant when the magic flared up in him. He wasn't bound to Chihon any longer, but he had almost as much power as he'd had before his was taken away. He would have some serious testing to do when this was all over.
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        * * *

      

      They flew on through the afternoon and into early evening before Lorit awoke to the feeling of falling. Kedrik held on so tight Lorit was almost unable to breathe.

      "Relax," Lorit said. "You're perfectly safe. She won't drop you, and if she does, she'll swoop down and catch you before you reach the ground."

      "I think I'm going to be sick," Kedrik said.

      "It won't last long. We'll be on the ground before you know it."

      The ocean below them changed color from deep blue to an off-green, indicating that they were near the shore. Ahead, the mountains of Quineshua were just visible above the ocean fog.

      The temple appeared out of the mist, perched on a sharp cliff that dropped precipitously to the crashing breakers below. The sound of the ocean and the salt spray became stronger as they descended into the fog.

      Du'ala made for a small meadow beside a wooded lot that offered safe landing. She skidded to a stop, sliding on the wet grass, and folded her wings. The trees dripped with dew in the chill air of the island.

      Du'ala waited for Lorit and Kedrik to dismount, then transformed into the short woman she had been when Lorit first met her.

      "We walk," she said.

      "Where?" Kedrik asked.

      "The temple." Du'ala pointed off in the distance.

      The temple spire was just visible through the haze, the balcony that encircled the upper reaches almost lost to sight, it was so high.

      "The temple? We're just going to walk into the temple, grab the egg, and run?" Kedrik asked.

      "No. We fly." Lorit smiled and slapped Kedrik on the back.

      They watched for signs that they'd been detected as they walked toward the temple grounds. A large expanse of carefully manicured grass and shrubbery circled the temple, affording little in the way of hiding places, and Lorit was worried about being seen. He wanted to have Kedrik create a shield around the three of them but he wasn't sure it would work. Sulrad seemed to be able to penetrate shields, or at least recognize that they were there.

      The dragon magic flared up in him as Lorit pondered what to do. He examined it, getting a feel for it, until he was confident enough to try a spell. He crafted a disguise spell that would make them look like junior priests and cast it about the three of them. Lorit admired his work. Du'ala now looked like a young woman, wearing the black robes of the temple. Even Lorit's burned-out robe had changed to a heavy black robe with green piping.

      "There. We should be safe now," Lorit said. "Come on."

      They approached the temple via an avenue paved with polished granite flagstones. It was dotted with tall golden poles, each bearing a bowl to be lit at night, to drive away the dark.

      The temple doors stood wide open in invitation. The tall golden doors were twice Lorit's height and wide enough to drive a wagon through with ease. The guards at the door nodded to them as they entered.

      "Good morning Mother, Father," the guards said as they passed.

      "Blessings to you," Lorit mumbled. The entryway was large and even more opulent than the exterior. Tables lined the walls, covered with vessels to receive the offerings. Golden bowls that held coins stood next to bottles of precious perfumes and medicinals.

      Patrons had just started arriving, each one depositing their offering on the table before heading deeper into the private part of the temple.

      "Where do you think it is?" Lorit asked.

      "This way." Du'ala motioned them to a side corridor that was poorly lit, plain, and uninviting. At the end of the corridor was a door of ancient wood. It was warped and looked to be older than the rest of the building.

      The door was enchanted barring entrance, but Lorit quickly found a counter-spell. He pulled the door open onto a hallway fabricated from rough river stone that had been fit together without mortar. It had the look of age that the rest of the temple did not.

      Not far along the ancient corridor, they came to a door that was unadorned and unlocked. A small sign on the door proclaimed simply: SENIOR.

      Du'ala placed her hand on the door. "Here."

      Lorit pressed his palm against the door and extended his magical senses. Sulrad was in the room, and he was not alone. There was at least one other person there with him.

      "Sulrad is in there. I can't go up against him," Lorit said.

      "You have the dragons' power. You can withstand him," Du'ala said.

      Lorit rested his palm against the door and prepared for the worst. He yanked the door open to reveal Sulrad's study, smaller than Lorit expected of the most senior priest in the temple. It was neat and clean and featured a medium-size desk that looked to be as old as the surrounding walls. The egg sat on the desk amidst a sea of neatly stacked parchment.

      Sulrad and Tass turned as Lorit entered.

      "Ah, so nice of you to come." Sulrad smiled. "Back for more?" He raised a fireball in his hand and stepped toward Lorit.

      "I'm here for the egg." Lorit strengthened his shields. They felt different than before. The dragon's magic was wild and much more powerful than Lorit's own magic had been. It gave him confidence as he stepped forward to meet Sulrad.

      Sulrad let the fireball fly. It sprang from his hand like a living creature and flew straight for Lorit's chest.

      The power of the egg flared in Lorit, strengthening his shield as the fireball contacted it and burst into a shower of golden sparks that fell harmlessly to the floor.

      "I've gained a little power since our last meeting." Lorit raised his own fireball. It was golden and felt like molten lava twirling above his hand. He released it, sending it racing toward Sulrad.

      Sulrad raised his hand and spoke words of power. The fireball flared, but it was not completely extinguished. It struck Sulrad's hand and burst into a cloud of molten sparks that remained there for a heartbeat before dissipating.

      Sulrad shook his hand in obvious pain. "Tass. Now," he called.

      Tass reached out, grasped the egg, and cradled it against her breast. She backed into a corner and raised her hand as if to create fire. "Keep away from me or I'll destroy it."

      While Lorit's eyes were on Tass, Sulrad raised another fireball and flung it his way. Lorit barely had time to react and harden his shield as the flaming ball of violet lightning sped his way. He felt the heat of it as it pressed in on his shield, breaking into sparks that fell to the floor. The light blinded him.

      When Lorit's vision recovered, Tass was gone. Sulrad stood alone behind his desk with a smug, superior smile. "Too slow once again," Sulrad said.

      Lorit flew into a rage. He launched himself at the priest without a thought of magic. This time, he was going to defeat Sulrad no matter the cost. Lorit jumped up on the desk, throwing parchment around the room like leaves in the wind. He leaped at Sulrad, catching the priest full in the chest.

      Sulrad stumbled back into the wall and the two of them collapsed on the floor. Lorit saw Sulrad reach into his sleeve and draw out his knife. It was the ceremonial dagger that the priest used for his sacrifices.

      Lorit grabbed the hand that held the dagger and forced it back. Sulrad was strong, but not strong enough to overwhelm him. Lorit struggled and soon had Sulrad's knife hand pinned to the floor. He tried to wrest the knife from Sulrad, but every time he leaned in Sulrad bucked, threatening to unseat him.

      "Help me!" Lorit shouted.

      Kedrik ran over and reached to take the knife away from Sulrad, but before he could seize it, violet magic flared around the knife and Kedrik stopped in mid grab.

      Sulrad laughed. "You may have found new power, but the boy is still a wizard. He can't touch me." Sulrad struggled to wrench his hand free from Lorit's grasp. He kicked and twisted to no avail.

      A golden chain slid free of Sulrad's robe as he thrashed about. It was the Charm of the Joiner. Sulrad was wearing it! This was his chance. Lorit reached his free hand for the Charm and pulled on the chain. He had hoped it would simply snap, but it was too strong.

      "You cannot take what is mine," Sulrad said.

      "The Charm!" Lorit cried. Maybe Kedrik could wrest it away from Sulrad while they struggled.

      Kedrik reached for the Charm, but once again, the violet light flared and he stopped in mid reach. "I can't take it," Kedrik said.

      Lorit reached for the Charm, but he feared he would lose his grasp on Sulrad's knife hand. He couldn't let Sulrad get the better of him. He tried again, but every time he leaned in, the knife wavered closer to him.

      A scaly hand reached for the chain. The violet magic flared, but it didn't deter Du'ala from taking the chain from around Sulrad's neck. She pulled violently and the Charm came free. "Kill him," Du'ala said.

      Lorit made another attempt to grasp the knife, but Sulrad struggled free. The knife swung and slashed Lorit across the arm. He felt his magic flare at the contact, but it wasn't enough to stop the pain.

      Sulrad jumped to his feet, preparing for another strike. Lorit scrambled up with the aid of the desk. He raised his shields, but Sulrad struck again. This time, Lorit was fast enough to get out of the way and the knife only sliced through his robe.

      Lorit breathed heavily, his back to the wall, when he felt a tug at his arm.

      "Go now." Du'ala pulled at Lorit's sleeve, urging him out the door.

      Lorit felt his way as he slid along the wall, keeping an eye on Sulrad. The priest breathed hard as he held the knife ready. There was death in his eyes. Lorit didn't think they could simply slip out and escape. He felt the door behind him and backed through it. He slammed it shut to the impact of Sulrad on the other side. Lorit cast a quick spell on the door and prayed it would hold Sulrad, or at least slow him down.

      Lorit, Kedrik and Du'ala ran through the temple heedless of pursuit. Lorit feared that the alarm would soon rise and their chances of getting out would fall dramatically.

      Lorit trailed just behind Du'ala. He was surprised the short tribeswoman was so fast. He was hard pressed to keep up with her. She glowed with a golden light as they rushed through the passageway toward the main hall.

      The trio crashed through the gathering crowd and the massive entryway doors. They swerved to avoid a guard and ran headlong to the edge of the cliff. Lorit pulled himself up short and looked back. Priests in black robes poured out of the temple, headed their way.

      "We're trapped," Kedrik said.

      "Not trapped," Du'ala said. She grabbed Kedrik's robe and shouted at Lorit, "Jump."

      Du'ala jumped off the cliff edge, hauling a screaming Kedrik behind her. Lorit stood, shocked, for only a heartbeat, when he realized what she'd done. He steeled himself. He had faith in her. He jumped off the edge of the cliff, the salt spray washing up from the ocean far below.

      Lorit felt his stomach knot up as he plunged for the water. It was a feeling he'd grown used to when the dragon dove for land. He hoped Du'ala knew what she was doing.

      Ahead of Lorit, Du'ala turned to a swirling cloud of golden light and transformed to her dragon form. She grasped a falling Kedrik in her mighty talons and swooped beneath the plummeting Lorit. She spread her wings and Lorit landed square on her back. With a mighty stroke, Du'ala leveled off above the water. They were on their way.
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      Chihon sat alone outside Du'ala's hut. She worried about Lorit. She couldn't bear the thought of losing him. The black scar on his robe unnerved her. He could have been killed in his confrontation with Sulrad in Veldwaite, and now they had carried the fight to Sulrad's stronghold in Quineshua. She tried not to worry, but it didn't work. When Chihon felt the touch of Lorit's call, she was relieved. He was rushed but safe. They were on their way back from Quineshua.

      "We didn't get the egg," Lorit said. "Sulrad was there and so was Tass. Tass disappeared with it."

      "But you're all right?" Chihon asked.

      "All of us. I did have a small measure of success though. Du'ala managed to get the Charm of the Joiner away from Sulrad. We're bringing it back with us now."

      "Do you think you can break the Charm?"

      "I don't know. But with the Charm out of Sulrad's hands, at least the dragons should be safe for a while."

      Chihon dropped the connection and sat back, relieved. Lorit was safe, and Sulrad had lost a major source of his power. Things were starting to look up.
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        * * *

      

      Chihon napped off and on while she waited for Lorit to return. She sat beside the hut, chatting with one of the Arda'um women as the woman performed her daily chores. The woman was named Na'anta, and she told Chihon of the time of the dragons and what the dragon realm was like, with its strange sun and beautiful seas. She was sad that they had not seen it in so long and looked forward to being able to return home.

      "Tell me about the egg," Chihon asked.

      "We did not know there was an egg. My people were transformed to protect us from Sulrad and his magic. We thought there were none left free. Eggs are so rare and precious. I hardly believe that one was lost and we didn't know about it."

      "Rare, why?"

      "We live a long time. We have children only infrequently, so they are cherished as a great treasure."

