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Prologue
The Wizard Skelek stood before his home as he prepared to face his adversary, uncertain he would ever return. He raised his arms and chanted the spell that would bury his home beneath the earth, safe until his return. He felt the weight of the Charm of the Joiner about his neck as he invoked the incantation and drew on the Charm's stored magic. The earth swallowed the structure, until there was nothing but grass swaying in the gentle breeze.
Skelek signaled to one of the three dragons he kept under his spell; the trio would make unbeatable weapons in the coming conflict. His mount circled overhead with the rush of wind and the snapping of leather wings. Massive claws dug into the earth as the dragon came to a halt before him.
Out of the hundreds of dragons that made their home in the realm of man, Skelek was able to command only three of them at any one moment. Try as he might, he had never been able to manage any more than that. It took an immense amount of power to compel a dragon to act against its nature, but he would make do.
He silently ordered the dragon to lower its head. He climbed aboard, straddling the dragon's thick muscular neck, grasping onto scales with nervous fingers and digging his toes beneath armor plates to secure his seat.
He urged the beast on and it leaped skyward. Connected as he was to his mount, he instinctively felt the location of the rest of the dragon clan. They lay open to him, not only the three under his command, but the entire population. He sensed their presence and their individual life forces.
Skelek could switch command to a new dragon almost instantly, and had used his influence to gather the dragons from around the realm. One never knew when having a ready replacement at hand would turn the tide in one's favor.
Skelek had laboriously stored power in the Charm from his own personal reserves for almost a season. He had forgone the use of magic, preferring to store it in the charm. It would give him the advantage in this battle. He needed every bit of it to command the dragons.
The charm only stored so much magic. It only had as much magic as he was able to accumulate. It would grow perilously low during the upcoming battle, and Skelek knew he would have no more than one or two passes. If he lost control before defeating Endra there would be no recovery. Skelek was confident that he had stored enough magic to defeat his enemy, but precious little extra.
Skelek and his dragons reached the battle field where his adversary, the Wizard Endra, waited in challenge. Endra was no ordinary Wizard. He had ruthlessly taken the power from each of his adversaries and had the accumulated magic of a hundred Wizards at his command.
Skelek fell on Endra from the air like a bird of prey. The scent of rotten eggs and swamp gas preceded him as the dragon let forth a stream of fire. The flame washed over Endra, splitting into harmless streams of fire that licked the ground ineffectively.
Endra reached out his staff and lightning shot through the air, following the fire back to Skelek's mount. The dragon faltered, dropping for the ground, recovering with little room to spare. Skelek felt the power in Endra's spell, but with the help of the charm, he shook it off.
Skelek turned his dragon and reeled skyward once more. He drew power from the Charm and pressed it into the dragon to supplement the beast's own natural magic. Skelek commanded his dragon and, together, they dove once more. This time, Skelek pressed the attack with his own magic along with that of the Charm. He directed the blast at Endra, laughing as the fire penetrated Endra's shields and the Wizard erupted in flames, but his laughter was short lived. Endra vanished, only to reappear across the field, unscathed.
Once again, lightning flashed towards Skelek and his dragon. Skelek braced himself and turned his trio of dragons for the attack, but he was too late.
Skelek felt the power drain form the Charm until he lost control of the dragons. He released his hold on his spare mounts and clung tight, seeking a place to land.
He spied a safe spot and directed his mount towards it. The great beast flared its wings, snapped the air, and settled to the ground. Skelek felt the beast slipping from his control. In moments, he would be out of magic once again, stranded, impotent. What could he do now? Without the dragon, Endra would be upon him and that would be the end for Skelek.
Skelek felt the Charm vibrate gently. If only he had a source of magic to power the Charm again. He had come so close.
The dragon snorted, straining at Skelek's command as the power diminished and his hold loosened. Skelek slid from the beast's neck to the dry ground. He stood beside the dragon, commanding it to be still, knowing it was just a matter of time before his magic was completely gone, and the beast would be free once more.
He grasped a scale to steady the dragon and his hand touched the soft skin beneath the hard plates.
Soft skin!
That was it. Skelek took his dagger and pried lose one of the thick armor plates that protected the dragon. He touched the soft skin beneath and felt the dragon's pulse.
He drove the dagger home.
Blood gushed forth.
As the dragon bled out its life, Skelek grasped its magic and directed it towards the Charm of the Joiner. If he could capture the magic of the dragon, he could use it to command the whole clan. He would be undefeatable.
Skelek felt Endra approach. He raised his shields as best he could and absorbed some of the dragon's magic for himself. Skelek felt elated as the dragon gave up its power to him. Magic circled like a swarm of golden fireflies spinning in tighter and tighter spirals, then swept into the Charm, disappearing. The dragon turned to a cloud of dust and vanished.
Skelek gave a cry of victory. The dragons were his. He could command them all. He would be victorious. He reached out for another dragon to replace his mount, but something was wrong.
The dragons were gone.
He used the power of the Charm to scour the land, but there was not another dragon to be found. Above him, a curtain of diaphanous blue green light wavered in the ethereal wind. The dragons were gone; they had escaped across the void, safe from his magic.
Skelek screamed at the sky.
Lightning shot from Endra's staff, engulfing Skelek in a crackling blaze. Skelek tried to use the Charm to power a counter spell, but he was too late. The life force drained from Skelek just as it had from the dragon.



Blood of the Dragon
A millennium later
 
 
Uskin came awake to a sharp pain in her chest. She was covered in sweat and cold as ice. "Dragons," she cried. The Wizard's Keep was always cold, no matter the season, but she was sweating as if she'd been running for her life.
"Dragons?" Alwroth mumbled, rubbing sleep from his eyes.
"They're in danger." Uskin got out of bed and pulled on her robe; the warmth of the fur helped chase some of the cold away. She raised her hands and blew on her open palms.
A golden glow appeared, tenuous at first, but building in intensity until it lit the room, chasing the night away. It swirled into a tight spiral rising up from her palms, taking on a shape. The shape of a dragon.
Its wings were made of fire and its horns of golden light. It solidified and became clear. The dragon snorted fire.
Uskin peered closely at the vision. The dragon was curled around something ... No, someone. A girl. A young girl. Five summers in age. She was pudgy, with long curly hair and a pleasant smile.
The dragon gazed at the girl soundly sleeping safe within its massive coil of muscle. It gently sniffed her, inhaled deeply, and breathed fire that washed over her.
The little girl snoozed on, taking no notice. Her skin took on a bright hue under the ministration of the dragon's fire, glowing first red, then gold, then finally yellow as dazzling as the noonday sun.
The dragon's fire ceased, but the girl continued to shine brightly. She woke and peered up at Uskin with a sad smile.
Uskin knew she would never have a daughter of her own, yet somehow, when she looked at the child, she felt protective, as if the child were the daughter she could never have.
"What is it, little one?" Uskin asked.
The little girl remained silent, but slowly a new shape emerged beside her. It grew taller, taking on the shape of a man. Uskin felt that they belonged together somehow.
The man gazed up at Uskin. "We couldn't save them. Not even one."
The vision turned to a swirl of golden sparks and faded away, but Uskin stared on in wonder. What did this mean? The dragons had gone away long ago. They were off in their own realm, safe from the interference of mankind.



Modest Beginning
Zhimosom sat before the fire after his father, Zheet, had fallen into a drunken sleep. He watched the flames curl around each other, twisting and turning randomly in the still of the hovel to fade out before they reached the chimney. The bright yellow tongues were calming, soothing, mesmerizing. As he sat transfixed by the flame, a feeling of power grew in him. His eyes lost focus and the flames blurred into a nondescript yellow haze. The sound of Zheet snoring behind him faded as he emptied his mind, letting the flickering tongues take over his thoughts.
A vague shape formed in the fire. It was a girl – no, a woman. She looked healthy, slightly chubby, definitely not underfed and spindly like most of the girls Zhimosom knew. She must live in the castle, because he could see the stone wall behind her. She sat at a table, staring out of the flames, eyes glazed over.
Her expression turned to one of surprise, as if she'd suddenly caught sight of him. He watched closely as her lips moved, but he couldn't hear any sound. Then, in his head, came the words. "Who are you?"
Zhimosom scurried back from the fire as if it would jump out of the hearth and attack him. She had spoken to him. She could see him just as he was seeing her. His heart beat louder, threatening to wake Zheet and betray him, but his curiosity got the better of him. He crept back towards the fire.
"Don't be afraid," the woman said. "What's your name?"
"I'm Zhimosom." He whispered so as not to wake Zheet. Zhimosom remained tense, ready to spring away.
"Zhimosom. That's a lofty name for someone who lives in a hovel."
Zhimosom looked around. The hovel was small, to be sure, but it was the only home he had known since the fire had claimed his mother. Not that the house had been much better.
"My mother said I was destined for greatness." Zhimosom puffed his chest out in pride. He wasn't sure if he remembered his mother saying that, or if Zheet had repeated it enough that he'd come to believe she said it.
The woman in the fire chuckled. She had a kind face and a pleasant laugh, even though it was directed at him. "Destined for greatness, of that I'm sure. How are you able to see me?"
"I don't know." Zhimosom leaned closer to the fire trying to make out more detail in the room behind her. "I was just relaxing before the fire and thinking how beautiful it was and suddenly, there you were."
"You have the sight then," she said emphatically. "Just as I do. How long have you had it?"
"This ... This is the first time I ever saw anything in the fire," Zhimosom stammered. "Is that the sight then ... seeing things in the fire? I don't have the sight ... Do I?"
She laughed again. It made him feel good. "That's the sight, and you have it, or else you would not be able to see me."
"Who are you?" Zhimosom asked. "What's your name?"
She gave a quick twist of her head, her long curls catching the light from the fire. "I'm Rotiaqua." She'd stated it as if he was supposed to recognize her name.
"Should I know you?"
"You live on my land." She leaned closer, her image separating from the flames and taking on a more solid form. "Well, on my father's land. Everyone around here does." Her brows wrinkled as she squinted at him. "You do live around the castle, don't you? I suppose you could be leagues away."
"I live near castle Black. We farm the land for Baron Rieck. Is that the castle you mean?"
"Yes, that one. The Baron is my father." She straightened up as she said it.
Zhimosom bowed down. "My Lady, forgive me. I did not know it was you. I apologize. I will not bother you again." He sat up and tried to suppress the connection he had with her through the fire, but she fought to keep it open. Zheet had told him often of the danger of getting close to the Nobility. It was to be avoided at all cost.
"Don't go." She reached out to him. Her hand extended from the fire, looking even more solid.
Zhimosom shied away from contact. He knew the penalty for a commoner who touched someone of noble birth. He didn't want to spend a day in the stocks, exposed to the crowds and the cold. He backed away from her and tried to break the connection. He struggled to ignore the flames and the image, but he felt her holding on, almost as if her insubstantial hands had grabbed him, dragging him back to the fire.
"I am truly sorry, My Lady. Please forgive me." He fought to blank the image from his mind, but it didn't help. She was still there, her hand reaching out of the fire. He gave out a yelp and slid away.
"I don't mean you any harm." She withdrew her hand. "You are the first person I've been able to talk to like this. Please stay a while. I would like to learn more of you, Zhimosom. You see, I'm lonely here, in the castle. Please, let's just be friends."
"Folk like me are not meant to be friends with folk like you." Zhimosom tried to relax at her insistence. He stopped struggling to break the connection, but he was still nervous about talking to one of the Nobility.
"Zhim! Stop playing with that fire." Zheet sat up bleary eyed. When he caught sight of the woman in the fire, he came wide awake. "Who's that?"
"That's ... Rotiaqua ... She's the Baron's daughter."
"What?" Zheet demanded. He looked at the fire. "Get her out of here. You don't want to get involved with Nobility."
Zheet bowed his head low. "Please forgive my son. He is a fool."
Zhimosom tuned to Rotiaqua. "Please go." His heart raced. Would she let him go this time? What would Zheet do if she held on to him again?
Before he could complete his though, she faded out and the fire settled back to normal.
"What do you think you're doing?" Zheet hit Zhimosom across the back of the head. "The Baron?"
"The Baron's daughter," Zhimosom said stepping backwards towards the fireplace, trying to keep his distance from his father.
"The Baron's the one who took your mother, and your brothers. His men burned down our house with your mother in it. He drafted your brothers into his army and they were both killed.
"You know what the Baron did to me, don't you?" Zheet reached for the ties that held his pants in place, fumbling with the cords.
Zhimosom had seen the scar before. He knew the story that Zheet loved to tell when he had a little bit of ale in him.
"I've seen your scar." Zhimosom held out his hands to shield his eyes and stop his father from undressing. "You were stabbed with a spear. You were lucky to survive. Now they leave you alone. I know all that."
Zheet stared at him, retied his pants, and sat down.
"She came to me in the fire. I didn't seek her out," Zhimosom explained as he sat at the table, ready to jump if Zheet came at him again.
"Stay away from the Baron and his daughter." Zheet shook his finger at Zhimosom. "You can't imagine how much trouble you can get yourself into."
"Yes, father." Zhimosom crawled to his bedroll and lay down. She had seen him as plainly as he had seen her. While he was intrigued by her, he knew what a danger it was talking to the Baron's daughter. He shuddered at the thought.
 
 
 
 
The wheat had come up nicely. The tall stalks were laden with heavy golden heads, their light brown tassels sticking straight up in the air, rippling in tune to the slightest breeze. The weather held out and there had been no rain for most of the moon. Harvest season was well under way. Everyone around labored to get the wheat in before the rain came and made the fields a muddy mess.
Zhimosom and Zheet helped the neighboring farmers, bending their backs to the hard work that was the culmination of the summer growing season. Zhimosom had just finished his midday meal and was putting a new edge on his scythe with the sharpening stone he had found while planting this very field.
He drew the stone along the edge of the blade from the shaft to the point, careful to hold it at just the right angle to create the sharpest edge he could. He wished he'd been able to afford a better blade, perhaps one made from a broken sword. One of those would hold an edge better than this rusty old thing, and it would make the harvest go that much easier.
He imagined a blade made of the sparkling sky iron that was used to make the best swords. He visualized his own blade taking such an edge, that it would glide effortlessly though the golden stalks. If only ...
"Zhim!" Zheet stood at the edge of the field, where they'd ceased their labor. "Get back to work."
Zhimosom jumped up, pocketed the stone, and ran after his father. He swung the scythe back and attacked the fragile golden stalks, cutting them as close to the ground as he could. The trick was in the rhythm. Swing the scythe back and forth and it takes almost no effort. Fight with the tool and he'd be exhausted in no time.
The blade swept through the stalks of wheat as if they were made of butter. It sliced them cleanly almost at ground level leaving nice neat shocks of grain, and short prickly stubble that looked like an old man three days after a clean shave. Zhimosom swung the scythe back and forth, imagining the blade sparkling in the sun like the sword of some knight. It seemed to slip through the grain with greater ease as the day wore on and the sheaves stacked up.
Early in the afternoon, a shrill whistle wafted across the field. Zhimosom searched for the source. The sheaves of tied wheat stood tall like soldiers on parade, marking a long straight column all the way to the road. The women and girls worked behind the men, gathering the shocks into bundles and tying them tight to keep the wheat off the ground so it wouldn't spoil if the rains came before it was all packed into the barns.
The cart trundled through the field they'd harvested the day before. A lethargic ox pulled it slowly along, as several young boys picked the sheaves up and stacked them on the cart as it lumbered through the field, leaving dark tracks in the golden stubble.
A pair of horses in fancy harness, pulling an over-sized four-wheeled wagon, plodded up the road. The wagon was half full of wheat, the golden sheaves straining at the wooden stays.
The driver reined the horses to a stop beside one of the carts that had just exited the field. Curious, Zhimosom headed towards them, but Zheet grabbed his arm and stopped the boy.
"Stay right here, son." Zheet turned his back on the wagon and tugged on Zhimosom's arm, urging him to do the same.
"What's going on?" Zhimosom looked over his shoulder at the wagon. The man who had dismounted was talking to the one who guided the cart.
"That's the Baron's man, here to collect his due."
"But there's hardly enough wheat to feed the townsfolk all winter. Why does he have to take his due before we have enough to eat?"
"That's the way it is, son. The Baron owns the land. We only get to live on it so long as we give him the first third of every harvest."
"Why does he own the land?"
"His father owned the land before him and his father before him, all the way back. It's always been that way, and it always will be. Just stay out of it."
A sharp whistle called again. Zhimosom looked over his shoulder. The Baron's man was pointing at him.
"What should I do?" Zhimosom turned to his father.
"Ignore him. Pretend you didn't hear anything. Keep looking away."
Zhimosom saw the man striding towards him and turned his head away from the road. A tingle made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. He turned just in time to see the driver of the wagon stop and draw his whip.
The pain of the whip burned the back of his legs. He clenched his teeth and bit down hard to stifle a scream. He turned slowly, aching, wanting nothing more than to drop to the ground and cry out in pain.
"When your betters call, you come running. You understand me, boy?" The man coiled the whip.
"Yes, sir." Zhimosom bowed his head. He tensed up waiting for another blow, but none came.
"Get up in that wagon and stack those sheaves - neatly.” The driver pointed out how the sheaves were arranged in overlapping rows. “See how the first load was put down? Follow that pattern. You think you can do that?"
"Yes, sir." Zhimosom climbed into the wagon. The men offloaded the cart and the sheaves of wheat came sailing over the stays. Zhimosom caught them and stacked them carefully in the alternating patterns he'd been shown. The breeze had died and the afternoon sun was hot, raising a sweat that made the chaff stick to him as if it were paste. The pain in his legs grew worse as he worked, making the job even more unpleasant.
Soon the cart was empty and the Baron's man jumped up on the seat to examine Zhimosom's work. "You do nice work, boy. Yes, you do." He motioned Zhimosom to sit. "You stay on the wagon; I have another farm that should fill her up, and I can use a hand like you."
The Baron's man gave a snap on the reins and the wagon started off, bouncing along the dusty dirt road. Zhimosom looked back at Zheet standing in the field. His father would have to finish without his help, and Zhimosom was in for a long hard day and an even longer walk back to his hovel after he was done.
 
 
 
 
The Baron's man worked Zhimosom until the boy was ready to drop. He finished filling the wagon just before sunset, when the driver abandoned him without so much as a word. Zhimosom approached the farmer whose wheat had been taken, and begged a place to sleep. He could not make it home before it grew too dark to be out on the road.
"Be gone, you thieving rogue," farmer Falk said.
"Please, kind sir. You know my father, Zheet. We live a few farms down the lane. I was taken from the field and pressed into service. You can see the Baron's man cares not for me. He has abandoned me here without a way home ere the night falls."
Zhimosom had seen small children scurrying about the farm. He knew the farmer could not count on them for much help yet. He looked around until he spied a broken section of fence that had been hastily repaired.
He pointed to the sagging rails that were in peril of falling apart at the insistent nudging of the pair of underfed sheep within. "I will repair your fence if you will but feed and shelter me for the night."
The farmer glanced at the fence and back to Zhimosom, tapping his foot on the rocky ground. "You look strong enough to swing an ax. We don't have enough meat to go around, but I can offer you bread and some cheese." He looked down his nose at Zhimosom. "Mind you, not a lot of cheese. We don't have much of that to spare either."
Zhimosom bowed his head. "I am grateful for whatever you can spare me. I'll fix your fence in the morning and then I'll be on my way."
The farmer nodded and Zhimosom followed him inside.
"This is Issula," Falk said, introducing his wife. He gestured to the oldest daughter. "My daughter Ewora and the rest of the brood."
The children swirled around him, asking questions and talking incessantly, as children do, while Issula prepared the evening meal.
"Children, please let our guest have a moment's peace and quiet," Issula said.
She shepherded the smaller children onto the bench across from Zhimosom, and served them their dinner on well worn wooden plates. They quieted down as they dug into their meager stew.
Ewora spread a threadbare cloth on the table in front of Zhimosom and deposited several pieces of heavy dark bread and a lump of hard white cheese on it. "Sorry for the setting. We don't often get company." She averted her eyes as she spoke.
"I'm just grateful for the shelter and a meal. The Baron's man plucked me from the field and pressed me into service this afternoon. I wasn't sure when I'd be going home or even if I'd be going home."
Issula clicked her tongue and shook her head. "Those men are bad. They take more than's their due and don't mind that we've nothing to feed our children come winter."
"We do all right," Falk interrupted. "I've heard tales of some folk driven off the land and into the cities where they get pressed into working for the rich folk until they tire out and die. We're fine here. There's enough land to feed the family and sometimes even a little extra to get something nice."
 
 
 
 
The next the morning, Zhimosom repaired the fence and was ready to start the long walk home when a pair of men on horseback rode up the dusty lane and into the yard. One was a knight and the other his squire. The squire held a staff with strange colors on it. These were not the Baron's men.
As they drew close, Zhimosom saw that the knight's armor was stained and dirty, and battered. It had a sword slash across the front that should have cost the wearer his life. The knight was dirty and looked as if he hadn't bathed in a moon. These men must have been in a battle recently.
He reined in his horse. When he caught sight of Zhimosom, he leaped to the ground and handed the reins over without looking directly at the boy. "Water my horse and feed her. I've had a long ride and she's tired.
"You." He pointed at Falk. "We need a meal - a good meal. I'm hungry."
"I'm sorry, sir, but we are poor. We barely have enough to feed the family. I have nothing to offer you save bread and cheese."
The knight scanned the farm, laying eye on the pen that sheltered the sheep. Most farms had one or two of them, as their milk was used to made cheese, and their wool to make winter clothes.
The knight drew his sword and stabbed the closest sheep in the neck. A bright crimson spurt erupted. The sheep faltered, stumbled, and bleated out its death throes, splattering blood on the freshly repaired fence.
Zhimosom saw farmer Falk ball his hands into fists, but the farmer just stood there, silent.
"There, now you have meat. Get to work." The knight wiped the blood from his sword on the wool of the sheep and sheathed the blade. "Do you have any ale?"
"No sir, we have water. Only water, sir."
"Fetch some for me and my squire." The knight turned and strode arrogantly off to the house.
Zhimosom lead the horses to the watering trough and tied them. He lowered the bucket into the well and filled the trough. The horses drank thirstily.
He rubbed the knight's horse down and stroked its neck as the animals drank their fill. He didn't know much about horses, but he could tell these had been ill treated. They were thin from lack of food and had the skittishness of animals that had constantly been overtaxed. The knight was in for trouble if he didn't take better care of these horses.
Zhimosom drew another bucket of water and hauled it to the house. Issula stood over the table, slicing chunks of meat from the haunch that Falk cut from the murdered sheep. Falk left to dress the animal and butcher it properly, trying to salvage something for his family.
Issula cried silently as she cut the meat into pieces. She threaded them onto green branches that had been stripped of their bark, and handed them to Ewora, who placed them over the open flame to cook. The smaller children cowered silently in the corner.
Zhimosom set the bucket of water on the table and ladled out a cup for each of the men. He set one in front of the knight and the other in front of his squire.
The knight looked up at him. "Do you know who I am?"
"No, Sire," Zhimosom kept his eyes lowered, as he'd been cautioned. Zheet had very little to do with the Nobility or city folk, but he'd taught Zhimosom how to behave, should he ever come into contact with them. Zhimosom must have been a little too slow.
"I'm Sir Draveri. Knighted by King Omrik himself. I've come from the war, boy." He slapped his hand on the table. "I've been out in the field protecting the likes of you, and I demand a little respect and gratitude for my efforts. That's not too much to ask. Is it?"
"No, Sire," Zhimosom said. He stood quietly, waiting.
Sir Draveri looked Zhimosom over. "You don't look much like your pa,"
"He's not my pa..."
"Ha! Bastard, are you?" the knight interrupted before he could finish explaining. "I thought so. Sir Draveri grabbed Issula around the waist. "You look like a loose woman. I thought that the minute I saw you."
Issula struggled to escape his lecherous grip but he was too strong. He pulled her close, grabbing at her clothes, trying to rip them from her, making growling sounds.
Zhimosom took a step back, still clutching the half full bucket. Without thinking, he threw the ice cold water at the knight. It splashed on his armor and ran beneath it to soak him from head to toe.
Sir Draveri stood up and the bench went flying. He drew his sword free of its scabbard with one hand and upended the table with the other. He stepped forward and raised his blade.
"How dare you!" He advanced on Zhimosom. "I am a soldier of the realm! No peasant is going to make a mockery out of me."
Zhimosom raised the empty bucket to fend off the inevitable blow.



Castle Keep
Rotiaqua had never connected with anyone who could see her before. It had always been one way. She could see people, but not interact with them, and they never saw her, or even noticed her watching them.
That night she had been casting around, not looking for anything in particular, leaving her mind blank, roaming, open to anything that might catch her fancy. The boy in the hovel had appeared as plain as if he'd been in the room with her.
His name was Zhimosom and he was a serf on her father's land. They had talked, but when he found out who she was, he'd been frightened. She wanted to contact him to learn more from the only other person she knew who had magic, but tonight she couldn't find him.
She called up the image of the fireplace where he'd appeared the night before, but he wasn't there. She caught a glimpse of the old man slumped over the table, asleep, but the boy was nowhere to be seen.
"Rotiaqua!" Oadry shouted at her. "What are you doing? You know better than that. What would your father think if he knew you were doing magic?"
Rotiaqua let the image in the fire fade and turned to Oadry. "Father doesn't have to know. I was just gazing, nothing dangerous."
"Who was that?" her maid demanded. "You know better that to talk to small folk; they're nothing but dirty thieving cowards, good for field work but little else. Next thing you know, one of those folk you keep calling up will step through that flame and kill you, just to get to your jewelry." Oadry reached out and snuffed the flame from the candle with her fingers.
Rotiaqua reached out with her senses and re-lit the candle flame without lifting her hands from her lap. She knew she was showing off, but she was tired of Oadry's constant scoldings. She didn't see how a little gazing was going to hurt anyone.
"Stop that," Oadry repeated looking at her with her brows all knotted up the way she got when she was angry. Oadry snuffed the flame once again.
Rotiaqua reached out once more with her magic and re-lit the candle, watching the flame rise to a height of several digits, then quickly snuffed it out, all without lifting so much as a finger. When that didn't get a reaction from Oadry, she did it again.
"I've had enough of this." Oadry came over, took the candle out of its holder, and stuffed it into a drawer. "You know how your father feels about magic."
"He's gone," Rotiaqua said jumping up from her chair. She turned the woman to face her, grasping her by the shoulders and shaking her gently. She looked into her maid's eyes as the woman struggled in her grasp. "I can't find him back!"
Oadry tried to free herself, but Rotiaqua held her tight.
"That's probably for the best." Oadry continued to squirm but didn't manage to break free. "Rotiaqua. If your father finds out you're practicing magic, he will kill me, and disown you. You know how he feels."
Rotiaqua sobered up at the thought. Oadry was taking a huge risk protecting Rotiaqua's secret from the Baron. He would have her head if he found out.
She tried to calm herself, but the thought of the boy connecting with her was just too exciting. "He can see me, like I can see him. That means he has magic, too. I have to find him back." She shook Oadry, trying to infuse her with the excitement she felt.
"Haven't you risked enough yet?" Oadry shook off her grasp and turned towards the bed. She started fluffing the pillows and straightening the covers. "You know how your father treats Wizards. If he finds that boy, he'll have him hanged. He has a Wizard in the gaol right now, one of those vagabond itinerant frauds that travel around causing trouble."
Oadry fussed with the bed coverings talking to Rotiaqua without looking at her. "You know the type. They sell remedies that don't work to folks who can't afford them, then run off before anyone realizes their remedies are a bunch of murmurings. The Baron has him locked in the gaol.
"He'll be hung tomorrow after spending the day in the stocks. That's how your father treats Wizards." Oadry shoved Rotiaqua towards the chair. She pulled a brush out of the same drawer where she'd stashed the candle. "Sit down, girl ... The stocks and hanging are what will happen to that boy if you keep this up. The Baron won't stand for it. The boy will be hung, and me right along with him for keeping your secret."
As her maid brushed out her hair, Rotiaqua questioned her about the Wizard. "Why does father hate Wizards so?"
"Because you're a girl." Oadry pulled at her hair with the brush, yanking it to get the knots out. "Your father wanted a son. He paid a Wizard for a charm to make sure he had one, but here you are, a girl."
Oadry fiddled with a particularly tough knot, finally working it loose. She continued brushing Rotiaqua's hair. "It was a Wizard that earned you that." She pointed to Rotiaqua's arm where the long pink scar lay.
Rotiaqua had clear memories of the incident, even though she was just a child when it happened. She remembered the creature clearly. It was like a weasel with leathery wings and tiny spiral-shaped horns. Its coat was shiny and smooth. It had flown in her window and settled on her arm and sat there purring softly like a kitten. She stroked its fur and talked to it. She wanted to keep it as a pet.
Her father had walked in on her. He screamed and drew his sword, striking out at the creature even as it sat on her arm. The sword sliced through the animal and slashed her skin. It was not a deep wound, but the blood rushed forth to mix with that of the mini dragon.
That was the sole memory she had of the event. She'd been told that the mini dragon belonged to a Wizard who was visiting the castle. It had been his familiar and when her father had killed the mini dragon, the Wizard had died along with it.
"Does the Wizard in the gaol have a mini dragon?" Rotiaqua asked. She hoped to see another one of the creatures one day.
"No, he does not. If he did, your father would have killed the mini dragon and let the Wizard die in agony without his familiar. This Wizard is a down and out swindler, just like the rest. He showed up today saying there was going to be a great war and that he could help your father win.
"Will there be?" Rotiaqua asked. "A great war?"
Oadry tugged at another snarl. "Who knows? There is always something going on. The knights don't feel like they're men unless they're off fighting somewhere. One of the knights returned home yesterday with stories of fighting up north.
"He said that a merchant caravan had passed through one of your father's villages, when one of the merchants had his way with a maid who lived there. It started a fight with the locals, and by the time it was over, they'd burned down the village and put the small folk to the sword.
"Your father's men happened upon them and ran them off before they could fire the fields. They caught and killed the fool that started it all."
She paused and waved the brush in the air, emphasizing her words. "Turns out the man they killed was the eldest son of some nobleman, and you know how much trouble they cause if someone touches one of their precious offspring."
Oadry tugged out one final tangle and placed the brush on the dresser. "That won't help the relation between the King and your father."
"Father is always complaining about King Omrik. He says they grew up together and the King was a spoiled brat from the start. Father doesn't think Omrik will do anything to harm us, though."
The sound of a horn split the air. Rotiaqua ran to her window to see a knight and his squire riding up the road. They carried her father's banner and rode their horses without a care towards their wellbeing.
 
 
 
 
The knight rode towards the castle, heedless of bystanders who might be in his way. He came close to trampling a small child who wandered into his path, but the toddler was snatched up by her mother at the last instant.
Rotiaqua saw him jump from his horse and dash for the audience chamber. She raced for the door, eager to hear what he had to say.
"Where are you going, girl?" Oadry reached for her but was too slow. Rotiaqua escaped the woman's grasp and sped off, taking the stairs two at a time. She arrived at the audience chamber just as the knight entered.
She knew better than to intrude, but she was curious. She hid behind a pillar and watched. She had to hear the story; no one ran like that with good news.
The knight entered and knelt before the Baron. "Your Lordship. The King has sent his army against us." He struggled to his feet, hampered by the weight of his armor and injuries.
"Out with it!" The Baron demanded. Rotiaqua shared his impatience from her hiding spot.
"We were on routine patrol around the towns and villages, when we ran afoul of the King's men."
As the knight told the story of what had happened, Rotiaqua saw the action in her mind's eye, just as she did in the fire when she was dreaming.
 
 
 
 
Sir Nalua and his men rode along the dusty road that split the golden fields of wheat. The men were proud knights; their armor was clean and well maintained, their horses strong and disciplined. The Baron's banner flew from the staff carried by his squire to alert the townsfolk that noblemen were coming.
Off in the distance, a thread of smoke rose from behind a hill. It was thin and light at first, the kind of smoke one expected to see from a village, but it grew thicker and darker as they rode. "I don't like the looks of that," Sir Nalua said, pointing out the darkening smoke.
He gestured to two of his men. "Go ride up ahead and see what's going on." A pair of knights spurred their mounts on and soon crested the hill, lost from sight.
The smoke grew thicker as Sir Nalua neared the town until billowing clouds of black obscured the sun overhead. Sir Nalua caught wind of burning flesh mixed with the tar that made up the homes and hovels of the village.
Sir Nalua and his men crested the hill to see the town ablaze. The two knights that had gone ahead lay in the road - dead. Sir Nalua jumped from his horse, rushed to them, and knelt down. They were pierced by short quarrels, the shafts sticking out of their armor where they'd penetrated the shiny plate.
"Who dares to attack the Baron's men?" Sir Nalua screamed.
He looked up to see a line of crossbowmen standing beside the road, loaded and ready. A knight wearing King Omrik's colors sat atop his steed. "I do,” the knight said.
Sir Nalua rose and drew his sword. "Who trespasses on the Baron's land?" He looked warily at the crossbowmen wondering if the Baron's banner was sufficient to stay their hands.
"The King considers these his lands. They are only granted to the Baron. We commit no trespass here."
"What is the meaning of this?" Sir Nalua demanded.
"A lesson!"
"A lesson? What sort of lesson is this?" Sir Nalua waved his arm at the two knights who lay in the road behind him, then at the smoking remains of the village.
"A lesson in manners and court etiquette," the knight shouted. "Perhaps next time the Baron sends men after the King's tax collectors, they won't be so hasty." He snapped the reins of his horse and charged.
Sir Nalua just had time to raise his sword and fend off the first blow the knight leveled at him. Sir Nalua glanced back at the crossbowmen, worried that they would fire on him as he fought, but quickly turned to meet the attack of the rider who circled back for another pass.
Sir Nalua slashed at the rider. His reflexes betrayed him and the man's sword drew across his chest. The metal in his armor gave way with a screech. Sir Nalua reeled under the impact, trying to get his bearings before the rider bore down on him once more. This time he was better prepared even though he was still dazed from the previous clash.
The King's knight lashed out and Sir Nalua caught the oncoming sword on his blade. He slid it upwards and jerked it around. The blade struck home. It contacted the rider in the side, driving the mail into his ribs with enough force to knock the wind out of him.
Sir Nalua steeled himself for another clash, but the rider kept going until he was behind the line of crossbowmen. "Let him and his aide live, but kill the rest," the rider called out.
The air was filled with the sound of crossbow quarrels striking plate armor. Arrows sprouted from the rest of Sir Nalua's men, and the whole squad fell to the ground writhing in pain. Sir Nalua looked on in shock. He drew his sword in rage and started for the King's knight.
"You'll pay for this!"
Crossbows turned towards Sir Nalua and the King's knight raised his hand. "Hold there. Someone needs to convey this message to the Baron. If we have to kill you, who will carry that message? Tell the Baron that the King will burn ten towns as a punishment for his misdeeds."
 
 
 
 
Rotiaqua could clearly see the evidence of the fight. Sir Nalua was soot-stained and bore a large gash across his chest where his opponent's sword had struck him. He was fortunate to have survived the encounter, or perhaps he was indeed spared in order to carry this message to her father.
As the knight finished his story, the Baron jumped up from his throne. "A lesson?" he sputtered. "A lesson?"
He paced back and forth across the dais. "Some uncultured son of a swine gets out of hand in one of my villages and I am to pay the price?"
He strode over to the table and picked up his chalice. He took a heavy swig of wine and looked back at Sir Nalua. "How many men did you lose?"
"Nine, Your Lordship."
The Baron threw his chalice at the wall. It hit with a clank and splattered wine against the stones before it clattered to the floor. He turned back to Sir Nalua. "And the village? How many were there living in that town?"
"Thirty, Your Lordship."
The Baron kicked the chalice, sending it careening off the walls until it finally came to rest beneath the heavy red curtains. He walked to the window, and kicked the chalice out of his way, and looked down on the city.
"That arrogant swine! This time he's gone too far."
Rotiaqua drew her head back behind the pillar. She knew when her father was in such a mood that it was safer to be absent. The King had attacked her father's men and set fire to one of his villages, and according to the tale Nalua told, King Omrik was going to keep going until his men had destroyed ten villages.
She crept back to her room and blew out the candle. That night she had dreams of knights on horseback with crossbows, and burning villages.
 
 
 
 
The next morning, Rotiaqua was invited down to breakfast with her father. He was cross and short with her as they ate, responding to her with terse grunting answers when she attempted to engage him in conversation. She soon gave up and ate in silence.
As the meal ended, the Baron turned to her and said, "I think you should be in the audience chamber today. There are a few petitioners that you may find entertaining and educational. Join me this morning."
She hated it when he did that. It always meant that he had something particularly gruesome or sadistic in mind. She felt as if he secretly wanted her to share in his perverse enjoyment of the suffering of others.
"Yes, Father, I'll gladly join you. I always do find it interesting. What do you have planned?"
"The Wizard," The Baron pushed his chair back and stood. He walked around the table and helped Rotiaqua up. He took her arm and escorted her to the audience chamber. There he seated her on the smaller of two over-sized ornately carved chairs that were a permanent fixture of the room.
"Bring him in," the Baron said as he took his seat. He reached over and patted Rotiaqua's hand. "You may see something interesting today. They tell me this Wizard is special."
The Wizard was a man much like any other, totally unremarkable. He was tall and thin, almost birdlike with his large nose and gaunt cheeks. His hands and feet were bound by short chains. His cloak was muddied and torn and he looked like he'd been in the gaol more than simply overnight.
The Guards dragged him before the Baron and shoved him to his knees on the hard floor. He looked up with an air of defiance that Rotiaqua had never seen before in a petitioner, especially not one in chains. Most petitioners begged for mercy or tried to talk their way out of trouble by flattering the Baron, but this one remained silent.
"Well. What do you have to say for yourself?" the Baron demanded.
"I have nothing to say on my behalf." The Wizard looked the Baron straight in the eye. "I am the voice of Ran. I speak on his behalf."
"And who, pray tell, is Ran?" The Baron leaned back in his chair and relaxed as Rotiaqua had often seen him do when he thought the petitioner was a little off in the head.
"He is the one true god, My Lord."
The Baron laughed and slapped his palm against his leg. "The one true god? So you expect me to believe that there's only one god? And you're his personal spokesman?"
"Yes, My Lord. He has sent me to help you."
The Baron waved his hand at the Guard. "I've heard enough. Take this fool away. Put him in the stocks for the day and then hang him."
As the Guard advanced, the Wizard cupped his hands together. When he pulled them apart, there was a ball of violet light spinning between them. He shook his arms, flipping the short chain around and it slipped into the ball of brilliant color. The rusty chain flared and disappeared, sending sparks flying.
Rotiaqua was temporarily blinded by the glare.
The Wizard stood and extended his hand holding out the fireball for inspection. It slowly grew more radiant, brighter. Rotiaqua gasped in disbelief. Did he really have magic? She was both excited and afraid at the prospect of finding a true Wizard. Here was someone that could teach her about magic, but would he survive the day? Was his magic some trick or was it real, like hers?
The Wizard stretched out his hand to the Baron. "I said I was here to aid you. I plan to help you defeat your enemies with this." He shook his hand and the fireball bounced up and down, distorting slightly as it came in proximity with his skin. It spit sparks into the chill air as it swirled tightly in a ball about the size of an apple.
He cupped his hands together again and violet light shone through his skin until the fireball faded away. He spread his empty hands apart in supplication. "Surely you will not refuse the help of a god."
The Baron sat forward in his chair. His eyes narrowed and his nose wrinkled as he stared at the Wizard. "How would you help me, you and your god?"
"Your Lordship has enemies. Fighting those enemies takes resources, men and arrows, does it not?"
"Of course it takes men and arrows, and it distracts from the harvest so that crops rot in the fields. How will you help prevent this?"
"By stealth, My Lord. I will demonstrate if you will just allow me. I understand that you and the King are involved in some dispute?"
The Baron sat on the edge of his chair. "Go on, I'm listening."
"I propose to deal with your problem as a demonstration of the power of Ran. If I fail, you can always hang me later. If I succeed, all I ask is that you do me the honor of allowing me to continue serving you."
"I am no friend of Wizards. Why should I trust you?" The Baron moved his hand to the hilt of his sword as he spoke.
"Because you have no other choice," the Wizard said. "Have I not demonstrated that I am here because I choose to be here, not because of your chains and your Guards?"
"I've had enough of your talk." The Baron nodded to the Guards. "Take him to the stocks for the day. I'll decide later if we hang him, take his head, or let him go. He can enjoy the hospitality of the townsfolk while I'm deciding.”
The Guards flanked the Wizard, who stretched his arms wide. He turned both palms up and immediately twin fireballs appeared twisting, turning and sputtering in his hands.
One of the Guards took a hesitant step towards the Wizard, reaching out. The Wizard tossed the fireball gently into the air, sending it floating slowly towards the Guard, who immediately backed away.
"I think I've had enough of this myself," the Wizard said. "Are you willing to allow me to serve you, or do you wish me to bring the power of Ran to bear against you in favor of the King? It matters little to me."
The Baron raised his hand. "I could have you shot where you stand." He nodded at the archers that flanked the room.
"You could try. It would only serve to demonstrate the power of Ran. Please go ahead." The Wizard turned towards the archers. He tossed one of the fireballs lazily up and down in his hand as he did.
The Baron waved his assent to the archers, who let fly. The arrows streaked for the Wizard. Half way across the room, both arrows burst into flames and vanished into small clouds of ash.



Ravages of War
The knight lunged at Zhimosom, swinging wildly. The sword caught the edge of the bucket and lodged itself deep in the waterlogged wood. The knight pulled back to free the weapon, jerking the bucket out of Zhimosom's hand. Zhimosom dove behind the table as the sword came at him again. This time it hacked splinters off the table, narrowly missing him.
The sound of a horn split the air, once, twice, three times. The blasts were clear and crisp even inside the house.
"Lucky you." The knight sheathed his sword and ran for the door just in time to crash headlong into his squire. "Sir, they're attacking!"
He thrust the squire out of his way, sending the younger man sprawling across the dirt floor of the house. The squire picked himself up and ran after his master.
Zhimosom crouched behind the table to catch his breath and waited until the knight had put a little distance between them. He didn't know what the sound of the horns meant, but it had saved his life. He tried to calm his racing heart.
Issula reached her hand out to help him up.
"Thank you for your gallantry," she said. "But that was a foolish thing to do."
"I know." Zhimosom straightened his shirt and rearranged his clothes to make himself a little more presentable. "I just couldn't stand to see that son of a dog take advantage of you, especially on my account."
"You were brave, but foolish." She reached for a few food items, placed them in a sack, and handed it to him. "Better get out of here while you can."
Zhimosom bowed his head. "Thank you for your hospitality." He stepped out of the door and carefully looked around. Down by the field, Sir Draveri was engaged in a battle. The opposing knight wore the Baron's colors and fought well. The knighs hacked at each other, landing blow after blow on shields that grew more and more ragged with each strike.
Another of the King's knights came running from the field he had set afire. He joined the fight, slashing at the Baron's man who soon withdrew. The horn sounded again, and a squadron of the Baron's men crested the hill.
Draveri turned and ran for his horse, calling for his squire as he fled. The Baron's knights gave chase, but not before the King's men had set the wheat field ablaze all along the road. The fire was spreading fast.
As the Baron's men thundered out of sight after the King's knights, Zhimosom rushed back to the house.
It was already burning.
He couldn't get near it; the heat was too intense. Flames engulfed the doorway, trapping the family. Zhimosom heard screams from inside as the roof collapsed, and then there was only the sound of the crackling flames.
The fire spread quickly through the dry fields. White billowing smoke filled the air. The heat of the fire outdid that of the sun and Zhimosom was soon soaked in sweat and covered in soot and ash from the burning crops.
The fire was closing in on him. He had to move or risk being trapped by the advancing flames. He ran towards his home, hoping to outrun the smoke and flames. He was able to stay out of the path of the fire, but only by running hard. If he faltered, the fire would have him.
His best efforts soon failed, and the flames and smoke overtook him. Fire licked across the path ahead, threatening to cut off his avenue of escape. Smoke obscured the sun, making it hard for Zhimosom to see his way along the path.
Zhimosom stopped short, as a wall of flame rose up and completely blocked his path. He fell to his knees, breathing hard, and laid his head against the dry dirt. Close to the ground, the air was slightly less clogged with smoke and he was able to catch his breath. He panted heavily, wondering how to escape.
Zhimosom felt the fire, just as he had done as he sat before the hearth in his hovel. This time the fire was wild and untamed, yet there was no malice in it. It was just that - fire.
He reached for the power in the flames and embraced it, drew it into himself, just as he had done with the fire in the fireplace. He felt the power in it, felt it fill him. He became one with the flames. He directed their movement around him and soon the smoke cleared.
Zhimosom stood up in the crisp, clear air that surrounded him. The smoke and flames swirled about him as if he were inside an empty grain bin. The walls of smoke and fire extended up to the sky above, but they did not press in on him. He walked towards his farm and the walls of smoke and flame moved with him.
Zhimosom was elated over his new-found ability to control the wild fire until he crested the hill leading to his home. The smoke cleared to reveal a shocking sight. The fields were burned out, leaving the scattered remnants of blackened stalks lazily throwing spindly threads of white smoke into the air. The hovel had collapsed into a pile of smoldering ashen logs.
Zhimosom rushed through the field without a thought to his own safety. He had to find Zheet.
He was too late. Zhimosom circled the smoldering pile searching for signs of his father but he found none.
He probed the fire with his sharpening magical senses. The furniture inside the hovel had been thrown together in a pile that supported the remains of his home. Under the table, something lay huddled in a tight ball; Zhimosom sensed a body.
Zhimosom pulled at the burning wood, but it scorched his hands. He reached out and embraced the fire with his mind as he had done earlier in the field. Zhimosom let it fill him, soaking in its rage. He held his hands out and envisioned the charred logs flying apart.
They flinched, hesitated and then exploded outward, leaving the table standing clear amongst the ashes. Zhimosom raced over and pushed the remnants of the table away, revealing not his father, as he had feared, but a charred, blackened mass of flesh that used to be a dog.
If his father had not been killed in the fire, where was Zheet? Zhimosom knew he could not stay here. There was no place to live and nothing to eat. The fields had been burned to the ground and the livestock slaughtered in their pens. Without Zheet and the farm, what would he do? The thought of leaving his home, even though it was a pile of ashes, saddened him.
He sat beside the smoldering ruins of his life. Where would he go now? What would he do?
Maybe Zheet had survived and headed to the castle. Maybe he would find him there. Zhimosom scanned the area once more, and finding nothing, turned towards the castle. It was the only place left to go.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom trudged along, his heart heavy. He crested the hill and saw a tree ahead. It was bereft of foliage, burned black and barren save for someone hanging from one of the lower branches. He ran to the tree to see if he was in time to save them. The figure had been strung up by his arms and left to die of starvation or the elements.
Zhimosom's heart raced as he ran to help.
As he grew close, the figure became clear.
It was Zheet.
Zheet's arms were bound together at the end of a thick rope that ran over the branch and down to the ground, where it was staked in the dirt. Zhimosom raced over and yanked at the rope.
It was stuck fast.
He felt for his knife but it was missing, lost in the fight with the knight, or his mad dash through the fields. He heard moaning and knew his father was still alive. He had to get the rope loose.
He was frantic. He searched for something to sever the rope. He found a stone that had been split by the heat of the flames. He grabbed it and rubbed the rough edge against the rope. Tiny filaments severed and curled away, but the rope held fast. The stone was no use against the thick strands.
Finally, it hit him. He focused his attention on the rope, willing it to catch fire, recalling the flames that had so recently menaced his path.
He called the flames into being around the rope and a small tongue of fire sprouted right where he had scored it with the stone. Fire licked the air, sending up a thread of white smoke.
Zheet moaned. It was taking too long to burn through the rope. Zhimosom pushed his focus on the flame, willing it to intensify. It blazed up. The rope smoldered, the strands springing away as the fire cut through them. It was just about to part when Zheet moaned again.
Zhimosom looked up. Zheet was too far from the ground. Zhimosom raced beneath his father just in time to hear the rope whip through the tree. Zheet came crashing down and Zhimosom was barely able to break his fall. Bearing the brunt of the impact, he tumbled to the ground. Zhimosom quickly untied Zheet's arms and legs and rolled him onto his back. Zheet was breathing, but only just.
"Father!"
Zheet wheezed and sucked air heavily through clenched teeth. He shook his head slowly from side to side, grimacing with pain.
Zhimosom examined his father. His side was bruised and battered. It looked misshapen. Zhimosom felt the break in his father's ribs. Both sides had been brutally broken. Zheet was wheezing and strained to draw each tortured breath.
Zhimosom looked around for something to carry his father or drag him if it came to that. He had to get the old man to a healer and quickly. He searched for anything that would help and finally settled on the rope that had been used to hang Zheet from the tree.
"Sorry, but it's all I have." Zhimosom bound his father's hands. He looped the rope under Zheet's arms and around his shoulders until there was enough to lift the old man onto Zhimosom's back. As Zhimosom picked Zheet up, the old man screamed in pain.
Zhimosom lowered Zheet back to the ground. He seemed to be in less pain lying on his back. Zhimosom let Zheet rest and tried again. This time Zhimosom heard Zheet stop breathing and choke as he picked the old man up, and quickly lowered him back to the ground.
Worried that Zheet would die without help, Zhimosom reached down and hefted his father on his shoulders once again. Zheet cried out in pain, but he continued breathing. Soon, his cries stopped, but Zhimosom took heart that Zheet's breathing continued, although it was labored.
Zhimosom teetered under the weight of his father, but he was able to walk as he set off in search of help.
Beyond the crest of a gentle hill was a field of wheat that had not been burned. Off in the distance, the farm house was untouched. Zhimosom quickened his pace, but slowed down again when he heard Zheet groaning. The measured pace was torture, but he knew he had to take it slow or risk Zheet dying on the trek.
He entered the yard and called out. "Ho, neighbor. Is anybody home?"
No one answered, so he dragged Zheet to the shade beneath a tree and propped him up as best as he could.
"I'll get you some water." Zhimosom headed to the well and lowered the bucket until he heard the splash from below. He raised the bucket and detached if from the rope. He looked around for a cup or a mug that he could use to serve water to Zheet, but there was nothing.
He carried the bucket to his father and knelt down. "Here, drink this." He held the cool water up to Zheet's lips with his cupped hands.
Zheet drank one swallow and started to choke on it. Zhimosom held his head up to relieve some of the pressure on his chest. It seemed to ease his breathing, but not enough to let him drink.
Something jabbed Zhimosom in the back. It was sharp and cold, like a sword or the blade of a scythe. "Don't move," came the voice of a young boy or girl, too young to make a difference.
Zhimosom slowly turned his head and glanced over his shoulder. A young girl held the scythe blade against his back. She was about ten summers in age, dressed in deerskin pants and shirt. She had shoulder-length dirty-brown hair that was wet and matted. He could never remember the names of the kids who lived on the neighboring farm. Zheet was not much for socializing and Zhimosom never had interest in the affairs of others.
Zhimosom raised his hands to show he was unarmed. "My father's been hurt. He needs a healer. Are you a healer?"
"I'm not a healer. There is no healer around here. Why did you bring him here? I have enough trouble already." The girl pressed the blade deeper into Zhimosom's back. He felt the pain of the point, but it did not break his skin.
"Please. He needs help. We live just up the road. Bandits struck our farm. They burned everything. They strung my father up in a tree and left him for dead. Please, let me help him."
The blade withdrew. Zhimosom turned his head to see the girl standing alert, prepared for a fight. He moved slowly, lifting a handful of water to Zheet's lips. They were blue and still. Zheet did not respond.
Zhimosom sat up and shook Zheet. "Father. Father!"
Nothing.
He placed his ear next to the old man's mouth and listened, straining to hear the sound of his breathing or feel Zheet's breath on his ear.
Still nothing.
Zhimosom shook Zheet, but it did no good.
"Father!" Zhimosom beat Zheet's chest hoping to start his breathing again, but it didn't help, and he sank to the ground, exhausted. He was an orphan.
Zhimosom stared at Zheet, hoping by some chance he was wrong, that the old man would gasp and breathe once again. He felt a small hand on his shoulder.
"He's gone," the girl said. "Just like my folks and my brothers and sisters."
"What do you mean, like your folks? Did they do something to your folks?"
"They killed my family." She pulled at his hand. "Come with me. I'll show you."
Zhimosom stood up and let her lead him. Now he remembered. Her name was Brill.
Zhimosom followed her around the house. Hanging from a tree in the farmyard was a man, a woman and several children. The children ranged in age from twelve summers down to only three. They swung from a sturdy branch, just as Zheet had. He rushed to them, but there was no one to save. They were already dead.
Brill turned to him and grasped him with her scrawny arms until it hurt. She buried her head in his chest and wept.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom took the scythe from Brill, cut the ropes and lowered the bodies to the soft grass beneath the tree. He found a shovel in the barn and dug a series of shallow graves. Brill brought him water from the well when he got too hot. He didn't want to stop until the job was done.
Brill stood by the tree, watching him dig, and now and then she went and stared at the bodies. She cried off and on. Finally, Zhimosom asked her to fetch blankets from the house and covered the bodies. By evening, the graves were ready. Zhimosom carefully lowered the bodies into the dark earth. He tucked the blankets around each one before shoveling dirt on top.
"Do you have any words to say?" Brill asked as they stood beside the open grave that held Zhimosom's father.
"No. Do you?" Zhimosom leaned against the shovel that he'd used to dig the graves. He was eager to get on with the task.
He looked down on the lifeless body of his father. Since Zhimosom's mother and brothers had died, Zheet had been constantly dissatisfied with life. Zhimosom thought that Zheet brought much of his bad luck on himself.
He shoveled the dirt into the grave, knowing that it would soon be overgrown with pasture grass and lost. There were no markers, no remembrances here, just shallow graves that would soon be forgotten.
Zhimosom stood looking down at the fresh grave. "He was never someone I could respect. Not since my mother died."
"Then why are you crying?" Brill asked.
That did it. Zhimosom crumpled to the ground sobbing. He was alone now. Mother dead in a fire, brothers killed in the war, and now Zheet murdered by the King's men, for what?
He sat in the fresh dirt, head in his hands, and let it all come out. Tears streamed down his face as he cried as he had not done since they buried his mother.
Small arms encircles his neck. Brill leaned heavily in on him. He felt the wet of her tears on his neck and knew he was not alone. The girl who seemed so strong when he first arrived was just as alone and afraid as he was.
After he had cried himself out, he dried his tears and sat up. Brill followed his example. She was a mess; tear streaks cut furrows through the dirt on her face. He put his arm around her shoulder and tried to sound strong.
"Come on, let's see if there's anything left to eat in the house." He had to find something to make a meal before they slept, and then it was off to the castle, where he could find work and keep himself fed. He couldn't stay on the farm with the specter of the dead hanging over him.
Zhimosom and Brill scoured the house for leavings that the marauders had missed. They found a few chunks of hard dried cheese and a jug of mead tucked behind the bed that belonged to Brill's parents. They salvaged a small pool of molasses syrup from the remains of a jug that had been cast against the wall.
The cattle had been taken by the invaders, but there were a few fowl that managed to take refuge in the field. They'd come home in the evening looking for food and water, only to provide Zhimosom and Brill with their first meal of the day. Zhimosom made a small fire and roast one of the fowl. He set it in front of Brill and sat down to eat.
"How did you survive?" Zhimosom asked.
"I was in the field, chasing down a lost fowl. The bird got out of the pen. I ran after it, but it kept running away. When I saw the men come, I knew something was wrong. I hid in a tree in the field and watched."
She started trembling and Zhimosom moved to sit beside her, placing his arm around her. He waited until she stopped. "You don't have to tell me if you don't want to."
She sniffed back the tears. "I have to say. So someone knows." She dried her runny nose on the back of her sleeve.
"The men ... they ... beat my Pa. I saw them drag him over by that tree and throw him to the ground. Then they stomped on his chest over and over again. Then they tied him up in the tree first. They went back in the house for the rest."
She buried her head in his shirt, sobbing.
Zhimosom stroked her hair. "That's enough. Just try not to think about it."
He found a knife and carved the fowl, placing some on the plate before her. "You should eat something. We have a long walk ahead of us tomorrow."
"I'm not hungry. I'll never eat again." Brill pushed the plate away.
"Yes, you will." Zhimosom pushed it back before her. "We're going to walk to the castle tomorrow. You have to eat to keep up your strength."
"I don't want to go."
"What are you going to do? Stay here and farm all on your own?"
"I don't know."
"You're coming with me. I'll find someone to take care of you once we get there. I'll try to get someone to take you in. Most folks prefer to take in boys, but they may make an exception for you. You don't have any relatives around here that would take you in, do you?"
"No, not around here. My aunt lives in the town near the castle. Maybe she'll take me in."
"We'll have to find her, then. Tomorrow morning we get started." Zhimosom continued to tear the flesh from the fowl, stuffing it into his mouth even as he talked. He was hungry from the day's labor, and tired. He just wanted this day to end.
 
 
 
 
The next morning, Zhimosom and Brill set off for the castle. They walked all day before rounding a low hill that hid the town. The castle stood stark in contrast to the natural rock outcrop that elevated it above the gently rolling hills.
The town sprawled out from the base of the castle walls. The stone-walled houses were universally roofed with dry, dirty and tattered thatch. Smoke drifted from every chimney, mingling together as it rose to join the cloud of gray haze that hung over the city and castle alike.
"It doesn't look very friendly, does it?" Zhimosom prompted Brill as she stared at it with wide eyes.
"Have you been there before?" The young girl grasped at his arm and pulled him back, almost as if she unconsciously wanted to restrain him from entering the town.
"I was here twice with my father. We came once for the birth celebration of his brother's firstborn, and once to buy blades for the scythes and a new ax head.
"It was quite a while ago, but I remember it well. The town was crowded with all sorts of folk. We made our way to the market, bought what we needed and departed immediately. My father never liked the town. He told me everything we needed was on the farm, save the blacksmith shop.
"He said there was trouble for the unwary in town. Trouble you can't get into out on the farm. I never understood what he meant by that."
"Do we have to go there?" Brill pulled at this arm, bringing him to a halt this time.
"Yes, we do." Zhimosom patted her hand and gently removed her fingers from around his arm. "I need to find work so we can eat, and we need to find your aunt, or some other nice family who would be willing to take you in."
"Can't I stay with you?" Brill hugged him. She shook with fear, her arms clutching him tightly.
He stroked her hair. "I can't take care of you. I don't even know how I'm going to take care of myself yet. But, until I find you a home, I'll look after you."
She looked up at him with glistening eyes, blinking back the tears. "Promise?"
"I promise." Zhimosom took her by the hand and pulled her along as he started for the town once more.
"Come on," he said. "We need a place to sleep before nightfall. It would be nice to find something to eat if we can. The cheese is almost gone."
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom and Brill pushed their way through the crowded streets. They were not the only refugees in town. People jammed the streets. Some pulled carts piled with their meager possessions, and others carried stuffed packs. Underfed and sickly looking animals were tied behind carts or were pulled by children or the aged.
Zhimosom led the way to the market, shoving between folk who seemed to stand wherever they had been when they finally gave up hope. Refugees crowded against the barrier that had been hastily erected around the otherwise open market. They were dirty, unwashed. They wore ragged clothes that were smudged with smoke and stained by ash.
Some of them carried bags of provisions, others nothing. None of them carried a purse or wore any jewelry that could be used for trade. They pressed the barrier crying out, but Guards had been stationed around the perimeter, barring their way.
A young woman held her hand out to the Guard, begging. "Please, my children are starving. Please let me have just one loaf of bread. Just one loaf of stale dry bread."
The Guard looked cross with her. "Show me your coin."
She extended her empty hand once more. "I have none. Please. My children."
The Guard thrust the butt of his spear at her, knocking her on the shins. She crumbled to the ground in pain.
The Guard kicked at her. "Come back with coin. No beggars allowed."
He turned to Zhimosom. "Halt."
The Guard held out his spear, blocking Zhimosom's path. "What brings you to the market? What coin do you have or what goods do you trade?"
"I ... I have none." Zhimosom searched his person mentally, looking for something, anything, that he could claim as a trade good. He wished he had kept the scythe blade he had worked in the fields. A nice shiny blade like that would fetch a few coppers, maybe even a silver.
Brill released Zhimosom's hand, ducked beneath the Guard's spear and quickly disappeared into the market.
"Hey, come back!" Zhimosom started after her, but the Guard barred his way. He drew out a whistle and blew three short blasts. Immediately, more Guards appeared as if out of nowhere. They grabbed Zhimosom by the arms.
"Where did she go? Where was she headed?" they demanded.
"I don't know." Zhimosom struggled, but they held him fast. "I just met her yesterday. Her family was killed. I told her I would take her here, to town, so she could find her relatives."
He twisted and tried to break free until one of the Guards jabbed him in the gut with the blunt end of his spear.
"Thieves work in pairs," the first Guard said. "She's probably your sister, trained to steal while you occupy the Guards. We've seen more than enough of your kind lately."
The Guard grabbed Zhimosom by the chin and raised his head to look him in the eyes. "Last chance."
"I don't know where she is," Zhimosom pleaded.
The Guard let go of his chin and slapped him across the face with the back of his hand. Pain shot through Zhimosom and he spat out blood.
"Bind him and take him to the gaol," the Guard said. "Once the headsman returns, we'll take off his hand."
Take off his hand! Zhimosom struggled, but it didn't matter. The Guards were too strong. The larger one jabbed him again, taking the wind out of him. He bound Zhimosom’s hands behind his back.
"Come on, you. Don't make me carry you all the way to the castle." The Guard grabbed Zhimosom by the ear and turned him towards the street that lead to the castle.
Zhimosom struggled to catch his breath as they shoved him along the street with their spears.



Priests and Wizards
"Stop this nonsense." The Baron stood and extended his hand to the Wizard. "Clearly, you have power. Why is it that you chose to help us against King Omrik? Surely he would pay a high price to have a Wizard such as you in his employ?"
"I care not for the King," the Wizard said. "Nor he for me, I fear."
The Baron laughed and sat back down on his ornate throne. Rotiaqua knew the King was even more dead set against Wizards and magic than her father. It was no surprise this Wizard had received a poor welcome at the King's hand.
"No, he does not," the Baron said. "Why should I listen to you instead of having you executed for your insolence?"
The Wizard approached the throne, took to his knee in supplication, and bowed deeply. "My Lord, all I ask is official recognition for Ran and for his priesthood. Nothing more, just a haven for worship where the faithful can gather."
"If I recognize your god and grant you liberty to practice your religion in my land, then you will defend me from the King's armies?"
"Yes, My Lord."
"Nothing more?" The Baron laughed. Rotiaqua watched with a skeptical eye. She felt the magic emanating from the Wizard. It was muddy, as if it was a mixture of different types of magic, not pure and clear like her own.
"Nothing more, My Lord."
"Rise then ... What is your name, Wizard?"
"My Lord, I am called Sulrad."
"Well, Sulrad. If you can do as you say, I will grant you the freedom you request of me, but first you must prove yourself."
"As you wish, My Lord." The Wizard bowed his head low and started to back out of the audience chamber.
"Not so quick, Wizard. I need a reliable witness. You will take my daughter with you so she can report back to me what you do. You will protect her with your life. Do you understand me?"
"Yes, My Lord."
 
 
 
 
The next day Sulrad sent word to the Castle that he had located the village where the King's men would attack. Rotiaqua called her Guards and a small squad of soldiers and rode out with the Priest. It took half of the morning to reach the village where Omrik's men were supposed to be headed.
The King's men were working their way along the border towns on her father's land, burning and killing just as they'd said they would. It wasn't hard to determine the next town they would attack. Rotiaqua was not impressed with the Wizard's powers of divination.
Sulrad set up camp on a hill overlooking the town. The stone-walled houses below were topped with sparse thatch roofs. Smoke trickled form chimneys as the townsfolk carried on with the business of harvesting and stockpiling the crops.
A rickety wagon stuttered down the dusty lane behind a pair of oxen; the oxen were being driven by a child.
The wagon made its way to a field almost at the extent of her vision. The wagon stopped, and the occupants piled out. They attacked the wheat with their scythes and sickles. The tall waving stalks of grain fell methodically before their labor.
The child who had been driving the wagon joined another in the task of gathering the grain into sheaves, tying them up, and standing them in the field like soldiers at attention in a ragged line. They made quick work, cutting a wide swath that quickly stretched to the low rock wall that marked the extent of this particular field. They turned and headed back towards her, just as quickly felling the golden stalks.
They had half the field harvested before the blare of a distant horn pierced the silence. The farmers perked up at the sound and ceased their labor. They gathered together, forming a solid mass with extended forks and scythe blades.
A dozen men galloped down the lane towards the assembled farmers, dust filling the air behind them. They flew a banner bearing the King's crest. Rotiaqua turned to the Wizard and called out. "Here they come."
Sulrad rushed down the hill to the dirt lane ahead of the knot of farmers. He stood in the middle of the dusty road, arm outstretched to halt the advancing army.
"In the name of Ran, I order you to stop and leave this land," he shouted.
The lead soldier reined his horse to a stop as he reached the Wizard. The soldier remained seated and settled his horse as his men stopped behind him.
"In whose name?" the soldier asked.
"In the name of Ran, on behalf of Baron Rieck, I command you to leave this land and its people and return to your King."
"I don't know no Ran." The soldier pulled his sword from its scabbard and held it high. "In the name of King Omrik, I command you to step aside or be run through where you stand. We are meting out the just punishment that the King has decreed."
The soldier shook the reins and his horse stepped closer to the Wizard.
"I am warning you. Leave now, while you still can, or face the wrath of Ran." Sulrad held out his hand and a fireball like the one that Rotiaqua had witnessed before materialized. It floated just above his outstretched palm. The ball turned a deep violet, spinning and spitting sparks. It was soon so bright, she could not look directly at it.
Power emanated from Sulrad. A violet haze seemed to enfold him in its embrace, extending out from the Wizard to the men on horseback. Rotiaqua felt the surge of power as Sulrad let the fireball loose. It flew straight and struck the lead rider. The man, horse and attendant equipment vanished in a bright sparkle of light, to be replaced by a shiny cloud of ash that quickly floated away in the afternoon breeze.
The next horseman didn't wait for a challenge; he raised his sword and charged Sulrad. The soldier flashed through the dissipating cloud of ash that had been his comrade as he bore down on the Wizard.
The soldier swung his sword.
Rotiaqua felt the power as the sword impacted the violet light surrounding the Wizard. It was almost as if the sword had hit her flesh, so forceful was the impact, but it was blunt and turned away easily. Sulrad followed the attack with another fireball. This one materialized in the air half way between his outstretched hand and the soldier, who vanished in a flash of light and a cloud of ash, just as his commander had.
Sulrad dispatched several more soldiers before the remnants turned and galloped off the way they had arrived. Sulrad approached the farmers and spoke to them, but his words were soft and they did not carry to her perch on the hill. The farmers all bowed their heads to the ground in front of the Wizard as he held his arms outstretched towards them.
 