      "Tell me about a baby dragon. Are they like humans?"

      "No. A dragon hatches with all of its magic already awake inside of it. It is able to walk and speak almost as soon as it hatches. Within days, it can fly and hunt for food."

      "Do they eat a lot, then?"

      "They are insatiable. They grow to three times their birth weight in the first moon. They are half the size of an adult dragon by their first birth anniversary."

      "How do you feed them?" Chihon was genuinely interested. There had been no dragons around in the memory of any living person save Zhimosom and Rotiaqua.

      "We let them roam the plains and catch and eat their prey."

      "That must make the shepherds angry." She laughed, wondering what it had been like when the dragons roamed the skies. She couldn't imagine the shepherds and farmers were too keen on the idea of dragons raiding their herds.

      "There are no shepherds where we come from. There are no humans."

      "No humans?"

      "None. They were never invited. The realm of the dragons was kept private as a place where we could be alone, just the dragons."

      "Why?" Chihon couldn't imagine a world with only dragons. The dragons and people mixed well. Surely some had been invited to the dragon's realm.

      "Because in the realm of man, we were considered wise, and you associate wisdom with age, and age with seriousness. In front of you, we have to control our natural tendency to play."

      "Play?" Chihon wondered what type of play the dragons enjoyed. Certainly not the sort of thing humans did.

      "Play," Na'anta said. "Flying games, mostly. Those scare folks around here. They get alarmed at the sight of dragons swooping around in the sky."

      Chihon laughed. "That must be a sight."
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        * * *

      

      Chihon was enjoying her chat with the Arda'um woman when she sensed Du'ala's magic. Off in the distance, a tiny dot appeared heading their way. She called out to the Arda'um working around the encampment to let them know that Du'ala and the wizards had returned.

      It felt like only moments before Du'ala landed in the center of the clearing and transformed back to her Arda'um body. She strode purposefully up to Chihon and bowed. "Egg Mother. I have failed. The sorceress has the egg."

      Chihon was embarrassed by Du'ala's deference. "Please. You did your best." Chihon wanted to put her arm around the woman, but the scaly skin and rough exterior made her feel less approachable than a human. "Don't worry. We'll find it," she said.

      "Come. We talk." Du'ala walked to her hut and entered without looking back.

      "We'd better follow her," Lorit said.

      Lorit had dropped his disguise and his robe still held the burn mark, but he looked no worse than when he'd left. Chihon had expected to find him burned, cut, and bleeding after his encounter with the priest. She was glad to see him healthy. She followed Lorit into the hut and sat beside him.

      "The Charm?" Chihon asked.

      Lorit withdrew the Charm of the Joiner and placed it on the floor between them. The large central jewel glowed with a violet light. The magic it contained was a mixture of different power but not the usual temple magic. This was more powerful and closer to the dragon's magic.

      "Will it keep Sulrad from harming the dragons?" Chihon asked.

      "No," Du'ala said. "He still controls the Charm, even though we have it. It must be destroyed."

      Chihon felt Lorit reach out with his magic and examine the Charm. It was covered in spells. Lorit poked and prodded at them, but none were amenable to his prodding. They were stuck tight.

      "It looks complicated," Chihon said when she felt him relent.

      "It is, but I think I can get through it, given enough time."

      Chihon let Lorit work on the spells, but she watched closely as he worried at each thread, severing some, unlacing others, releasing layer after layer of the spells that ensnared the amulet. He sat silently in front of the Charm, breaking only occasionally to take refreshment. It was late evening before he paused for a bite to eat.

      "I don't think I can get through it all," Lorit said around a mouthful of lizard stew. "There are some very strong spells there. I don't have enough power to cut through them."

      "You need rest." Chihon stretched. She was exhausted just from the effort of watching him, but she wanted to be there to show him that she cared.

      "You're right."

      As Lorit leaned back and relaxed, Du'ala entered the hut. She sat on the floor next to Lorit and examined the Charm. "Good," was all she said. Du'ala turned toward Chihon. "Tomorrow, you go."

      "Go where?"

      "To find the egg. Its time is near."

      "Did you find out where it is?"

      "Veldwaite." Du'ala spat the word.

      Chihon groaned. She knew Tass had the egg, and if it was in Veldwaite, there were sure to be other priests around. It wouldn't be easy to get past them to steal the egg away. The whole priesthood was sure to be watching for them. Especially after what Lorit had done in Quineshua.

      "Come on, Lorit," Chihon said. "We'd better get some sleep. It will be a long day tomorrow." She stood, but Du'ala stopped her. "No. You and the boy."

      "Kedrik?"

      "Yes. The boy."

      "Why not Lorit?"

      "He must work on the Charm." She looked at Lorit. "Not sleep."

      Chihon ducked out of the hut. She was tired and needed her sleep before she stormed the temple, even if Lorit was going to stay up all night working.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Du'ala awakened Chihon before the sunrise. "Time," Du'ala said.

      "Time for what?" Chihon mumbled.

      "To go fetch the egg."

      Chihon blinked back the sleep from her eyes. "Now?"

      "Now. People sleep."

      "All right." Chihon looked around. Kedrik was already awake and had a small pack slung over his shoulder. He wore a sword on his belt that almost touched the ground. He had one thumb tucked into the belt and in his free hand he held a wizard's staff.

      "Ready?" Kedrik stretched out his hand to Chihon.

      "Where's Lorit?" Chihon asked. She wanted to see him before they departed.

      "Lorit sleep." Du'ala motioned them toward the door.

      Outside the hut, the tribesmen lined the path that led to the clearing. They stood still, spears held straight and stiff. As Chihon and Kedrik passed between them, they reached out and touched Chihon's shoulders. "Egg Mother," they repeated, one after another.

      Once they reached the clearing, Kedrik tucked his staff under his arm and extended his hand to Chihon.

      "Ready." Chihon grasped his hand and prepared herself for the wrenching of the travel spell. The clearing faded slowly from view and the streets of Veldwaite materialized around her, no wrenching, no disorientation. Chihon wondered about the smooth transition, but before she could utter her amazement, Kedrik interrupted.

      "There's a side door that we can use to enter the temple. I know the way." He led her to a plain door with no handle or knob. He rapped it with his fist. The door was solid. It hardly made a sound as Kedrik struck it.

      Chihon focused her magic on the door, but before she could act, Kedrik uttered a spell and the door opened quietly. Kedrik held it for her with a half-smile that faded quickly. "Wait. I should go first."

      Chihon let Kedrik enter and followed him into the dark interior of the temple. She sensed the direction they needed to take to find the egg and guided Kedrik toward it effortlessly. Du'ala was correct; everyone was asleep. Chihon breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe this would work after all.

      They soon reached a door where the presence of the egg was strongest. "It's in here," Chihon said.

      "Let me see." Kedrik placed his hands on the door. Chihon felt him extend his senses into the room. Her dragon magic was growing, but it was not yet as strong as Kedrik's magic was.

      "The egg is in there, and it feels safe." Kedrik grasped the knob and slowly opened the door.

      The room was immaculate, every scroll and parchment in its place. The egg rested in the center of the desk, cradled in a towel that had been wrapped around it to form a nest. It looked shiny and new. It no longer had the dull, aged appearance it had had when Chihon first encountered it. She reached out with her weakened magic to probe the egg. A strong golden glow emanated from within it that felt similar to the magic of Du'ala and the Arda'um.

      "Let's get it and go." Chihon reached for the egg. She picked it up and cradled it to her breast, right where the arrow had penetrated. The wound flared with a twinge of pain. She wasn't sure if it was real or just a memory of the last time she'd held the egg.

      The door flew open and a black-robed priestess burst in. Chihon recognized her immediately. It was Tass.

      "Thought I wasn't watching?" she demanded. "Thought you could waltz right in here and take what's mine?"

      Chihon tried to raise her shield, but her magic failed her.

      Tass extended her hand and a violet light leaped forth. The light struck Chihon, thrusting her backward. She held onto the egg, cradling it tightly to her as she struck the wall and slumped to the floor.

      Kedrik stepped between the two women. "Stop," he shouted. A golden fireball sprang from his palm to strike Tass, washing the priestess with a shower of sparks and causing her to stumble. Tass grabbed the desk to steady herself but continued the fight.

      "Stop," Kedrik shouted again. This time the fireball was even larger and more powerful. He thrust it at her, but it exploded in a shower of sparks without harming her.

      "Only once will you catch me off guard." Tass gestured with her arm and Kedrik went sailing back into the wall next to Chihon.

      "Now. If you please." Tass reached for the egg. Chihon hugged it even tighter to her breast. She tried again to raise her shield, but the magic wasn't there. Chihon knew she had to do something, but she was out of ideas and out of magic.

      As Tass reached for the egg, a stir of magic came from deep inside of it. It was as if the egg were a doorway to some vast realm and Chihon sensed the world of magic behind it. Magic flared as if a river of power flowed through the egg and into Chihon and a blinding white light burst from the egg that threw Tass back against the wall.
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      Once again, Lorit found himself alone in Du'ala's hut. The stench of the lizard dung mixed with smoke from the cook fires caused him to cough as he focused his efforts on the Charm of the Joiner. He had succeeded in removing most of the spells, but one remained that he was unable to defeat. It was strongly reminiscent of Sulrad's magic, but contained traces of Zhimosom and Rotiaqua's too. Lorit focused his energy on the Charm, when a sudden surge of power overcame him. A searing white light flared, scorching the interior of the hut with its heat. Before Lorit had time to react, Chihon and Kedrik appeared in the middle of the hut. Chihon clutched the egg to her breast.

      "You found it!" Lorit shoved the Charm off to the side and rushed to Chihon. He hugged her, happy that she was back safe.

      "What was that flash of power?" Lorit asked. He turned Chihon toward the door that led outside. He wanted the rest of the Arda'um to see that she had rescued the egg.

      "I...I don't know. Tass attacked me and I defended myself. When I did, the egg flared up and I was filled with magic."

      "I felt it, too." Lorit's dragon magic had increased in strength along with hers and he was even more connected to Chihon. Not in the usual way of the pairing, but he could sense her more clearly, and she was still worried.

      "What's the matter?"

      "Tass is still alive."

      "She's in Veldwaite. I scarcely think she can find us here."

      "I'm not so sure about that."

      Lorit escorted Chihon out of the hut to the crowd of gathering Arda'um. Du'ala sat on a short stool smoking her pipe, relaxing, but when she saw Chihon cradling the egg in her arms, she jumped up, stashed the pipe in her pocket, rushed to Chihon, and fell to her knees. She bowed her head to the ground.

      "Egg Mother," Du'ala said.

      When the rest of the Arda'um heard her, they too fell to the ground and bowed their heads. Chants of "Egg Mother" came from all around the camp.

      "I think they're happy to see you." Lorit squeezed Chihon's shoulder.

      Du'ala stood and approached Chihon reverently. Chihon extended the egg to her, but she refused, shaking her head.

      "No." Du'ala pointed at Chihon. "Egg Mother."

      Chihon looked confused. "Why me?"

      Du'ala's thoughts came to Lorit in his head. She was much more articulate when she spoke to his mind, as if her Arda'um body somehow limited her ability to speak.

      "When an egg is found abandoned, it could only be because the mother is dead," Du'ala explained. "In that case, an Egg Mother is appointed to care for the egg until it hatches and then to become the surrogate mother to the hatchling. The dragons cannot stay in this world, but the egg is of this world. The hatchling needs a human to care for it."

      Du'ala motioned Chihon to the center of the clearing. She knelt and carefully scraped together a small mound of the rich black earth. She made a depression in the center of the mound and stepped back.

      Chihon knelt and gently placed the egg in the dirt. It glowed with a golden light, and Lorit knew that he was witnessing the quickening magic of the baby dragon inside. Du'ala was right. The egg was going to hatch.