 
 
 
Rotiaqua and Sulrad rode back to the castle at a hurried pace. Rotiaqua tried to avoid the Wizard as much as possible. There was something about him that made her uncomfortable. He spent most of his time preaching to the soldiers about his god Ran.
Rotiaqua had little interest in religion. Her father said it was a waste of time; that the gods had died out well before the time of the dragons, and had been gone for a millennium. She didn't think this new god, Ran, was real; it seemed to her that he was just a story the Wizard made up to try and impress ignorant folk.
She felt his Wizard’s power though, even when he wasn't using magic. It emanated from him as a slight violet light that constantly surrounded him.
When they reached the castle, Sulrad proceeded immediately to the audience chamber. Rotiaqua headed to her quarters and ordered her maid to draw a bath. She'd spent more time out in the dusty, dirty countryside than she wanted and couldn't wait to get cleaned up.
"Did he really do magic?" Oadry asked as she helped Rotiaqua out of her dusty travel clothes and into the bath.
"Yes, he did. He raised a fireball and vaporized several soldiers before the rest of them turned tail and ran for home. I'm sure the King has heard of it by now."
Oadry helped her wash off the worst of the dirt and grime but was interrupted by a knock on the door. "Rotiaqua, your father wants you in the audience chamber immediately."
"Go tell him I am making myself decent and will be along as soon as I am presentable."
Oadry rushed to the door. The Guard insisted that Rotiaqua was to come immediately, no excuses.
Rotiaqua rose from the tub, splashing water all around. She grabbed a large towel and wrapped it around herself. She twisted her long hair to squeeze the water out and let it fall down her back. She stepped into her slippers and headed off to the audience chamber.
When the Baron saw her, he scowled the way he usually did when she displeased him.
"You said immediately," Rotiaqua quipped. "I wouldn't think of making you wait when such a summons is issued." She sat on her chair beside him, water still dripping from her hair and onto the rich velvet covering. It trickled down to the floor, where it made a small pool beneath her.
"You were with the Wizard. Did you witness the power of Ran he speaks of?" The Baron nodded towards the Wizard.
She blinked back at Sulrad in astonishment. He had paused long enough to shave his head and beard and had donned a black robe with gold piping. The robe flowed around him as he knelt before the Baron.
"I don't know whose power he used, but I did witness him vaporize a number of the soldiers and drive the rest of them off before they could put the farmers to the sword or burn their crops."
Her eyes kept straying to the Wizard. His shaved head and long black robes looked silly. She wondered what he was up to with such an elaborate affectation.
"I'm sorry," she finally blurted out. "Why have you shaved your head and what are you wearing?"
The Wizard looked up at her. "These are to mark me as a Priest of Ran. I have taken an oath to serve Ran for the rest of my life. No other shall have a place in my heart, no woman, no child for me. I am a Priest of Ran. I have dedicated my life to him and to his worship. I exist only to serve him and guide others to his light."
"And what does this service entail, besides fighting the King's troops on behalf of my father?"
"Ran is merciful and powerful. He shines his light on everyone who comes to him. He heals the sick, soothes the suffering, and prospers his people."
"Care to show us how that works?" Rotiaqua asked. She was skeptical about all the talk of Ran, but Sulrad had power - that was certain.
Sulrad turned to the line of petitioners. "Is there anyone who comes here seeking assistance? Perhaps for a sick or injured child?"
Back in the line, a woman raised her hand. "I do, Sire. I have come asking for medical help for my son. He was run over by a wagon and his leg is twisted and broken." Her ragged homespun dress was threadbare and dirty. Her hair looked to have been quickly brushed out, but bits of straw still stuck out of it here and there.
The Wizard walked along the line. "Anyone else?"
Farther back, a merchant stood in the line. He wore fine clothes and jewelry made of gold and precious stones. He leaned on an ornate cane for support and looked to be overfed. He raised his hand. "My daughter. She has weak eyes. She can't see to do her work, and needs a guide to take her from place to place."
The Wizard motioned to the merchant. "Please take me to her. I will heal her."
"But what about my son?" the woman asked.
"I can't heal everyone," the Wizard said, dismissing her. He turned to the merchant and extended his arm.
"Please, kind sir. Won't you heal my son? He won't be able to work with his leg all twisted up like that. How is he supposed to support a family?"
Sulrad turned to look the woman in the eye. "Then it's best that he not raise a family, if he can't care for it."
She grabbed at his robe, but Sulrad pulled it away from her. "Leave me alone!"
Sulrad turned back to the merchant and extended his arm. "Let us see about your daughter."
Rotiaqua was furious at the way Sulrad had treated the woman. Why was the merchant's daughter worthy of healing and not the poor boy? She turned to her father to voice her complaint, but before she could say a word, he held up his hand.
"Go with him and witness what he does," the Baron said. "Then come back and tell me about it."
Rotiaqua looked at him, her eyes full of anger. She glanced down at the towel that enfolded her. "Like this?"
The Baron laughed. "I didn't ask you to come down half dressed." He waved toward the Wizard and the merchant. "Hurry up before you lose sight of them.
Rotiaqua and Sulrad followed the merchant to his house. The foyer was large and decorated with fine paintings of the man and his family. The daughter was depicted in many of them. She was a chubby, sour-faced girl with her father's nose and chin, and her mother's eyes.
Rotiaqua and Sulrad were escorted into a sitting room and served refreshments. The merchant's wife ran around in a panic, shouting at the staff and demanding attention for Rotiaqua. "Your Grace, please excuse my lazy servants. We don't get much royalty here."
"Please don't trouble yourself on my account. I am simply here to witness the healing of your daughter." Rotiaqua smiled over at Sulrad. She secretly hoped he would fail at his task. The more she saw of him, the more she disliked the man. She certainly didn't want him getting in the Baron's good graces.
"Please bring the girl here." Sulrad motioned to the small divan near the interior courtyard.
The wife snapped her fingers at the nearest servant. "My daughter!"
"Yes, Ma'am." The servant bowed his head and backed out of the room. He returned shortly leading the girl by the hand and seated her on the divan, as requested.
Sulrad stood before her. He held his hand up in front of her face. "Can you see my hand?"
"Yes, I can."
"How many fingers am I holding out?"
"Two ... three ... I don't know." The girl huffed and turned her head to look at her father. Rotiaqua saw the milkiness of her eyes and knew the girl was nearly blind.
Sulrad passed his staff before the girl's face, repeating unfamiliar words. Rotiaqua sensed the power rise up in him. Sulrad had a slight violet glow around him. Magic flowed from the Priest and wrapped around the girl. Rotiaqua felt the magic drain out of Sulrad as he healed the girl.
Finally, Sulrad stopped his chanting and sat back. He looked drained and thinner; it must have been exhausting for him, the way he channeled power to the girl as he worked.
"How many fingers am I holding up?" he asked the girl again.
Her face broke out in a smile. "I see three."
The girl turned to her father. "Father. I can see again."
She sprung from the couch and ran to her father. "I can see again."
The merchant removed the gold chain from around his neck and made a big show of extending it to Sulrad. It was heavy and inlaid with precious stones. He held it out to place it around Sulrad's neck.
"No, I do not need any adornment beyond these simple robes." Sulrad took the necklace and placed it in his pocket. Rotiaqua noticed that while he might not wear it, he certainly had no qualms about accepting it.
Rotiaqua refused further hospitality from the family, who wanted to take the opportunity of a royal visitor to improve their standing in the neighborhood. Rotiaqua was slightly embarrassed that she had rushed out without proper dress.
She returned to the castle and her bath, dressing properly before seeking out the Baron. She found him in his study, sitting beside a fire with a chalice full of wine and a book.
"Well?" he said as she entered the room.
She took a seat next to him and motioned the servant for a glass of wine. "He healed the girl. He also took a very expensive necklace as payment ... Well, not as payment, more of a gratuity, but he took it nonetheless."
"Must look silly with those black robes he's determined to wear."
"He didn't wear it; he just took it and pocketed it."
"Hmmm ... we may have to start a tax on this religion. Sounds like he's profiting nicely by it already."
"I don't like it," Rotiaqua said. She took the proffered wine and drank heavily. It had been a long day and she was eager to get some rest.
"I don't much care for it myself, but if he can keep the King's men at bay, I'm inclined to put up with him. If he can convince some of these rich merchants to hand over a little more of their precious coin, I can learn to like him."
"I thought you were strictly against magic in any form."
"We all have to make compromises. Don't I keep telling you that?"
 
 
 
 
That evening Oadry turned down the bed and lit a fire for Rotiaqua, who sat at the desk and placed a large candle in the holder. Rotiaqua reached out with her mind and lit the flame. She stared into it searching for the boy she'd seen before. Her senses reached out to the hovel where he lived.
There was only a pile of ashes and a heap of charred logs where the hovel had been. Rotiaqua's heart quickened. Where was he? What had had happened to the only person who had ever been able to connect with her through the fire?
She panicked, searching around the area with her senses, but she could not find him. There was only the body of a dog that lay beneath the remains of the hovel. She sensed him, though; just a slight trace remained of his presence. He had been here after the fire. He might still be alive.
She calmed herself and followed the faint trail of his path. He had stopped at another farm not far from his hovel; that much was clear. He had spent some time there. There were graves. His essence was particularly strong on one of them, less so with the rest.
She moved on.
He'd walked towards the town. She could feel his essence. She followed until it got close to the castle. He was near. He was in the castle.
In the gaol.
He was locked in the gaol, not far from where she sat. Why was he there? She reached out to him. He was asleep, weak from hunger and exhaustion.
She prodded him with her mind, trying to rouse him in his dark cell. He came awake and looked around as if trying to focus on her image. She suspected he would have a hard time seeing her without the fire to channel his thoughts, but he blinked and peered right at her.
She saw him start when he recognized her. He pulled back, and bumped his head on the wall.
"I don't know why this keeps happening. Please forgive me."
He pulled away, trying to break the contact. She panicked and reached out to him. "No, wait. I've been searching for you. I've been trying to contact you. Please don't go."
"Why do you want to talk to me? I already have enough trouble."
"I saw what happened to your hovel. I was worried about you. Are you all right?"
"I'm in the gaol. They're going to take off my hand. No, I'm not all right."
"Why are they going to take your hand off? Are you a thief?" She didn't think he was the type to steal, at least she hoped not. She had only had that brief conversation with him. Her maid said all of the small folk stole, given the opportunity.
"I'm no thief. I brought a young girl along with me to town. She ran off into the market and the Guards grabbed me. They accused me of training her to steal for me. They threw me in the gaol and now they're going to take off my hand as punishment. They won't listen to me when I tell them what happened."
Rotiaqua looked at his face in the flame. He was terrified. She knew she should just forget him, but she believed him. Rotiaqua didn't know why. She just did, and he had magic. He was the only one who could talk to her like this. Rotiaqua was lonely and needed a friend; maybe he would finally be the one who understood what it was like to have magic and have to keep it hidden.
Rotiaqua decided to take a chance.
"Wait there. I'll be right down to get you out of there."
He glanced up at her in surprise. "Why would you do that?"
"Because you're my friend."
Rotiaqua didn't wait for his response; she extinguished the candle flame with a thought and scrambled into her dress. She stepped into her sandals and rushed off to the gaol.
Twice, city Guards stopped her to ask her what she was doing out so late. She told them she was on an errand for the Baron and they let her pass.
The gaol was below ground level, near the corner of the castle where the sewage pipe drained over the side of the rock ledge. It was damp, smelly, and dark. She knocked on the door to no avail. She kept at it until the gaol keeper arrived.
He was sleepy and confused. His hair was a mess and he blinked at the light from the lantern she carried. "What do you want?" he asked gruffly through the small portal in the door.
"I need you to release a prisoner." She leaned in to the portal to get a better look inside.
"Come back tomorrow morning." The gaol keeper slammed the portal shut.
She knocked on the door again. "Do you know who I am?" she screamed at the door as she pounded on it. "I am the Baron's daughter and I demand you open this door."
The portal opened once more. The face inside looked skeptical and fearful. "How do I know you speak the truth?"
Rotiaqua held her hand up to the portal showing him her ring with the Baron's crest engraved on it. "How about this?"
The portal shut once more, this time with less violence. There was a clatter and the door swung open to reveal a short man half dressed in the uniform of the Guard. The gaol keeper ran his hand through his hair to straighten it. "Apologies, Your Ladyship. I didn't recognize you." He squinted at her. "Why are you here?"
"You have a young man wrongly imprisoned. He was accused of thievery and placed in your gaol to await the headsman. I want him released."
"Well, you know what thieving these folks are doing. There were so many people driven from their land lately, they have infested the city like a plague. They show up in the town without a place to stay or food to eat. Lots of them are turning to thievery to keep body and soul together. Why do you think this one was falsely accused?"
"Because I know him. He says he didn't do it and I believe him. Where is he?"
"What's he look like?"
"He's about fourteen summers old, almost as tall as me, brown hair, farmer's attire ..."
The gaol keeper looked at her. "Sounds like lots of folk who have been arrested lately."
"He said they caught him today and were going to take his hand off." She gestured to her right hand, mimicking the headsman's ax.
"Oh, that one. I think I know who you're talking about."
The gaol keeper hurried down the dark passageway and quickly returned with the young man in tow. He was in chains, his clothes were torn, and he had bruises on his face and arms.
When he caught her eye, he lowered his head and said. "Thank you, My Lady. I don't know how I will ever repay you."
"Take those chains off him." Rotiaqua leveled a gaze of pure vitriol at the gaol keeper, who rushed to unlock the chains and set Zhimosom free.
"Come with me," Rotiaqua said. She turned to leave, only to find the young man collapsed on the floor behind her.



Livery
Zhimosom woke in a strange bed. His thought came to him slowly. He was in a bed, not a cell. He sat up, rubbing his head. There was a lump on the back of it that hurt when he touched it.
"Gently, you hit your head pretty hard. Take it easy."
Zhimosom blinked to clear his eyes. There stood a man in his middle ages, just starting to go bald, dressed in fine clothes. The man stood beside the bed with a tray of bread, fruit, cheese, and meat, and a jug of water.
He set the tray down on the table next to the bed. He fluffed the pillow and placed it behind Zhimosom's back as he helped him into a sitting position.
"What happened?"
"You hit your head when you fell. You must have passed out from exhaustion."
"I was ... I was in the gaol. How did I get here?" Zhimosom looked around the room. It was a nice room in a nice inn. He had only vague memories of the woman who came to get him.
He looked around the room for her, but she was not there.
"The woman who came to get me..."
"She's gone back to the castle. She asked me to stay with you for a few days until you get your strength back."
"Who are you?" Zhimosom asked. Had the Baron's daughter rescued him from the gaol? He thought he remembered that, but why had she left him here? Who was this man caring for him? The questions jumbled through his mind still looking for the answers.
"I am Heyk. I am the manservant to mistress Rotiaqua. She liberated you from the gaol and brought you here last night. She asked me to watch over you until you regained your strength."
"Why did she help me?" Zhimosom recalled meeting her in the flames, and again when she came to him in a dream in the gaol. It was starting to come back to him.
"I don't know why she chose to help you. A manservant does not ask why the Lady does anything."
"Is she really a Lady? Rotiaqua?"
"Of course. She is the Baron's daughter."
"I saw her before ..." Zhimosom didn't want to admit he had seen her in the fire.
Heyk laughed. "I'm sure you are mistaken. Mistress Rotiaqua is the heir to the Barony. It must have been another you saw."
"Where are we?" Zhimosom asked.
"You are at the Regal Hound, a public house. Your stay has been secured for the rest of this moon so you will have time to rest and recover. Her Ladyship has covered your room and board until then.
"I will be here until nightfall, and then I must return to my duties at the castle. I will look in on you from time to time, just to make sure you are doing well."
"Will she be back?" Zhimosom asked. He wanted to thank her for her kindness, but he was uncomfortable around the nobles, even though she had rescued him from the gaol. He rubbed his wrist thinking of how they'd meant to take his hand.
"She did not indicate to me one way or another." Heyk picked up the water, poured a cup, and held it out.
Zhimosom grabbed it and drank it down without stopping for a breath. He reached for the tray and stuffed his mouth with bread. It was soft and moist, not the type he was used to.
"The girl?" Zhimosom asked chewing noisily. "There was a girl with me when I came into town. What happened to her?"
"I don't know anything about that."
Zhimosom held out the cup and Heyk refilled it. He drank it all again. It was cool and went down his throat like liquid silk, and soothed the dryness that lingered there.
"I have to find her," Zhimosom said. "Her family was killed … She ran off into the market."
"I'm sure you will find her in time. For now, I suggest you rest and eat."
Heyk stayed with him until the noon meal. "I must be getting back to the Castle. If you need anything, ask the proprietor. He will see to your needs."
"Will you be back?" Zhimosom didn't want to lose his only connection to Rotiaqua.
"I will check on you in a few days to make sure everything is to your liking. I have duties in the Castle that I must attend." Heyk bowed and backed out of the room, quietly closing the door behind himself.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom wanted to get in touch with Rotiaqua to thank her for her help. He lit the candle on the nightstand and sat cross-legged on the bed. He opened his mind to her, searching for her. He could tell she was in the castle, but she was not open to him. He felt a slight sign of recognition, but she did not appear, so he extinguished the candle and lay down. He was still tired and sore from his time in the gaol and the treatment of the Guards. He lay back on the bed and slept.
When Zhimosom awoke, it was already dark. He felt something pulling at him, as if someone were calling his name from a distance, but he could not make it out. He reached out for the connection and felt Rotiaqua trying to contact him.
He sat up and lit the candle, settling into a comfortable position, and opened himself to her.
"You're all right, then?" she asked.
"Yes. I am doing much better. Still sore, but well fed and my injuries have been tended to. Your man Heyk was most kind."
"I was so worried about you. I'm glad you are well. I felt you try to contact me, but I was engaged. This was the first chance I had to get away from everyone and reach out to you."
"Thank you for your kindness."
"Think nothing of it." Rotiaqua leaned into the fire. Her face was as clear as if she were in the room with him.
"I need your help. There is a Wizard here. He is trying to get my father to let him start up a Temple. He promised to help my father against the King if father lets him do this. I'm worried."
Rotiaqua shifted in the fire. She was in her room as she had been the first time Zhimosom saw her. She looked upset.
"I don't trust him," she said. "Father was so dead set against Wizards, but he just let this one walk right in, and gave him whatever he wanted."
"What do you think the Wizard is up to?"
"I don't know. Maybe we can find him, the way that I found you. We can look in on him; see what he's doing."
"You know how to do that?" Zhimosom asked.
"How do you think I found you?" Rotiaqua laughed the pleasant laugh Zhimosom had heard from her that first night.
"I don't know. I wasn't doing anything but opening myself to the fire, and there you were."
"I was searching for someone like me," Rotiaqua said. "We can do the same with the Wizard."
"Will he be able to see us?"
"Not if we're careful." Rotiaqua reached her hand out of the fire. "Care to try?"
Zhimosom was worried. Rotiaqua had been able to see him. She had even held the contact open when he wanted to flee. If this Wizard were powerful, he might be able to do the same. Then what would happen to them? "I would like to, but I fear I am still a little weak. I don't want to risk it just yet."
"Tomorrow, then. I'll contact you when I can."
Zhimosom felt the contact break and, once again, he was alone in his room.
 
 
 
 
By the next evening, Zhimosom felt his strength returning. He sat before the fireplace staring at the flames as he so often did at home. He let his mind drift through memories of the hovel he shared with Zheet that was now only a pile of ashes. He felt a tug, a familiar presence. He opened himself to it and Rotiaqua's face appeared in the flames.
"How are you feeling?" she asked.
"I'm fine. I think I'm almost back to normal."
"I'm glad to hear that. Are they taking good care of you?"
"They are. I am grateful for all your assistance. I thought I was going to lose my hand." He absentmindedly rubbed his writs as he talked.
"We Wizards have to stick together." She winked at him from the flames. "I feel your power and it's growing quickly. Soon, your power will surpass my own. That's why I need your help. I'm afraid of the Wizard my father has allowed into our lives. He's powerful, but there's something strange about him."
"How can I help?" Zhimosom asked. He was only a poor farmer and wasn't even sure where he was going to find his next meal, once her generous support ran out.
"Can you sense the Wizard? Can you tell me if he is evil or benign?"
"I don’t' know how to sense magic. Can you show me how you do it?" Zhimosom followed her lead. He reached out with his senses and traced the route her magic took. He felt the presence of the Wizard in the castle, but it was indistinct and insubstantial. "I can sense him, but nothing more."
Rotiaqua held her hand out to him. Zhimosom was taken aback when the hand extended out of the flame and became solid. He reached out and gingerly took it in his own.
Her grasp was firm but not too strong. Her hand looked fragile and smooth next to his. He felt the slight plumpness beneath her firm flesh, and then the power surge hit him.
Without warning, he found he could sense her whole being. Her magic was open to him and he could feel what she was feeling. Zhimosom was shocked. What had happened? Somehow, their magic had linked together. He knew her much more intimately than anyone he'd ever known before. He was instantly comfortable, at home with the bright golden glow of her power as much as he was with his own.
He saw her reaction. She was just as shocked as he was.
"What was that?" Zhimosom asked.
"I don't know." She smiled at him. "I can sense where you are, and how you're feeling."
Zhimosom drew back slightly without even thinking. He looked at her in amazement for a few moments, and then relaxed. It seemed their fate was tied together somehow.
Rotiaqua sat quietly as Zhimosom absorbed the shock before she leaned in to speak.
"We need to find out what that Priest is up to. I can lead you."
Together they reached out to probe the Wizard. She guided his examination as they found the room in the castle where the Wizard sat. He perched on a chair, bending over something on the table before him. The setting moon cast a shaft of illumination on the wall behind the Wizard.
Zhimosom shifted his perspective until he could see what the Wizard was doing. On the table before him was a rabbit, bound by simple leather thongs.
Sulrad sat quietly, a knife enfolded between hands that were lifted as in prayer. As the moonlight struck the rabbit, he drew the knife across its throat. Blood rushed out of the wound, covering the knife, the table, and Sulrad's hands.
The blood began to glow a dark green, the green of fresh cut grass. Lit from within, it became brighter and brighter until there was a flash.
The rabbit and the spilled blood vanished.
Sulrad's power surged as the animal vaporized. The Priest sat back in his chair smiling as the swirling dark-green energy wrapped itself around him and sank into his body.
Zhimosom was shocked. Sulrad had taken the life force of the rabbit into his body. Magic was so new to Zhimosom, he thought magic came from within and that how much a person had was up to fate. Sulrad had taken magic and stored it up within himself. He clearly planned to use the sacrifices to make himself so powerful no one could challenge him.
"I knew something was wrong with him," Rotiaqua said. "I could feel it in his magic."
"We had better keep an eye on him," Zhimosom said. He bid his farewell to Rotiaqua and dropped their connection.
 
 
 
 
A few days past as Zhimosom recovered. He worried that soon he would need to support himself and decided to seek work at the stables in the castle. The stable master was a rough man who had a ruddy complexion and towered over the rest of his staff. He rose from his stool and limped into the doorway when he saw Zhimosom approach.
"We don't need any help." He held up his hand.
"Sir, my family was burned out of our farm. I only seek work to feed myself. I don't eat much and I am accustomed to hard labor."
"Look around you. The whole city is flooded with refugees. Folks come flocking here when things get tough out there and expect us hard working folk to take 'em in and feed 'em."
Zhimosom made his arguments. "I can clean stalls. I can carry hay. I can fetch water for the horses. I don't mind hard work."
The stable master reached behind his stool and brought out a whip. It was long and sturdy looking and had strands of leather tipped with iron barbs. He shook it at Zhimosom. "I said we don't have any work. Be gone."
Zhimosom hung his head and turned back to the inn he would have to vacate all too soon. What was he going to do for food and shelter once Rotiaqua's charity ran out?
He scoured the town looking for work, but the answer was much the same everywhere. The town was choked with refugees, able bodied men and women who had been forced off their farms by the war.
That night, as he sat by the fire, he was consumed with his misfortune. Zheet dead, the farm nothing but ashes, his brothers dead in the war, and even the distant memory of losing his mother; it all seemed so overwhelming. He was totally and utterly alone.
The flames danced on the logs, licking them with their consuming tongues. Zhimosom stared at the glowing embers, so much like his own life. They would soon turn to ash and be swept out with the morning's refuse.
"Why so sad?" came the voice in his head.
"I have nothing. No hope. I can't even find work to keep myself fed. I don't know what I'm going to do." Zhimosom focused his eyes on the image of Rotiaqua that had appeared in the fire.
"Surely a strong lad like yourself could find work. The stables are always in need of help."
"I tried there. The stable master sent me away." Zhimosom shook his head. "He said there were too many refugees in the city and that everyone is looking for work."
She frowned at him. "Try again tomorrow. After the noon meal. Give me a little time to arrange matters."
"But he said they don't need help."
She winked at him. "They will tomorrow."
"But he said there were plenty of people seeking work."
"Tomorrow he will need you. Go there after the noon meal and tell him Rotiaqua sent you to him. I am sure he will have work for you."
Zhimosom was skeptical, but he agreed to try. What would the stable master do to him for returning after he'd been told to leave? He shuddered at the memory of the whip.
"What about Brill? Have you heard anything?" Zhimosom was still worried about the girl he'd vowed to protect. If they were going to take his hand off for letting her escape into the market, what would they do to her? Had she been caught, or had she found her aunt as she'd hoped?
"Brill?"
"The girl I came here with, remember? She ran off into the market. That's why they thought I was a thief."
"Sounds to me like she got you into a lot of trouble. Why are you worried about her?" Rotiaqua waved her hand in dismissal.
"I promised her I would take care of her. She's an orphan. He parents were killed along with my pa. I said I'd look out for her and I've lost her."
"I haven't heard anything. I can have my maids keep an eye out for her."
"Thank you for your help. You didn't have to do that."
Rotiaqua leaned forward until her image separated from the fire. She looked sternly at Zhimosom. "You are my friend. Friends help each other."
"Thank you for your kindness. I am growing ever deeper in your debt."
Rotiaqua smiled at him. "No debt is owed among friends. Good night."
With that, Zhimosom let the connection drop and retired for the evening.
 
 
 
 
The next day, Zhimosom was given work in the stables, although it was the most menial and back-breaking of tasks. He didn't mind. He had worked hard on the farm. He was used to it.
The stable master put him to work caring for the horses and preparing them when the castle folk needed to go riding. He groomed the horses, fed them, and got to know each of them by name and temperament. He found a small room not far from the livery that he rented from a couple with so many children that he never learned all their names. The woman called each child by a different name seemingly every day.
Zhimosom was satisfied with his job at the stables. He missed Zheet and the farm, but his work in the stables was enough to keep him fed. It even afforded him some free time, which he had never had on the farm, but the owner of the house was quick to assign him chores if he looked to be idle.
Everything would have been perfect, except for the nagging worry that Zhimosom had about Brill. He asked around and searched for her in the market, but no one had seen her. One woman said a girl matching Brill's description fetched water on occasion, but Zhimosom was unable to find her. He had let her down and he couldn't shake the feeling that something bad had happened to her.



Priest
Rotiaqua arrived for breakfast with her father as she had been ordered. It was later than usual, which was convenient for her, as her evenings with Zhimosom had been keeping her up late. The extra sleep had felt good.
"The campaign goes well," the Baron said. "The Priest is back and wishes to see me today. I would like you to witness what a Wizard Priest can do for the Barony. I think it will be educational. And, you'll need to learn how to deal with him."
"Really, Father. What has he done beside throw a few fireballs at the King's troops?"
"He's saved me a fortune in men and Golds. He's stopped the King's attacks on my small folk and has helped me avoid fielding an army during harvest season."
"What's he asking for this time?" Rotiaqua cared little for this Priest. She and Zhimosom had been watching him when the occasion presented itself. More and more frequently, he vanished from their sight, almost as if he was shielded from their magic. They were less often able to tell what he was doing.
"I don't know, but he wants something. Doesn't everyone?" The Baron rose from his seat and extended his arm to escort her to the audience chamber.
Sulrad was the first petitioner to be admitted to the audience chamber that morning. Rotiaqua still had difficulty thinking of him as a Priest. He had been just a Wizard when he first arrived, but with her father's blessing, the man had taken the affectations of the Priest of Ran. He wore long black robes trimmed in gold that must have been uncomfortable on warm days. When summer came, he would roast inside them. Rotiaqua chuckled to herself at the thought.
Sulrad raised his head and looked at her. "My Lady?"
"Nothing." Rotiaqua quickly set her face into a more serious cast.
"Your Lordship knows I have fulfilled my task of keeping the King's army at bay, I have stopped the destruction of his towns and small folk." Sulrad bowed his head and paused.
When no response came, Sulrad continued. "I believe I have demonstrated to your satisfaction that I can continue to support the Barony in this manner. Have I not?"
"You have," the Baron said. "I presume you are here seeking a reward for your service?"
"Just a small token of your gratitude, My Lord."
"I see. You're to be at my treasury every time you complete a task. Is that the way of it?"
"No, My Lord. I seek only just recompense for my labors on your behalf. Nothing more." Sulrad bowed his head deeper as he spoke.
"Out with it! What is it you wish this time?"
"I would pray your indulgence in granting me the land to build a Temple to the glory of Ran, in order to honor his deeds. It is he that has saved you, not I." He paused again.
"If you would be so gracious as to honor Ran by providing financial aid in the construction of the Temple, I am certain that he will continue to look upon your lands and people with favor."
"You believe that, do you?" The Baron asked.
Rotiaqua heard the skepticism in her father's voice. Maybe he wasn't fully in agreement with the Priest after all. She smiled to herself, hoping Sulrad said something that would end the audience.
"I assure you, My Lord. Ran is powerful ... and generous." He kept his head bowed as he spoke, grasping his staff for support.
Rotiaqua didn't like the way the conversation was turning. She knew her father looked for any opportunity to fill the treasury. Was the Priest asking for Golds or was he trying to bribe the Baron?
"So you say. How generous?" The Baron asked.
"Such matters are best not spoken of in public, My Lord. Perhaps we could retire to a more private setting?"
The Baron laughed. "You do have courage, I'll grant you that. Come back this evening. You will dine with us, and I will hear what you have to say then."
"Yes, My Lord."
Rotiaqua's heart sank as the Priest backed out of the audience chamber bowing deeply as he went.
 
 
 
 
That evening, Sulrad joined them at the table. Rotiaqua had tried to get out of the meal, but the Baron insisted that she be in attendance. It would be a small affair with just the Baron, the Baroness, Rotiaqua and the Priest in attendance.
Sulrad arrived early and was waiting when they entered the dining room. He stood beside the table in his black robe with his shaved head. Rotiaqua wondered if he ever ate, he was so thin and gaunt.
She felt his magic as she entered the room and it made her shudder. She didn't know why, but it felt corrupt and evil. She fought back the urge to run from the room as the feeling of dread washed over her. She looked at her father; surely he must sense something, but the Baron calmly took his seat and motioned to the Priest to do likewise.
The servants quickly loaded the table with roast pork and vegetables. They brought wine and fruit from the gardens and enough bread to feed an army.
Rotiaqua watched as Sulrad piled his plate. He disproved her idea that he never ate, or ate sparingly. She wondered why he was so thin and gaunt looking with an appetite such as he exhibited.
"With a proper Temple to glorify him, Ran will attract followers from the top tier of society," Sulrad explained. "Nobles and merchants will flock to the Temple to pay him honor and worship. When this happens, a part of the Temple receipts will be placed under your care. We have only limited needs beyond the glorification of Ran.
"Ran bestows his blessings on the faithful. The more faithful ... the greater his blessings," the Priest said in a thick syrupy voice. He winked at the Baron.
"Just how much blessing do you think your god will bestow on us?" the Baron asked.
"I would think that Ran could see his way to pay a tribute of ... say ... one fifth of all offerings. That is once the Temple is completed."
The Baron raised his cup to the serving girl who rushed over to fill it with wine. He took a drink and held the cup out before him, examining it as if in thought, then looked back up at Sulrad. "How about one half of all receipts until you have paid for the land I will grant you. After that debt has been settled, then one part in four. Would your god be that generous?"
Sulrad looked down at the table. Rotiaqua thought she caught a flash of anger in his eyes that he quickly suppressed.
"That may depend on the quality of the land that is granted," Sulrad said. "A sufficiently large parcel of land near the castle will draw the wealthy merchants and the nobles. Land farther away from the castle or smaller in size will draw a less affluent following."
The Baron laughed. "I may already have found a suitable plot of land for you. It just so happens that I have a merchant who has been causing me problems. I have had my eye on him and his house for some time, but just never had enough reason to do anything about him.
"His factorage is near the castle, right off the main road. He trades in lumber. I could make his holdings available to you, should anything happen to him. That would provide you with both the land, and the lumber necessary to build your Temple."
"That would be most acceptable, Sire."
"Maybe you can arrange for this merchant to have an unfortunate accident. He and his son. With no male heir, the land and factorage would come under my care."
"It would indeed be most unfortunate if something happened to them," Sulrad said with a sarcastic smile. "Are there any other family members?"
"He has a wife and a young daughter." The Baron waved it off as if it were nothing of consequence.
"The Temple would be in need of servants, cooks, washing women ... and the like. Perhaps we could find a place for them, so that they would have a protector.
"It would be such a shame to see a good woman and her daughter put out on the street as a result of a tragic accident. I'm certain the Temple will be able to find a suitable place for them."
Rotiaqua glared at her father. How could he deal so casually with his own subjects? She knew he took pleasure in the misfortune of others, but this seemed a little more callous than usual.
The Baron ignored her look and stood, signaling the end of the meal. Rotiaqua prepared herself for a curt discussion with her father, but before she could begin, the Priest stood and bowed deeply.
"Please, Sire, one more thing if I may?"
"Yes, what is it?" the Baron asked.
"The Temple will need acolytes. More Priests to help carry out its benevolent mission to heal the sick and care for the people. I would ask that, if there are any Wizards found in your realm, you would send them to the Temple for training."
"For training?"
"Yes, for training ... and for service. We can't have Wizards running around the countryside performing magic on their own. The Temple will see to it that they are properly trained and that their labors benefit the Temple and the Barony."
"Fine. If I hear of any, I'll send them to you." The Baron turned to leave, but Sulrad cleared his throat.
"Is there more?"
"Only one small favor ..." Sulrad paused.
"What is this small favor?"
"That the Temple be allowed to seek out the young Wizards and gather them in. I would ask for a letter from you stating that the Temple is allowed to examine young boys who show promise, and enroll those who do into the Temple for training."
"Hunt down young Wizards?" The Baron laughed and turned his back. "Go ahead. You have my permission."
Rotiaqua sat there looking at her father's back as he walked from the room. She could not believe how easily he had granted this Priest permission to seek out and capture young Wizards, or how callous he was about the merchant and his family.
She was certain that Sulrad was up to something, asking to hunt down Wizards. She had to warn Zhimosom. It could be dangerous with Sulrad searching for people like him.
Sulrad waited until the Baron had left before he stood himself. Rotiaqua could have sworn he was humming contentedly as he strolled out of the door.
 
 
 
 
Rotiaqua lit the candle that would help her connect with Zhimosom and opened her mind to him. It was becoming routine. She felt his presence as a light touch that stayed with her even when they were not in direct contact. She knew that soon, they would no longer need the fire to transport them to each other.
Zhimosom was asleep when she contacted him. His image became clear as he slowly woke and focused his thoughts.
"Sulrad has been granted the rights to seek out and capture any Wizards he finds."
"What?" Zhimosom looked at her sleepily.
"Sulrad was here today. He asked father for permission to seek out Wizards around the realm and bring them to the Temple for training. You have to be careful."
"I am careful. I don't do magic unless we're working together."
Rotiaqua was worried not only about Zhimosom, but also herself. If Sulrad had a way to detect Wizards, they were both in danger. "We should keep an eye on him."
"Won't that just expose us to him?"
"I don't think so. I used to watch people all the time in the fire. They never noticed anything." Rotiaqua recalled how she used to cast about in search of companionship. Before she met Zhimosom.
"What about me?"
"You're special. You were searching, too, weren't you?" Rotiaqua smiled at Zhimosom. He was such a shy boy, but he had been searching, that's why he was open to her connection.
"I was."
"There you go. Unless he is searching for us, we should be safe."
Rotiaqua reached out and joined her magic to Zhimosom's. Together, they searched for Sulrad. They found him fast asleep in the inn where he was staying.
"He doesn't look dangerous," Zhimosom said.
"He is. I saw him take out several of the King's men. He threw fireballs at them and they flashed into dust and blew away, just like that. And we both saw what he did with the rabbit."
Rotiaqua bid Zhimosom a good evening and tried to get some sleep, but the way her father had just handed the factor and his family to Sulrad nagged at her. She hated that side of the Baron; the uncaring side that took pleasure in torturing anyone he thought had wronged him. She tried to think of a way to save the family or warn them, but nothing came to mind.
Several days later, when Rotiaqua heard that a rich businessman and his son had died in a freak accident, she was overcome with guilt. She had not been able to save that family, but she would find a way to stop Sulrad.



Station
One day Zhimosom was asked to prepare the horses for the Baroness. Several of the stable hands were out with stomach sickness. Zhimosom was one of the few healthy enough to work and was currently handling the work of two. He was directed to a storage area where the best tack was kept. The saddles were exquisitely made, trimmed in the finest of leather and gold fittings, not the type he usually worked with.
He brushed out the horses and saddled them up as he had been instructed. Just as he finished, the master of the livery arrived. Kalsh was no ordinary man. He stood more than a head taller than Zhimosom. He was powerful, yet he had a gentle way with the horses that Zhimosom wished the man had with his workers.
He limped over to Zhimosom and sniffed the air. "When is the last time you had a bath?" He grasped Zhimosom by the arm and turned him around, inspecting his clothing.
"Last week, Sir. I try to bathe at least every week."
"Hmph ... seems like you won't offend the high and mighty. Stay right here. They'll be down shortly." He headed towards the stables but stopped and turned back to Zhimosom. "I don't need to tell you to mind your manners, do I?"
"No, Sir," Zhimosom replied.
"Look sharp, then."
Two Guards wearing the Baron's colors arrived. They searched the livery and stable area for threats and, finding none, took up station next to the entryway doors. One of the Guards waved to someone outside and two high born women strode in. They were dressed in riding gear and had a regal air to them.
The older woman walked several paces ahead. She was middle aged, tall, and thin. She looked somehow familiar, but Zhimosom didn't know why.
A servant ran ahead and grabbed the wooden stairs, setting them next to the larger horse. The servant stood to the side and bowed his head deeply.
Zhimosom steadied the animal until the Baroness was seated. He held the reins and handed them to her while avoiding eye contact. The woman looked at him as if he were not there and stepped up to mount.
He turned to the other horse as the servant rushed around with the step to aid the younger woman.
It was Rotiaqua.
He had only caught a glimpse of her in person when she had freed him from the gaol. He had secretly hoped she would come and visit him almost as much as he feared any contact with royalty.
In his wool gathering, Zhimosom absentmindedly stepped back when he should have been steadying the horse. The horse obligingly followed his lead and stepped away from the stairs just as Rotiaqua was starting to mount. She stopped and looked over at him with a flash of anger.
Zhimosom lowered his eyes. "Sorry, Ma'am."
He quickly led the horse back into position and handed her the reins. She slid into the saddle and looked down at Zhimosom. "Boy!" she said firmly.
Zhimosom looked up at her. He almost stepped away again, worried about making eye contact with the Baron's daughter. Panic threatened to overwhelm him, but he was able to keep his composure so as not to spook the horse again.
"It's you," she said quietly. She backed the horse up a pace, leaned down until her head was near his and whispered. "You're more handsome in person than in my visions." She reached out and touched his cheek with her gloved hand, then gently shook the reins and trotted out of the stable.
 
 
 
 
That evening Zhimosom reached out to Rotiaqua as he was becoming accustomed to. He no longer needed the fire to see her image, she was just there. It was almost as if they were somehow joined together through their magic.
"How was your ride today?" he asked her when she appeared.
"It was pleasant. It was so good to see you in person."
Zhimosom felt his face grow warm. He was not used to women talking that way to him. He wasn't used to women talking to him at all. He'd had little opportunity for that back on the farm.
She reached out of the fire and touched his cheek. It was insubstantial, but he felt it, feather light and airy. He drew back from her touch.
"Are you shy?" she asked with a smile. "No need to be shy with me. We're becoming close friends, you and I. You have nothing to fear from me. Someday soon we will meet for more than a brief exchange at the stables."
"Please, Your Ladyship."
Rotiaqua's face grew stern. "Don't call me that. I'm not Your Ladyship. I'm your friend."
Rotiaqua's face softened. She lowered her eyes as if she was blinking back tears.
Maybe being Your Ladyship was less fun than Zhimosom imagined. "I'm sorry."
"I want you to treat me like a friend. I don't have any friends." Rotiaqua looked up and forced a smile. "Now, about our Wizard. Shall we have a look and see what he's up to?"
The saw mill had been demolished and the new Temple was taking shape. The foundations and exterior framing were already in place, but it was the interior where Sulrad could be found. The Temple workmen had completed a study and lavish private quarters for Sulrad, along with a dormitory, a communal eating area, and a kitchen.
Sulrad sat before the candle in his study, reading from a scroll, and making notes on sheets of parchment. He bent over his task, diligently scrawling away. His image was murky and indistinct.
Sulrad sat back and made motions in the air before him. A small cloud of silver dust formed and coalesced into the form of a building. The room and the Priest came into sharp focus almost as if Zhimosom and Rotiaqua were standing in the study with Sulrad.
"What was that?" Rotiaqua asked.
"I think he's casting a spell. Do you think that he's more visible because he's performing magic?" Zhimosom panicked at the thought. "Are we?"
"I don't know that much about magic. Maybe it works that way."
"We'd better be careful. If we can see him when he does magic, he can probably see us, too." Zhimosom was worried now. If the Priest could sense them, Rotiaqua would be in danger. Sulrad was a frequent visitor to the castle and came in contact with her quite often.
"What can we do about it?"
"We need to find a way to hide ourselves, so he can't see us." Zhimosom thought about the idea of creating a shield. He felt that they could find a way to hide their magic. If only he had someone to ask. Other more experienced Wizards must have figured this out already, but the only Wizard he knew was Sulrad.
"Wouldn't he have seen us already?" Rotiaqua sounded worried, too.
"Maybe he's not looking." Zhimosom tried to reassure her. "Let's not do anything to attract his attention."
Zhimosom spent the next several moons working with Rotiaqua to develop a way to shield their magic. He figured that if they could hide their magic from each other, they should be safe from Sulrad. At first, his attempts didn't work, but eventually he was able to do simple conjurations without her being able to sense him. When he was not trying to hide, she was able to feel it when he used magic. Soon they had spells that protected them both from discovery while performing their magic.
They continued to spy on Sulrad as the temple rose around him. He spent most of his time in his study filing page after page of parchment until he had several large books bound. He was clearly getting ready for something; they just couldn't figure out what.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom was sleeping peacefully after a long day's work at the stables, when he was jarred awake by Rotiaqua's magic. "Sulrad has a mini dragon," she said without introduction. "He demanded it as payment for his continuing support. He confronted the King's men again and killed two dozen of them.
"I don't know where my father located a mini-dragon, but Sulrad said he needs it to power the spells he is using to overcome our enemies."
"What's so special about a mini dragon?" Zhimosom asked.
"They're magic. When I was a little girl, one came to me. It landed on my arm. My father killed it, but not before its blood mixed with mine. I can still feel that magic. It's in me. That's how I became a Sorceress."
Zhimosom wasn't sure about the mini dragon. He had never heard of such creatures. "What do you think he means to do with the mini dragon?"
"He's going to sacrifice it and take its magic."
"Why would he sacrifice it?"
"Why else would he want a mini dragon? If it was life force he wanted, anything would do. He was insistent that it be a mini dragon. He knows they have magic."
"We had better see what he's up to, then."
They had become quite adept at spying on the Wizard and Zhimosom felt no qualms about dropping in on him at any time.
Zhimosom and Rotiaqua watched as Sulrad prepared the mini dragon, just as he had done before with the rabbit. Sulrad sat quietly with the knife pressed between his palms, hands expressing his prayer, eyes closed, until the moment the moonbeam struck the animal.
Sulrad slashed the creature's throat and stood by as power floated from the mini dragon and settled on him. After the flash that signaled the completion of the transfer, Sulrad looked up.
Zhimosom felt Rotiaqua draw back in shock. Her quick withdrawal unbalanced his shields and Zhimosom knew he had exposed his observation to Sulrad. The Priest turned and looked straight at him.
"Ah, an intruder," Sulrad said. "Welcome, welcome. No need to rush away, come talk with me." He motioned to the table where the animal had been sacrificed.
A magical pull drew Zhimosom into the room in the Temple. He fought back, but Sulrad was strong, too strong. He felt his will weakening as Sulrad tugged at him. The mini dragon's magic must have added to Sulrad's own. He had pierced Zhimosom's shield with ease, and was drawing Zhimosom to him.
Zhimosom fought the pull, but he felt himself losing the battle. He saw the room flicker around him as he was pulled to the Temple. The walls of his room began to fade, to be replaced by Sulrad's sacrifice chamber.
"Hold on," Rotiaqua said.
Rotiaqua joined her magic back to Zhimosom's and pulled. Zhimosom raised the shield they had practiced, fighting against the Priest until suddenly the room was dark and Sulrad was gone.
"He saw me!" Zhimosom tried to calm his breathing, but the fear threatened to overwhelm him.
"He doesn't know who you are. If you can keep your shields up, you should be safe. I don't think he saw me, though. He would have recognized me."
"That was too close. Maybe we'd better stay away from him for a while." Zhimosom dropped the connection to Rotiaqua and tried to get back to sleep, but the brush with Sulrad had unnerved him and he could only lay there wondering what he had gotten himself into.
 
 
 
 
The Temple was nearing completion. Zhimosom and Rotiaqua had often watched Sulrad as he worked in his study or performed sacrifices in the Temple. They were becoming close and spoke almost daily.
One morning, Zhimosom was told to prepare the horses for Rotiaqua and the Baroness, he was excited to see her in person again, yet he was still nervous about being around a Royal.
He busied himself by brushing and saddling the horses and preparing for the arrival of the Baroness. Two Guards entered the stable.
"The Baroness Rieck and the Mistress Rotiaqua," one of them shouted. The Guard glanced over at Zhimosom and nodded.
The Baroness strode in confidently ahead of her daughter. She was arguing with Rotiaqua about her dress. Zhimosom didn't understand what they were fighting about. Apparently, the Baroness though Rotiaqua was improperly dressed for the outing or was going to be improperly dressed for some future outing. It was hard to follow as Zhimosom watched Rotiaqua climb up on her horse.
Rotiaqua was distracted, arguing with her mother and was not paying attention to her horse. The horse startled as she mounted and stepped away from the step. Rotiaqua lost her balance and swung her arms out to steady herself.
Zhimosom let go of the horse and ran to catch her. She tumbled off the step and landed squarely in his arms. He almost buckled under her sudden weight, but managed to keep his balance.
Rotiaqua looked up at him. "My, you're strong. Thanks for catching me."
Zhimosom blushed and quickly lowered her to her feet. "Sorry, Your Ladyship."
He lowered his gaze, knowing what trouble he could get into just for looking at her. It was a fear he lived with since they had first spoken many moons ago.
She reached out and put her hand on his shoulder. "You're getting tall."
He flinched as she touched him. He knew she wanted him to look at her, but he kept his eyes averted.
"Guard," shouted the Baroness.
Zhimosom turned to see the Baroness looking at him in rage.
"Take that man to the stocks. No commoner looks at my daughter, much less touches her."
The Guards grabbed him and knocked him to his knees. Zhimosom hung his head, avoiding eye contact with the Baroness as she raged on. "How dare you look at my daughter, you filthy swine? You will sorely regret taking that liberty by the time the sun goes down."
"Mother!" Rotiaqua stomped over to the Baroness. "He only saved me from getting hurt. He did nothing wrong."
"I'm done arguing with you." The Baroness turned to the Guard. "I said take him to the stocks and lock him there until dusk. That should give him time to think about touching his betters."
She turned back to Rotiaqua. "You get on your horse. I've planned a pleasant ride and you're not spoiling it, not over a dress, and not over a stable hand who doesn't know his place."
"Mother, please," Rotiaqua begged. "He did nothing wrong."
"I said I was done arguing with you. Get moving." The Baroness reined her horse and headed out of the stables.
"Please don't do this," Rotiaqua begged the Guard.
"Orders, Your Ladyship." He jerked Zhimosom to his feet.
"You don't have to do this," Rotiaqua said. "Please."
"Sorry, My Lady. The Baroness will check to see that it was done. You know that."
Rotiaqua turned to Zhimosom. "I'm sorry. Truly, I am."
Zhimosom lowered his eyes to the ground without a word. The Guard pulled at his arm, dragging him out of the stables.
 
 
 
 
The trek to the market was punctuated with jeers and cat calls from the onlookers. Zhimosom tried to keep his head down and subservient throughout the walk of shame.
They placed him in the stocks, slamming the heavy wooden clamps closed with a thud. The Guard placed a peg in the stocks to lock them shut and laughed. "Have fun today, son. We'll be back to get you at dusk. Unless we get distracted by some fair maiden."
"Don't forget me!" Zhimosom shouted.
The Guard laughed. "Don't worry, boy. Someone will take pity on you and let you out. They always do."
Zhimosom pulled at the rough wood, but it was no use. He was held fast. His back was bent and his legs cramped as he was forced to stoop.
A young boy and girl were the first ones to pass his way. The boy looked up at him and nudged his sister. She giggled and turned her head away as they hurried by.
A boy of about eight summers came along next. He stopped before the stocks and put his hands on his hips. "You, there!" He picked up a rotten tomato from a nearby stall and threw it at Zhimosom. It struck the stocks and splattered red juice across Zhimosom's face. The boy searched the ground, looking for another missile.
A woman in simple dress appeared from behind the stall. "Don't waste food on the likes of that." She grabbed him by the ear and pulled him along.
As the day wore on, the ache in Zhimosom's legs become intolerable. A few youngsters had come by to kick at him or spit in his face, but most were quickly hauled off by their parents, or lost interest when he didn't react.
Zhimosom used the time to practice his shields until he was able to protect himself adequately. Early in the afternoon, a crowd of youngsters arrived, milling around a boy of about ten summers in age. The youth separated himself from the crowd and approached the stocks.
"What'd you do?" he demanded. "Did you get caught having relations with a swine?"
Zhimosom remained silent. He hoped the youth would go away, but it didn't look like he would. Zhimosom raised his shields in preparation for whatever the youth had in mind. He steeled himself and waited.
The youth stepped back and looked around. He found a stone, about the size of his closed fist. He hauled back and screamed at Zhimosom.
"Didn't you hear me? I asked you what you did. Do you want me to throw this rock at your head?"
Zhimosom remained silent.
The other boys taunted the youth with the rock. "Throw it. He's just a stable boy. Throw it. That's why he's here, so we can have a little fun."
Zhimosom looked at the boy. He hardened his shields and focused his attention on the rock the youth held. He envisioned it getting hotter and hotter. He saw it as red hot and hissing, sitting there in the boy's hand.
The youth suddenly dropped the rock. He shook his hand as if it had been burned, and stuck it in his armpit. He looked back at Zhimosom with fear in his eye, then down at the rock. He reached down to touch it, only to have it sizzle and hiss as his finger came in contact. He pulled his hand away quickly, sticking the finger in his mouth.
"Come on, throw it," taunted the other boys. The youth looked at his friends and shook his head, then turned and walked slowly away.
Zhimosom breathed a sigh of relief. He was able to tolerate the occasional clod of dirt or spoiled fruit, but rocks were another matter. He raised his eyes to watch the boys run off, pushing and shoving as they taunted the youth who had dropped the rock.
Off in the crowd, Zhimosom caught sight of the black robes of the Priest he and Rotiaqua had been observing. Sulrad turned to look at him and Zhimosom knew that Sulrad had sensed the magic when Zhimosom protected himself from the boy.
Sulrad turned and strode towards Zhimosom.
Zhimosom struggled in the stocks. He reached out with his magic to pull the pin that secured them shut. He wanted to run, to get away from the Priest. He felt the pin wriggle loose and fall to the ground just as a young girl dressed in ragged clothes with a yoke around her neck and two pails of water crashed into Sulrad.
It was Brill!
She turned her head to him and motioned him to run while she apologized profusely but kept Sulrad focused on her and the water that was turning the ground beneath him to mud.
Zhimosom pulled free of the stocks and ran off into the crowd, silently thanking the girl for interfering on his behalf.



Temple
Rotiaqua had watched as the factor's lot was cleared and the new structure rose. It was a grand Temple with room for hundreds of followers. There were as yet few, but word was getting around that those who embraced the new god Ran had found fortune in their business and were plagued by fewer illnesses.
"I want you to go see what the Priest is up to," the Baron told Rotiaqua when he heard the news. "I understand that he holds audience mid morning on alternate days. It is said that he grants favors in health and good fortune for the faithful."
"I don't like him." Rotiaqua wanted nothing less than to witness what the Priest was doing to the people, but the Baron had often said that he was pleased with Sulrad's performance, both in battle, and in increasing his Golds through Temple offerings.
"One does not need to like every business partner one has. However, this one has proved to be valuable indeed. I would like your opinion on these supplicants."
"Father, you know all he is doing is robbing these folk. Why do you support him so?"
"He has saved me dearly by his actions against King Omrik, and he serves a purpose in transferring Gold from the wealthy and the merchants into our treasury. You know how they scream and threaten revolt if we even hint at increasing the duty they pay, but they are flocking to this new Temple, happy to hand over their Gold."
"He's no better than a charlatan."
"Be that as it may, he serves my purposes. Go and see what he's up to and bring me back the news." The Baron dismissed her and Rotiaqua knew there was no arguing with him.
 
 
 
 
Rotiaqua arrived at the Temple just before the audiences were scheduled to start. The new building was framed up with sturdy wooden beams and covered with drapes in areas where the walls had not yet been completed. Rotiaqua wondered at the size of the structure. There was nothing to compare to it except the castle itself.
The Temple was huge and from what she could see of the completed areas, it was going to be opulent. The windows were large and richly decorated and those rooms that were complete showed furnishings of the highest quality and candlesticks decorated with gold. Surely, Sulrad was doing well with the Nobles and merchants.
"Welcome, My Lady," Sulrad said when he saw her arrive. "I am honored to have you here today. Is there something you need?"
"No, nothing. I came here to witness your audience this morning. I hope it's not an inconvenience for you." Secretly, she hoped he would throw her out and she would have a complaint to carry back to her father.
"No inconvenience." Sulrad raised his arm and a young woman came scurrying. "Please bring my guest suitable seating."
"Right away, Father." She bowed her head and departed to return with a chair. She placed the chair off to the side, where Rotiaqua could witness the proceedings.
As the first supplicant arrived, the attendant leaned over to Rotiaqua and whispered, "That's Anelm. He's a cloth merchant. He supplies the best tailors in the region. He's very wealthy."
Anelm approached the Priest. "Father, I beseech your blessing. I have a daughter who has fallen ill. She has the flux, and has grown weak. I fear for her life."
"How old is your daughter?" Sulrad asked.
"She is seven summers."
"How long has she been ill?"
"Half a moon."
"She is too far gone. You should have come to me sooner."
Anelm dropped to his knees and wrung his hands. "Please, I beg of you, Father. I can pay you double. Please try to help her."
"I have no need of your cloth. What would I do with more cloth?"
"I ... I have something else. I have a servant girl I just purchased. She is yours if you help my daughter."
"A servant girl?" Sulrad asked. "I could use one of those. Can she cook? Clean?"
"I have had her training in my kitchens since I purchased her. She mostly fetches water and cleans up after the cooks."
"I will see your daughter. Bring her to the Temple after the noon meal, and bring this servant girl, too."
The parade of supplicants were ushered in one by one to present their petitions to the Priest. They ranged from requests for minor success in business to serious family illnesses and even one death.
A family arrived with a young boy in tow. He was around fourteen summers in age, with unevenly cut hair and a freckled face that matched his mother's. She wore a patched and ill fitting homemade dress that obviously only came out for special occasions.
"Father. Our son has had the dreams we were instructed to watch for," she said bowing.
"What dreams are those?" Sulrad asked. He looked indifferent, as if the family was beneath his notice.
"Fire, Father. He dreams of fire and it comes true. He almost burned down the homestead with his dreams." She swatted the boy across the head.
"Fire?" Sulrad sat up and took notice. "You dream of fire and it comes to pass?"
"Yes, Father."
Sulrad motioned the boy forward. "Please come here."
The boy hesitantly took a few steps towards the Priest and stopped. He turned to look at his mother, who made a shooing motion urging him forward.
"Come, boy. There is no reason to be afraid. Come here so I can get a look at you." Sulrad put his hand on the boy's head and held the other, palm up, before the boy's face, as if cupping something invisible.
"Please imagine fire. Right here in my hand. Imagine the flame centered on my palm, a few digits tall and blue."
The boy closed his eyes and concentrated. Rotiaqua felt the spark of magic in him, but it was weak and undefined. He might be a Wizard, but not much of one.
Suddenly, a flame burst forth from Sulrad's hand, and quickly extinguished. Sulrad had added his own magic to the boy's in order to make the flame appear.
"Very good. You have the gift." Sulrad patted the boy on the head. He turned to the young girl who had brought Rotiaqua her chair and motioned her to get the boy.
"Go with her." Sulrad pushed the boy towards her.
The boy hesitated and turned back to his mother. The woman made the same shooing motion, urging him to comply.
When the boy disappeared from view, Sulrad looked back at the woman. "Is there anything else?"
The woman coughed into her hand and hid behind it as she timidly said, "The reward?"
"Reward? I'm relieving you of a mouth to feed. I'm removing a potential danger to you and your family. How well would things go if the boy dreamed of fire when you were all sleeping?"
"We are poor, Father." The woman bowed her head but held her ground.
Sulrad reached into his robe and fished out a battered silver. He tossed it to the woman. "Here. This is for the boy, less what I deserve for saving your family a lot of trouble."
"Thank you." The woman caught the coin, pocketed it, and turned to leave.
They filed out without their son. Rotiaqua was saddened by the fact that neither father nor mother had looked back to see what had become of the boy.
 
 
 
 
That afternoon Rotiaqua was sent back to the Temple to witness the healing of Anelm's daughter. She arrived to find Anelm and the girl in a small room adjacent to the audience chamber.
The girl was small for her age, with long sandy hair that mirrored her father's. She stood beside him, holding his hand.
"This is your daughter?" Sulrad asked.
"Yes, Father. She has the flux. You can see for yourself. She has a fever and coughs. We have tried the healing herbs but they have done no good."
"Bring her to me." Sulrad motioned the girl over.
Anelm encouraged the girl forward. He led her to the Priest and helped her kneel before him.
Sulrad placed his hand on the girl's head. He looked at Anelm. "You have brought payment as we agreed?"
Anelm nodded to a young girl with shoulder length dirty brown hair. She looked to be about ten summers in age. Anelm pushed her towards the Priest. "Her name is Brill."
Rotiaqua perked up at the girl's name. Was this the girl Zhimosom was looking for? She looked to be the same age and hair color. Perhaps this is where she had ended up after Zhimosom lost track of her. She calmed herself. She would tell him about her the next time they talked.
Brill stood there silently as Sulrad looked her over. "Well, isn't it the clumsy one? Have you learned to carry water without spilling it yet?"
Brill hung her head. "Yes, Sire."
Sulrad pointed to a door leading to the private part of the Temple. "Stand over there."
Sulrad turned back to Anelm's daughter. "Let me see what the Lord Ran can do for your daughter." Sulrad placed his hand on the girl's head. He tilted her face and looked her in her eyes.
"Do you believe that Ran can heal you?" he asked.
The girl tried to twist her head to look to her father for an answer, but Sulrad held her firm.
"Not what your father believes, but what you believe?"
"I ... I do, Father," she stammered.
Sulrad closed his eyes. Rotiaqua felt him drawing power into himself. She felt a slight tug at her own power and raised the shields that Zhimosom had taught her. It frightened her to think that the Priest could draw on her magic against her will. She thought only Zhimosom could share her power, and then only when she wished it. She was anxious to discuss this new worry with Zhimosom.
The Priest droned on for a while, calling on his god Ran. Rotiaqua sensed his magic at work. There was nothing to indicate any god played a part in the healing. It was just the Priest performing healing magic.
When he was finished, he dismissed the girl and her father, but not before taking a small sack of Golds that Anelm offered in addition to the serving girl.
Sulrad walked over to where Brill stood quietly with a look of defiance on her face.
Sulrad grabbed her by the arm. "You belong to me now. You do as I say and serve the Temple well and you will live a happy life. Cause me trouble and Ran will have an extra sacrifice."



Wizard Zhimosom
After a long hard day in the stables, Zhimosom relaxed and opened himself up to Rotiaqua. The contact formed as it had so often. It was becoming almost a part of his life now, that connection to Rotiaqua. Her presence stayed with him throughout the day even when they were not in direct communication.
He had sensed an uncomfortable feeling from her earlier in the day, and was eager to find out what had happened. When her image appeared in his room, he asked her about it.
"Remember that girl you've been looking for? The one from the farm, who came here with you?"
"Brill, yes. Have you heard something?"
"A family brought a servant girl to the Temple today as payment for a healing spell that Sulrad cast on their daughter. The servant girl looked like the girl you described, and the man said her name was Brill."
Zhimosom felt his face flush with embarrassment. He had promised the girl that he would take care of her when he talked her into coming with him to the city. He lost touch with her the very first day. Now it looked like she'd fallen into the hands of the Temple.
"We have to help her. I promised I'd help her and I failed her the first day we were here. She should not have to work as Sulrad's slave because I let her down." Zhimosom feared what Sulrad might do to Brill. He had to find a family to take her in. She had helped him bury his father. She had no one to look out for her; she was an orphan now, just like him.
"He told the girl that if she served well she would have a nice life in the Temple, but if she caused problems, he would sacrifice her to his false god."
"We need to do something. We can’t just leave her there. What if he decides she's not worth keeping alive?" Zhimosom wanted to start for the Temple immediately. He would confront Sulrad and try to free Brill.
"Hold on. There's nothing we can do tonight. Sulrad is much too powerful. We need a plan. Let's continue to keep an eye on him. Maybe we can find something to help us get Brill out of there. We need to know more about him."
Zhimosom sat back down. He still wanted to confront Sulrad immediately, but Rotiaqua made sense. Sulrad was a powerful Wizard and Zhimosom was doubtful that he had enough strength to stand up to him.
Rotiaqua shifted nervously. "I'm concerned about what Sulrad might do to me. I saw Sulrad heal a girl that they brought to the Temple. While he was performing his spell, I felt a pull on my magic. It was as if he was trying to use my power to help him heal the girl.
"I raised a shield like you showed me, and it kept him from taking it ... But it still worries me. Can he do that? Pull power from somewhere outside of himself? Could we?"
"I don't know. There's so much about magic that I don't understand yet. We could try."
Zhimosom felt for her magic to see if he could draw on it. She resisted slightly at first, then yielded to him. He used their combined power to raise a fireball in his hand, watching it get brighter and hotter as he blended her magic with his own.
He released the spell and his hold on her magic and watched the fireball die out.
"I felt you draw on me. It was just like at the Temple," Rotiaqua said.
"I can feel your power constantly," Zhimosom said. "I wonder what else we can draw power from."
He reached out to the fire that he no longer needed to connect with Rotiaqua. He felt the power in it, not magic, but a source of power, clear and pure, available to him, should he choose to take it.
He drew on it as he focused another fireball in his hand. This time the fireball was more intense, spinning faster. He played with it, imagining it brighter and stronger. He was pleased with his efforts when, suddenly, the fire in his hearth went out, and the fireball exploded in a shower of sparks. He was blinded by the light and recovered slowly.
Rotiaqua's image faded, but stayed with him. She was laughing at his discomfort, and he felt embarrassed by his ineptitude. "Maybe it takes practice," was all he could think to say.
"Let me try." Rotiaqua raised her hand in the vision. He saw her form a fireball just as he had. She drew power from him. It felt strange to release his power to her. He wanted to resist at first, but he relented and let her take control of his magic.
She had a more subtle way about her. Almost a coaxing of the power from him into her fireball. It was different from the way he did magic. His own was more like his will was forcing the fire to come to life, hers was a gentle suggestion.
Zhimosom felt Rotiaqua reach out to his hearth and light the fire, filling the room once more with its heat and light. She nodded to him and released her fireball.
Zhimosom probed for other sources of power. He could feel it now, the raw energy of the fire, and slightly subdued, the power in his neighbors' fireplaces. He reached out farther, relaxing himself to the city around him. He felt a faint undercurrent of energy, not magic, but power that could be channeled and manipulated by magic.
He noticed a faint source of power in the life force of everything around him, stronger in some than others, but it was there. He felt around the room and quickly located a mouse hiding behind the bed. He had detected its life force even though he couldn't see it.
"We'll have to practice that," Rotiaqua said when he finished. "I could feel the way you gathered power to yourself, but I'm not sure I could do it myself."
"It's there, in everything that's alive or that burns. I can even feel the power in the kettle boiling over the fire down the street. It's amazing."
"Keep practicing. You'll figure something out," Rotiaqua said.
"I'll try now. I'll let you know when we speak next."
Zhimosom released the connection to Rotiaqua and pondered what he had just learned. If there was power in every living thing, then he could manipulate that power. That must be how the healing spells worked.
How did Sulrad draw power from other living things? Maybe he could emulate that. If Zhimosom could store up enough power, he could confront Sulrad directly and free Brill.
Zhimosom reached out to the mouse he had noticed earlier. It came in response to his thoughts and climbed up on the table next to him. He stared at it for the longest time, getting a feel for its energy. Zhimosom knew he could reach out and take that energy for his own if he chose to.
The mouse's life force was a light violet glow that emanated from the animal. He reached out and touched it.
The mouse dropped dead as Zhimosom absorbed its life energy. Something made him shudder as the tiny bit of life force flowed from the mouse into his body to mix with his magical reserve. He felt it there, as if a foreign object were stuck beneath his skin, like a sliver of wood that he couldn't get out.
This might be what Sulrad did to increase his power, but Zhimosom knew it was wrong. He felt it in the irritating way the tiny sliver of power from the mouse gnawed at him. He shuddered to think what it would feel like to take the power of another person into himself.
 