      The Arda'um stood in a circle and joined hands. They sang, so quietly at first that Lorit wasn't sure what he was hearing. It started out as the whisper of the wind in the grass but grew louder until it was unmistakable. The dragon song was strange and unfamiliar, not only the words, but also the tune. It was otherworldly and reminded Lorit of the large red sun and purple sea he had seen in the vision of the dragon realm.

      The glow of the egg grew stronger; it started as a uniform white glow, but it soon developed dark lines that crisscrossed the egg in an irregular pattern.

      "Is it hatching?" Kedrik asked.

      Lorit was so entranced by the egg that he had almost forgotten about the boy. "I think so."

      Kedrik took a step toward the egg, bending down to get a better look at it. He shielded his eyes from the brightness of the light emanating from it.

      There was a flash behind Kedrik so brilliant that Lorit had to blink back tears.

      "Kedrik! Look out!" Chihon screamed from beside Lorit.

      A violet cloud appeared in the air behind Kedrik. It was Tass. She had followed Chihon and Kedrik. She held the ceremonial knife in her hand as she advanced on Kedrik.

      Chihon rushed to intercept Tass, placing her body between Tass and the egg.

      Tass swung the blade, but Chihon jumped back in time to avoid her thrust. Tass pressed her, swinging wildly at the sorceress.

      Two of the Arda'um stepped forward and Tass backed off, but she quickly turned, raised a fireball, and directed it at the egg.

      Before Lorit could react, Kedrik jumped between the egg and the fireball. The spinning, sparking purple ball of flame sped for the boy, straight at his heart. Lorit tried to raise a shield before the fireball struck, but he was too slow. The glaring ball of purple sparks struck Kedrik, shoving him backward. He landed on the ground next to the egg and lay still.

      Fury rose up in Lorit. He felt the power of his anger as he raised a fireball. Instead of his usual violet fire, this one was pure white, spinning so fast Lorit couldn't make out the features on its surface. It shone like the sun.

      Lorit flung the fireball with all his might while projecting a spell to hold Tass in place and prevent her from defending herself. Lorit struggled to keep his spells intact as the fireball rushed toward Tass. When it struck her, it flared so brightly that Lorit was blinded.

      When Lorit's vision returned, Tass was gone. He reached for her magic, but that, too, was gone. On the ground where she had stood was a small pile of ash smoldering slightly within a ring of burned dirt. Was it possible? Was Tass gone for good? She was the second in command of the entire temple, right below Sulrad himself. If she could be killed, there was hope that Sulrad, too, was vulnerable.

      Lorit sighed a heavy sigh of relief at Tass's demise and turned to Kedrik, hoping that he had enough magic to save the boy, but Chihon was already racing to Kedrik's side.

      "Kedrik!" Chihon shouted.

      Kedrik lay on the ground next to the egg, which glowed brilliantly. Before Chihon reached Kedrik, the glow of the egg expanded to cover him and block her out. The shimmering sphere of light surrounded Kedrik and the egg. Chihon ran headlong into it and was thrown back as if she had made contact with a brick wall.

      "Kedrik!" she screamed.

      Lorit reached out with his magic. He tried to break through, but his new magic had no effect on the shimmering white light. The shield around the egg was too strong. Kedrik was visible inside the shield, but Lorit could not feel the boy's magic. The egg glowed brightly now, the dark lines more pronounced, widening, as if the egg were in the process of shattering.

      The Arda'um bowed to the ground once more and resumed their song as they rocked back and forth in unison. The singing grew to a deafening level, its unearthly strains wafting up and down the musical scales.

      Du'ala transformed into her dragon form and let out a piercing screech that somehow matched the music.

      "Help him!" Lorit shouted at her.

      "No need. Watch and wait," Du'ala rumbled back at him.

      One by one, the Arda'um transformed to their dragon forms. They stood now in the circle, towering beasts that sang so loud Lorit could not hear his own thoughts. The egg continued to glow. Cracks appeared along the lines on its surface and a brilliant golden light emanated from it in shafts. The egg slowly split into a dozen fragments.

      Chihon grabbed Lorit's arm. "It's hatching. What am I supposed to do?"

      "I don't think there's much you can do at the moment. Just watch and be prepared to help out if the shield falls."

      The golden glow from the egg grew stronger. First one piece of shell broke away and fell to the ground, then another, and another. A tiny snout appeared, poking out of the hole in the shell. It withdrew to be replaced by a set of claws that grasped the edge of the hole and shoved. More of the shell broke away as the tiny clawed foot pushed at it, dropping pieces of broken shell to the ground one at a time, enlarging the hole in the egg.

      Finally, the egg split completely, the shell fragments fell to the ground and a tiny white dragon appeared. It stretched its head and neck after being curled up inside the egg for an untold amount of time.

      The newly hatched dragon spread its tiny wings and flexed them, opening and closing them slowly, as if getting a feel for them. It stretched its clawed forelegs out and flexed its talons, looking with interest at each, as it saw them for the first time.

      It hopped from the egg and stretched its hind legs. First one, then the other extended, and the hind feet opened and closed. The tiny white dragon sat back and looked at the egg, then at Kedrik.

      The boy was badly injured and Lorit wasn't sure he could save him even if he broke through the shield. Lorit pushed at the glowing light once more, but it firmly resisted his efforts.

      The tiny white dragon turned on its unsteady feet and took tentative steps toward Kedrik. It studied Kedrik as it had studied its own body. It nudged Kedrik over, exposing the burn on his chest, not unlike the one Lorit had suffered at the hands of Sulrad.

      The dragon nuzzled the wound with its snout. It sniffed the boy's chest, raised its head in the air, and inhaled deeply. A short burst of flame flared from the snout of the newborn dragon. It lowered its head to nuzzle at Kedrik once more, then drew in another deep breath and shot flame, brighter and hotter than its first feeble attempt. This time, it directed the flame at Kedrik. The fire struck him and washed over him, licking his body.

      Kedrik moaned.

      Lorit reached out for him, but the shield around the hatchling and the boy was too strong. He gripped Chihon's hand tightly for reassurance.

      "I think it's healing him," Chihon said.

      "I wish I could do something." Lorit was helpless and had tried everything he could think of. He finally gave in to wait it out as the dragon played fire over the boy. Sweeping orange tongues of flame washed across Kedrik from head to foot and back again. Lorit had to admit, it looked as if the boy was all right. His hair wasn't singed by the flames, and his clothes were unburned.

      Finally, the dragon ceased its fire and sat back. The shimmering orb around dragon and boy faded. The adult dragons' singing grew softer and softer as the light dimmed, until silence fell over the clearing.

      The glowing shield abruptly burst. Lorit rushed to Kedrik, but the baby dragon nipped protectively at Lorit, keeping him away from the boy. Lorit held his hand up. "Hold on. I just want to make sure he's all right."

      Kedrik sat up and rubbed his eyes. The dragon's long forked tongue stabbed out of its mouth, snaking around Kedrik's head to lick his face. Lorit felt the spark as Kedrik and the newly hatched dragon touched for the first time. There was magic at work there. He wondered if it was the bond that Chihon had spoken of.

      The hatchling sat back on its hind legs and looked about itself, surveying the ring of adult dragons, but quickly turned its head back to Kedrik, watching closely. When Kedrik smiled, the dragon's snout reached out and smacked him on the mouth. Then its tongue darted out to lick his face once more. Lorit thought he heard the baby dragon rumbling contentedly.

      One by one, the dragons turned back to their Arda'um form and approached the hatchling. Each one bowed as they neared the dragon and then took their place in a circle about it.

      Du'ala walked over to Chihon. "Egg Mother."

      "Yes?" Chihon replied.

      "No more." Du'ala pointed at Kedrik. "Egg Father." The Arda'um laughed.

      "Kedrik?" Chihon asked. "He's barely more than a boy himself."

      "They are bonded," Du'ala said. She turned to the hatchling and stretched out her scaly hand. The hatchling dipped its head and let her touch its white brow.

      Du'ala stroked the dragon's cheek. "Blessings."

      The rest of the Arda'um intoned "Blessings."

      "What does that mean?" Lorit asked. He knew very little about the dragons and wondered why they were so reverent toward one that had just hatched.

      "A white dragon is most rare. They are revered for their wisdom and power among our people." Du'ala waved at the hatchling.

      "And Kedrik?" Lorit asked.

      "They are bonded. As you and Chihon are."

      "I am afraid we're no longer bonded," Lorit said.

      "So you say." Du'ala laughed and crossed her arms. She turned toward her hut without another word.
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      Lorit followed Du'ala back to her hut after the hatching of the white dragon. He wanted to demand an explanation. What had happened to Kedrik? Why had Du'ala laughed when Lorit said that he and Chihon were no longer paired?

      "What did you mean, we're still bonded?" Lorit demanded.

      "No time." Du'ala slid the Charm of the Joiner back into the center of the hut. "Work," she said, nodding to the Charm.

      "We have the egg back. You're safe." Lorit didn't think the Charm would be able to command them now that he had separated it from Sulrad.

      "Not safe." She nudged it toward him again.

      "All right. I'll see what I can do."

      Lorit sat cross-legged on the floor of the hut. He focused on the Charm. There had been several spells, but one he hadn't been able to defeat. He let his senses roam free, soaking in the magic around him. Kedrik and the hatchling shone brightly with a white light that he'd seen around the egg when it hatched. Chihon had a golden glow, and the dragons were various tints of gold and red. He reached out to them all, asking for power, calling them to join him as he tried to force the remaining spell off the Charm.

      Chihon entered the hut and sat next to him. Her knee lightly touched his and he felt her presence in the magic. Together, they probed deeper into the spell. There was a faint tint of Zhimosom and Rotiaqua in it.

      Lorit recalled how Zhimosom had been ashamed about leaving Sulrad alive because of his fear of what it would do to Rotiaqua if he'd killed the priest. All of that was tied up in the Charm, a part of its magic, and part of the spell that bound it to Sulrad.

      Lorit probed for any weakness, but the spell was too deeply tied to Sulrad. There was no way to separate them. Sulrad's life force was still strong even after all this time. There was no other way. They would have to confront the priest directly.

      "We still need to deal with Sulrad," Lorit finally said.

      "Kill him," Du'ala said.

      "The council forbid it, and Zhimosom and Rotiaqua are tied to Sulrad. I can't kill him."

      "You must." Du'ala jumped up and turned toward the door of the hut. "We go. Now. Bring the Charm."

      Lorit was tired. He wanted to rest, but Chihon threw him a look that said he'd better get going. He helped Chihon to her feet and followed Du'ala out of the hut.

      "We can't confront Sulrad directly. There's too much risk," Lorit said.

      "There may never be another chance like this," Chihon said. "Now is the time. Du'ala is right, four hundred summers the dragons have been trapped. It's time to end this."

      "But the council?"

      "I'm inclined to disagree with them." Chihon pulled Lorit toward the door of the hut. "I don't think they've been straight with us. It's time we took matters into our own hands."

      Lorit let Chihon pull him out to the center of the clearing. Du'ala was already in her dragon form, waiting for them.

      "It's time," Du'ala rumbled. "We've waited long for this day." She lowered her head and Lorit slid onto her scaly neck. He reached his hand down for Chihon, who slid behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist.

      Kedrik caught up to them with the hatchling perched upon his shoulder.

      "Where are we going?" Kedrik asked.

      "To Quineshua. But you stay here." Lorit didn't want to put the boy in danger again. Kedrik had already suffered too much at his hands. The boy should have been in Amedon, learning magic, singing songs in the tavern, and chasing girls, not going to confront the High Priest of Ran in his temple.

      Du'ala nodded to one of the dragons. "Take them to Amedon. Tell the old wizard where we are going. If he wishes, bring him to Quineshua."

      "But I should come with you," Kedrik complained.

      "You are the Egg Father. Take the hatchling Sul'ing with you to Amedon. Keep her safe there until we return."