 
 
 
Over the next few days, Brill's situation weighed heavy on Zhimosom's mind. He felt responsible for her. He had promised to help find a family to take her in, but he had let her down. He worried for her safety.
From what Rotiaqua had witnessed, the Priest cared little for the common folk. What kind of life would she have as a servant in the Temple? He decided that he had waited enough; he had to free her right away even though it meant risking a run in with Sulrad. Zhimosom didn't speak of his decision with Rotiaqua, fearing she would try to talk him out of it.
Zhimosom tried to get into the Temple, but Sulrad had hired a local tough to stand Guard outside the new main entrance.
"Stay out, you." The tough stepped in his path as he tried to enter. He had planned to follow one of the faithful in, but they wore fine clothes and had bathed recently. Zhimosom was not part of the family he was following and the tough knew it.
"I am only seeking employment with the Temple," Zhimosom said. He thought if Sulrad were employing Guards then seeking work would sound like a reasonable excuse for him to be there.
"We don't need any help and we don't want your type around here." The tough was no different from Zhimosom, yet he spoke as if he were noble born.
Zhimosom abandoned his attempt to circumvent the Guard. He waited until evening and returned to a spot where the Temple was still under construction. He chose an area where the structure had no doors or windows as yet.
There was another tough on Guard, but this one was occupied talking to a woman who frequented the street. Zhimosom waited for his opportunity and snuck in. He fumbled around in the dark for a while before remembering that he had magic and need never be in the dark. He raised a small gentle flame in the palm of his hand to light his way.
He located several rooms that appeared to be the servants' quarters. There were far more rooms than there were servants. The Priest must have hopes of a large staff when the Temple was completed.
One of the doors was locked from the outside. Zhimosom placed his hand on it and felt for the person within. He sensed a girl, but not Brill; this girl was older.
The next room was also locked. Once again, he felt for the presence within. This time it was Brill. He knocked softly and waited for an answer. When none was forthcoming, he knocked again.
"Brill. It's me, Zhimosom."
There was a faint answer. "I'm here."
"Are you all right?"
"They beat me if I'm too slow with my chores or if I spill something in the kitchen."
"What happened to your aunt? I thought she would take you in?"
"She put me out on the street when she learned my folks were dead. She already has enough mouths to feed and she can't feed another one.
"Someone grabbed me and sold me to the factor, and he sold me to the Temple. Please get me out of here. We can run away to a farm. My father's sister lives on a farm. They can always use more kids on the farm."
Zhimosom reached for the lock with his magic. He felt the individual parts that made it work. He grasped them with his magic and set them just so, twisting the lock. It popped open with a click and he swung the door wide to find Brill standing there. She rushed over and gave him a hug.
"We have to get out of here before they come," Brill said. "Someone checks that lock often. I think they have a Guard that makes rounds."
Zhimosom relocked the door after Brill was out. He hoped that would keep the Guard from looking inside. He took Brill by the hand and headed back the way he had entered.
When he reached the darkest part, he raised a flame in his hand again to light their way. He kept the fire small and muted, just enough to see by, as they navigated the dark passageways.
Just when Zhimosom thought they were safely through, he heard a noise ahead, in the dark. It sounded like someone clearing their throat.
"Going somewhere?" a voice asked.
Zhimosom peered into the passageway ahead, holding his light aloft to fill the darkness. He could make out a figure standing in their path. A flame burst into life in the outstretched hand of the man barring the way and Zhimosom knew that he had alerted Sulrad to his presence.
Zhimosom raised his shield around Brill and himself, and reached out to Rotiaqua. "I am in the Temple to free Brill and Sulrad has found us. I need your help."
"What were you thinking?"
"I wasn't thinking! Please help me."
She opened her magic up to him. He didn't wait to thank her. He just took her magic and combined it with his own to strengthen his shield. He raised a fireball and waited for the Priest to take the first action.
"Ah, I recognize your magic. I've felt you work magic on occasion. I've been looking for you, but you've hidden well. Now you've walked right in here to confront me." He laughed.
"You can't win against me; you're hardly more than a boy," Sulrad said.
Zhimosom kept silent. He might be young, but he had magic, and he knew how to use it.
He energized the fireball and sent it speeding towards the Priest. It exploded in a shower of sparks before it came close to Sulrad. The Priest laughed at Zhimosom's effort.
"That was respectable, son." Sulrad held his own fireball in hand. "I will take your magic. You are strong for one so young. Your power will make a great addition to my own. You can take pride in knowing that your death will power healing spells for a number of men and women more deserving than yourself."
Zhimosom held his peace. He wished he were anywhere other than here. As Sulrad prepared to hurl his fireball at him, Zhimosom drew even more power from Rotiaqua. This time, he felt her fear for him through the link. She, too, wished he were elsewhere.
As the fireball struck his shields, Zhimosom felt a falling sensation that stopped almost as soon as it started. It had turned pitch dark, but he could no longer feel the presence of Sulrad or Brill.
Zhimosom stretched out his hand and raised a small flame to light his way. He was back in his room at the stables. "What happened?"
"I felt you draw power from me for the fireball. It increased when you raised your shields, but suddenly I felt you wishing you were somewhere else, some place safe. The power surged and, suddenly, you were no longer there. The connection was severed, only to be restored almost immediately. Where are you?"
"I'm back in my room."
"What did you do?" Rotiaqua asked.
"I was just thinking how much I wanted to be out of there and back in my room, and suddenly I was."
Zhimosom looked for any sign of Brill, but she was not there. He had left the girl behind in the Temple.
"What are you looking for?" Rotiaqua asked.
"Brill. I must have left her behind. I have to go back and get her."
"You can't go back and get her right now, but I don’t think you have to worry too much about Brill right away. Now that Sulrad knows you're trying to rescue her, he'll want to use her as bait to lure you back to the Temple. He has no reason to kill her. We need to come up with a plan before you go back into the Temple. Sulrad will be expecting you to return."
"But Brill..."
"I know you feel responsible for the girl, but Sulrad is dangerous. I felt Sulrad's magic when he attacked you. I'm afraid he may have felt mine, too. I don't think he knows who I am yet, but he might figure it out."
"Now what are we going to do?" Zhimosom didn't need Sulrad after him, and if the Priest recognized Rotiaqua, she would be in danger, too.
"We'll have to be more careful." Rotiaqua dropped the connection and left Zhimosom alone with his thoughts.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom came awake with a start. He'd been having a nightmare about Sulrad. He saw the Priest enter a room in the new Temple. It was a plain room with the walls built of stone and mortar, rather than the wood that made up most of the Temple.
It had small slits of windows on either side, and carvings in the stone that tracked the movement of the sun and moon.
In the center of the room stood a stone altar that came up to Sulrad's waist. It was constructed of marble with complex engraving on the sides. The surface had a sunken center with a depression that ran around the outer edge.
It was stained with blood.
Scratched in the blood were symbols that Zhimosom could not read, but looked like Wizards' marks. Standing on one end of the altar was a statue of a woman. She was dressed in loose fitting robes and cradled a knife in her hands. The blade was positioned against her throat.
Someone was tied on the altar, a young girl from the look of her. The dream became more real, and the figure came into focus.
It was Brill.
Her hands and feet were stretched out, the ties holding her fast. Sulrad stood beside the altar gazing down at the girl. He stroked her hair and spoke softly in her ear.
Zhimosom watched as the beam of moonlight crept across the wall until it struck the statue. Sulrad grasped the knife from the statue and slit Brill's throat. Zhimosom felt the life energy flow out of her and into the Priest. It separated from Brill like a cloud of golden dust, swirling around her, growing brighter until it funneled into Sulrad's chest, where it disappeared.
Zhimosom struggled to wake himself from the dream, but something held him in it. He tried to look away, but he could not. All he could do was watch as the life of his friend drained out to feed the Priest.
As Brill's breathing came to a halt, Sulrad looked straight at Zhimosom. "I'm coming for you next, and your lady friend when I find her. Wizards and Sorceresses have magic that can feed my hunger better than one such as this.
"With every sacrifice, I gain strength that you will never know." With that, he laughed and looked away. Zhimosom felt himself released from the dream and woke in a cold sweat.
He reached out for Rotiaqua. She was asleep, but the connection was so strong now that it didn't matter. "Rotiaqua. Wake up, we're in danger."
She came to her senses quickly for having been awakened so abruptly. "What is it?"
"Sulrad ... He sacrificed Brill and took her life energy."
"What do you mean, sacrificed?"
"He has a special room in the Temple, where he tied her up and killed her. I saw it. I thought it was a dream, but I couldn't break free. When he finished with her, he looked right at me. He knows about us and he's coming."
"He knows about us?"
"Sulrad. He knows who I am and he knows about you through me. He said a Wizard or Sorceress is even better for his sacrifice than Brill."
He shook with rage and fear. "He killed her."
Zhimosom worried for Rotiaqua's safety as well as his own. The Priest was a regular at the Castle and frequently dined with Rotiaqua's father. That brought her into contact with him often. If Sulrad recognized Rotiaqua, she would be in trouble.
"I can't fight him. He's too strong, and he gains strength from his victims. I did it by mistake with a mouse. I wanted to see what its life force was like and I absorbed it. It was horrifying. I felt dirty. I could never take magic from another creature, but it doesn't seem to bother Sulrad. Soon he'll have enough power to break through our shields and find us both."
"What are we going to do?" Rotiaqua asked. Zhimosom was taken aback. Usually she was so confident that he felt a little intimidated by her, but here she was asking him what to do.
"We flee." Zhimosom wanted to sound confident, but he knew they would never be safe with Sulrad around. "If he finds out about you, we're both in trouble. Your father will hang us both if Sulrad doesn't get to us before him."
"You mean run? Where would we go?"
"Anywhere but here. We can't wait. We should go now, before he finds either of us."
"I'll meet you at the copse of trees just outside of the city," Rotiaqua said. "We can talk then. Meet me there at sunrise."
With that, Zhimosom dropped the connection. He packed his meager belongings and sat on his bed, awake and terrified.
 
 
 
 
Just before sunrise, Zhimosom went down to the stables and prepared Rotiaqua's horse and gear for her arrival. He made an excuse to the stable master that he was ill and needed to spend the morning in bed. The stable master berated him, but excused him with a strict admonition to be healthy by the noon meal.
Zhimosom ran as fast as he could to the copse of trees Rotiaqua had mentioned. He arrived there out of breath and exhausted. He didn't have long to wait until Rotiaqua arrived.
She handed Zhimosom the reins and jumped down from her horse. She circled around and hugged him tight. Zhimosom was so surprised he almost let the horse run free, but he relaxed and tentatively returned the hug.
"Why so restrained?" Rotiaqua asked.
"My Lady, it's not proper. I don't want to end up in the stocks again."
"Don't worry. No one will see us. If they do, I'll tell them I ordered you here to assist me with my horse." She found a convenient outcropping of rock and sat down. She patted the stone beside her. "Sit."
Zhimosom took a seat but he kept his distance from her, still nervous.
"How long have you known me?" Rotiaqua reached out and grasped his hand.
Zhimosom felt a tingle of anxiety, but didn't pull his hand back. "I ... I don't know, My Lady. I first met you in the fire back at my homestead. That was a long time ago."
"It's been almost a summer." Rotiaqua intertwined her fingers with his. "We talk almost every day. Why are you so shy?"
It ... It's not the same. When we talk by magic, I know no one will discover us. This ... This is different."
"No one will discover us here." She squeezed his hand. "We are joined, you and I. Our magic works together. I think it is fated that we be together."
Zhimosom yanked his hand, but she grasped it tightly, not letting him pull away.
"Not like that. I mean in magic. I believe we're fated to work together. I can feel the magic so much stronger in me when we share our power ... I know you feel it, too."
"I do, but we cannot be seen together, My Lady. It's not permitted."
"Not permitted." She shook her head. "Promise me you will not run away without me."
"Without you? I thought we were going to run away together ... now ... Before Sulrad finds us."
"I know you're worried about Sulrad, but we're still safe ... at least for now ... If he knew how to find you, he would have come after you already. Don't let him chase you away from me."
"But I thought you were ready to go." Zhimosom didn't understand. He thought they were going to run away together, get as far from Sulrad as they could.
"I can't leave. Where would I go? My father would hunt us down and bring us back, and then he'd kill you. We can't run away. Where would we go that people won't recognize me?"
"We can get off your father's land. Maybe we can go to Amedon, where the Wizards are. We could be safe there."
Rotiaqua laughed. "We can't run off in a hurry. This will take planning. Don't be in such a rush." She squeezed his hand.
Zhimosom wanted to get as far away from Sulrad as he could, but he couldn't leave her. The way her magic combined with his to make them both more powerful was heady, exhilarating. He couldn't just walk away from her. "I won't run away."
"I want your oath. That you'll wait until I'm ready."
"I promise."
"Blood oath." Rotiaqua reached inside her boot and pulled out her knife. "When two people make a solemn promise, sometimes they seal it with blood. We're bound by magic; now let's seal it with blood."
She quickly made a cut across her palm. The blood welled up, dripping down. She did the same to him, then grasped his hand, and joined their blood together.
"Together," Rotiaqua said.
"Together," Zhimosom repeated.
Zhimosom felt a tingle as their blood mixed and he spoke the words. He felt a rush of power that he had not experienced before.
He became more aware of Rotiaqua now. He felt her holding his hand, not as himself, but as her. Zhimosom felt his hand as Rotiaqua did, larger and stronger than hers. It gave him confidence.
He felt heat coursing through his veins as if her blood had set his own on fire. It was heady, wonderful, and almost overwhelming. He had the distinct impression of a large creature, a dragon. As if one of the dragons of legend had infused his blood with its own.
He shook off the vision and looked back at her. She didn't say a word, but he knew she'd felt it too. He reached out with his magic and created a spell of healing as he'd seen the Priest do and healed both their hands, stopping the flow of blood.
"I had better be getting back to the stables, or I'll be in trouble. The stable master told me to be back and ready to work by the noon meal." Zhimosom helped Rotiaqua up on her horse and started up the road.
She leaned down. "Why walk?"
"My Lady, I cannot ride with you. Someone will see me."
"Not ride. You were able to travel from the Temple to your home before. Try it now."
Zhimosom closed his eyes and imagined himself back in his room. He felt a slight shudder and knew it had worked. He opened his eyes and saw Sulrad standing in the middle of his room.
"Ah, there you are. I knew you'd be back, but I honestly expected you to use the door."
Zhimosom turned to see who had spoken.
It was Sulrad.
Zhimosom tried to invoke the spell that would take him back to the copse, but a blanket of fatigue fell over him. He tried to reach out to Rotiaqua to warn her, but there was nothing, only silence.



Bonded
Uskin came awake in a panic. Her room in the Wizards' Keep was cold, but she was wet with sweat. It was just after dawn and the sun barely lit the room as she sat up in bed. She reached for her robe and pulled it on, comforted by the lush fur collar and heavy lining.
"What is it?" Alwroth asked. He blinked sleep from his eyes and sat up beside her.
"A bonding ... Remember that little girl and the dragon I saw so many years ago?"
Alwroth wrinkled his brows in thought. "The one in your vision?"
"Yes, her." Uskin stretched her hands out, palms up. A small fire crackled in her hands, growing larger, until a golden glow covered them.
The light swirled and rose, taking on the form of a dragon. Its wings shimmered as if spun from the finest gold. The dragon circled her palm, then looked down and breathed fire into Uskin's hands.
The fire formed a woman and a man.
It was the girl she'd seen in her vision so many years ago. She was sure of it.
The girl took the man's palm and sliced it with her knife before joining their hands together. The light intensified until Uskin blinked at the brilliance. The dragon above reached out with a claw to slash its chest right above its heart. Golden blood poured out of that wound and onto the couple standing below.
The couple took on a reddish tint as the blood of the dragon flowed over them, coating them, until they were the color of firebrick, yet they glowed even more brightly than before.
The dragon grew insubstantial, shrunk to the size of a child next to the couple, and shifted color, turning a burnished copper. Then it faded, leaving the couple behind.
"What does it mean?" Alwroth shuffled up close and put his arm around her shoulder. He leaned in to get a better look at the figures.
"We need to send someone to find them."
"The dragon?"
"I don't know what the dragon means, but they wtill need to be tested." She blew on her hands. The image turned to a cloud of bright sparkles and disappeared. "Don't you agree?"
"Yes, of course." Alwroth leaned in and kissed her gently. "You know best."
"I'm thinking Garlath. He's a solid man. He can handle this, and he could use a little time away from Amedon. What do you think?"
Alwroth smiled. "I think he's just the man for the job. Where shall we send him?"
"I don't know. I'll search and see if there's a place they're sure to go."
Uskin stood up and extended her arm in invitation. "Shall we?"
Alwroth rose and took her arm. He escorted her to their private sitting room and rang the bell for the attendant.
"Go find Garlath and invite him here to break his fast," Uskin said.
"Yes, Your Mightiness." The attendant turned and left the room.
 
 
 
 
Garlath arrived in mere moments. He wore the traditional robes of a senior Wizard. He was an older man, with long gray hair and beard, verging on white, but he carried himself with the air of a much younger man. The Council had offered him a seat on several occasions but he had refused, claiming it would only tie him to Amedon.
He threw himself into a guest chair and scanned the room. When he noticed a cup of tea already waiting for him, he picked it up and drank, then set it back on the table.
"We have a quest for you." Uskin had donned her Sorceress crown with its glowing red jewels and intricate braid of multicolored rope.
"A quest?"
"One that will take you away from Amedon for a while. One of great importance."
Garlath smiled at her words. She knew that he was eager to get out on the road and experience life among the common folk, if only for a short while. He'd always told her that life amongst the Wizards was dull and boring, without the surprises of the mundane world.
"You have that look of mischief in your eyes." Garlath smiled back at her. "This must be especially difficult."
"I sensed a pair form just this morning." Uskin raised her upturned palms and gently blew on them. The image of the woman and man from her earlier vision reappeared, but this time they were static and lifeless.
"Why don't you go after them yourself?"
"Because this one is special," she said. "Not only are they perfectly paired, they are somehow bound up with the dragons."
"Dragons?"
"Yes. That's why I thought of you. Would you take on this quest? I don't know where they are now. I don't know when they will decide to come to Amedon." She waved her hand in the air. "I don't even know that they will decide to come to Amedon, but we need someone like you out there looking for them.
"They must be tested and trained before they show up here. I fear it will be a long and difficult quest, not soon over."
Garlath smiled broadly at her last words. "I'll do it."
"Where will you start?"
"In Tustow. There is an old Wizard there. He no longer associates with Amedon. He's ancient and feeble, but he's still powerful and he's an expert in dragons. If they are somehow mixed up with dragons, they will eventually be drawn to him. I can wait for them there."
Uskin saw that Garlath was already off in the mundane world. "Garlath," she said softly.
"Hmmm... Oh, sorry, I was just thinking. I can set myself up as an apothecary and sell potions and herbs in the market. That will give me a chance to mingle and watch for them."
"Garlath." Uskin tried again to get his attention. "This is important. These two are already very powerful, and with the dragon's blood on them they will be so powerful that they could easily destroy the city by accident just experimenting with their powers.
"It's important that you find them and test them. If they pass, you must train them before you bring them here. I don't need to remind you how important that is."
"No, you don't." Garlath glanced over at the wall that had been hastily repaired after an inexperienced young Wizard blasted it out by mistake years earlier. Uskin and Alwroth left it that way as a constant reminder to themselves and their guests that young untrained Wizards were dangerous.



Sorceress Rotiaqua
Rotiaqua made her way back to the castle in time for her late breakfast with her father. On this occasion, her mother had also joined them. They had just begun the meal when a Guard interrupted.
"Sorry, My Lord, but there's someone here to see you. He's insistent that you be told that he is waiting, and that you would be receptive."
"Who is it?" the Baron growled at the Guard.
"It's the Priest. He says it's in regards to your daughter."
Rotiaqua tensed up at the mention of the Priest. She looked at her father, who scowled back at her.
The Baroness leaned over. "It's not often I break my fast with you. Do you have to see that man now?"
"He says it's about our daughter." The Baron glanced at Rotiaqua. "Know anything about this?"
"No, father, I have no idea what the Priest would have to do with me."
"Let him in." The Baron waved at the Guard, who left and quickly returned with the Priest.
"My Lady. My Lord." Sulrad bowed his head as he took his seat. He looked over at Rotiaqua and smiled.
"What is so urgent that you would disturb my breakfast with my family?"
"It is your daughter and her welfare that I have come to see you about this day, My Lord."
The Baron looked over at Rotiaqua once more. She shrugged her shoulders. She was confident that he hadn't discovered her secret.
"What of my daughter's welfare?"
"My Lord. Perhaps it's best if we speak privately." He looked at Rotiaqua then back to the Baron.
"Whatever you have to say about my daughter, you can say in front of her."
"As you wish, My Lord." Sulrad smoothed his robes and sat up straight. "My Lord, I have discovered a Wizard, here in the city. He's been in contact with your wife and daughter. He works in the stables.
"I currently have this Wizard restrained in the Temple, and have been interrogating him. He has declined to answer my questions, but I was able to determine that he has had recent contact with your daughter."
Rotiaqua tried to control her reaction. She almost fainted with. What had happened? Had the Priest somehow interfered with Zhimosom's travel spell? She tried not to let her emotions show on her face, but she was worried about Zhimosom.
Rotiaqua reached out to Zhimosom. She could tell he was alive, but his magic was muted and somehow distant, as if there was a wall between them, blocking their connection. She pressed harder, but was unable to connect. She abandoned her efforts and looked to Sulrad.
The Priest was staring at her.
"What does this have to do with my daughter?" the Baron demanded.
"My Lord ... Your daughter ..."
"Yes. My daughter." The Baron turned to look at Rotiaqua. She flushed and turned her eyes down.
"What of my daughter?" the Baron asked.
"I'm afraid ... that your daughter ... is a Sorceress, My Lord. She's the one who's been helping the Wizard."
The Baron stood up. "A sorceress? What are you talking about?"
"My Lord, your daughter has magic. I just felt her cast a spell. While we were talking, she was reaching out to that Wizard."
Rotiaqua tensed up at the mention of magic. She raised the shield that she and Zhimosom had practiced to keep Sulrad from detecting her magic, but feared it was too late. How foolish could she be?
"I'll not hear of this." The Baroness waved at the Guard and pointed to Sulrad. "Throw this madman out of here."
"If I might be so bold," Sulrad said and flicked his hand at Rotiaqua.
Rotiaqua felt a blast of magic headed her way and acted instinctively.
The fireball impacted Rotiaqua's shields and shattered into a brilliant shower of sparks that fell to the floor and died out. Anger flared up in her at the thought that Sulrad had tried to kill her in her own home before she realized that he had tricked her into revealing her powers.
The Baron looked at Rotiaqua. "What's the meaning of this?"
Before she could speak, Sulrad said, "You see, My Lord? A Sorceress, and quite strong, too. She must have been practicing magic for quite some time to develop shields like the ones she carries. It is those shields that kept me from identifying her as a Sorceress before today."
"Is this true?" The Baron looked at Rotiaqua. He had that 'no argument' look about him that Rotiaqua had come to recognize. She couldn't argue the fact that she was a Sorceress.
"It's true, father. I am a Sorceress." She straightened up and looked him in the eye.
"What?" The Baroness demanded. "A Sorceress?"
"How ... How long?" the Baron sputtered.
"A while." Rotiaqua was not going to admit to anything more.
Rotiaqua saw the rage descend on her father's countenance. She wanted to tell him that there was nothing wrong with magic, but before she could speak, Sulrad was on his feet.
"She must come to the Temple for training, My Lord," Sulrad said. "She needs to learn discipline ... and restraint."
The Baron folded his arms across his chest, and shot Rotiaqua a look of disappointment. Clearly, she had hurt him; but would he actually allow this? Would he let the Priest take her to the Temple?
"You know how I feel about Wizards. Sulrad has agreed to train and restrain them in my realm. He will be able to teach you how to control your power and use it properly."
The Baroness laid a hand on the Baron's arm. "Are you sending our daughter away?"
"As a Wizard, she's disqualified from the rights of royalty. She cannot rule or marry anyone who might rule one day."
"You can't just send her away like that. She's our daughter." The Baroness turned to the Baron, her eyes glistening with tears.
"She's not my daughter any longer. She's a traitor, a Sorceress."
"But ..."
Before the Baroness could say another word, the Baron turned to Rotiaqua. "You ... are no longer my daughter. Go with him. He will keep you out of trouble."
"Rieck!" The Baroness said, her voice heavy. "Don't do this."
"Father, surely you cannot mean that," Rotiaqua begged. "Why do you trust him over me?"
"He's shown restraint and has agreed to use his magic only for the good of the realm. You need to learn to do the same." The Baron stood and turned his back on his wife and daughter.
"Father, I beg of you. Do not decide this now." Rotiaqua knew that if her father had some time to think it over, he'd probably change his mind. Once he'd decided, he would rarely reverse a decision.
"I've made up my mind. You go with him." The Baron waved his hand in dismissal without turning back. He stormed out of the room, leaving Rotiaqua and her mother with the Priest.
"Please, Mother." Rotiaqua reached out for the Baroness, but her mother withdrew from her touch, turning her head away.
Sulrad reached out and took Rotiaqua's hand. "You will grow to like the Temple. Perhaps even love it. I am building a great and powerful organization and you will be the first beside me." Sulrad stood up and motioned to the Guard.
Rotiaqua pulled away from his grasp. She stood up and started after her father, but the Guards grabbed her.
"You heard what the Baron said. Please take her to the Temple. See that you do not harm her."
Sulrad turned back to Rotiaqua and made motions in the air with his hands. He spoke words of power and Rotiaqua felt her will draining away. No longer did she wish to fight him. She allowed the Guards to escort her out.
 
 
 
 
Rotiaqua was taken to a comfortable chamber in the Temple and left alone. She tried the door and found it unlocked, but a spell kept her from walking out of the door once it was shut. Sulrad had put an enchantment on her that sapped her will and kept her docile. She tried to break the spell, but she didn't have the willpower to focus long enough on the task. Finally, frustrated and exhausted, she fell into a troubled sleep.
The next morning, Sulrad came to see her. "I trust you slept well?"
"I slept, but I would have slept well if I had slept in my own bed." Rotiaqua tried to fight his control as much as possible. Even this small step towards independent thought made her feel that there was hope of breaking free.
"This is your bed now." He waved his hand. "You have everything you need right here. You heard what your father said. You're no longer a royal. This is your new life; you will come to love it here.
"What I am building is grand and glorious. We will heal the sick and infirm. We will help countless people using my magic, and yours. Can you not see the good in that?"
"All the while, you are taking the Golds from the wealthy and turning away the poor who need your help the most. How can you call that doing good?" Rotiaqua demanded.
"Everything costs Golds. Nothing comes free, not even healing. How do you think I power my healing spells? From my own reserves?" He sat on the edge of the bed and faced her.
"If I used my own reserves to heal the sick, I would soon be impoverished and be unable to help anyone. I have to take power from wherever I can to drive spells like that. Surely you don't expect me to heal others at a cost to myself?"
"I know where you get your power." Rotiaqua recalled Zhimosom's description of the sacrifice of the young girl, Brill. Sulrad killed to obtain the power to heal.
"There must be a balance. In order to save a life, one must be given. It's not as if the small folk have much of a life anyway. Their existence is short and full of pain and hunger. They don't have a great deal to lose. By helping those able to pay, I can build a Temple that will stand forever and continue the good I start long after I am gone.
"Think it over. I can keep you under this spell for as long as it takes to make up your mind. Join me in this. Together we can spread the truth of Ran to the whole world."
He left her to ponder his words.
Rotiaqua struggled to contact Zhimosom again. This time, she was just able to reach him. He was in a cell near her.
Zhimosom sat on a stone bench and was chained to the wall. There was an enchantment on the cell that contained him, but it seemed weaker than before and now their connection was strong enough to pierce it.
"Where are you?" Zhimosom asked.
"I'm in the temple, locked in a cell," Rotiaqua said.
"What happened? How did you get here?"
"My father disowned me and handed me over to the Priest. What am I going to do?"
"How did that happen?"
"Sulrad came to see us at breakfast. Sulrad told my father that he had captured you. I tried to contact you to see if it was true, but you were blocked. Sulrad must have felt my magic, because he threw a fireball at me. When I defended myself, my father got angry and handed me over to Sulrad."
"How could he just send you away like that?" Zhimosom asked. "How about your mother?"
"She doesn't agree with father, but she won't argue with him. When he makes up his mind, he won't go back. It's a point of honor for him. I won't get any help from him."
"Can you escape? Are you locked in a cell like I am?" Zhimosom asked.
"No. I'm in a regular room, but it's enchanted so I can't leave it. Sulrad has put some type of spell on me to keep me from trying to escape. I don’t know how to break it.
"We have to get out of the Temple and away from your father's lands. We have to find a way to defeat Sulrad. I'm not strong enough to take him on directly," Zhimosom said. "He's gaining strength every day. I can feel the magic in him. It's a mixture of those he's killed, and something more."
"What do you mean, more?" Rotiaqua was not as attuned to magic as Zhimosom was. He was younger, but his power was growing more quickly than her own. In the summer they'd been in contact, she had seen him grow in stature and in power.
"He has accessed something that's not human," Zhimosom said. "It's powerful and magic. I sense more than just a life force in him. He's taking magic from something else. He's creating a store for it in the Temple, so that he can draw on it. I'm not sure how he's doing it, but if he keeps it up, I will never be able to defeat him.
"I tried to access it myself," Zhimosom continued. "It felt wrong, as if the magic were contaminated or corrupted. It felt as if it would infect me with its evil if I tried to use it. I can feel it in the Priest, too. He's tainted by it, as if his whole being has been corrupted."
"Stay away from it," Rotiaqua said. "You don't want to end up like him. He's trying to convince me to join him. He speaks of healing and helping, but freely admits to taking the life of those he considers unworthy.
"I heard him talking with my father. All he really wants is to build the Temple to gain riches and control the nobles and the wealthy. Father agrees with him since that is his desire, too. They make a great pair."
"I have to find a way to defeat him before he kills me."
"Do you think that's what he has in mind?"
"Yes. If he killed Brill to take her life's energy, he will surely want to take mine. We have to get out of here."
"Think hard on it. You can come up with something." Rotiaqua was so exhausted that she simply let the connection fade. It didn't look good for Zhimosom.
 
 
Sulrad entered Rotiaqua's room unannounced. He sat on the bed and woke her from her magically induced slumber. "There will be a sacrifice tonight. I want you to come and observe."
Rotiaqua tried to raise enough resistance to say no, but all she could manage was a slight wiggle of her head as she fought against the spell.
"It will be educational. You will learn how we can heal the sick and provide for the people you care so much about.
"Besides, I have a Wizard to sacrifice tonight. I have discovered an ancient spell that can bind the magic of a dying Wizard into the stones in the altar. I can store almost infinite power in the Temple that way. Then we really can heal anyone without suffering a loss of personal magic."
Rotiaqua fought against the spell. Was it Zhimosom he planned to sacrifice? She had to break free, to warn him, to help him. She tried to contact Zhimosom, but she could not. Had Sulrad done something to him in preparation for the evening's sacrifice? Was he under the same spell as she was?
She fell back into a troubled sleep, exhausted by her efforts.
 
 
 
 
Sulrad came for her early that evening, just before sunset. "It's almost time," Sulrad said as he walked her to the altar room.
As they entered the room, Rotiaqua felt a strange concentration of power. There was something else in the room that felt like a Wizard, only it was muddy and indistinct, a mixture of magic from more than one source.
"I see you can feel it, too. Can't you?" Sulrad led her to the back of the room. "Wait here while I go get the sacrifice." Sulrad left her standing there and departed.
She saw the beam of sunlight working its way across the wall, marking the progress of the setting sun. She felt around the room and located the source of magic. I was deep inside the altar. Something in the altar stored magic. She tried to access it. It was something she had advised Zhimosom not to do, but she was desperate. The power felt wrong, muddy, and impure.
As she touched it, a sense of evil grew in her. It was as if the altar was laughing at her, taunting her to take the power and embrace it. Rotiaqua knew that if she did, something inside of her would be forever changed.
Rotiaqua shied away from the power, wishing she could talk with Zhimosom about what she had witnessed. She reached out to contact him, but she could not. Rotiaqua feared the worst.
The door opened and Sulrad led in a young boy. Rotiaqua was relieved to see that it was not Zhimosom, but she was ashamed at her reaction. The boy was set to be the sacrifice. Sulrad intended to take his magic as soon as the sun hit the proper position.
Sulrad led the boy to the altar and laid him on his back. He tied him to the cold stone and leaned over him. He spoke the words of release that Rotiaqua could not make out and the boy came awake as if from a spell.
He looked at Rotiaqua and then Sulrad. "What's happening?"
Sulrad spoke calmly to the boy. "Relax. You are to take part in a very special ritual. You will be helping some very important people."
Sulrad glanced at Rotiaqua. "It's important that the subject be calm. Fear blunts the transfer and too much power is lost." He gently stroked the boy's hair, bending down and speaking softly to him.
As the sunlight reached the statue, Sulrad snatched the knife and slit the boy's throat letting his blood flow freely across the altar.
A bright cloud of magic arose from the boy. It separated from him as Sulrad channeled some of the boy's magic into the altar, but some, Sulrad drew into himself.
Sulrad's power surged, then ebbed. He was almost powerless as he integrated the boy's magic into his own. She sensed that he had drawn all of his magic into the effort to absorb the boy's power.
She grasped the opportunity. She reached out to Zhimosom, breaking the spell of silence Sulrad had cast around him. She drew Zhimosom's power for her own use and broke the spell of compliance that Sulrad had placed on her. She rushed to build a new spell of her own that would make Sulrad believe his spell was still in place. She did all this while Sulrad was occupied with taking the boy's power.
 
 
 
 
The magic aura around the boy and the altar weakened and the boy's body disappeared in a shower of sparks. The sparks turned into a cloud of golden dust motes, swirling in the single sunbeam, and then they too, wafted away in the evening air.
Sulrad stood there basking in his renewed power, laughing. "That is how we get the power to do the healing that will draw the faithful and keep them coming back.
"Even the most powerful Wizard can heal only once or twice in a moon if they reserve all their power for it. My priesthood will be able to heal the faithful at will. And in return, the faithful will supply all our needs: gold, sacrificial animals, offering and gifts ... and young Wizards."
Rotiaqua had recognized the boy from the Temple. It was the boy who'd been brought by his family when they discovered he had magic. Sulrad promised to train the boy, but instead took his magic.
Rotiaqua stood still, listening. She wanted to act, but she didn't want to betray the fact that she had broken the spell. She reached out to Zhimosom. He'd also felt the weakening of Sulrad's power just as she had. He'd used that opportunity to reach out and build a shielded bridge that they could use to contact each other, even under Sulrad's watchful eye.
Sulrad turned to leave. "Back to your room, Rotiaqua," he called over his shoulder. "Soon, you will do the sacrifice. I have your Wizard friend in my cell. It is you, who will take his life and his magic. He's very powerful. He'll make a good addition to our growing reserves."
 
 
 
 
It had taken all Rotiaqua's strength to pretend to be subservient to Sulrad, until she was finally alone. She reached out to Zhimosom.
"He killed a young Wizard," Rotiaqua said.
"He has to be stopped. We can't let him take another life. He's growing too powerful. If we don't act now, we may never be able to escape."
"Did you feel how his power dropped while he absorbed the boy's magic?" Rotiaqua asked. "Is this something we can use against him?"
"I don't want to wait until he sacrifices someone else."
"No, but he's performing animal sacrifices every morning and evening. Maybe that would buy us the time."
"I'll try to come up with a plan. If we break through the enchantment on these cells, we can use magic to leave the Temple."
"Let me know when you're ready to try."
She let the connection drop. The enchantment on her room was no less oppressive than the one on Zhimosom's cell. She sat heavily on the bed, drained and exhausted. Sulrad wanted her to take Zhimosom's magic. She wasn't sure she would be strong enough to resist when the time came.
 
 
 
 
The next day Sulrad invited Rotiaqua to participate in the evening ritual. "Tonight you will perform the sacrifice." Sulrad led her to the altar room. She resisted the temptation to argue with him. It would reveal the fact that she had broken his spell, and she was not ready to do that just yet.
She was sure that she would find Zhimosom tied to the altar when she arrived. What would she do to fight Sulrad? How could they defeat him before he sacrificed Zhimosom?
The altar room was empty when they arrived and Sulrad called for the sacrifice. Rotiaqua steeled herself for the battle she knew was coming. When the guards brought Zhimosom into the room, she would join her power to his and together they would ... what? She needed a plan.
The door opened and Rotiaqua tensed up, but it was not Zhimosom, as she feared. A young girl entered carrying a field rabbit by the ears. It was already trussed and ready for the altar.
Rotiaqua's heart leaped to see the rabbit. At least for now, Zhimosom was safe. She almost missed it when Sulrad addressed her.
"First calm the animal." Sulrad stroked the rabbit gently, soothing it. He nodded to Rotiaqua. She stretched out her hand and rubbed the animal, as he had. She felt its heart racing. As she stroked it, the rabbit stopped struggling. Its heartbeat slowed and its breathing calmed.
"When the sunbeam strikes the blade, quickly slit its throat and utter the spell to take its magic. I will guide you through it this time, but in the future you will do it on your own. It is important that you complete the spell before its heart stops beating or else you will lose much of its life force back into the great void."
Rotiaqua watched the sunbeam advance. Dust swirled up from the altar when the rabbit breathed, sending sparkling motes into the light as it advanced. When the light struck the statue, she grasped the handle of the knife and slit the rabbit's throat.
Its life force separated from it as its heart pumped its blood out onto the altar. She grasped the life force and directed it towards the altar. She directed almost all of the magic into the stones beneath the altar, taking only a very small portion into herself.
She felt a surge in her power as she absorbed the animal's life force, but something felt wrong. She experienced the powerlessness that she had witnessed in Sulrad, then she felt the life force of the animal inside her, but it was foreign, as if something had gotten stuck under her skin that didn't belong there.
"Excellent job." Sulrad reached out and took the knife from her hand, replacing it against the statue's throat.
"You will be ready to sacrifice a Wizard soon. Then you will know power like you never imagined."



Flight
Zhimosom reached out for Rotiaqua from his dark cell in the Temple. He was relieved to be back in contact with her. It had taken a great effort to work his way through the enchantments on both of their cells, but finally he'd found a way to communicate with Rotiaqua at will.
“He means to sacrifice you,” Rotiaqua said. “He intends that I do the ritual and take your life, and your magic.”
“I know, but when?”
“I don’t know why he hasn’t done it already, unless he’s trying to wear me down. He’s been forcing me to participate in the sacrifices. I feel dirty and contaminated already.”
Zhimosom felt the contamination in Rotiaqua’s magic through their link. He worried what it was doing to her. He had to get her free and see if he could rid her of the corruption Sulrad was forcing on her.
“I feel my magic weaken, just like Sulrad’s does when I perform the sacrifice.”
“We have to be prepared. The next time he performs the sacrifice, we must act while he is weakened.” Zhimosom shuddered. When Sulrad had sacrificed the boy, his power had been severely reduced. If another opportunity like that came along, they might be able to break free.
“He has a mini dragon,” Rotiaqua said. “I heard him talking. I hope he’ll want to sacrifice that himself. I don't want to touch it. I don't want to take its magic.”
“When did he get it?” This could be the break Zhimosom was waiting for. If Sulrad sacrificed the animal himself, they could put Zhimosom's plan into action.
“Today," Rotiaqua said. "A servant came in just after the morning sacrifice with it. Maybe tonight will be our opportunity.”
“Be prepared,” Zhimosom said. “If he performs the sacrifice, we’re going to travel to that grove where you and I met before. Sulrad won’t know how to find us." Zhimosom hoped the Priest would not be able to follow them. "Then we run.”
“I’ll contact you when he’s ready,” Rotiaqua said.
Zhimosom felt Rotiaqua drop the contact. She was weak despite the additional life force Sulrad had her taking at the sacrifices. Sulrad must have a spell on her that we keeping her drained. Zhimosom hoped she would have enough magic to escape when the time came.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom sat in the darkness of his cell. He didn't know if it was night or day, when a tingling feeling came over him shaking him back to consciousness. It was.
"He's preparing to sacrifice the mini dragon. Now's our chance."
Zhimosom forced his head to clear despite the spell that had been placed on his confines. "How long do we have to prepare?"
"He just summoned me for the sacrifice. I can sense the mini dragon in the altar room. It won't be long."
"We wait for Sulrad's power to ebb, and then we go. Are you ready?" Zhimosom had replenished his magic as he sat in the cell in the Temple. He'd spent his time probing around and absorbing any power he could in preparation for this chance.
"I'm worried. Do you think it will work? Can we really get away?" Rotiaqua sounded skeptical.
"I've been studying Sulrad's spells," Zhimosom said. "He has stolen magic at his disposal, but Sulrad must use his native magic to create and maintain his spells. The stolen magic just reinforces the spells it does not create them. I think I can defeat him through his native magic. Without the stolen magic, he's not that strong."
"Be careful. He's still dangerous. I'd rather just get away from him without a fight if that's possible."
"I won't make any promises,” Zhimosom said. “If I get the chance to kill Sulrad, I'll take it without hesitation. He's killed too many people already. He must be stopped."
"I'm at the altar room. I'll open my sight to you so you can see what happens, but I have to be quiet."
Rotiaqua's vision overlaid Zhimosom's and the dark cell faded out and was replaced by the altar room. Sulrad stood before the blood encrusted altar, knife in hand. On the altar, a mini dragon was trussed and ready for the sacrifice. Through the slit in the wall, a moonbeam shown on the altar. It was close to the statue and signaled the time for the sacrifice was near.
Sulrad looked up as Rotiaqua entered the room. "Watch this sacrifice carefully. The mini dragon has magical power much like a Wizard. Feel how I take its power for my own, how I integrate its magic into mine. You will need to know how to do this yourself."
Sulrad gestured to the mini dragon. "Soon, you will perform a similar sacrifice and take the magic of the Wizard. Then you will be a Priestess of Ran and ready to join me as we will build the Temple into a force to rule the land."
Rotiaqua stood in silence.
"Do you understand?" Sulrad demanded.
"I understand," she said.
"Good. You must do this to gain power to heal the faithful. It's an important part of how we keep them faithful."
Rotiaqua simply nodded her head.
"Start speaking the words of the spell before you strike the sacrifice. Feel for the creature's magic and grasp it. It will resist you at first, but as you become accustomed to it, it will become easier."
Zhimosom felt Rotiaqua reach for the magic of the mini dragon. It was clear and pure, not like Sulrad's dirty twisted magic.
Sulrad muttered his spell and the magic of the mini dragon lifted ever so slightly away from the beast. A faint cloud of gold flecks shimmered in the air a scant digit away from the creature's fur.
Sulrad took the knife and slit the mini dragon's throat. Blood spurted out to splatter the altar before settling into a pulsing stream.
The cloud of magic grew more pronounced. It swirled above the creature as if a small tornado had settled there.
Sulrad raised his voice and the magic altered its course. It twisted and turned around the Priest moving faster and faster. Finally it settled into Sulrad's skin and vanished.
Sulrad's magic faltered. That was what Zhimosom had been waiting for. He visualized the copse of trees where he'd met Rotiaqua. He imagined what it would look like beneath the light of the moon and how the grass beneath his feet would feel.
Zhimosom reached out to Rotiaqua and grasped her magic. Just as he pulled her to the safety, he saw her yank the sacrificial knife out of Sulrad's hand.
 
 
 
 
The temple faded to be replaced by the familiar copse of trees. The moonlight filtered through the branches illuminating the rock where Zhimosom had sealed the pack between him and Rotiaqua with their blood.
"I thought we might need a weapon," Rotiaqua said, holding up the knife.
Zhimosom sighed with relief. "Is it really over?" Was it really going to be that simple? Were they free of the Temple? Would their shields be enough to keep Sulrad from finding them?
"We should leave as quickly as we can," Rotiaqua said. "Sulrad will find us if we stick around Frostan." Rotiaqua put her arm around Zhimosom's shoulder. "I'm sorry I put you through that. I should have left with you before."
"Let's get going while we have the moon to light our way." Zhimosom started for the road, but didn't get far before Rotiaqua called out.
"Behind you!"
Zhimosom turned back to Rotiaqua. There in the air between them a shimmering cloud of violet took shape. The sparking motes of light quickly solidified in the shape of the Priest.
"You didn't think you were going to get away that easily did you?" Sulrad took a step towards Zhimosom. In his hand, he held another knife; much like the one Rotiaqua had snatched from him before they'd disappeared.
"I'll take your magic right here. It's not as efficient as in the Temple, but some things can't be helped." Sulrad reached his hand out and a binding spell enmeshed Zhimosom. Zhimosom struggled to move, but he was held fast.
Zhimosom picked at the spell, looking for Sulrad's native magic between the strands of stolen magic. It was faint, but Zhimosom thought he had it. He tugged at the cord that was Sulrad's magic and the containment fell apart releasing him.
"Well, the young Wizard has a few tricks up his sleeve." Sulrad raised the knife and took a step towards Zhimosom. "No matter, this will work on you, bound or free."
Zhimosom strengthened his shields. Sulrad push against them. They held for a moment, but then slipped. Sulrad took another step towards Zhimosom, muttering the spell he had used to take the magic of the mini dragon.
Zhimosom's magic pulled away from him. He fought against Sulrad's spell, but he was too weak. The Priest had the advantage on him.
Sulrad's knife came closer and closer to Zhimosom's throat.
Zhimosom's magic draw farther away from his body. He panicked, probing once again for Sulrad's magic. He had to find a way to break the spell. He was losing the battle.
Suddenly Zhimosom's magic snapped back into him with a physical shock that threw him backwards. Zhimosom stumbled to the ground stunned. He scrambled to get to his feet fearful of another attack from Sulrad, but none came.
Sulrad stood where he was, stiff with a look of pain on his face.
Behind Sulrad, Rotiaqua held the sacrificial knife in her hand, the blade buried deep in Sulrad's back. "Don't move," she said.
Zhimosom carefully approached Sulrad. The Priest's magic was bleeding away, swirling around the knife and into Rotiaqua.
"What are you doing?" Zhimosom cried.
"Saving your life," Rotiaqua answered. "Get over here and help me."
Zhimosom wrenched the sacrificial knife from Sulrad's hand and stepped around beside Rotiaqua.
"Let's draw his magic out of him and spill it on the ground." Rotiaqua said.
Zhimosom took the knife and slid the point into Sulrad, penetrating his back next to Rotiaqua's blade. Blood spurted forth to coat the blade.
Sulrad screamed in pain as Zhimosom pulled at his magic. Zhimosom was prepared to separate the Sulrad's magic from the Priest and kill him.
Sulrad's magic bled out of him but soon stopped. Sulrad was hanging on to a small core of magic. Zhimosom reached for that tiny core to separate it from Sulrad and end the struggle, but he was not able to wrest it away from the Priest.
Sulrad groaned as Zhimosom pulled at the magic, but it did not come free. Zhimosom frowned. It was not Sulrad's magic that the Priest was holding on to so desperately.
It was Rotiaqua's.
Zhimosom probed Rotiaqua. She had a tiny core of Sulrad's magic in her. Not much, but it was there, inextricably twisted with her own magic.
Zhimosom didn't know what to do. He couldn't separate Rotiaqua's magic from Sulrad. If he killed the Priest while Rotiaqua's magic was still in him, would that affect Rotiaqua?
He couldn't take that chance. Zhimosom released his hold on Sulrad's magic. He felt it rush back into the Priest.
Zhimosom pulled the knife from Sulrad.
"We have to let him live." Zhimosom spat.
"Why?" Rotiaqua stood firm still holding the knife in the Priest's back.
"Because he has your magic in him, and you have his in you. I can't separate them out." Zhimosom stepped away from Sulrad and nodded to Rotiaqua.
"Are you sure?"
"Can't you feel it?" Zhimosom was sure. Now that he knew what to look for, it was as plain as could be. Rotiaqua and Sulrad were intertwined and inseparable.
Rotiaqua slowly pulled the knife from Sulrad's back. The Priest slumped to the ground.
"Don't think we won't kill you if we ever see you again" Zhimosom said.
Before he was done speaking, Sulrad turned to a cloud of violet sparkles and vanished.



Garlath
Garlath left Amedon and traveled to Tustow, where he took up residence and set himself up as an Apothecary. He located a suitable room with plenty of space for his own work and a room where he could train a couple of young Wizards.
He hoped he was right. If dragons were involved, the young couple would be drawn here eventually. This was where the Dragon Master was rumored to live. Garlath would have to find the Dragon Master and discover what he could about the prophecy, and how the Wizard and Sorceress would affect the dragons. Uskin's visions had made it clear that something was happening to the dragons.
Garlath searched the nearby countryside for the Dragon Master, carefully probing for the magic he sought until he found it. It was close enough that Garlath could easily walk the distance. Garlath followed the scent of the Dragon Master as he made his way across the plain until he came to a rocky outcropping.
The magic of the Dragon Master was strong, but the house nestled amongst the rocks looked rundown, almost as if it were abandoned. Without the scent of magic, Garlath would have mistaken it for the abode of some decrepit hermit.
Garlath knocked hard, but no answer came. He reached out with his magic to find the old man asleep inside, so he entered.
The interior of the abode was decorated with dragons. Dragons everywhere. Dragons were carved into door posts and lintels. Dragons perched on shelves. Dragons formed the legs of every chair and table in the room. Even the massive chair in which the old Wizard sat snoozing was formed in the likeness of a dragon. The old Wizard snored loud enough to wake any dragons that might have been nearby.
"Em'hin! Are you Em'hin?" he asked. When the old man didn't answer, Garlath shook him gently. "Are you Em'hin?"
The old man slowly opened his eyes. They were deep blue and milked over with age. He sat up, slowly coming awake. "What ... Who are you?"
Garlath wondered what the old man had seen with those ancient eyes. He must barely be able to make out that Garlath stood before him. "Em'hin. I need your help."
"Help?" Em'hin struggled to sit up.
"I come from Amedon."
"From Amedon, you say? I haven't been there in years. How is the place? Still crawling with young Wizards hoping to make their mark on the world?"
Garlath laughed along with Em'hin. "Much the same."
"Why do you disturb an old man's rest?"
"I need your help. The Wizards' Council has located a pair. A Wizard and a Sorceress. They are somehow wrapped up with dragons."
"Dragons," Em'hin mumbled. He reached out his hand. "Help me up, sonny, there's a staff over by the fireplace."
Garlath fetched the staff for the old Wizard. Em'hin struggled to his feet and hobbled over to his kitchen where he stumbled about preparing tea. Em'hin felt his way around the kitchen more than saw it. Garlath wanted to help, but Em'hin pushed him out of the way.
"I'm used to taking care of myself," Em'hin said. "What makes you think I can help you?"
"You are the Dragon Master. You're the most knowledgeable man alive when it comes to dragons."
"So?" Em'hin placed his hand over a pot of water that immediately began to boil. He stirred in the tea and spices and placed the pot on the table.
"Uskin had a vision about this pair, and the dragons. She sensed that they are somehow tied up with the dragons. There's a scent of dragon in their magic."
"Dragon, you say?" Em'hin turned his milky eyes on Garlath. "Seems to me I spoke to one of them lately."
"You spoke to a dragon?" Garlath asked. He thought the dragons were all gone. How had Em'hin spoken to one?
Em'hin motioned Garlath to sit and lowered himself onto the bench. "Yep ... he said there would be a couple of young Wizards along ... That's probably the ones you're talking about."
"Yes. We believe they are going to come here, drawn by your magic."
Em'hin held up his hand. "Slow down. How do you know these are the ones?"
"The vision..."
"Not so fast. I don’t need a couple of young Wizards showing up and poking around here. You keep them away from me until you're sure. You hear me?" Em'hin jabbed a gnarled finger at Garlath. "The only way I want them here is if the dragons send them. Not unless. If they tell you a dragon sent them, you bring them to me right away. Otherwise keep them away."
"What can you tell me about the dragons?" Garlath asked.
Em'hin's eyes filled with tears but he remained silent, gazing off in the distance.
"What's wrong?" Garlath reached across the table to take the old Wizard's hand. He felt him shake as he spoke.
"It will not end well ... That I should live to see this ... after all my long years." Em'hin sniffled and wiped his tears away with his gnarled hand.
"What do you mean, 'it won't end well'?"
"Not for the dragons and not for the Wizards." He shook his head. "So many deaths."
"Please tell me more. I was sent here to search for the Wizard and Sorceress. They are tied up with the dragons. Please tell me what's going to happen."
"I can't say. It's too painful. Go. Please leave me alone. I wish I had not lived to see this day."
Garlath tried to get more out of the old Wizard, but he refused. Em'hin just covered his face with his hands and wept.
 
 
 
 
Garlath left Em'hin to his tears and returned to the room he'd rented above the cobbler shop. He sat in his most comfortable chair, and let his mind wander. He thought of Uskin and reached out to contact her. She welcomed him to the lounge where she and Alwroth sat contemplating the afternoon's fire.
Uskin was in her formal dress, her robe of rich brown accented by the fire. The crown on her head was a thick braid of multicolored ropes the color of brick red and studded with gems. She must have come from a formal meeting and not had time to take it off.
Garlath had known Uskin for nigh on forty summers, but she still looked as if she were a woman of eighteen. The only signs of age on her face were tiny wrinkles that framed her eyes when she smiled.
She smiled at him now.
"I've just come from Em'hin," Garlath said. "He says a dragon contacted him and warned him about the pair. He said they should be along soon."
"You are prepared for them?"
"Yes. I believe I am." Garlath was reluctant to raise the topic of Em'hin's worries, but he knew Uskin would want to hear about it.
"There's more," Garlath said.
Uskin leaned forward. Her deep blue eyes sparkled with mischief just as they always did when he brought her unusual or exciting news. "Do tell."
"Em'hin said that things would not end well for the dragons, or the Wizards. He was broken up over it. I could see that he felt it deeply."
Uskin's brows wrinkled. "My visions hinted at something similar. Did he give you any details?"
"No, he just said it was a tragedy and he wished he had not lived to see it."
The sparkle was gone from her eyes now. Her face took on a serious cast. Uskin motioned to Alwroth. "We will have to search the library, see if there is anything in the prophesies or the histories of old that might shed some light on what's about to happen."
"Why do you think something is about to happen?" Garlath asked.
"The visions are stronger now than ever before. Something has happened that set this in motion. Don't you feel it?"
"Em'hin was most distraught by the thought of the Wizard and Sorceress visiting him. He insisted I bring them by, but only if I was sure that they had been sent by a dragon."
"How will you know?" Uskin asked.
"He said that when they told me about the dragon, I should bring them to see him. That I must say nothing, not a hint, not a word, that might influence their behavior before that time."
Uskin nodded. "Garlath, please be careful. These two are the center of a great storm ahead."
"I will exercise the utmost care." Garlath relaxed and let the connection drop. Once more he was alone in his room with nothing but his own thoughts to keep him company.



Tustow
Zhimosom and Rotiaqua fled the copse of trees where they'd defeated Zhimosom. They slept only briefly each night under trees or alongside hedges in their rush to escape Baron Rieck's realm. Zhimosom foraged and gathered nuts and berries and occasionally snuck into a field to grab vegetables when he was sure no one was looking. Finally, they waded across the river that bordered The Baron's land. Zhimosom breathed a sigh of relief.
"Do you think we're safe?" Rotiaqua asked.
"We'll never be safe as long as Sulrad lives, but we're safe enough for now."
Zhimosom noticed that Rotiaqua sat staring back at the land across the river. "What's wrong?"
"I may never see my home or my parents again," she said turning to him. Her eyes were red and tears trickled down her cheeks.
"You never know what the future holds. You may see them again someday."
"No. My father disowned me. Even if Sulrad were gone, father would not take me back. I'm just as much an orphan as you are now."
Zhimosom sat next to her on the bank. "Don't think of it that way. My folks are dead. Yours are still alive. While they live, there is hope that your father will change his mind."
Zhimosom wanted to distract Rotiaqua from the sad thoughts of her home.
He hopped down from the bank and found a spot where the river flowed through a small jumble of rocks. Several fine looking fish swam in the shallows. Zhimosom smiled.
"Come over here. Let me show you how to catch our next meal."
"What meal?" Rotiaqua asked.
"Fish. I'm going to show you how to catch them. It's easy."
Zhimosom showed Rotiaqua how to tickle the fish and grab them before they got away. She caught on quickly and was particularly adept at it. She had three nice size trout resting on the grass in no time.
Rotiaqua plopped herself down on the grass. "I'm getting tired of roots and berries. Those fish look good."
Zhimosom made a small fire and placed the fish over the flames to roast.
"I think we should follow the river for a few days. We can catch more fish along the way. I sure wish we had gotten a chance to provision a little for the trip. It would make the journey easier."
"Journey where?" Rotiaqua asked. She perched on a rock near the fire, turning the fish as it roasted.
Before Zhimosom could answer, a large shadow rushed past. Zhimosom looked up, but didn't see what made it before it was gone. He searched the sky, squinting against the low sun.
"There." Rotiaqua pointed to a dot off in the distance. It was headed their way.
It grew closer. Larger. As it approached, Zhimosom made out a bright red splotch in the sky, like fire. It grew larger and larger until it was unmistakable.
A dragon.
Coming right at them.
"Run for cover!" Rotiaqua abandoned the cooking and ran for the protection of a rock outcropping beside the river.
Zhimosom followed her. He peered around the edge of the rocks as the dragon passed once more. This time the beast came perilously close to the ground and Zhimosom smelled the odor of rotten eggs and swamp gas.
As it skimmed above their heads, a stream of fire erupted in the chill air. Red and yellow shadows danced among the rocks, swinging wildly as the flaming dragon passed overhead.
Zhimosom ducked back behind the boulder as the dragon swung back. This time, he heard the snapping rhythm of the dragon's wing beats. Just as the dragon drew near, it spread its wings wide and dropped to the ground. Its massive claws dug into the soft ground beside the stream as it braked to a halt.
The dragon turned to the rock outcropping and stopped short of Zhimosom and Rotiaqua's hiding place. The dragon lowered its head.
"Tustow," it rumbled.
Zhimosom poked his head out to see the massive creature standing quietly on the grass. Its head was tilted to one side, as if examining him.
"You can speak?" Zhimosom asked.
"Of course I can speak." The dragon focused in on Zhimosom. "Tustow. Find the Wizard."
Zhimosom's heart raced. The dragon had spoken to him. "What then?"
"Find the Wizard in Tustow."
With that, the dragon turned towards the setting sun. It took a few lumbering steps, spread its wings, and lifted into the still of the evening air.
"What was that all about?" Rotiaqua shuddered and grasped Zhimosom's arm.
"How will we find this Wizard in Tustow that it spoke of?"
"Can we trust it?" she asked.
"I don't know. I've never seen a dragon before, have you?"
"A mini dragon, but not a real dragon, no."
"I think we can trust it. I've heard dragons are wise. Besides, we don't have any real destination. Tustow is as good as any place else." Zhimosom peered off into the distance where the dragon had disappeared. There was nothing left but blue sky and a few puffy clouds.
"How far is Tustow?" Zhimosom asked as he crept back to the fire to rescue their meal before it burned. His knowledge of geography included the farm and the road to the castle and not much else.
"It's almost a moon's journey from here. I had to study maps when I was a little girl. Father said you have to know the terrain like the back of your hand."
Zhimosom retrieved the fish from the fire. He pressed his finger into the soft flesh and decided they were perfectly cooked. "Eat hearty. It may be a while before we get fish again.”
 
 
 
 
It took them the better part of two moons to travel to Tustow. Zhimosom taught Rotiaqua how to live off the land, where to find roots and which types of berries were edible and which were not.
Rotiaqua trusted Zhimosom and grew comfortable with the outdoor life. The farther they got from the Baron's land, the more lighthearted she became.
In the evenings, they practiced magic, strengthening their shields and developing new and useful spells. Zhimosom was beginning to see a pattern to some of the incantations they were able to devise. It seemed the more he learned, the easier it became to devise new spells.
Rotiaqua even crafted a spell which helped them forage fruits and vegetables from farms along the way without being seen.
Occasionally, they stopped at a farm where Zhimosom lent a hand with the work to earn a few coppers. Rotiaqua grudgingly helped out in the kitchen and even, on one occasion, the laundry. "I don't see why we have to work so hard for a few coppers."
"We're going to need them once we get to town. You can't show up empty handed."
"I have Golds." Rotiaqua tugged at her belt.
"I told you they are not worth anything here. No one has enough silver to make change. You can't spend them."
He looked her over. Her clothes were smudged and torn in places. Not the type of garb you normally see on the trail, and way too fine for a commoner.
"We'll have to get you some more appropriate clothes before we reach the city. You can't go around looking like that."
"I know. I look a mess." Rotiaqua twirled around letting her skirt flare out as she did. "My clothes are filthy and need to be mended. Do you think we can find someone to wash and mend them?"
"I'm thinking that we need to get you something less regal."
"What?" Rotiaqua stopped spinning and placed her hands on her hips.
"You look too good for a commoner. If someone sees you dressed like that, they'll get suspicious. You don't know if your father or Sulrad have put the word out to watch for you. Maybe they are even offering a reward."
"I don't imagine my father is offering anything to get me back. He was very upset that I'm a Sorceress and seemed almost happy to hand me over to the Temple." Rotiaqua shifted her weight from one foot to the other.
"I don't think he will take it lightly when he learns that you are no longer at the Temple. He must miss you."
"You don't know my father. He's more worried about his honor than his family. We are in danger only because we dishonored him by escaping. I bear no illusions. He doesn't want me back for any other reason."
"We still need to be careful. Sulrad may be looking for us. He seemed enamored with you."
Rotiaqua blushed. "Sulrad wanted me to rule by his side." She made a face as if she'd eaten a rotten fruit.
"Then we'd better blend in."
When they reached the next farm, Zhimosom bartered Rotiaqua's fine clothes for two sets of homespun pants and shirt.
"These itch," Rotiaqua complained as they walked along the narrow rutted road. The homespun clothes made her look like a proper peasant. The walking and sparse meals along the way had made her a little leaner, but didn't completely destroy her well fed look. Zhimosom was worried that it made her stand out, but the clothes helped.
She had refused to part with her boots. Even though they were now well worn and dirty, the craftsmanship with which they were made spoke of wealth.
"We need to blend in, look like the crowd." Zhimosom walked along swinging the staff he'd made for the hills and rough spots.
 
 
 
 
They entered Tustow just as the mid-day crowd hit the marketplace. It seemed as if all of the town's folk were there for the mid-day meal. Tradesmen and merchants packed the square, vying for position to purchase the freshest bread and cheese, or the occasional piece of meat.
Zhimosom wished they had more Coppers to buy food. They had earned a few along the way, but he wanted to save them for emergencies. He and Rotiaqua looked on hungrily as the patrons purchased delicacies they could only dream of.
"I wish we could buy some of those." Rotiaqua took a deep smell of the market. Zhimosom knew she was reveling in the rich scent of freshly baked bread and pastries. Things he himself had rarely tasted, but to which she was accustomed.
"Once we find the Wizard, we can settle down. Maybe then we can spend a few of these Coppers on treats. Zhimosom jingled his purse where he kept the few coins they had earned along the way.
Zhimosom wasn't sure how they were going to find a Wizard here, or what they would do once they found him.
At the far end of the market, in a dilapidated stall, an old man called to the crowd. "Cures - poultices - purges - ointments."
The old man was tall and thin. He wore a dark brown robe tied around his middle with a faded hemp rope. His hair and beard ware light gray, bordering on white. He caught Zhimosom's eye and called over to him.
"Young man. Come over here."
Zhimosom squeezed his way through the crows to the stall where the old man stood.
"I can see you're a fine young man. You don't need any of these healing potions. Do you?"
"No, I don't need any healing potions." Zhimosom turned to leave, but the man and grabbed his arm.
"I have something better."
Zhimosom turned back.
"I have something much better," the man repeated. "A love potion." He nodded his head at Rotiaqua who was examining cloth at a stall nearby.
"I don't need a love potion." Zhimosom shook off the man's grip. He looked at the potions and mixtures. "Are you a Wizard?" Zhimosom asked.
"Why, yes, I am. Is it a Wizard you seek?"
"Yes, we seek a Wizard." Zhimosom was relieved to have found a Wizard so quickly upon entering the town. He thought he might have had to seek one out, but here one was, right in front of him.
"And why do you seek a Wizard?"
"I ... I have powers," Zhimosom whispered to the old man.
"You do?" The old man stood back; his eyes widened and a smile broke out on his sunburned face. "You don't say."
"Yes, I do."
"So what are you seeking? Do you wish to apprentice yourself to a Wizard?" The man leaned forward examining Zhimosom closely. "How long has the power been awake in you?"
"Well over a summer," Zhimosom said.
"Good ... Good. That means you're ready, doesn't it?"
Zhimosom had never thought of himself as a Wizard. One day the power had awoken in him, and he'd created fire. When Rotiaqua contacted him, they'd learned to raise shields and communicate with magic. If not for Sulrad's threat, he would have happily continued his life as a stable hand.
"Are you ready?" the man repeated.
"Ready for what?"
"Ready to start your apprenticeship."
"Apprenticeship?"
"That's why you have sought me out, isn't it? You're looking to apprentice yourself to a Wizard. Learn magic. Right?"
"I suppose so." Zhimosom decided that he would have to learn more magic if he was ever going to be safe from Sulrad and the Baron. "Will you teach me?"
"I could be persuaded. Do you have any coins?"
Zhimosom became suspicious at the request. "I have none," he lied.
"Then you will have to complete a task for me as payment."
"What type of task?" Zhimosom was skeptical.
The Wizard groped in his pocket and came out with a small piece of parchment. "Can you read?"
"I read some,” Zhimosom answered, happy that Rotiaqua had taught him how. He could trouble out most of the words she threw at him, but he knew that Rotiaqua could read it if he couldn't.
"Here. This is what I need you to get," the Wizard said pointing to the parchment that contained a list of ingredients.
Was this what the dragon meant for him to do? Was he supposed to apprentice himself to this Wizard? Would he learn enough to defeat Sulrad so Rotiaqua could go home? Zhimosom tucked the parchment into his pocket and turned to left in search of Rotiaqua.
 