      Du'ala sprang from the earth with a mighty leap. They were on their way to Quineshua.
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        * * *

      

      As they flew to Quineshua, Lorit communicated with Chihon through their magical connection. The conversation between them was natural once again, and the tension between them was gone. Lorit was glad to have Chihon back. Not having the constant connection to her had left him feeling less than whole after their three summers together.

      "I'm worried," Lorit said. "If we kill Sulrad, what about Zhimosom and Rotiaqua? Zhimosom said they were connected. That's why he never took Sulrad on directly. He was worried about Rotiaqua."

      "Lorit, I know you're worried about them, but they've lived four hundred summers and they're old and tired. Rotiaqua told me that she is ready to move on."

      "What do you mean move on?"

      "Move on. That's just the way she phrased it. I presume she meant that she was old and had made her peace with her own death."

      "I'm not so sure. She doesn't usually talk in riddles, not like Zhimosom."

      "Did he ever say anything about it?"

      Lorit laughed. "No. Does he ever?" Lorit laughed at the idea of the old wizard sharing anything that didn't directly serve his purposes. As long as Lorit had known him, Zhimosom only revealed as much as necessary to get Lorit to do his bidding.

      "What do you think will happen if we defeat Sulrad?" Lorit asked.

      "I don't know. The whole temple was built around his magic and that of the Charm. I could feel it in the altar, now that I recognize it."

      Lorit fingered the Charm of the Joiner that hung around his neck. "Do you think we can destroy Sulrad?"

      "Lorit. If you can't do it, then it can't be done."

      Lorit felt the warmth of her confidence in him. He just wasn't sure it was justified.

      Another thought intruded on their conversation. It was Du'ala.

      "You must kill the priest. Even without the Charm in his possession, he is a danger. He must die for the crimes he has committed against my people."

      Lorit was surprised. Du'ala the tribeswoman was not a woman of words. She had used the smoke to communicate with him when they first met, but as a dragon, she was wise and full of sage advice. He felt her laughter at the thought.

      "I've been trapped in that body so long. It not only limits my physical stature, but my mind as well. It is a great joy to be myself once again. I don't want to have to retake that form. You must end this threat once and for all. My people deserve no less. Please do not fail us."

      Lorit felt the burden of Du'ala's words. He had to save them, as Zhimosom had failed to, so many summers ago. He would find a way. He resolved himself to ending the reign of the temple, yet he feared the vision Rotiaqua had shown them where his assault on the temple started a hundred summers of war between the temple and the wizards of Amedon.

      He slept fitfully as they flew.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit woke to the sensation of falling. Chihon grasped him so tight that he couldn't breathe. "It's all right. We're heading down."

      "I feel so strange," Chihon said.

      "It means we're here."

      It was early morning, and the mists lay heavy on the island of Quineshua. Du'ala landed in the same open spot where Lorit had last arrived to battle Sulrad. The sight brought back the memory of Lorit's past failure. He was less than confident that he could defeat Sulrad, but he had to try.

      Du'ala transformed into her Arda'um body and crept toward the temple. Lorit hoped to take the temple by stealth, but he was filled with a sense of foreboding when, all around them, a light violet mist arose.

      A ring of black-robed priests stepped from the thickening mist and advanced on Lorit and his friends. They were surrounded.

      "I think we've lost the chance to take the temple by stealth," Lorit said.

      Lorit, Chihon, and the dragon turned their backs toward each other to provide some form of defense as Lorit focused his magic in a tight circle around their small troupe. He concentrated on a spell of exclusion that should have created a wall impenetrable to the advancing priests, but it did nothing to deter their advance.

      "I think we're in trouble," Lorit said.

      The ring of priests halted and one stepped forward. He wore a black robe trimmed in gold and had a thin birdlike nose. It was Sulrad.

      "Thank you for bringing the Charm back to me," Sulrad said. "That was so kind of you. Saved me a lot of trouble, it did."

      Sulrad advanced toward Lorit. The priest extended his hand and a fireball appeared, twisting and turning as he walked. The spot on Lorit's chest, where the last fireball struck him, itched as if in anticipation.

      Chihon stepped up beside him and took his hand. The surge of power from her was unexpected, but welcome.

      "Oh, how sweet. Now I can deal with both of you at once." Sulrad raised his hand and motioned to the priests to advance. As one, the black-robed acolytes stepped forward.

      Sulrad raised a second fireball in his empty hand. He paused as the fireballs increased in intensity, staring at Lorit as if waiting for Lorit to strike first.

      Lorit felt the heat from where he stood. His chest screamed out in anticipation now. He tensed up, clenching his jaw against the coming onslaught, but before Sulrad could throw his missiles, a shimmering wall of light appeared between Lorit and the advancing priests. It started out as a light mist, but grew thicker and brighter. It looked like the lights in the sky when the dragons crossed over from their home to the realm of man. The shimmering gossamer curtains grew brighter, the greens and blues blending and strengthening.

      The first priest contacted the shimmering light and froze. He screamed in pain and burst into flame. It reminded Lorit of the dragon's fire.

      Sulrad looked around. "That won't save you," he shouted and hurled the fireballs at Lorit.

      Lorit flinched, but the fireball had no effect on him. He glanced at Chihon. She was equally unaffected.

      "Looks like your magic doesn't touch us any longer." Lorit took a step toward Sulrad.

      "I don't need magic." Sulrad reached in his sleeve and pulled out the sacrificial knife as he jumped at Lorit.

      Lorit caught a glimpse of the blade and grabbed for Sulrad's hand, catching the wrist that held the knife as the priest swung. The two combatants lost their balance and tumbled to the ground.

      Lorit held Sulrad's arm fast as the priest struggled to get free. They rolled over and over, shifting position, each struggling to get an advantage. As they fought, a sharp pain stabbed Lorit in his back. He tensed up, wondering how Sulrad could have gotten to him, but quickly regained his composure when he realized he'd rolled over a sharp rock. Yet that distraction was enough. Sulrad shifted and got the upper hand. He straddled Lorit and twisted his knife hand free. Sulrad held the knife over his head, ready for the final blow that would end Lorit's life.

      Lorit quickly crafted a spell of protection, but it didn't seem to do any good. He felt the magic of the gathered priests held back by the shimmering light. He sensed the magic of the Arda'um and the hatchling. All of it became sharp and clear in his mind.

      Lorit tried to access that magic, but it was closed off to him. Ever since Chihon had been healed by the arrow, his usual magic was gone. All he had was the power of the dragons. Would that be strong enough?

      Lorit saw the knife coming at him as if in slow motion. The blade gleaming in the light, the gold piping of Sulrad's robe standing out sharp against the black that flapped in the wind of his arm's passage through the air as it headed for Lorit's exposed throat.

      Lorit closed his eyes and sent one last thought to Chihon. He wanted to make sure before he died that she knew he loved her, when a screech split the air, distracting Sulrad. The swing went wide, slicing through Lorit's neck with a blaze of pain, but not cutting deep enough to kill.

      Lorit knocked the knife out of Sulrad's hand as the priest renewed his attack. Du'ala in her dragon form loomed large over Sulrad. She leaned down and slashed Sulrad's throat with her massive claw. She could have taken his head completely off, but instead she only tore flesh from his neck. Sulrad's hands came to the wound, but it was too much. His lifeblood poured out on the ground just as Sulrad had spilled the blood of so many sacrificial animals.

      "Quickly, the Charm," Du'ala rumbled.

      Lorit grabbed the Charm of the Joiner and held it up. He reached out with his magic and guided Sulrad's power into the Charm, soaking up every bit of it. The Charm glowed with a brilliant light and shuddered in Lorit's hands while Sulrad turned to a shower of violet sparkles that spun crazily about the Charm, swirling and darting about as if a cloud of fireflies were in a competition to enter the jewel.

      The Charm grew warm, then hot, and Lorit threw it to the ground. Sulrad's body and his magic were both drawn into the Charm, but the Charm was not done yet. It continued to glow and vibrate, emitting a single sharp note like a stringed instrument that had been strummed by the hand of a troll. The noise grew louder until the Charm exploded in a shower of sparks. Silence fell as the sparks faded to nothing, but it was quickly broken by the sound of creaking trees as the ground shuddered, then shook. The earth bucked and rolled violently, and a great rumbling came from deep inside the ground itself.

      Lorit turned his head just in time to see the spire of the temple crumble to the ground. He sat up, but the earth bucked and rolled so hard he was unable to remain upright. He dropped back down on his back and waited for the world to stop moving.

      The rumbling intensified, but instead of a resounding crash, this rumbling ended with the return of Lorit's magic. All of it. He had it all back. All the magic he had ever possessed was once again his, and he could still access the dragon's magic. He reached out to Chihon.

      "Do you feel it?" he asked.

      "I do. Our magic is back."

      The earth settled down and Lorit was able to stand. He looked around, suddenly remembering the ring of priests, but they were nowhere to be seen. All that remained was a ring of black robes crumpled on the ground.
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      The clouds below Kedrik were white and fluffy as the dragon skirted the mountains. Amedon appeared through a break in the clouds as the dragon dove through the gap in the clouds, flaring at the last moment to touch down in the market square as gentle as a kiss.

      Tai'kan lowered her neck and waited for Kedrik to slide down her smooth scales. Amedon was its usual bustling whorl of activity with the market in full swing and wizards rushing between classes, but everything ground to a halt as Kedrik dismounted.

      Kedrik turned to Tai'kan. "I suppose you're off to Quineshua, too."

      "If the wizard wishes," she said. "Please inform Zhimosom that I am here to transport him if he desires to join the battle."

      Kedrik found Zhimosom in Lorit's study. The old wizard sat in Lorit's chair beside the sorceress Rotiaqua. Zhimosom glowed with a golden glow, but he seemed insubstantial, almost transparent. It was as if he were fading out of existence.

      "Lorit and the dragons have gone to Quineshua to confront Sulrad," Kedrik told him.

      "So they have," Zhimosom replied. His voice was soft and low, barely above a whisper.

      "Lorit invited you to join him if you wish. He's arranged a dragon to transport you to Quineshua."

      "Lorit is a master wizard. With Chihon and Du'ala by his side, he will do just fine. He doesn't need help from an old man like me." Zhimosom looked over at Rotiaqua. The sorceress was just as insubstantial as the wizard.

      "Our time is over," Rotiaqua said. "We have done all that we can. It's in Lorit's hands now."

      "Aren't you worried? Lorit may need your help," Kedrik pleaded.

      "Lorit will do just fine...and you will need your dragon to transport you to Veldwaite." Zhimosom nodded his head toward the door as it burst open.

      Queen Ukina stormed into the study in a flurry. She appeared to have slept in her gown and had just awoken. Her hair was in complete disarray. "You have to take me to Veldwaite," she said, panting for breath.

      "Why?"

      "I heard that Tass was killed. She is the one who captured Sir Adane. We have to rescue him." She turned without waiting for an answer and rushed out the door.

      "You'd better hurry," Zhimosom said with a smile. "Royalty hates to be kept waiting."

      "You're sure you don't want to go to Quineshua?" Kedrik asked.

      "Yes. You may take Ukina home," Rotiaqua said.
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        * * *

      

      Kedrik caught up to Ukina in the yard, where she stood before Tai'kan, waiting for him. He was nervous about disagreeing with the queen, but he didn't want to get in trouble with Lorit either, and he definitely wanted to be in Amedon when they returned.

      "I'm supposed to wait here for their return." Kedrik reached up and stroked the hatchling's neck while he spoke. It was oddly comforting to him to have her perched on his shoulder.

      "And you always do what you're told?" Ukina stared him down, hands on her hips.

      "I...I try."

      "Is that your dragon?" Ukina nodded toward Tai'kan.

      "She's not my dragon. She brought me here."

      Ukina turned to Tai'kan. "Can you take me to Veldwaite?"

      "I will take you if Kedrik wishes it." Tai'kan lowered her head to the ground, making way for Kedrik, who reached out to Ukina as he straddled the powerful neck of the dragon. Ukina grabbed his hand and climbed up behind him. Kedrik felt her grasp him tightly as Tai'kan took a few steps, spread her wings, and lifted into the air.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They flew above the clouds for most of the journey with the ground below occasionally peeking out between puffs of white and off-gray, so it came as a surprise when the dragon suddenly dove for the ground. Kedrik was used to the feeling of falling, but Ukina held on so tight, he could barely breathe.

      "Why are we dropping so fast?" Ukina asked.

      "Humans rarely look up," Tai'kan said. "They won't see us until we get close." She arched her neck to look back at Ukina. "Are you sure this is what you want?"

      "Yes," Ukina said. "Sir Adane was captured by Tass. If she is dead, we may be able to rescue him."

      "There are other priests there. They still have magic." Kedrik shuddered, recalling his last visit to the temple. He wasn't sure he was ready to take on the priests, but Ukina could be persuasive.

      "I have faith in you," Ukina said.

      Tai'kan twisted in the air and dropped like a stone. Kedrik's insides knotted and he felt Ukina grasp him even tighter, but within moments, his weight returned as Tai'kan flared her wings and touched lightly down on the temple avenue. She strode to the tall golden doors that stood wide open and lowered her head to the ground.

      Kedrik jumped down and turned to help the queen, but Ukina was already beside him.

      "Come on. We have to find Adane."

      Kedrik rushed to keep up with Ukina as she entered the temple, heedless of the crowd of faithful that had run from the sight of the dragon.

      Inside the temple, the faithful crowded the back wall as if the dragon were about to step inside and eat them all. Kedrik scanned the faces, looking for a priest or an acolyte that could direct him to the cells where Sir Adane was likely being held.

      A young girl in white robes hid behind a rotund merchant wearing altogether too much gold. Kedrik pointed to her.

      "You, there. Come out here."

      The girl crouched down, trying to make herself less visible. "Come over here and I won't hurt you." Kedrik raised his staff, menacing the girl. He didn't intend her any harm, but the hatchling leaped from his shoulder and flew straight for her. She screamed and jumped out from behind the man and bowed to the floor.

      "Please don't hurt me," she begged.

      Ukina stepped up to the girl. "Do you know who I am?" she demanded.

      The girl looked up at Ukina and a frown crossed her face. She bowed her head to the floor and muttered, "Your Grace. Please don't hurt me. Don't let the dragon eat me."

      "No one is going to eat you, if you do as we ask." Ukina reached down and grasped the girl by the shoulder. "Stand up."

      The girl stood, shaking.

      "Where is Sir Adane?" Ukina demanded.

      "I don't know, Your Grace," the girl said.

      "Where are the dungeons?" Ukina asked, shaking the girl.

      "I don't know, Your Grace. I'm just a serving girl."

      "I know where he is," a voice came from behind Ukina.

      Kedrik turned to see a priest with black robes and silver piping. He was a High Priest. Kedrik relaxed only slightly when he realized it was not the priest who had tortured him, but another.

      "Brother," Ukina said. "Release Sir Adane immediately. He is under my protection."

      "It's Father Ghall to you, and your protection is not worth much at the moment. Haven't they already built the gallows for your execution?"

      "And yet here I am," Ukina said.

      Ghall raised his staff and a golden light emanated from it, striking Ukina. The queen fell to her knees and cried out in pain as the spell's heat touched Kedrik. He knew the spell and he knew how to counter it. He raised his own staff and formed the spell to stop the priest, but before he could speak the words, a cord of magic wrapped around him, binding him tight. The hatchling leaped from his shoulder, but a bolt of lightning touched it and it fell to the floor. Kedrik turned to see the priest who had tortured him smiling.

      "Nice to have you back. This time I don't think your friends are coming to rescue you."
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        * * *

      

      Kedrik lay bound on the altar, just as he had been when the priests first came to take him away from his family. The cords cut tight into his wrists and ankles, and his chest ached in anticipation as the priest leaned over him, glowing staff in hand.

      "I'm glad you escaped. You've grown in power since I first had you here. Now I will get a double dose of your magic."

      The pain flared. Kedrik strained against the bonds as the fire seared him from the inside. It was worse than he remembered, but there was something else. The altar vibrated, slightly at first, but quickly gaining in intensity. The whole temple rocked, the ground shaking and rippling. The walls and ceiling groaned under the violence as the earth beneath the temple shook.

      The pain vanished as the rumbling grew louder. The temple was falling.

      Kedrik hastily threw up a shield against the falling stones. He reached out to the queen and raised a similar bubble of protection around her, but he was too late. The massive stones had collapsed, trapping her beneath a pillar that had tumbled down.

      When the rumbling stopped, Kedrik raised a spell and severed the bonds that held him to the altar. He rushed to the entryway to find Ukina.

      "My queen?" Kedrik called. "Are you alive?"

      "I'm alive, but I'm trapped," Ukina answered him from deep inside the rubble.

      "I'm coming for you." Kedrik tried to lift the stones, but they were too heavy. He crafted a spell to levitate the first block out of place and was rewarded with the stone rising slowly from the pile and floating to the side, where he released it to come crashing down onto the growing pile of rubble.

      The hatchling landed on his shoulder and wrapped her tail around his neck. Kedrik felt her magic add to his as he lifted another stone free. The next block was large and heavy, and Kedrik struggled to lift it with his magic.

      "Here, let me help," a voice came.

      It belonged to a large man in tattered clothes. He had a dark complexion from constant exposure to the sun and rough hands that were more effective in removing stones than Kedrik's had been.

      "Who are you?" Kedrik asked as the man shouldered a shattered block of stone from the pile that had trapped the queen.

      "I'm Sir Adane. Knight of the realm." He looked up at Kedrik without slowing his pace. "And you are?"

      "The wizard Kedrik." Kedrik was shocked to hear himself use that title. He was a wizard, to be sure, but he'd never thought to call himself one.

      "Well, wizard Kedrik, the queen needs our help. Let's get to work, shall we?" He nodded at a massive block that had formed the body of one of the pillars.

      Kedrik formulated a levitation spell and focused on the heavy stone. It shifted and twitched, but remained firm.

      "It's too heavy," Kedrik said.

      Sir Adane put his shoulder against the stone. "Try again."

      With Sir Adane's help, the stone slowly slid out of place and dropped to the floor.

      "Adane!" came the voice of Queen Ukina. "I'm here."

      Adane shoved another stone away as if he had the strength of ten men. Kedrik barely had the spell cast on the last stone when Sir Adane shoved it out of place so hard, it exploded when it struck the pile. He reached into the heap of rubble and hauled Ukina out.

      She was disheveled and dirty, but none the worse for her ordeal.

      "Adane," she cried and threw her arms around the knight. "I knew you were alive. You just had to be."

      Kedrik blushed as the queen kissed the knight.

      After a while, Ukina released Sir Adane and turned back to Kedrik. "What happened to the priests?" she asked.

      "I don't feel their presence." Kedrik probed for signs of magic, but there were none. No priests, no power from the altar. Nothing.

      "There's nothing."

      "What about my brother?" Ukina asked.

      "Where was he when all this happened?" Kedrik looked around. Near the pile of rubble, a black robe with silver piping lay flat on the floor as if its occupant had vanished, leaving it to flutter down unimpeded. Kedrik kicked it with his toe.

      Beneath the robe was a small pile of black ash.

      "I fear he may be gone," Kedrik said, turning to the queen.

      Ukina looked saddened by the news. "He was a monster, but he was my brother." She picked up the robe, examining the pile of ash beneath it. "Do you know what happened?" Ukina asked.

      "No. But I would guess that Lorit was successful in his quest in Quineshua."
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      The temple sat in ruin and Sulrad was dead. It took a moment for Lorit to realize the fight was over. Was it really over? He strolled over to the black robes crumpled on the ground and prodded one with his foot. It was empty. Nothing remained of the priests, not a pile of ash, not a shower of sparks, nothing but a heap of crumpled robes. Lorit stood there, looking at the remnants of the temple that had terrorized the wizarding world for over four hundred summers. It was almost too much to believe.

      "They're all gone?" Chihon asked.

      "It looks like it." Lorit nodded at her wound. "Is the temple's magic broken?"

      Chihon placed her hand over her heart, where the arrow had penetrated. "I don't feel anything different."

      "I wonder what else the Charm was powering. What else is gone?"

      A look of horror came over Chihon's face. "Rotiaqua." Chihon touched his power as she raised a travel spell.

      "Wait," Du'ala said. Her dragon voice was deep and rich, commanding power just by speaking.

      "What for?" Lorit asked. He, too, wanted to get to Amedon to see about Zhimosom and Rotiaqua.

      "Your friends still live," Du'ala said.

      "How do you know that?" Lorit asked.

      "We have a special connection." Du'ala nodded toward the ruins of the temple. "You have some work to do here before you leave."

      "Here?"

      "Yes. The priests are gone, but there are a few left alive in the temple. You may wish to free them. Then I will carry you back to Amedon."

      Du'ala turned toward the temple ruins, her massive tail almost catching Lorit as she spun around and walked briskly off.

      "We'd better hurry," Chihon said.

      Lorit and Chihon followed Du'ala to the temple ruins. They reached the walls, or what used to be the walls; now it was just a heap of stone jumbled in the grass. It looked as if the temple had been devastated and left to waste for generations. It was hard to believe it had been destroyed only moments earlier. Lorit kicked at one of the stones with his foot. It was buried deep in the ground, and the grass grew tall around it.

      "The temple was infused with the magic of the Charm of the Joiner," Du'ala explained. "When the Charm failed, the temple returned to the state it would have been in had the Charm never existed. These walls were not well built and would have fallen on their own hundreds of summers ago. This is what should have been."

      "What else will we find, I wonder." Lorit scanned the temple ruins ahead. Several people milled about the courtyard that was now a jumble of broken tiles with grass growing between the stones. They wore the white robes of acolytes, servants of the temple who had no magic in their own right.

      When they saw Lorit and his band approach, they fell to the ground, howling. "Please spare us."

      Lorit looked down on the acolytes. They wouldn't be able to do any harm without the priests. "I have no intention of harming anyone if you show me to the dungeons. Do you know where they are?"

      "I do not, sire. Please don't kill me."

      "I said I won't kill you. Do you know anyone who can take me to the dungeons?"

      "Sire, I do. Follow me." A man rose, keeping his head bowed. He turned toward the temple. When Lorit and the man reached the inner court, the man pointed to an older man lying on the ground. "He knows."

      Lorit turned to the first man. "You will harm no wizard. You understand me? If you do, I will find you and I will kill you."

      "No, sire. I will not harm anyone."

      Lorit gave the man a shove. "Go before I do kill you."

      The man on the floor was injured. Lorit knelt down beside him and turned him over. There was a large gash on his head, and he was bleeding profusely. Lorit raised a healing spell and staunched the flow of blood. The man blinked and opened his eyes. When he saw Lorit, he pulled back and folded his arms across his breast as if to protect himself. "Please don't kill me."

      "I'm not going to kill anyone."

      "Please. I haven't done anything." The man cowered.

      "I'm not going to kill anyone unless you refuse to take me to the dungeon!" Lorit grabbed the man by the shoulders and shook him. "Can you do that?"

      "Yes, sire." The man bowed his head, refusing to look Lorit in the eyes.

      Lorit stood and hauled the man to his feet. He turned him toward the interior of the temple and shoved him. "Show me."

      Lorit wondered why everyone was so afraid of him. Had they been conditioned to fear wizards? How did they even know he was a wizard? Lorit heard a snort behind him. He turned to see Du'ala standing tall above the ruins of the temple. Her dragon form was massive indeed. Maybe that was what they were reacting to.

      "Here." The man pointed to a corridor of stone that remained standing. It was ancient, but fabricated of huge stones that had been carved and laid in place by a master craftsman. The corridor was intact and led deep into the rubble of the temple. It turned twice, ending at a strong door made of wood banded together with iron.