 
 
 
After Zhimosom explained to Rotiaqua what had happened, they made their way out of town. Zhimosom didn't want to pay for a room at the inn, so he'd convinced Rotiaqua that one more night outside wouldn't kill them. They set up camp not far from town and made a small fire. Zhimosom pulled out the parchment and handed it to Rotiaqua.
"The Wizard wants us to get him an eagle's egg. It's part of our training."
"Are you sure that he's a Wizard? I didn't feel any power coming from him."
"I haven't met many Wizards. I don't know how to tell," Zhimosom said.
"I think we should be wary of him."
"Let's see what happens when we return with the eagle's eggs."
Rotiaqua scanned the horizon. "Where can we find an eagle's nest?"
"A nest? He needs eggs." Zhimosom waved his hand at the parchment Rotiaqua held.
"Eggs are usually found in nests, unless I'm wrong. I'm not the one who grew up on a farm, after all."
"Don't eagles nest in the mountains?" Zhimosom didn't know where eagles made their nests but he'd heard they liked mountains and tall trees.
"Sometimes they nest in trees on the plains."
Zhimosom reached out with his magic. He visualized an eagle, picturing its feathers, its hooked beak and large shiny eyes. He imagined it on the wing, high above them, circling, guarding its nest. He heard the screech it made as it prepared to dive on a rabbit.
"There," Rotiaqua said. "Did you hear that?"
Zhimosom turned just in time to see an eagle plummet from the sky and snatch a rabbit out of the grass across the meadow. The eagle turned and headed for a copse of trees on a small hill not far away.
"Follow it!" Zhimosom ran after the eagle. He lost track of it with his eyes, but he could still follow it with his magic. It landed in its nest high up in the tallest tree in the copse.
He never looked back to see where Rotiaqua was. He felt her running behind him. He knew she would catch up.
He reached the trees and wound his way into the stand, occasionally looking up to try to catch a glimpse of the nest. The leaves obscured his view, so he used his magic.
The tree in which the nest rested had few branches close to the ground. Zhimosom examined it for some way to climb it. The lowest branch was just out of his reach. He jumped up to grab onto it, but he repeatedly fell short.
"Can't reach it?" Rotiaqua asked, after she had caught up to him. She was breathing hard.
"Over there," Zhimosom said. "There's a log. We can lean that against the tree and I can climb it to reach the branch."
They freed the log from the entangling branches. It was heavy, but between the two of them, they were able to drag it to the tree.
Zhimosom tried to lift it up and lean it against the trunk, but it was too heavy. Even with Rotiaqua's assistance, it weighed too much to lift.
"Try some magic on it." Rotiaqua groaned under the weight.
Zhimosom imagined the log weighing less. He visualized it lifting gently off his shoulder to place itself against the tree, where he wanted it. He concentrated his thoughts and energy on it, willing it to lighten and lift into place.
The log seemed lighter, but Zhimosom and Rotiaqua still struggled until it was firmly wedged against the tree trunk. Zhimosom straddled it and worked his way up. He stood carefully on the log and stretched for the lower branch. He pulled himself up and stood. He could just reach the next branch jutting out around the opposite side of the tree. He groped around the trunk, grasping at the thick bark. He seized the branch and swung free, legs dangling, then pulled himself up, breathing hard with the effort.
He carefully worked his way up. As he got higher, the trunk started to sway, then bend. It grew thinner and thinner until Zhimosom was afraid the branches was too weak to support his weight.
When he reached the one that housed the eagle's nest, the bird flew off, screeching loudly. It circled the tree complaining, threatening him.
Zhimosom crawled out on the branch until he reached the nest. The branch sagged dangerously, but he was just able to reach the jumble of sticks that made up the nest. He extended his hand and felt around inside, wary that the eagle would return. The back of his hand tingled in anticipation of that sharp beak penetrating his skin.
He felt the nest; the soft feather lining was a stark contrast to the rough stick and mud exterior. He patted around, trying to find the eggs by feel.
The nest was empty.
He raised his head and looked into the nest even though the branch threatened to break and drop him to the ground. It was a long way down.
"It's empty," he called to Rotiaqua. She was looking up at him, shielding her eyes with her hand.
"Come on down, and be careful."
"There are no eggs!"
"I heard you. The eagle's not going to come back and lay some for you. Not while you're clinging to that branch. Come on down."
Zhimosom made his way back to the ground.
"No eggs. Of course." He slapped his hand against his head. "There are no eggs in the fall."
"What are we going to do?"
Zhimosom cast his eye around them. There were several small field stones that looked larger than hen's eggs. They were smoothly polished and just about the right shape. He retrieved two of them.
"Do you know what an eagle egg looks like?" he asked.
"No, I've never seen one."
"Hens' eggs are white or brown. Some bird eggs are spotted, some colored. Let's go with spotted."
"What are you talking about?"
"Just a moment." Zhimosom held his hand out and visualized not a pair of stones, but a pair of eggs. Smooth and rounded, with splotches of brown and gray covering their surface. The magic flowed from him as he did.
Zhimosom imagined the eggs taking shape in his hand. When he opened his eyes, he held two large spotted eggs.
"There," he said triumphantly. "Eagle eggs."
"I hope you know what you're doing." Rotiaqua muttered
"I do." Zhimosom looked around. What would he carry the eggs in? He didn't want to take a chance of breaking them before they reached the Wizard.
"What now?" Rotiaqua asked.
"What will I carry them in? I can't walk all the way back with them in my hand. I'll break them."
Rotiaqua untied her scarf and held it out. He carefully placed the eggs in it. She re-tied it and handed it back to him.
"Come on. Let's get back to the Wizard."
 
 
 
 
By the time they reached the Wizard, it was late in the afternoon. He was hawking his potions in the market just as he had been when they first saw him.
"We're back," Zhimosom said.
"Did you get it?"
"I got two." Zhimosom carefully opened the scarf to reveal the large spotted eggs.
"Well, well, well. You've done well, son." He patted Zhimosom on the head as if he were a child. Zhimosom flinched but held his tongue.
"Let me just close up and we'll be off."
The Wizard packed up his potions and cures and dropped the rug over his stall, indicating to any potential customers that he was closed. He led them to a room in the top floor of a stable beside an inn.
"Let me have them," he said holding out his hand.
Zhimosom opened the scarf and handed each egg gently to the Wizard. He folded the scarf and handed it back to Rotiaqua, who pocketed it.
"What now?" Zhimosom watched as the Wizard carefully placed one egg on the shelf. He took the other one in his hand and cracked it over a bowl. The shell parted, and a thick clear fluid drained into the bowl.
"Where's the yolk?" the Wizard asked.
"Yolk?" Zhimosom had not considered the inside of the egg when he created it out of the stone. He berated himself for forgetting the yolk.
"No yolk." The Wizard shook the bowl and the fluid raced around it. There was no yolk in the egg.
"Where did you get these eggs?" he asked.
"Up in the tree," Zhimosom lied.
The Wizard looked at him sternly. "Which tree?"
"Over that way." Zhimosom pointed with his chin in the general direction of the tree. "There is a stand of trees ... that way ... and I saw an eagle land there, so I followed it. I climbed the tree to fetch the eggs from its nest." He held out his scuffed and bark stained hands as proof.
"Hmmm. Let me see." The Wizard searched his bookshelf and came back with a large tome. He flipped through the pages until he landed on one. It showed a large light brown egg with no spots.
He looked up at Zhimosom's egg again.
"So, where did you get this egg?" He glanced up at Zhimosom, then quickly back to the book. He waved his hand in the air dismissing the question. "Never mind."
The Wizard fumbled around in a small chest of drawers until he found what he was looking for. He came away with a small hard chunk of burned root. He grabbed his pestle and mortar, and ground the chunk into a fine powder. He glanced back up at Zhimosom as he worked.
"What's that for?" Zhimosom asked.
"Just wait, you'll see."
Rotiaqua sat off to one side, watching quietly. When the Wizard had ground the substance into a fine powder, he asked her to join Zhimosom at the table. He lifted the stone and showed them the powder. He poured the powder onto a scratched mirrored glass.
"Your first lesson as a Wizard." He pushed the powder around the glass with a dirty fingernail.
"Potions. They are strong. This one, for example, is a strong hypnotic. It can make a person do whatever they're told."
With that, he blew on the powder, scattering it into Zhimosom's face. He turned to Rotiaqua and did the same before she could react.
Zhimosom inhaled sharply. A burning erupted in his nose and throat that quickly turned to a tingle. Zhimosom started to feel light headed and mind started to wander.
Focus. He had to focus.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom awoke to a sharp pain in his side. Someone was standing over him with a whip. The man was of average height, but easily twice as wide as any normal man. He was built of muscle overlaid with a thick layer of fat. He had a scar that ran from his forehead, across his permanently closed eye, and down his cheek.
"Come on. Morg got no time to wake you all nicey nicey. Get up and get to work."
Zhimosom blinked, trying to make sense of where he was. Something heavy weighed at his neck. He reached up and touched a cold iron collar. He tugged at it, but it was fastened tight. He ran his fingers around the smooth iron ring, but could find no clasp. It had no joint and no seam.
"What's going on?" Zhimosom asked.
"We really going to do this every day?" Morg asked. "That Wizard's powder really hits ya hard, don't it?"
"Wizard's powder?" Zhimosom's mind was foggy. He felt like he should remember, but his head just wouldn't cooperate.
"Come on." Morg poked him in the ribs again. "I got no time for this. Get out of bed and get to work."
Zhimosom surveyed his surroundings. He had been asleep on a pile of straw in a room off to one side of the stables. He could smell the scent of hay mixed with horse dung. He inhaled deeply and caught the scent of a fowl house nearby.
"Come on. Horse stalls aren't going to muck themselves, and after that, there's wood to cut." Morg nudged Zhimosom with his foot. "Get at it."
Zhimosom followed Morg to the stables. He was given a wooden fork and told to clean the stalls. The muck was to be taken to a small cart parked just outside the barn. "Get this all done and then there's the mid day meal. You missed your morning meal sleeping in like you do. I warned you about that."
Zhimosom tried to recall what had happened. The last thing he remembered was the Wizard and his powder. Powder! The Wizard had drugged him. They must be keeping him drugged. That was why he couldn't remember anything.
He tried to reach inside himself with magic and search for the source of the spell that affected him. It was weak, almost undetectable, but he felt the drug. It was keeping him off balance, barely awake. That was probably why he was so tired.
He tried to use his magic to defeat the drug, but it was too strong, and he was too weak. All he managed was to clear his head a little.
He worked at the stalls all morning. He was just finished when Morg returned. "Come on. You eat with the rest of the slaves today."
Morg led him to a table that sat beneath a tree in the yard. It was covered with a cloth tied down at each corner. The table had platters piled high with roast meat, bread, and vegetables. Zhimosom tore into it, hungrier than he had ever been.
"Slow down, you'll make yourself sick." Morg shoved a mug in front of Zhimosom. "Have a drink to wash that down. I don't want you choking on your food. I need you alive after the meal for wood chopping."
Morg motioned to a woman standing beside the table. She was shorter than Zhimosom and slightly pudgy, with curly brown hair that hung to her shoulders. She stared off into space, as if asleep.
She slowly walked over to him and poured him a mug of watered down ale, then backed away to take up her station once more. Something about her nagged at Zhimosom. She looked familiar, but surely, he didn't know a serving girl in this strange house.
He eyed her while he ate. She didn't look like the other serving girls. Her skin was clear even though she was smudged from work in the kitchen. She stood straight, unlike the others. Something about her screamed that she didn't belong with the rest of the girls, but Zhimosom couldn't say what.
Zhimosom looked at the others at the table. They appeared dazed and slightly confused. He shook his head, trying to remember why he was here. Had he always been here? Where was here? He just couldn't remember.
A clanging sound came wafting on the slight breeze. "That's it. Time to get back to work."
Morg grabbed Zhimosom by the collar and lifted. It choked him as he rushed to stand, abandoning his partially finished meal. He wished he could take the remainder with him to satisfy his lingering hunger.
"Wood. Chop." Morg shoved Zhimosom around the barn. Several cords of wood were stacked against the wall. Strewn about the yard were logs cut to lengths of two spans. In the middle was a patch of hard dried earth and an ax.
"Split these like those and stack them up." Morg pointed to the logs, then to the stacked wood. "You should be able to finish these all by day's end."
Zhimosom took the ax in his hands. It felt right, as if he'd used it before. He glanced at the blade. It was as fine as a sword blade. It glimmered in the sunlight and had an edge like a razor.
He turned a log on end and swung the ax with all his might. The trick was to build momentum and let the ax do the work. He felt the weight of it as the ax circled his head and impacted the log directly at its heart.
With a satisfying crack, the log split in two and fell away. Zhimosom picked up the halves and stood them on the hard packed dirt. He swung the ax again. It whistled through the air and struck the wood with a thud, sending the split pieces flying.
Zhimosom wondered about the woman at the table. Her face looked so familiar. Her image haunted him as he worked. Memories floated just behind the veil of the drug. Somehow, she fit into the story that was locked away at the edge of his memory.
He completed the task and sat down to rest. Zhimosom stared at the late afternoon sun as it shifted color from brilliant yellow to a mellow red. The breeze picked up and dried the sweat from him before the chill of the evening set in.
Morg came along and roused him from his reverie. "Time to head back to the barn."
Zhimosom followed him, hopeful of a repeat of the noon meal, but Morg led him back to the room full of straw where he had awakened him that morning. As they reached the door, Morg grabbed Zhimosom by the shoulder. He reached around and clamped a cloth over Zhimosom's face.
Zhimosom struggled, but Morg was too powerful. He couldn't breathe at first. When he thought he was going to pass out, Morg released his grip just a little. Zhimosom gulped in air. He felt the acrid, bitter taste of the drug and darkness took him.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom awoke to a sharp pain in his side. Someone was standing over him with a whip. The man was of average height, but easily twice as wide as any normal man. He was built of muscle overlaid with a thick layer of fat. He had a scar that ran from his forehead, across his permanently closed eye, and across his cheek.
"Come on. Get up."
"What's going on?"
The man reached down and grabbed Zhimosom by the drab iron collar that circled his neck. "I got no time for this today. Get up and get to work."
Morg jerked Zhimosom out of the room and handed him a fork. "Muck!" he said.
"What?" Zhimosom asked.
Morg turned back and grabbed Zhimosom by his shirt, lifting him off the floor. His brown eyes flared with anger. "I said get to work. I'm tired of this same babbling every day. You're a slave and you do what you're told. Now get to mucking the stalls out before I use my whip on you."
Morg lowered Zhimosom back to the ground and shoved him towards the horse stalls. A fork stood there awaiting his attention.
Zhimosom looked at the fork.
"You remember how to muck out a stall, don't you? I don't have to start teaching that to you every morning, do I?"
"No." Zhimosom reached for the fork. There was a small cart parked outside the barn. The cart was spattered with manure and straw. He assumed that was where he was meant to put the muck, but didn't dare to risk the ire of the behemoth standing there, hands on his hips, with a whip in one hand.
"Good. You do remember." Morg turned to leave. "I'll come get you for the noon meal. Have this all done by then."
Zhimosom labored at the task, pondering why he couldn't remember anything. He knew there was something amiss, but he was not sure what. He reached for memories and found a wall in his mind. Not a wall of brick or stone, but of mist and confusion. He felt its flavor. It was thick and dark. He pushed at it, trying to drive the darkness out, but he could not.
The best he was able to do was to clear away enough fog for one image. The image of a woman. She had brown hair that fell to her shoulders in waves. In his memories, she smiled at him, her eyes sparkling with life. This was someone important, someone close to him. Someone he was connected to.
The clanging of the bell roused him from his meandering thoughts. Morg showed up and dragged him to the table for the mid day meal. Standing next to the table, staring off into space, was the woman.
Zhimosom recognized her.
He tried to remember her name, but the mist and clouds clung to him, blinding him, as he searched his memories for her. He felt it, like a lingering taste on the tip of his tongue. She was special. Special not only to Zhimosom, but important somehow.
As he struggled to remember her, a strange feeling came over him. He heard thoughts in his head; not his own, someone else's. The woman's. She was trying to talk to him.
"What is it?" he asked.
"You can hear me!" She had a nice voice. She sounded scared, but confident ... confident in him.
"Do I know you?" Zhimosom thought back to her.
"Zhimosom. Try harder. You'll remember."
Zhimosom dug deeper for the memory. He did know her. She was ... she was ... "Rotiaqua." Zhimosom said out loud.
"Shut up and eat." The gruff voice of Morg broke his concentration.
"Rotiaqua." Zhimosom said again. He felt the power inside him surge. He was a Wizard. She was a Sorceress. He felt as if he were inside the shell of an egg that was slowly cracking open, allowing his memories to come came back to him. She was the Baron's daughter. They had escaped the Priest in Frostan. They had been drugged.
Drugged!
Zhimosom searched for the drug in his system. He felt it now. It was there, blunting his senses, keeping him dulled. He examined it with his magic. Power surged in him. It came from Rotiaqua. He accepted it and combined it with his own magic.
He located the powder and the spell that drove it. He felt the magic in the iron ring that circled his neck. They suddenly became as nothing to him. He dismissed them both.
The ring snapped open and fell to the ground.
He reached out to Rotiaqua and broke the spell that held her in a collar like his own. Hers snapped open, too, and clattered to the ground.
As the powder's effects faded, Zhimosom recalled everything. How they had been taken in by that fake Wizard and how they had been sold into slavery.
He stood up.
"Not so fast." Morg reached for his whip. He snatched it off his belt and uncoiled it in one smooth motion. "One more step and you'll feel the bite of my whip."
Zhimosom smiled and reached his hand out, palm up. He called fire. It was exhilarating. The fire wound itself into a tight ball and started to spin. The faster it spun the more Zhimosom felt alive.
Zhimosom laughed.
"I have nothing against you. You have not truly mistreated me. I don't want to harm you, or anyone here."
Morg lowered the whip. He stared at Zhimosom, his mouth open, eyes wide.
"That's the smart choice." Zhimosom motioned to Rotiaqua. "Go get a couple of horses."
Zhimosom turned back to Morg. "We'll free the horses once we get back to town, where I have a score to settle. The horses will come home on their own."
Morg lifted his empty hands and backed away.
Rotiaqua trotted up on a chestnut mare and led a buckskin gelding.
Zhimosom released the fire spell. The crackling die out as the flames faded. He glanced once more at Morg, grabbed the reins and jumped onto the gelding. Zhimosom snapped the reins and sped off down the lane, never looking back.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom kept his word and freed the horses when they reached the outskirts of town. Zhimosom and Rotiaqua wound their way through the narrow streets until they came to the Apothecary's room. The room was empty.
A fire burned in the stove, beneath a kettle of water. "He must have stepped out," Zhimosom cautioned Rotiaqua.
"Let's get our things and be gone before he returns," Rotiaqua said. She ducked behind the curtain that blocked off the sleeping quarters. Zhimosom heard the stairs creak and rushed behind Rotiaqua. "He's coming," he whispered.
The door creaked open and the false Wizard entered. He stood over the kettle boiling on the fire and rubbed his hands together, dropping powder into the water. Zhimosom smelled the rich aroma of pine needles and something sweet; the sleeping powder.
Zhimosom feared the sleeping powder would soon affect him, so he pulled the curtain aside and stepped into the kitchen to confront the Apothecary.
"What are you doing here?" the false Wizard demanded when he saw Zhimosom.
"We just want our things and we'll be on our way."
"You don't expect me to believe that, do you?"
"Yes, I do." Zhimosom raised his hand just in case the man decided to start a fight.
The Apothecary reached into his pocket and pulled out a fist full of powder. He inhaled deeply just as he'd done before, but this time Zhimosom was prepared.
He raised a spell that deflected the powder back to the man.
The false Wizard's eyes glazed over. He took a step towards Zhimosom and flung his hand wide. He struck the stove, and sent the kettle flying, knocking the shelf down.
Powders spilled all over the stove and flew through the air. The fire flared with a brilliant blue flame and filled the room with the smell of rotten eggs.
Zhimosom caught the man as he fell. He lowered him to the floor.
"Search him," Rotiaqua said. She turned and went into the sleeping chamber and reemerged with a battered pack that they'd found while cleaning a storage room. She rummaged through it.
"Looks like everything is here. What little we have."
Zhimosom searched the man's pocket and found Rotiaqua's Golds. They were Frostan coins, embossed with the likeness of her grandfather. He handed them to her.
"Let's get out of here,” Rotiaqua said.
"What about him?"
"Leave him to burn." Rotiaqua turned to leave as the flames from the stove licked at the ceiling and the thatched roof caught fire.
"We can't just leave him here." Zhimosom tugged at the man's robe. "Help me carry him down."
Rotiaqua stood staring at Zhimosom, hands on her hips. "He sold us into slavery. If he were in Frostan, my father would have him tortured to death. Burning is too good for him."
"No. No one deserves to die like this. Help me carry him downstairs. They will blame him for the fire. Let the townspeople take it out on him. We're not killers."
Rotiaqua scowled but took the man's feet. She lifted them up and backed towards the stairs as the roof caught fire and smoke poured out the door.
They dropped the fake Wizard at the bottom of the stairs and ran as the fire broke through the roof and flames shot into the air.



Recruit
Sulrad recovered slowly from his fight with Zhimosom and Rotiaqua. He kept to the Temple and concentrated his efforts on building up the faithful and influencing the citizens of Frostan. He needed power to find Zhimosom and Rotiaqua, and the only way to do that was to restrict himself to using as little magic as he could.
One day, Sulrad heard rumors of a young Wizard living in Frostan. They said he was a leather worker who had just reached his twentieth summer. It shouldn't be that hard to find him. There were not too many leather workers in town.
Sulrad waited until early afternoon, when business would be slow, and walked the streets of the craftsmen district. Here, coopers carefully crafted their barrels; candle makers boiled the fat from the butchers. The mix of smells was almost overwhelming as he scoured the streets until he found the cobbler's shop.
There was a crude sign hanging over the door, visible from the narrow cobbled street. It sat next to the tannery and shared the same foul odor with it.
The cobbler was a strong young man with short sandy brown hair and brown eyes. He sat behind a shoe held together with wooden clamps. He carefully tapped nail after nail into the sole to secure it before pausing to look up.
Veran's eyes widened when he saw Sulrad standing in the doorway. Sulrad had gotten used to the stares wherever he went. He barely noticed it any longer.
"Can I help you?" Veran asked.
Sulrad leaned against the door post. He reached out with his magic to see if he could sense the man's power. It was weak and shielded, but it was unmistakable.
Sulrad didn't answer the question; rather, he just pushed a compulsion on the man. He felt Veran resist it.
"So it's true, then," Sulrad said.
"What's true?" Veran stood, still grasping his hammer, and started towards Sulrad.
"That you're a Wizard." Sulrad stood his ground.
"Wizard?" Veran took a step closer and raised the hammer. "I think you'd best be along now. I don't need your type of trouble here."
Sulrad pressed the compulsion spell even harder. Veran faltered, slowing as he came, and then he froze in mid stride.
Sulrad smiled. The compulsion had taken hold. He probed for shields. Sure enough, they were there. They were crude, but effective. That must be how the man had kept himself hidden for so long.
No matter, he was caught now and Sulrad would soon have him on the altar.
"Stand there." Sulrad pointed to the corner.
Veran lowered the hammer and let it fall from his grip. He stood still where he was. Sulrad felt him struggle against the spell, but it did him no good.
Sulrad sat down at the workbench. He searched the drawers until he found a small piece of parchment and a quill and ink. The ink was almost dry, so he spit in it and stirred it with the quill.
 
 
To Baron Rieck.
 
 
The Cobbler Veran has accepted a position in the Temple as one of my trainees. As our agreement states, I have taken possession of his cobbler shop, but have no interest in operating it. I ask that you find some deserving craftsman and convey the property to him.
 
 
Sulrad signed it with a flourish and blew on the ink. He found a small cache of sand and sprinkled some on the parchment.
Sulrad stepped outside the cobbler shop and saw a boy of about ten summers in age.
"Boy. Come here."
"Sire?"
"Do you know the way to the castle?" Sulrad asked.
"Yes."
Sulrad handed the boy the parchment. "Please take this to the castle for me. When the Guards ask what you're doing, tell them you have a message for the purser."
The boy stood there, looking at him.
"You know what a purser is?"
"Yes, Sire."
"What are you waiting for?" Sulrad wanted to get the cobbler back to the Temple, but he had to make arrangements for the cobbler shop. He couldn't just abandon it.
Sulrad looked at the boy. He wore threadbare homespun clothes and nothing on his feet.
Sulrad reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of coppers. He handed them to the boy. "Run along now."
"Right away, Sire."
The boy ran off down the street and Sulrad returned to the shop. He smiled as he motioned to Veran. "We're going to have such fun, you and I. Come with me."
Veran turned and followed Sulrad down the shadowy alleyways and streets that took them back to the Temple.
 
 
 
 
The days of torture had not been gentle to Veran. He was gaunt and thin, and his hair had fallen out in clumps. His face was red and blotched with bruises. Sulrad had spent every day and much of each night with the cobbler for the last five days. He wanted to expose Veran's power before he attempted to take it from the man. He usually calmed his victims so that they relaxed before the sacrifice, but Veran was different; he had shields.
"Where did you learn shields?" Sulrad passed his staff over Veran, watching him tense up at the pain as it traveled along the man's body. Sulrad moved the staff back and forth from head to toe in a smooth motion. He was tempted to dwell in one spot more than others, but he resisted. He felt Veran fight back, strengthening his shields even as Sulrad poured the pain into him.
Veran remained silent. He clenched his teeth as the staff passed over him, but he didn't cry out.
Sulrad saw the man was starting to fade. He might very well die from the torture before Sulrad could break his shields. That would be a waste.
Sulrad relented, leaving Veran tied to the altar. He had removed the compulsion spell earlier and secured the cobbler with stout ropes instead. Sulrad sat and pondered his next move. He probed Veran, finding the shields still in place and as strong as ever. Clearly, this was not the right approach.
Sulrad needed a little more power to defeat the shields. He knew he was close; Veran was about to break ... or die.
"Don't go anywhere." Sulrad looked into Veran's bloodshot eyes and laughed. "I'll be right back. I have something in mind to help with your shields."
Veran just stared at him through tortured eyes.
Sulrad fetched a mini dragon that he'd received from one of the wealthy merchants in return for assuring that the man's firstborn would be a boy. The animal was in bad shape, having been caged for weeks, but its magic was still intact.
Veran's eyes widened when he saw the mini dragon. His brow furrowed and his breathing quickened. He followed it as Sulrad brought the mini dragon to the altar where he trussed it up next to Veran. "This is a mini dragon. It is a creature of magic that is going to give its life to me. I will take its power and use it to break your shields."
Sulrad stepped back. Why was the cobbler so interested in the mini dragon? "You recognize this?"
Veran nodded ever so slightly.
"You want this?"
Sulrad saw the excitement on Veran's face. The cobbler wanted the magic of the mini dragon. He wasn't the innocent that Sulrad had thought he was.
Sulrad raised his staff and pushed the spell on Veran once more. The cobbler tensed up in pain as the staff passed from head to toe. Sulrad thought Veran was going to snap, he strained so hard, but then he relaxed. Veran lay still on the altar. His breathing calmed.
"More?" Sulrad asked as he passed the staff over the cobbler once again. This time there was no reaction. Veran should be screaming out in agony, but he was relaxed as if he were lying on the grass on a sunny summer afternoon. Sulrad probed him. The shields were still in place, but this time there was an opening that Sulrad could pass. It was custom made for him.
He cautiously probed the opening in the man's shield, careful of any treachery that might be at work.
"I submit myself to you," came the thought from Veran.
Sulrad stepped back in surprise. He passed the staff over Veran once more to no avail. The man was in pain, a great deal of pain, but he seemed able to ignore it ... no, not ignore it ... embrace it?
Sulrad felt Veran embrace the pain, internalize it, make it a part of himself. He heard the voice once more. "I submit."
Sulrad looked down at Veran's face. A slight smile touched his calm lips.
"How do I know I can trust you?" Sulrad asked.
"Take my magic. I give it to you freely. No reservations."
Sulrad grasped Veran's magic. He separated it from the man and drew it towards himself, but something made him pause. This man accepted him as the master. He had power, strong power. He would make a good Priest, just what Sulrad needed to help run the Temple.
Sulrad released Veran's power. He drew the mini dragon close. The sunbeam was almost upon the statue. It was time.
He calmed the animal, soothing it with gentle strokes. It relaxed under his touch.
As the sunbeam struck the statue, Sulrad slid the sacrificial knife from its holder. He deftly slashed the creature's throat. He leaned down to Veran. "Feel that?"
Veran's smile broadened.
"Take it into yourself. Make it your own. Harvest the magic."
Veran drew the magic from the mini dragon and took it into himself. The cloud of sparks swirled around and Veran arched his back. The power settled into him, and Veran screamed. Not a scream of pain, but one of joy, of pure elation.
Sulrad slashed the bonds that held the cobbler to the altar. "Welcome to the Priesthood."
 
 
 
 
Several days later, when Veran had recovered from his ordeal, Sulrad invited him to his study. Veran looked like a true Priest now. His black robes were trimmed with silver and the bruises on his face had faded to a dark yellow.
"You understand our mission, then?"
"To help the faithful, heal the sick, and tend to the flock." Veran smiled. "Just like back on the farm, shear the sheep, and send them off so they can run and frolic until the next time we bring them in and shear them." He shrugged his shoulders. "And occasionally we butcher one to satisfy our hunger."
Sulrad leaned towards the new Priest and lowered his voice. "Let's keep that to the inner circle, shall we?" He sat back and studied Veran's reaction. The man was suitably embarrassed. Good. No need to remind him, then.
"Tonight I would like you to take over the evening prayers," Sulrad said. "I will teach you the spell. It is a subtle one that simply encourages wellbeing towards the Temple and an inclination to fear crossing us. It helps build faithfulness in our adherents while keeping the undesirables away."
Veran nodded. "There is another Wizard that we may want to recruit or harvest."
"Another Wizard?" Sulrad's heart leaped. "Where?"
"A boy. His name is Dran, the son of a merchant named Burl. He comes here every new moon and sells cloth. They will be by in a few days. He knows me. I can get the boy away from the family."
"And what would you do then?"
"Take his magic."
"For your own?" Sulrad raised an eyebrow. Was Veran thinking of keeping the power?
"For us. We can both share in his power, can we not?"
"We can." Sulrad smiled. He was growing to like his new under Priest.
"You have my blessing. With a Wizard, there is much more power than a mini dragon. You have to earn the boy's magic. Make him believe in you. Make him yield to you. Then you take his magic. It helps the transfer."
 
 
 
 
At the new moon, Veran and Sulrad met the merchant at his camp to see about the boy. The man admitted that his son had experienced dreams of fire and on one occasion had set his tent aflame in his sleep. He was worried about Dran and seemed relieved when Sulrad explained that he wanted to train the boy.
"The Temple trains young Wizards very thoroughly," Sulrad said. "They learn their lessons here, but when they are sufficiently advanced, they move from town to town so that they can learn the plight of the common man everywhere. They rarely return to their home after they are trained."
"You hear that, Dran?" Burl grasped the boy by the back of his neck. He leaned in and touched his forehead to Dran's. "They will teach you magic. You will be a healer. You will do great good."
"Yes, father." The boy sniffed back tears.
"Don't cry, son. This is a good thing. This man will take good care of you."
"Yes, father."
Burl patted the boy on the head. He turned him to face Veran and gave him a gentle shove. "Go on. Off with you."
Sulrad turned to Burl. "We will take good care of him. Today he has made you proud. You have a good son."
"Thank you." Burl bowed his head.
 