      Lorit placed his hand on the door. Inside, several young wizards were huddled together in the corner of the cell. Lorit raised a spell and commanded the door to open. He meant the spell only to swing the door gently open, but the wood exploded in a shower of splinters that turned to sparks and vanished before they hit the floor.

      The boys huddled together, peeking cautiously out when Lorit entered and extended his hand to them. "You're safe now."

      They cowered from his hand. "It's all right. You're safe now," he repeated.

      Lorit knelt down and reached out to the boys. They seemed afraid of him. Why would they be afraid of him? Then he saw his hand. It was glowing with a golden light, as if his bones were on fire.

      "I won't hurt you. I'm here to rescue you. I'm going to take you to Amedon." Lorit shook his extended hand. "Take my hand."

      One of the boys tentatively took Lorit's hand and let Lorit help him up. He seemed reluctant but allowed Lorit to shove him toward the door. The other boys followed suit, seeing that nothing bad had happened to their companion.

      The boys stopped again when they came to the end of the corridor that led to the ruins of the temple and rushed back, colliding with Lorit.

      "What is it?" Lorit asked.

      "Dragon!" one of the boys said.

      "Yes, a dragon. That's Du'ala. She's a mighty dragon and a good friend."

      The boys took a tentative step toward Du'ala, who lowered her head and allowed them to touch her. Du'ala radiated warmth and acceptance at the frightened young wizards. They relaxed visibly and soon forgot their fears. They looked fitfully at Lorit, then back to Du'ala.

      "He won't hurt you," Du'ala assured them.

      Lorit picked his way through the ruins of the temple and back to where Chihon and the rest of the band remained. "It's time to head back to Amedon." He extended his hand to her, but Chihon shook her head.

      "We're flying."

      "Why not travel there by magic?"

      "Because we have boys with us, and the dragons can't travel by magic." One of the boys stood behind Chihon as if using her as a shield from Lorit.

      "Why are they afraid of me?" Lorit asked.

      Chihon looked at him with a smile. She extended her hand and grabbed a fistful of his hair, pulling it around so he could see it. It was completely white, not the dark youthful color it had always been.

      "I was waiting to tell you," she said.

      "What?" Lorit grabbed his hair and looked at it. He couldn't believe it. It was white as snow. "What happened?" Lorit demanded.

      "When your power was restored, your hair turned white. You were fine until you killed Sulrad and broke the Charm."

      "Do you think it will change back?"

      "I don't know." Chihon chuckled. "You look like a proper wizard now."

      Lorit pulled his hair back and turned to Du'ala. "Best we were getting on with it, don't you think?"

      Du'ala lowered her head and waited as Lorit and Chihon clambered aboard. Na'anta did the same for the boys as all three of them scrambled aboard her thick neck.
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        * * *

      

      The flight to Amedon was uneventful. The young wizards were reserved at first but soon grew accustomed to their new freedom and talked Na'anta into playing a game with them that involved diving for the sea waters below and pulling up just before she struck the surface. The sound of their laughter carried across the sky to Lorit and Chihon.

      "They surely recovered quickly," Lorit said.

      "Why not? They're free, they're riding a dragon, and they're headed to Amedon. What else could a young wizard want?"

      "What will we see when we get to Amedon? Du'ala said Zhimosom and Rotiaqua are still alive, but in what condition? With Sulrad dead, are they well, or is their power reduced even further?"

      "We'll just have to wait and see when we get there," Chihon said. "Have a little faith."

      "And what about the council? Will Zhimosom and Rotiaqua still rule the council? What will the council do now that the temple is destroyed?"

      "Do you think that the temple is truly destroyed?" Chihon asked. "All of them? Not just Quineshua?"

      "I hope so. I suppose we'll have to go and see for ourselves."

      "I am sure there will be plenty of time for that," Chihon said. She held on to Lorit a little tighter as Du'ala rose high into the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Sea gave way to land. Sharp mountains rose out of the plain, scraping the clouds from the sky, as Du'ala drew close to Amedon. She descended while still over the mountains, swooping between the peaks to emerge almost on top of the Wizards' Keep. She flared her wings and settled into the courtyard, depositing Lorit and Chihon on the ground. When her passengers had disembarked, Du'ala folded her wings and sat back, waiting.

      "Thank you for all your help," Lorit said.

      Du'ala bowed her head to Lorit and then Chihon. Each, in their own turn, bowed back to the mighty dragon.

      Du'ala looked past Lorit. "Old friend."

      Lorit turned to see Zhimosom and Rotiaqua heading their way. Zhimosom leaned heavily on his staff. He hobbled along like an old man with Rotiaqua by his side. She was a little steadier on her feet, but she, too, looked her age.

      "Hail and well-met, my old friend." Zhimosom stopped before the dragon.

      Du'ala leaned her head down and looked intently into Zhimosom's eyes. "It is done."

      "It is done. You are free again."

      The dragon snorted. "It took you long enough."

      "Ever the indignant one." Zhimosom smiled.

      Du'ala laughed a deep hearty laugh that sounded just a bit scary coming from a dragon as large and powerful as she was. Lorit wondered at the relationship these two had.

      "Come. The council wishes to meet you." Zhimosom turned and headed toward the keep.

      Du'ala shimmered and quickly transformed into her Arda'um form. She caught up to Zhimosom, grasped his arm, and pulled it tight to her, helping the old wizard along.

      "Come on. We can't miss this." Lorit extended his hand and Chihon grasped it.

      The keep was noisy, as young wizards rushed about, quickly assembling the council chamber for a meeting. They dragged tables into position and fetched the chairs that each wizard favored for these meetings. In short order, the massive room was ready and wizards began settling in.

      Zhimosom and Rotiaqua stood near the end of the table beside Du'ala, leaving their usual places empty as the council members seated themselves. Zhimosom shuffled to the center of the room and faced the table, Du'ala on one side, Rotiaqua on the other.

      When Zhimosom released Du'ala's arm, she stepped back from him to gain space and turned to face the council members once again. She shimmered and transformed back to her Dragon form, filling the massive audience chamber, and settled in, curling her long tail around her legs as she tucked them beneath her. She folded her wings and lowered her head to rest on her forelegs.

      Gasps rose from the assembled wizards, but Zhimosom raised his hand to silence them. The room quieted down and Zhimosom looked from face to face, pausing to make direct eye contact with each member of the council.

      "Today is a great day." Zhimosom was interrupted by shouting and whistling from the assembled crowd. He held up his hand for silence and the noise trailed off.

      "Today, the dragons are free. They have been held under a spell for four hundred summers to keep them safe from Sulrad." He paused and looked around the room. No cheering came this time; there was an expectant silence.

      "Today, Sulrad is no more. The temple is gone and the dragons are free." This time, he had to wait quite a while for the crowd to settle down once more.

      "Today, we..."—Zhimosom looked over at Rotiaqua, grasped her hand, and raised it in the air—"...have completed our mission."

      Rotiaqua bowed deeply as the crowd cheered once more.

      "Today, we pass the torch, as it were. Today, we hand the council over to its new leaders." Zhimosom bowed his head to Lorit and Chihon.

      "Would you please take your seat?" Zhimosom motioned to the two empty chairs at the head of the table.

      Lorit and Chihon walked to the chairs and seated themselves in the spot where they had always seen Zhimosom and Rotiaqua. Lorit didn't know if he was supposed to say anything or wait, so he waited.

      "In addition to this change, I am proposing one more. I say propose, since I am no longer a member, but I hope you will consider this proposal and accept it." Zhimosom bowed to Lorit and Chihon.

      "Since the dragons are no longer at risk, I recommend that you add a seat on the council for them. A representative of their kind would prove invaluable as you decide how to put the lands back together, now that the temple is gone."

      Lorit glanced around the room. Everyone was looking to him.

      "I accept your proposal." Lorit turned to Du'ala. "I would be happy to have you on the council, Du'ala."

      Du'ala shook her head. "Not I. I am old and tired, and just want to go home. But we have one better suited. One that is not going to get homesick so quickly. One who will be perfect for this task."

      Kedrik and the hatchling walked in through the doors. Kedrik looked sheepish, as if he were interrupting something important and might soon face discipline, but the hatchling flew up to Du'ala and curled up on the floor before her.

      Lorit laughed. "That will do nicely."

      The crowd shouted, clapped, and stamped their feet until Lorit thought the keep would collapse from the noise.

      "If there is no other business, I suggest you adjourn the council," Lorit heard Zhimosom's voice in his head.

      Lorit rose and lifted his arms to silence the crowd. He waited until a hush fell over the room. It was nice to see the dragons and wizards united again. He felt like he had finally accomplished something worthy of a master wizard.

      "The council is adjourned."

      The crowd went wild at his remarks and even the council members got up from their chair to join the wizards as they mobbed the dragons, asking questions or just standing back in awe.
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      It had been several moons since the fall of the temple. Lorit kept meaning to get out and meet with his friends and see how they were faring, but he never seemed to have the time. The council always had urgent matters that needed his immediate attention. One morning, Lorit woke early and went outside to watch the sunrise and found Chihon already there. He stood beside her on the balcony, overlooking the grounds below. The threat that had hung over his head since the magic first came awake in him was gone. What would he do now? How would Chihon react to what he had planned? He hoped she'd agree, but he was worried about how she would respond when he told her.

      Kedrik knocked on the door and entered. He bowed to Lorit and then Chihon. "Queen Ukina requests your presence."

      "When?" Lorit asked.

      "As soon as possible." Kedrik grinned sheepishly.

      Chihon grabbed Lorit's arm. "I'll go with you. I haven't seen her since she was here before the temple fell."

      Lorit gently shook off Chihon's grip. "I'll go alone." He turned to face her and took a deep breath, trying to control his nervousness. "I believe you have plans to make," he said quietly.

      "Plans?"

      Chihon looked confused, and Lorit almost lost his nerve, but he took a deep breath and continued. "I expect to have the wedding when I get back."

      Chihon stepped back from him. "Who's getting married?"

      "We are."

      Chihon put her hands on her hips. "Is that how you ask a lady to marry you?"

      Lorit's guts twisted in him. "I have to run." He gathered his powers and pulled himself across the void to Veldwaite before Chihon could argue with him. As the room vanished, Lorit thought he heard Chihon call out, "Coward."
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        * * *

      

      The temple in Veldwaite was in ruins, just as the one in Quineshua had been, only this one didn't look like it had been abandoned centuries ago. It was just a jumbled heap of stone with grass growing between the shattered blocks that had once formed the temple walls.

      A crowd had gathered around the former temple square, where a dais stood festooned with banners. Lorit pushed his way through the crowd until he reached the foot of the stairs leading up to the rough planking of the dais. It reminded Lorit of the gallows that he'd seen on his last visit, except this was much more festive.

      The crowd parted and a coach pulled up. Sir Adane stepped out. He looked out of place without his armor. Today he was dressed in court finery. The crisp jacket and laced silk shirt seemed to suit him, though. He looked regal.

      Sir Adane reached back into the coach and retrieved Queen Ukina, whom he escorted up the stairs. He stood protectively near her as she stepped up to the edge of the dais to address the crowd.

      "My subjects. Today is a glorious day. Today we see before us the end of one era." She gestured to the pile of stones where the temple lay in ruins. Shouts went up from the crowd.

      "Magic has been used against the people for so long that we have developed a culture of distrust, even hatred, for those who practice it." The crowd fell silent. Lorit heard murmurs from some of the folk.

      "No more," Ukina shouted. "What you do not know is that magic has played a large part in protecting you and in defeating the priests and their tyrannical ways."

      This time there was more murmurings and a few cheers from the crowd.

      "What you don't know is that there is a wizard who has safeguarded you from the evils of the temple at great personal risk despite your suspicion of wizards and their magic. Even now, he stands among you unnoticed."

      Even louder murmurings came from the crowd. People looked around for the wizard. Lorit couldn't wait to hear what she had to say next.

      "Come up here, Lorit!" Ukina turned and looked him straight in the eye. Lorit was caught out. He'd hoped to observe this event undiscovered, but she'd found him in the crowd.

      Lorit climbed the stairs and walked over to her. He bowed deeply. "Your Majesty."

      Sir Adane stepped up to the edge of the dais and addressed the people. He spoke of the wizards of Amedon and the temple, and how the strife had done nothing but damage the kingdom.

      Ukina held onto Lorit's arm and leaned in to whisper in his ear. "You thought I wouldn't recognize you? Are you going to grow the long white beard to go with that hair?'

      Lorit reached up and scratched his chin. "Maybe. Perhaps after the wedding."

      "Wedding?"

      "Chihon and I are getting married...well, I think we are. I didn't wait for her answer when I asked."

      Ukina grasped Lorit's arm and pulled him close to her. "Don't worry. She'll marry you."

      "So, you'll come?" Lorit asked.

      "We will." Ukina nodded to Sir Adane. "If you will come to our wedding."

      Lorit smiled. "Of course I'll come. I look forward to it."

      "Good. Sir Adane is royal stock...and the crown needs an heir...and he's always been there for me."

      "So, you're all right now?" Lorit asked.

      "Yes. When the temple collapsed, several of my worst detractors suddenly disappeared along with the priesthood. It seems the nobles were a lot further into the temple debt than I'd imagined."

      "I'm glad it all worked out. Without your help...both of you...we would never have been able to defeat Sulrad. I will be forever in your debt."

      She hugged his arm tight to her. "Good. It always helps to have a wizard in your debt."
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      Lorit spent two days with Ukina and Adane before returning to Amedon to find the wedding arrangements well advanced. The great council hall was clear of its usual trappings, and holly and ivy climbed the pillars, covering the ancient stone with the fresh green of spring. Lorit could only assume from this that Chihon was amenable to his proposal. He was surveying the work when he heard her call out.

      "You're back." Chihon rushed over to Lorit and kissed him.

      "I wasn't gone that long." She acted as if he'd been gone a moon and not just a few days.

      "There was always the chance you'd change your mind, or get caught up in something that would distract you," she said.

      "Everything was calm and quiet." Lorit scanned the preparations. "Will we have room for our royal guests? Ukina and Adane are coming. I will ask Kedrik to fetch them as soon as we decide on the date for the wedding."

      "Tomorrow," Chihon said. She bounced up and down on her toes, looking into Lorit's eyes. He'd never seen her so excited, so he probed for signs of magic at work, but there were none.

      "I wasn't sure you were going to be back today, but since you are, it's tomorrow," she continued.

      "Tomorrow," Lorit said quietly.

      "I'm not letting you get away." Chihon grabbed his arm and dragged him toward the dais that was under construction at the front of the chamber.

      "Should I have Kedrik go get the queen now? She might want some time to prepare." Lorit thought things were moving a little quickly, but he didn't want to admit it to Chihon.

      "Sure. Have him go get them, but don't you leave with him." She squeezed his arm again and released him.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit found Kedrik lounging in the student quarters with the hatchling perched on his shoulder.

      "I have a job for you," Lorit told him. "Go get Queen Ukina and Sir Adane. I promised them that they could be at the wedding."

      "Are you sure it will be all right for me to just show up and carry them away by magic? Commoners are not supposed to speak to royalty."

      Lorit laughed. "She knows you as a powerful wizard, and one to whom she owes a great debt. She'll be glad to see you." He clapped the boy on the shoulder and sent him off.

      After Kedrik's departure, Lorit went to seek out his mentors. Zhimosom and Rotiaqua had been the only family he had since he'd left home and the priests killed his mother and sister. Lorit had never been back. It was just too painful. He'd never seen his father or brother again and had heard that they had died not long after his mother. No doubt, some retribution from the temple.

      Lorit found Zhimosom and Rotiaqua in his study. The old wizard looked ancient and tired. It was apparent that Zhimosom had very little magic left in him. He was fading, insubstantial, transparent. Lorit hoped they would make it to the wedding.

      "Ready for the wedding, my boy?" Zhimosom smiled up at him when he entered.

      "Yes, I think so. Everything is moving so fast."

      Zhimosom laughed. "Don't worry. The council is usually headed up by a married pair. You two are perfect for the part. I'm glad to see you two finally getting married. You will be happy together."

      "You were never married," Lorit said. He knew very little about Zhimosom's life outside of his wizard's duties.

      "Rotiaqua and I are very close, but no, neither of us ever married. We have each, in our own times, had our own relationships, but when you live as long as we have, it's very hard to get close to someone knowing you will outlive them."

      "Will we live as long as you two?" Lorit worried about that. He was not sure he wanted to live as long as Zhimosom and Rotiaqua. His own short lifetime had already been filled with more excitement than he'd ever asked for. He wasn't sure he could stand four hundred summers of it.

      "You may, but we are not sure. Our lives were extended by our bond to the Charm of the Joiner. Our earliest battle with Sulrad forged that bond between us all. Now that the Charm is gone, we will not last much longer."

      "What will happen to you?" Lorit wondered about the ancient pair. He had heard that wizards didn't have to die. If they were powerful enough, they might transition to another plane of existence. He wasn't sure if he believed it, but he hated to see the end of the pair.

      "We will leave," Zhimosom said. "This realm is no longer a place for such old wizards."

      "What do you mean, leave?"

      "We will leave. Depart. Travel onward. Be gone from this place," Zhimosom said.

      Rotiaqua, who was just as insubstantial as Zhimosom, reached out and patted Zhimosom's hand.

      Zhimosom's expression softened. "We will leave," he said. "But not today. And not tomorrow. We have a wedding to attend."

      "What will we do without your guidance?" Lorit had come to depend on Zhimosom's wisdom, even though he felt at times that the old wizard held back information just so that Lorit would have to figure things out on his own.

      "You will do just fine. You don't need our guidance. You are a master wizard, after all."

      "What will we do without the temple to worry about?"

      "How about uniting the land?" Zhimosom said. "Maybe you can find enough wizards to restore Amedon to its former glory. Before the temple began, this was the center of all the lands and the home of many wizards. Amedon was dedicated to working toward prosperity for everyone."

      "I'll think about that," Lorit said.

      "Not until after the wedding," Rotiaqua said. "Until then, the only thing you need to think about is that sorceress you've been neglecting lately."

      Lorit blushed. He'd been so busy with the temple, he'd hardly had time to relax, but now that was all over. He would soon start his life with Chihon as a normal couple. No more chasing priests, no more temple trouble.

      "I'll send someone to help you get dressed in the morning," Rotiaqua said. "It won't do to have you looking like you just came in off the road."

      Lorit left the wizard and sorceress alone and headed back to his room. He was accustomed to finding Chihon there when they were both in the keep, but she'd said it was bad luck for him to see her before the wedding. She sent word that she was staying with Kimt and would not see him again until the ceremony. The room felt empty without her.

      What could he do to show her he was thinking about her even if he couldn't see her before the wedding? Lorit leaned out the window, looking at the garden below, searching his memory for any spell or incantation that would make a big impression, but he could think of none. The garden below was in full bloom, the flowers a riot of colors.

      Wait. That was it. Lorit rushed down to the garden and carefully selected one simple red rose. He found a young wizard wandering the halls and shouted to him.

      "Do you know where Kimt the healer stays?" he asked.

      "Yes...sir," the student stammered.

      "Take this to Chihon. She's staying with Kimt."

      "Yes, sir." The boy looked expectantly at Lorit.

      "That's it. Take the flower to Chihon. Tell her it's from me."

      Lorit returned to his room and reached out for Chihon. He wanted to see her reaction when the boy arrived with the rose, but her block was back, even stronger now than it had been before, but this time, there was more. Kimt was blocking him from seeing Chihon.
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        * * *

      

      The morning sun woke Lorit with its kiss as he turned over in bed. It was bright and just starting to warm up. Birds sang outside his window, and the air was fresh and clear from the gentle rain overnight. He wanted to relax and take it all in. Lorit closed his eyes, intending to get a little more sleep, when someone cleared her throat.

      Lorit sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. A young girl stood before the bed with a towel over one arm and a pail of water at her feet.

      "Good. You're awake," she said.

      "What are you doing here?" Lorit wondered why this strange girl was in his room. He looked around for Chihon but she wasn't there.

      "I'm here to help you get ready."

      Ready? His mind was foggy from sleep. Oh, the wedding. Lorit looked at the girl and shook his head. "I don't need any help to get ready."

      The girl reached out and grabbed Lorit's hand. She turned it so that he could get a look at his fingernails. They were dirty and chipped.

      "No?" she asked.

      "Maybe I do need a little help," he said.

      "Good. Bathe first. I've already filled the tub."

      She pointed to a screen that would provide modesty for him while he bathed. Lorit started to get out of bed but stopped. He felt uncomfortable about the girl standing there, watching him, especially on his wedding day.

      "Do you need my help?" she smirked. "Your back probably hasn't had a good scrub in ages, and I'm sure your feet need a good brushing, too."

      "I'll be fine on my own." He felt a flush rise in his cheeks.

      "Don't be afraid of me," she said. "I've seen it all before. I'm sure you're nothing special."

      Lorit's face heated up. He must have been redder than an apple. The girl was making fun of him now. He laughed and fought back his embarrassment.

      "I'll be fine on my own." Lorit wrapped the blanket around himself and headed for the privacy of the screen. He heard the girl laugh behind his back.

      Lorit lowered himself into the warm water. It was relaxing, too relaxing this early in the morning. He was afraid he'd fall asleep if it were not for the girl who shouted to him over the privacy screen. She kept up a constant stream of chatter all the time while Lorit was in the bath. She said that if he fell asleep, she would have to come wake him, and that she was looking forward to it.

      "I really don't need help getting dressed," Lorit insisted.

      "I'll just lay your clothes out then," she said. "I'll throw your small clothes over the screen so you won't be embarrassed. How's that?" she giggled.

      "That would be just fine," Lorit shouted back to her.

      Lorit soaked in the tub until she threatened to come and get him if he didn't get out. She helped him dry his hair and braided it into a single braid that extended to the middle of his back. He was still getting used to the white hair, but it had shown no signs of changing back to its normal color.

      After braiding his hair, the girl deftly shaved him. His beard seemed to be growing much faster these days. He shaved it almost every day, but it soon looked like he'd neglected it for a week.

      Finally, the girl helped him dress in finery that Lorit thought would be appropriate for a royal wedding. Where had she gotten them?

      "These are new," Lorit commented.

      "These are a gift from the queen," the girl said as she helped Lorit into a soft pair of leather pants. The green shirt of woven wool was unbelievably soft. After that, she buttoned him into a red jacket adorned with gold buttons. Lorit felt silly with all the formality, but he knew this was a big event, not only for Chihon, but for the whole community of Amedon. It wasn't every day the head of the Wizard's Council got married.

      "The queen. Is she here?" Lorit asked.

      "Yes, they got here late last night. They visited with Chihon when they arrived, but you were already asleep."

      "Too bad I missed them. I suppose I'll catch up with them today."

      "You may be very busy," the girl reminded him.

      "They're friends. I'll find time to chat with them." His relationship with Queen Ukina had not started off well, but over time the queen and Sir Adane had become good friends. Wizards had few friends, so he cherished the relationship he had with them.

      "It's almost time," the girl said. "We have to be there soon." She looked him over, turning him to inspect his garments from every angle. She pushed him back on the bed and helped him into shiny black boots that came almost up to his knees. She looked him over from head to toe and pronounced him ready.

      Just as they reached the door, the girl grabbed his arm.

      "Wait." She slapped her forehead. "I almost forgot."

      She rushed back into the room and returned with Lorit's staff. It was made of rough wood and polished from use, but otherwise it stood out in sharp contrast to the rest of his garb.

      "It looks out of place." Lorit didn't want to spoil his regal look with an old gnarled wooden staff.

      "Fix it, then," she said.

      "Fix it?" Lorit wrinkled his brow. How would he fix his staff?

      "You're a master wizard. Can you not transform you own staff?"

      "I never thought about it before."

      Lorit looked at the staff. He imagined it as a polished wooden shaft, turned with precision and smoothed to a glassy finish. He visualized the banding that held the jewel in its head as the brightest gold. He probed the stone, but it was such a fine cut that it already belonged in the new staff. He gave the freshly renovated staff a thorough inspection and decided it was fit for the regal outfit he wore.

      "That will do nicely," Lorit said.

      "We're ready, then. Come along." The girl led him from his room down the passageway.

      Spring had come to the great hall. The holly and ivy had sprouted deep green leaves and were dotted with clusters of bright red berries. Sunlight shone through the windows in bright bands of gold that warmed the place more than usual.

      Down the center of the hall a brilliant red carpet stretched from the massive doorway up to the dais. It was decorated with scenes from around the lands, depicting each major city and its particular trade good or special structures. The border of the carpet was decorated with scroll work of arcane symbols written in the wizards' runes. The runes spoke of love, companionship, and fidelity.

      The carpet ran up and onto the dais that had been set up where the council table usually rested. On it, the chairs for the councilors were arranged in a gentle arc surrounding the two grand master seats.

      Elaborately engraved golden candle stands decorated the dais, casting their flickering light into the shadows left by the sunbeams. In the center of the dais, a podium stood facing the two chairs. It was made of deep dark wood, decorated with carvings of forest animals and more of the wizards' runes. These runes spoke of power, peace, and prosperity.

      "Come on. You have to come with me." The young girl tugged at Lorit's arm.

      "Where are we going?"

      "Just come with me." She pulled Lorit toward the door to the study that was just off the main hall.

      "Why?" He was impressed with the transformation of the great hall and wanted a moment to take it all in.

      "You aren't allowed to see her." The girl tugged harder at his sleeve.

      "Why can't I see her?"

      "It's bad luck." She shoved Lorit toward the door.

      "I think we've already had our share of bad luck."

      "Well, then, you surely don't want anymore." The girl pushed Lorit through the door and into the study.

      Zhimosom and Rotiaqua sat before a cold fireplace. When Zhimosom saw Lorit, he smiled. "Well, my boy. This is it."

      "You look like a king," Rotiaqua said.

      "I feel like a king." Lorit turned around so they could see his fine garments.

      "You sure have come a long way, my boy." Zhimosom stroked his white beard as he spoke. "Quite a long way."

      "That, I have." Lorit did feel grand. It had been a long and dangerous road for him and Chihon. Now it looked like they were going to get a chance to settle down and enjoy life without the threat of the temple hanging over their heads, or worrying about what some evil priest was planning.

      Music wafted in the door. It was powerful and grand, the sort of music you hear at a coronation. "It's almost time," the girl said.

      Zhimosom struggled to his feet, walked over to Lorit, and extended his arm. "Let us proceed."

      Rotiaqua took up on Lorit's other side, cradling his arm in hers. The girl opened the door and Lorit heard a thousand voices crying out. They were whistling, screaming, and cheering his name. He flushed with embarrassment, but Zhimosom pulled him onward.

      Lorit, Zhimosom, and Rotiaqua walked up the long red carpet amongst the sea of gathered wizards. Lorit saw friends and associates from all over the kingdoms. He smiled at them as he made his way to the dais where Queen Ukina and Sir Adane were seated beside the council members.

      Zhimosom stopped Lorit short of the dais. "We wait here."

      Lorit turned and looked back across the sea of people. The brilliant red carpet was clear of guests as it stretched to the massive doors of the keep. The band played on, and the doors swung open. Everyone turned as one to face the entryway as the brilliant sunlight streamed in through the doorway, but it was soon blocked as Du'ala, in her dragon form, walked in through the arch, her head and horns barely clearing the door frame.

      The dragon walked slowly to the front and stepped off to the side of the dais. She curled herself up, sat gently on the floor, and sang. It was a beautiful and unearthly melody, similar to the one that the dragons sang at the hatching of the egg.

      From outside the doorway, a voice answered. It was Chihon, singing along with Du'ala. Her voice blended well with the deep melody that the dragon sang, and all eyes turned back to the entryway. Chihon stood framed in the sunlight, singing a song of love and devotion. It touched Lorit's heart, and he had to blink back tears at the beauty of it.

      The song ended and Chihon stepped into the doorway. All Lorit could see was a shadow of the girl who had stood by him through so many trials. The sunlight blinded him to all but her white gown and flowing veil as she walked slowly toward him. He felt Zhimosom's hand on his arm, steadying him.

      Two young girls scampered onto the red carpet ahead of Chihon, carrying baskets of flowers. They spread petals down the center of the carpet until they reached Lorit and then spilled the rest at his feet.

      The band struck up a new tune and Lorit followed the trail of flower petals back to Chihon, who slowly walked the trail of fresh petals toward him. Behind Chihon, a young girl carried the train of her dress. Chihon was radiant and beautiful and shone with an inner light all her own.

      Lorit smiled. He had survived the trials from apprentice to master and along the way he had met this amazing woman who had promised to spend the rest of her days with him. Today, he was the luckiest man in the world.

      As Chihon walked up the carpet, Lorit saw her face. Her hair was done in braids of dark brown intertwined with gold and silver threads. Her cheeks had just a touch of red and she wore both a smile and tears. Lorit knew she was just as happy as he was. They could finally settle down and start their lives as normal folks...well, as normal as any wizard couple could.

      Lorit raised his magic and released the spell he'd prepared. The plants that climbed the pillars and hung from the rafters burst into flower, filling the chamber with the sweet smell of their nectar. He smiled and extended his hand as Chihon approached. Taking her hand in his, he escorted her up the stairs to stand before the crowd. Zhimosom stood behind the podium and addressed the assembled crowd.

      "Today, we are here to bear witness to the union of these two wizards..."

      Zhimosom went on for a while, but Lorit didn't see or hear any of it. All he saw was Chihon in her white dress. Nothing else mattered.

      "You may kiss the bride," Zhimosom said, shaking Lorit from his thoughts.

      Chihon stood there smiling, with tears streaming down her face, as Lorit gently took her face in his hands, leaned in, and kissed her. He felt a surge in his magic as their lips touched and the room burst into a loud cheer.
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        * * *

      

      The wedding was a whirlwind of activity that had Lorit's head spinning. They ate and drank and danced and sang and visited with friends until, exhausted, Lorit and Chihon had retired to their room. It was several days before they emerged, but when they did, a messenger came to them. "You're needed in the courtyard," he said.

      "I wonder what this is all about," Lorit said.

      "Let's go see." Chihon rushed out and Lorit had to hurry to keep up with her. In the courtyard, they found Du'ala in her dragon form. It was rare these days to see her in the guise of the short Arda'um woman, as she preferred her natural form. Beside her, Zhimosom and Rotiaqua stood side by side. The wizard and sorceress looked even more ancient than they did before. Lorit could see they were fading.

      "The time has come," Du'ala said.

      "For what?" Lorit asked.

      "For the dragons to return home. We are leaving the realm of man for a time."

      "Will you be back soon?" Lorit asked. He was going to miss Du'ala the dragon.

      "No. We are tired and homesick. We want to go home and rest."

      "Does this mean we won't see you again?" Chihon asked.

      "Some of us may return from time to time, just to see how you are doing."

      "But you won't." Lorit's heart sank at the thought of not getting to spend time with Du'ala. The dragon had demonstrated her wisdom and was a good counselor. Lorit had hoped to learn from her and planned to seek her advice as he took up the duties of the head of the Wizard's Council.

      "I will not return," Du'ala said. "I am tired and old and just want to see my home again. And...I will not be alone."

      "Of course not. There are lots of dragons now." Lorit recalled the entire clan of dragons that had attended the hatching of the egg.

      "Not the dragons...my friends." Du'ala nodded at Zhimosom and Rotiaqua. "They will be going with us."

      "They will live in the dragon realm? I thought there were no men in the realm of the dragons."

      "There are none...and there will not be."

      "How will they accompany you, then?" Lorit wasn't sure he understood. Du'ala had told him that men could not live in the dragon realm, so how were Zhimosom and Rotiaqua going to survive there?

      "They will not come as men, but as dragons."

      "What?" Lorit was shocked. Dragons? How could Zhimosom and Ritiaqua become dragons?

      "My boy," Zhimosom said. "I have lived over four hundred summers with the magic of the dragons in my bones. Rotiaqua and I share that magic. We will leave these bodies behind and take the dragon form. It is not unlike the transformation spells. It will make us young again. We will live productive, peaceful lives as dragons."

      "When will you go?"

      "Now." Zhimosom glowed with a golden light that bent around him until he was wrapped in a cocoon of shimmering gold. Rotiaqua, too, took on a shining cocoon of light that grew brighter and brighter until Lorit couldn't look at it. He backed away, holding tightly to Chihon's hand.

      Lorit covered his eyes. The light and heat were almost too much to bear, but quickly faded. When the heat died away and the light lessened, Lorit was able to see once more. Instead of the wizard and sorceress, a pair of mid-sized dragons stood beside Du'ala.

      They were gray, almost white, reminiscent of Zhimosom's hair. Somehow, Lorit still felt the essence of the wizard and sorceress in the dragons.

      "Rule well," the female dragon who used to be Rotiaqua said.

      "Will there be no dragons here, then?" Lorit asked.

      The dragon that was Zhimosom turned its head and nodded at Kedrik and the hatchling. "Sul'ing will stay here with you. She will become a valuable ally and counselor when she matures. Treat her as a friend. She will be our ambassador to you from the dragon realm."

      Overhead, shimmering curtains of light rippled in the sky. Lorit knew that this was the end. The dragons were going home. "Farewell, old friends," he called to the dragons.

      Du'ala snorted and sat back on her hind legs, ready to leap for the sky. "Thank you for all your help. We will hear tales of you for summers yet to be."

      With that, she launched herself into the sky, spread her wings, and flew off into the bright morning. Zhimosom and Rotiaqua followed her on their new wings as if they had been born to them.

      Lorit looked up into the sky until the curtains of light faded, then kept staring at the spot as if they would return.

      "I don't think they're coming back." Chihon squeezed his hand and pulled him toward the keep. "Come on. We have a council to run."
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      The royal wedding was a grand affair. Queen Ukina was radiant in her wedding gown and the ceremony was more opulent and more regal than her coronation had been. The wedding not only bound the queen and her husband the Knight, Sir Adane, together, it also bound the nobles and merchants to the royal couple, reaffirming their oath to the pair as they had sworn to the queen.

      Some were absent, others looked ashamed for their part in the uprising, but all who were there pledged their undying devotion to the royal couple and their descendants after them. When the official ceremony was over, the guests were invited to the royal table. Lorit and Chihon sat together now, not separated as they had been when they first arrived in Veldwaite so long ago. No longer was Ukina the insecure young woman who hung on Chihon's every word. She was the queen and a powerful ruler in her own right, one who had just put down a rebellion with almost no bloodshed.

      When it came time for the guests to leave, Queen Ukina pushed her way through the crowd and guards to find Lorit and Chihon. She threw herself into a chair beside Chihon and heaved a heavy sigh. Her carefully constructed hairdo had long since deteriorated into its usual rat's nest of unruliness.

      "I'm so glad you could make it," she said. "The wizarding business is not too strenuous?"

      "Not too strenuous," Chihon said.

      "Then you've had some time to enjoy life?" Ukina smiled at them.

      "We have." Chihon guided Ukina's hand to her belly, where the bulge was just starting to show.

      "It looks like you'll have yourself quite a handful," Ukina said.

      "How about you?" Chihon asked. "Are there children in your future? I'm sure the crown needs an heir as soon as possible."

      Ukina smiled at Chihon. "Soon. And several." She laughed. "You can never be too careful."

      Chihon placed her hand on her belly and felt the magic that was growing inside of her. She smiled. Life was good. Everything was perfect.
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