 
 
 
When they returned to the Temple, Sulrad prepared the altar for Veran. He cleaned the blood off the surface, sharpened the knife, and replaced the candles. He signaled the Guard to bring the boy.
Dran wore a black robe of the Priesthood, and his head was shaved.
"Come right on in." Sulrad motioned him into the room. "Hop up here." Sulrad patted the altar. Clean and shiny, it no longer looked like a gruesome sacrificial altar.
Dran jumped up and swung his legs, knocking them into the altar.
"Relax," Sulrad said. "We're going to teach you about magic." He rubbed the boy's back and placed his free hand over Dran's heart.
"Lie back now. It helps you learn."
Dran looked up at him hesitantly, but complied. He lay back on the altar.
"That's a good boy. Just relax." He nodded to Veran who stood ready with the rope.
Veran grabbed Dran's hands and bound them to the altar. He quickly ran to his feet and did the same.
"What are you doing?" Dran screamed.
"This is all a part of your training." Veran reached out and rubbed the boy's arm, trying to soothe him. He leaned over the boy and looked directly into eyes full of fear. "Ready?"
"Why did you tie me down?"
"So you won't fall off the altar."
"I'm no child. I won't fall off the altar."
"You will when I do this." Veran raised his staff and passed it over the boy. Dran screamed in pain and arched his back; every muscle in his body tensed up, straining at the bonds.



Wizard
Zhimosom and Rotiaqua raced from the fire and found an inn. They hired a room and settled down. They were no closer to finding the Wizard that the dragon had sent them after than when they had first arrived.
"I still think we should have gotten two rooms," Zhimosom said as they stowed their packs. "We can afford it ... for a while."
"Still afraid they're going to put you back in the stocks?" Rotiaqua stepped closer to him and put her arm around his shoulders. He'd grown enough that she had to reach up to do it. She hugged him tight. "Don't worry; no one is going to lock you up."
"I know, but it just keeps coming back to me." Zhimosom shivered. He felt her push a feeling of acceptance and affection through their magical connection.
She released him and twirled around in her homespun clothes. "See? I'm just a simple farm girl. Anyway, you sleep beside me in the field; why should the inn be any different?"
"It's just not proper," Zhimosom mumbled. She was doing it again. Maybe it was her age, or the fact that she was royalty. He enjoyed her company and appreciated her sense of humor, but she made him feel insecure with her casual familiarity. She was so confident. She made him feel like the ignorant serf he was.
"Forget proper. I'll tell people that we're brother and sister. Will that suffice?"
"But ... we look nothing alike."
"I'll tell them you're a bastard, then. Will that help?" She laughed and punched him in the arm.
"We need to find a real Wizard." Zhimosom hoped to change the subject. He was eager to find the Wizard the dragon had spoken of and was still embarrassed about getting hoodwinked by the charlatan.
"How are we going to find a real Wizard? I thought we were lucky last time, but it didn't work out so well. Do you think we could try to sense one?"
Rotiaqua reached out, scanning the area for a Wizard. "You mean like we could with Sulrad?"
"Yes. We should be able to sense a Wizard if there is one around."
Zhimosom raised his shield and joined his magic to hers. Together they scanned the city, searching for magic, open and accepting contact.
"Nothing," Zhimosom said after a while. "Maybe there's no Wizard around."
"But the dragon sent us to Tustow."
"Maybe dragons can be wrong." Zhimosom shrugged his shoulders.
"Let's start with the market in the morning. Maybe we can find something there that could lead us to the Wizard." Rotiaqua picked up her pack and stowed her meager belongings on the room's tiny shelves.
Zhimosom wished he knew how to find the Wizard. He hoped they had better luck in the morning. The Apothecary had piqued his interest. He was eager to learn magic now. Perhaps someday they could go home and deal with Rotiaqua's father. Maybe Zhimosom could persuade the Baron to take her back.
 
 
 
 
The next morning Zhimosom and Rotiaqua scoured the market square looking for signs of a Wizard. Zhimosom soon learned that there was a second market, one where the high end clients shopped. Where products were precious and of a more refined quality than the common market.
They wound their way through the streets and alleys. Zhimosom stopped several times to get directions from the locals, and they soon found the place. This market was smaller than the first one, and certainly meant for a more affluent clientele. The stalls were freshly painted and each had a banner with neat lettering or an illustration of the wares to be found within.
They located a stall that sold potions, poultices, and creams for the infirm. The man behind the counter was an older man, with long gray hair and a beard. He was thin, but healthy looking.
Zhimosom headed for him when he felt a hand on his arm.
"Be careful. We don't know that he is a Wizard." Rotiaqua stepped behind a stall so that the older man would not see her. Zhimosom followed her example.
"Let's see if he has powers." Zhimosom reached out to the man as he had done with Rotiaqua or Sulrad. He felt shields, but not magic. He pushed harder, trying to pierce the shield and see if there was magic within.
Nothing happened.
"He's shielded. I can't get through."
"Does that mean he's a Wizard, or just that he has shields? Maybe he hired a Wizard to protect him, or he's wearing some charm that hides him." Zhimosom felt Rotiaqua reach out and examine the man's shield on her own. "Yes, I can feel it, but not the magic within."
"What shall we do?" Zhimosom peered around the corner. The man was no longer there.
"Looking for me?" a voice came from behind him.
Zhimosom turned. It was the man. Strangely enough, Zhimosom still felt the shields right where they'd been. They hadn't moved with the man.
The man stood there silently.
"No ... We didn't mean any harm." Zhimosom raised his own shield.
"I haven't been harmed, but my privacy has been broached. Who are you?"
"I'm Zhimosom."
The man turned to look at Rotiaqua. She pulled herself together and stood straight. "I am ..." She hesitated.
"You are? Come on. Out with it. Who are you? I assume you do have a name."
"I do. It's ... Veshtia."
He looked at her sternly. "I suppose you have a good reason to lie to me?"
Zhimosom feared what the man might do. How had he caught her in the lie so easily?
"I do." Rotiaqua blushed but she did not explain further.
The Wizard peered at her intently, examining her face. He looked her over from head to toe and back again. "I see that you do. Alright, Veshtia. Why are you two looking for me?"
"We're looking for a Wizard. A real Wizard."
"What would you do with a real Wizard?"
"We ... we want to learn." Zhimosom didn't think there was any profit in lying; clearly one of the skills he had yet to learn was how to determine if someone was lying.
"What do you want to learn?"
"Everything," Zhimosom blurted.
The man laughed. "Everything? Is that so? That should not take more than a couple hundred summers. I hope you have patience."
He turned to leave, but stopped and glanced back at Zhimosom. "I'm Garlath, by the way. Are you coming?"
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom and Rotiaqua followed Garlath through alleys and side streets until they came to a building in the trade district. It was a cobbler's shop, filled with sheets of leather in various stages of transformation into boots.
"Around here." Garlath motioned them to the stairs beside the building. They were old and creaked as the trio climbed them. The railing was loose and rickety. Garlath paused at the door and made hand motions shielded from Zhimosom's eyes. A spell, to keep intruders out, no doubt.
Zhimosom had to duck to enter the room. He had grown during their travels until he was taller than Rotiaqua, and even taller than Garlath.
"Welcome to my home." Garlath bowed his head slightly.
The room was large, with a work table and shelf that overflowed with a wide array of books in various states of disrepair. There were several rooms off to the side as evidenced by doorways hung with heavy wooden beaded strands.
"It's not much, but I call it home. Please take a seat." He waved to a chair.
"Aren't you worried we might try to rob you or kill you?" Zhimosom took a seat at the table.
"Are you?" Garlath asked. "Going to try to rob me, or kill me? You already know I have shields. I have nothing to fear from you ... at least not yet."
"What do you mean, not yet?"
"You're pretty powerful. Even with your shields, I felt you when you entered the marketplace. When you started poking at my shield like that, I was sure of it."
Zhimosom flushed. "I meant no harm."
"And you harmed no one." The Wizard pulled out the chair across from Zhimosom and sat. "So you want to be a Wizard."
"Yes. I have had no training. There was a Wizard in my home ... our ... home town. He set himself up as a Priest of some new god and is taking over."
"Hmmm ... That would explain why your lady friend is so leery of me." He looked down at Rotiaqua's boots. "Don't let the cobbler see those. He'll recognize them as boots made for royalty. Even muddied and scuffed like that, they're worth a moon's wages for him."
Rotiaqua pulled her feet beneath the table and flushed with embarrassment.
"From your accents, I'd wager you're from Frostan. From what I hear, the Baron has lost his daughter. They say she has run off, bewitched by a young Wizard."
He turned to Zhimosom. "That would be you?"
Zhimosom froze. How had the Wizard so easily discovered his identity?
Garlath turned back to Rotiaqua and examined her closely. He grasped her chin in his hand. She tried to twist away, but he was firm. "No, no compulsion on you. You're here of your own free will."
He released her. "So now we know why you were so reluctant to give me your real name." He shoved a chair out from beneath the table with his foot. "So you want to learn Wizardry. Both of you?"
Zhimosom had lost some of his reservation, but he was cautious this time. "I guess so."
"Good. I can arrange living quarters for you here. Where are you staying?"
"At the inn." Zhimosom pointed in the general direction of the inn.
"Go and get your things. I have a spare room in the back where the two of you can stay."
"But ... You don't know anything about us. Why would you take us on as apprentices?" Zhimosom asked.
"It's clear that you have powers. Both of you. It's also clear that you're paired, and that you have no idea what any of that means. I can't let the two of you run around ignorant and uneducated. An untrained Wizard can do a lot of damage."
"What do you mean, paired?" Zhimosom asked.
"Paired. When a Wizard and Sorceress join their powers together, it forms a bond. We call it pairing. You are joined. Your magic is shared, your life force is shared, and your thoughts are shared."
Garlath leaned in to Zhimosom. "I'm right. You have experienced these things?"
"Well ... we have ..."
"Of course you have. That means you two need to learn together. You're going to be working magic together for the rest of your lives."
"Rest of our lives?" Rotiaqua asked this time. There was a spark in her eye.
"The rest of your lives. You are paired. Your life force is one. Your fates are intertwined and your destiny is one."
"And you will teach us?" Zhimosom asked. "Why?"
"One of the things you'll learn is that Wizards shouldn't just stumble around trying to figure out how magic works all on their own. Those that have gone before you have learned the things you will need to know to keep yourselves and those around you safe. I can teach you enough that you won't destroy the town or kill a bunch of innocent folk while you're learning how to be a Wizard.
"Besides, I can use some help around here."
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small vial full of rose colored liquid. "While you are getting your things, take this to the inn keeper. Tell him Garlath says to take two drops in his morning tea. No more!"
Zhimosom pocketed the vial. "What is this for? Why do you want me to take it to him?"
"You're going that way. This is his potion for his gout. His joints get sore. This is a tea brewed from meadowsweet and willow bark. It helps keep it under control. If he'd take my advice and stop drinking mead, he'd be even better."
Garlath stood up. "Off with you, then. Go get your belongings and come straight back."
He looked at Rotiaqua. "Wait just a moment. He knelt before her and passed his hands over her boots. They shimmered and transformed from the fine leather work of the castle into the rough work they'd seen in the shop below. "There. They're still the same on the inside, but I spelled them to appear more like what you should be able to afford."
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom and Rotiaqua rushed back to the inn to retrieve their meager possessions.
"What was all that about pairing?" Zhimosom asked. "You know how we can talk to each other by magic? Is that what he's talking about?"
"I think it's more than that. Remember when we took the blood oath?" Rotiaqua held up her hand, palm forward. "I think there was more to the pact than just an oath. I felt your power then."
"Do you suppose that was what did it?" Zhimosom shouldered his pack.
"I don't know, but when Sulrad took our power, I recognized yours almost as if it was my own."
"But the rest of our lives?"
Rotiaqua smiled at Zhimosom. She reached up and put her arm around his shoulder. "What's the matter? Still afraid of me?"
"No ... Not really ... But ..." Zhimosom stammered.
"You can't still be afraid of being locked in the stocks, can you?"
"No ... but you're still royalty ... and you're older than me ..." Zhimosom suppressed a shiver.
Rotiaqua released him and turned him to face her. She had to crane her neck to look up at him.
"Look at you. You've grown so much since we first met. I used to be taller than you. It doesn't matter that I'm older than you, and I'm no longer royalty."
She turned him to face the door and pushed him. "Let's get back to the Wizard."
Zhimosom walked ahead of her all the way to the Wizard's abode. He was embarrassed. Out on the road, he was the leader. He foraged and found work for them. He knew how to live off the land and she relied on him. She didn't seem like the Baron's daughter while they were on the road.
In the city, it was different. She grew more confident and took on an air of someone who belonged in the castle. It intimidated Zhimosom, made him uneasy. He didn't know how to explain it to her, he just wished they could get out of the city and back to the way things were on the road.
 
 
 
 
When they reached the Wizard's rooms, Zhimosom climbed the stairs and knocked on the door. It opened by itself.
"Come on in." Garlath shouted from the back, where he was mixing ingredients for potions. He swept aside the beaded curtain and stepped into the main room wearing a thick, stained leather apron.
Garlath surveyed Zhimosom and Rotiaqua's things. "You travel light, don't you?"
"We left in a hurry." Zhimosom set the pack on the floor beside the table.
"I have a room here for you. You'll have to clean it out first, though."
Garlath showed them to a room that was piled high with refuse, bits and pieces of leather, cloth, dead branches, dried leaves and broken glass vials and bottles. Zhimosom sighed. It would take most of the day to clear it out.
"Where should we put this?" Zhimosom asked as he eyed the refuse.
"Where should you put it?" Garlath asked. "I should think nowhere would suffice, wouldn't you?"
"Nowhere? Where is nowhere?"
"Exactly." Garlath slapped him on the shoulder and headed back to his potions.
"What do you think he meant?" Zhimosom looked at the refuse piled in the room. He pulled out a dead, dried branch and examined it.
"Maybe he means we should use magic." Rotiaqua took the branch from Zhimosom and held it in her hand. Zhimosom felt the power she drew as it vanished.
"Nowhere," she proclaimed reaching for more.
Zhimosom joined her in the effort. They had only cleared a small section of the room when he felt exhausted. He was light headed and tired, and he was hungry even though they had just eaten.
He sat down on the floor and leaned against the wall. Rotiaqua dropped into position next to him. She looked no better off than he was.
"Something wrong?" Garlath asked. He stood, looking down at the two of them resting.
"I'm exhausted and we've hardly made much of a start on cleaning the room," Zhimosom complained.
"How are you doing it?"
"We are making the refuse go nowhere," Rotiaqua answered.
"Where?"
"Nowhere," Zhimosom explained. "That's where we're sending the refuse ... It's exhausting."
"You're sending it?" Garlath crossed his arms and scowled at Zhimosom. "Why are you sending it away?"
"You said to get rid of it. Send it nowhere."
"You're trying to send it nowhere. Nowhere is a long way from here. It takes a lot of energy to do that."
"I'm learning that." Zhimosom sighed.
"Good. That's your first lesson." Garlath sorted through the refuse pile and pulled out a heavy piece of scrap wood. He handed it to Zhimosom.
"Here. Turn this into nothing. Feel the energy that is bound within it. It can be released to power the spell needed to dispose of it. If you burn it, you release the same energy. Separate the energy from the thing and it will cease to exist."
Zhimosom focused on it. He felt the energy bound inside it. He reached for it, trying to separate it from the wood. It was hard to do at first. It was almost as if the thing fought him. Finally, he found it, a thread of its energy that was loose, dangling from the scrap, just asking to be tugged.
He reached out and pulled at the thread.
There was a loud bang. He felt the power of the blast hit him in the chest. It was as if someone had kicked him, hard. He had trouble breathing as he recovered his senses.
"Not bad for a first effort. You should contain the energy though. Maybe release it a little slower." Garlath reached for another piece of refuse. He handed Zhimosom a small bottle this time.
"Try it again, but this time draw the energy into a wall around the object. Don't just free it."
Zhimosom visualized the bottle. He felt the energy it contained. He pulled it, separated it from the bottle just as he had done with the wood. It was harder to grasp the energy, but he soon felt it draw away. This time, instead of tugging at the thread, he gently pulled on it, slowly extracting it from the bottle, winding it in a mesh that encircled the object.
The power was not as strong as that which he had extracted from the wood earlier. He embraced it and pulled it towards him as it unraveled from the bottle. He felt it become insubstantial as the thread faded out to nothingness.
The bottle was gone.
"That looks better," Garlath said. "Wood was easier because it once contained life force. The bottle only contained the energy used to create it, since it was never alive."
Garlath held out his hands. "Now here's the lesson. Magic is hard. It takes energy and you only have so much. You have to recharge between spells or you will deplete your energy stores completely. When that happens, it's no different from physical exhaustion. You get tired, dizzy, and hungry.
"When you do what I just showed you, it takes as much energy to drive the spell as you take from the thing you made vanish. Magic has its price."
Garlath reached down to help Zhimosom up off of the floor. "I have prepared a meal for you. It will make you feel better."
Zhimosom stood up on unsteady legs. He reached down to give Rotiaqua a hand up and then staggered to the table. He dropped heavily into a chair. "We could have used that lesson earlier today."
"You wouldn't have learned it as well if I told you first. This way you'll remember it a long time. That I promise you."
He slid a large tray laden with fowl meat and vegetables in front of them and took a seat.
 
 
 
 
As they ate, Garlath told them what was required of a Wizard in training. They would learn their lessons, but they were also expected to practice magic, and serve. Wizards were to serve the community, he told them. It was why they had been blessed with magic in the first place.
"Where does magic come from?" Zhimosom asked. "Why do some people have it and others not?"
"Everyone has it." Garlath served himself a plate heaped full of vegetables and meat. "Not everyone has the same level, though. Some are born with more than others."
"Born with it?" Zhimosom asked. He had not been born with magic. It came on around his fourteenth summer. He had never experienced any magical abilities before then.
"You were born with it. It just didn't awaken until about your fourteenth summer. Am I right?"
"Yes. That's about right."
"And you. Sixteen?" he asked Rotiaqua.
"How did you know?"
"That's the age when the magic awakens. We don't know why, but before then it rarely manifests."
"How did yours start?" Garlath asked Zhimosom.
"Fire. I started making fire when I got bored."
"That must have pleased your family." Garlath smiled.
"My father never liked it. My mother was killed in a fire when I was young."
"I'm sorry to hear that. What happened to her?"
"The Baron's men set fire to our house when my father was unable to pay his tribute."
Zhimosom glanced at Rotiaqua. He had never told her that it was her father's men who had killed his mother. She looked ashamed, and Zhimosom felt bad for embarrassing her.
"My father was killed in the war," he continued. "I was only fourteen summers old. I've been on my own since."
"Your father was a soldier?"
"A retired soldier. He was a farmer when the King's troops invaded our homestead. They killed everyone around as a warning to the Baron.
Rotiaqua reached out and put her hand on his. "Zhimosom. I'm sorry. I never knew."
He let her comfort him. "It was not your fault. It was your father's, and the King's. When nobles fight, commoners die."
"Not just commoners," Rotiaqua said. "I've lost relatives in the wars, too."
"How about you? How did it start for you?" Garlath asked Rotiaqua.
"When I was sixteen summers, I started to have dreams. Dreams about things that came true. I would sit in front of the fire and dream, just let it flicker and watch the flames. I would see things in the fire. Things that came true later.
"Then one night I opened myself to the flames and I saw Zhimosom." She patted his hand again and resumed eating.
"So tell me, what led you here?" the Wizard asked.
"A dragon," Zhimosom replied. "We were just sitting there on the banks of the river trying to decide our destination and a dragon flew over. It landed and told us to come to Tustow and find a Wizard."
"A dragon?" Garlath stood up so quickly that his chair tipped over with a resounding thud. "Did you say a dragon led you here?"
"Yes."
He waved his hand over their half finished meal. "Don't bother with that. We have to leave."
He turned for the door. "Now."



Frostan
Sulrad sat behind his desk and reviewed the plans for the Temple. His men were excavating a complex series of tunnels that would form a secret escape route. The tunnels extended beneath the castle walls to allow his underlings to escape with the Temple treasure, should the Temple ever be laid to siege. He was confident he could escape any siege by magic, but he could not carry the treasure, and didn't want to be forced to abandon it.
There was a knock on the door.
"Come." Sulrad didn't bother to look up from the scrolls to see who it was.
"Father Sulrad. We have found something you should see," Veran said.
"And what might that be?"
"It looks like a Wizard's work. It's in the excavation, beneath the Temple. There's a doorway with ancient runes on it. The workers have just uncovered it. They're afraid to open it."
Sulrad wondered what sort of Wizardry would lay buried beneath the city. He wound his way down the rickety ladder and into the tunnel, and pulled a torch from a sconce to light his way.
The tunnel stretched out ahead until he was no longer beneath the Temple grounds. The workmen had discovered a wall made of solid granite block. They tunneled along it to skirt the buried structure, when they discovered the door.
Sulrad brushed away the dirt so he could read the runes carved in the door posts. They were ancient and strange to his eye. They looked similar to one of the Wizard languages he had learned in Amedon while he was training. The Wizards in Amedon loved their ancient runes and reveled in their obscurity.
"Yes. This is a Wizard's." Sulrad tried the door. It was stuck fast. He spoke a simple spell to open the door, but it held firm.
"Fetch me parchment and charcoal," he told one of the workmen. "Ask my assistant to find them in my study and bring them back here."
Sulrad turned to Veran. "Can you read these?"
"No, Father. I have not studied the runes. I do not know what they say."
Sulrad ran his hand over them. "They're ancient, that much I know. They look similar to runes that I have studied. These symbols usually give one a hint as to how to open the doors.
"See this one?" Sulrad pointed to one of the symbols. This is very ancient, but one that has not changed much over time." It was a crude representation of a snake with wings and short stubby legs.
"What does it mean?"
"It is the symbol for dragons."
"Dragons?" Veran asked. "I thought dragons were creatures of myth. The only ones left are the mini dragons."
"Creatures of myth they are, but they were also real. They just don't visit this realm any longer. They used to, or so the histories in Amedon say."
"What happened?"
"They left the realm of man for their own place. Legend has it that some Wizard devised a spell to command them so he could use them for his own purposes. He made war on another group of Wizards and used the dragons as his weapon. The dragons fought valiantly and killed many of the opposing Wizards until the dragons eventually gained their freedom and left this realm. The Wizard who commanded the dragons was killed in that final battle and his spells were lost.
"Dragons are rarely seen these days, and most folks think of them only as legend. Anyone who tells tales of seeing a dragon is laughed at. Few even admit it, if they chance to see one today."
The workman returned with several sheets of parchment and a charcoal lump. Sulrad took the sheets, laid them over the runes and rubbed until he had a copy of all of them. He rolled up the parchment and handed it to Veran.
"Take this to my study. I will search the records to see if I can make sense of this. It may provide a clue to the opening of the door."
"Yes, Father." Veran bowed his head and departed.
Sulrad ran his hands over the runes, caressing them, feeling the edges of the carving in the rough stone.
"Dragons," he said softly.
 
 
 
 
Back in his study, Sulrad bent over the reference books that dealt with ancient runes. He had not found the exact runes he wanted, but he was able to puzzle out several possible interpretations.
"Dragon Lord," he mumbled beneath his breath. He looked around hoping that no one was near to hear him. His heart beat faster as he fingered the charcoal tracings. Was it possible? Had he stumbled upon the secrets of the Dragon Lord of old?
He worked through the night, referencing the runes until he was confident that he had the answer. He donned his robe and pulled the hood over his head. He climbed down the ladder into the darkened tunnel. The workmen were gone for the night and the place was black.
"Incendo ignio." Flame appeared in his palm to light his way. He reached out to the fire, separated it from his palm, and lifted it above his head as he approached the doorway. It illuminated the writing, casting a shadow in the deep crevasses of the runes.
"Habere scientiam et potentiam trans fores," he commanded the door to open and admit him to gain knowledge and power.
The door shuddered and slowly slid open revealing a dusty foyer that led to several arched doorways. The interior was bleak, with no trace of decoration anywhere.
Sulrad entered and began exploring the buried building. He soon located a room that must have been the Wizard's study. It was packed with scrolls stuffed in a rack that reached from floor to ceiling.
He turned from the rack of scrolls and saw a mosaic on the wall behind him. He lifted the light and brightened it to get a better look. It was covered in dust and dirt, but he could make out the image. It was a dragon, crouching down to a man. The man held a staff in his outstretched hand.
Sulrad drew a breath. Could it be? This was the Dragon Lord's study!
He walked up to the mosaic. "Permitte me clare videre." He commanded the dirt to clear from the mosaic so he could see clearly. The runes around the mosaic were familiar from his study. He traced his finger carefully along them as he read to himself. To command a dragon.
He withdrew a scroll from the rack and carefully unrolled it on the empty desk. He rubbed his hands over the dry parchment, willing it not to crack from disuse. The scroll seemed to speak of the Wizard that controlled the dragons. It was slow going, but he could make out some of the language.
Sulrad realized he must have fallen asleep in the study beneath the Temple when he heard the sound of the workmen. He quickly grabbed the scroll and tucked it into his robe, careful not to damage the fragile parchment. He rushed to the door and pulled it shut, pausing to speak a spell of closure on it so that the workers would be unable to open it.
As the workers appeared, he turned to them. "The door will not open. Continue digging around the structure until you are able to turn back to your original path. He squeezed past them and hurried up the tunnel.
Safely locked in his own study, Sulrad rolled the scroll out once more. He carefully examined the runes. The more he read of the runes, the easier it became. They were spelled to teach the reader how to interpret them. The ancient Wizards knew that even the Wizards' tongue would change over time.
The scroll spoke of how to summon a dragon. The spell was complex and difficult. It would take more energy than most Wizards possessed, but Sulrad knew that he could draw on the stores of the Temple to help him.
Could he command a dragon? The thought of such a beast under his control was more than he could have hoped for. With dragons at his command, he would no longer need to stoop to begging the Baron for aid. He could demand it. He had to find out.
 
 
 
 
Sulrad prepared for his journey. He needed to get away from the city to a place where he could safely summon the dragon without notice. He had transcribed the scrolls he needed and arranged for a pack horse and a saddle horse. He made his way out into the desert until he found a small stand of trees next to a low hill.
He made his camp there and waited. The scrolls said it was better to do the initial summoning at night. Something about the sun's energy and wind that he had not been able to translate.
He waited until the sun had set. There was a full moon in the sky and the stars were out.
He sat before the small fire and started the incantation that should summon the dragon to his bidding.
As he spoke the words of power, the sky lit up. It looked as if the gods had hung a thick silk sheet from the stars themselves. The silk curtain glowed red, blue and green. It rippled and rustled like draperies caught in the wind. He had done it. He had opened the door to the realm where the dragons dwelt.
Sulrad was elated. He was doing it, he was summoning a dragon. He would soon have access to power beyond his wildest dreams.
He calmed himself and continued his litany of spells. Opening the doorway was just the first step. The next spell was the actual summoning. With it, he would call forth a dragon from the other realm. This was the critical step. He had rehearsed it well in preparation for this night.
After he finished the summoning spell, he looked up. The diaphanous curtains still waved as if caught in the wind. High up in the sky, he saw it, a shadow darting in and out of the silken lights above. It descended slowly, growing larger.
The dragon swooped overhead once, then settled on the ground before Sulrad, wings spread wide, mighty talons digging into the ground before him.
Sulrad trembled at the sight of the dragon towering over him. The odor of rotten eggs and swamp was overpowering. Sulrad spoke the spell of summoning again, hoping to bind it to his will.
"I am here," the dragon said in a deep voice.
Sulrad's heat beat faster. He would no longer have to grovel to the likes of Baron Rieck and beg his indulgence. With the dragons at his command, he would be the most powerful Wizard in the land. No one would be able to stand against him.
"I command you." Sulrad looked at the mighty beast as it lowered its head.
"You do?"
Sulrad hesitated. Had he missed something?
"Yes, I spoke the spells ... I summoned you ... I command you."
"Summoned, yes; command, no," the dragon said softly.
Sulrad stepped back as the dragon inhaled deeply. He raised his shields against the oncoming fire, but the dragon only laughed.
"You may have summoned me, but no one commands a dragon. Nor can you hold me here. I have come to your summoning. Now I leave. Trouble me no more."
With that, the dragon blew fire into the night sky, flapped its mighty wings, and leapt into the air. Sulrad felt the drain on his magic as the dragon sped away. At first, he tried to hold the spell, but realized that he would soon run dry and find himself with no magic at all. He released the spell and let the dragon go.
He fell to the ground exhausted and frustrated.



Dragon
Rotiaqua followed Garlath closely as he wound his way through the streets and alleys of Tustow. She kept her eyes on the Wizard for fear of being left behind, he moved so quickly. She occasionally spared a glance behind to assure herself that Zhimosom was keeping up.
Not far outside the city, they came across a rock outcropping that stood stark against the afternoon sky. Cut into the rock, was a doorway. Strange symbols were carved into the mantle and side posts. The door was nondescript and unadorned. The whole thing looked worn and weathered, as if it was unused or abandoned, but Rotiaqua felt power all around her.
Garlath knocked on the door several times, and then drew it open. He motioned Rotiaqua and Zhimosom to follow him into the gloomy interior. "Em'hin! Em'hin! You have visitors."
From far off in the dark, Rotiaqua heard the voice of an old man reply. "Bring them."
"He's awake. That's a good sign." Garlath entered the hall that led back into the Dragon Master's abode.
The hallway opened into a large room filled with carvings of dragons. Big and small, they decorated everything.
A chair sat before the fire. It was carved in the likeness of a dragon, its wings slightly spread, with its head peering over the shoulder of the occupant.
Em'hin sat in that magnificently carved chair holding a large book on his lap. He closed the book, placed it on the stand beside him, and looked up. His eyes were covered in milky cataracts. Rotiaqua wondered how he could possibly read.
Those milky eyes focused on her as the old man examined her intensely. Faster than she would have thought, Em'hin grasped her hand, twisting it to expose her wrist. He shoved her sleeve up and ran one fingernail along the scar on her arm.
Rotiaqua shivered at the memory of the incident as it came alive in her mind. She snatched her arm back.
Em'hin's brows wrinkled, and then slowly he relaxed as a smile creased his ancient face. "You are blessed."
"Blessed?" Rotiaqua asked.
"Blessed. You have been blessed. Once as a child and again lately. I can see their magic on you."
He held up his hand to silence her. "You have come about the dragon. You've seen him, haven't you?" He glanced over at Zhimosom. "Both of you."
"Yes, we saw a dragon not long ago." Rotiaqua wondered how he knew. "It told us to travel to Tustow and seek out a Wizard." Surely, that had not left a trace of dragon magic on her.
"Yes, I know."
"You know? We were all alone in the wild when he came. How could you know?" Rotiaqua asked.
"He told me."
Rotiaqua was shocked. Had the same dragon come to Em'hin? "Told you?"
"Yes. He told me. The dragon. His name is Kel'hin. He told me that he was guiding the Mighty Ones to me, and that one day soon they would come to me ... and here you are." Em'hin chuckled.
Rotiaqua's mind was filled with questions. Why had the dragon led them here? What did 'Mighty Ones' mean? What burst from her lips was "I thought dragons were extinct, but we've seen them."
"They are thought to be extinct by most men, but they are not. They are rare and infrequently seen and even then they are shy. They are not creatures of this realm, so you only see them when they choose to visit us. They do not live here any longer.
"Dragons used to frequent our realm more often. Some even lived their lives here, advising the ruler of this world as the generations flew by. They live much longer than men do, you know.
"Long ago, they decided that mankind had reached the point where the dragon's help was no longer needed. Kings stopped listening to them and went their own way. Eventually, a Wizard devised a spell that could call a dragon and bind it to his will.
"He captured the dragons and made them into slaves. He used them in war and as weapons. Those that escaped crossed over to their home realm, never to return.
"After the last battle, the sorcerer died, and his spells along with him. The Dragons were free once more, but by then they had developed a habit of avoiding man and his deeds. They rarely visit the realm of man any longer."
"Yet one of them came to guide us?" Rotiaqua asked.
"Yes, he said that you needed to learn an unpleasant lesson before you were guided to your mentor. He said you would be here soon and that I was to expose you to the lore so you would be able to help."
"Help?" Rotiaqua asked. "How could we help a dragon?"
"The ancient spell. It has been found. This time the Wizard who wields it has discovered how to summon the dragons from their realm to ours, not just call those who are already here. He is summoning them to their deaths. You are the only one who can save them."
"How?"
"That is all he would say. That one day soon, you would save their race from true extinction. He would not tell me anything about their future beyond that."
"I thought dragons were immortal. That they chose to leave us." Rotiaqua knew a little about dragons from her studies in the castle, but her knowledge hardly seemed to fit reality.
"Not immortal. They can be killed. It takes strong magic to harm a dragon."
"And someone has that strong magic?"
"Yes, he does."
"Do you know who it is?"
"No, but you are somehow bound up with him. You may succeed in stopping him ... I pray that you do."
Em'hin picked up the book he had been reading and handed it to Rotiaqua. "Take this. It is a compendium of dragon lore that will help you. You can save them. You have the power."
With that, he closed his eyes and relaxed. "Go now. I am old and tired."
 
 
 
 
As they walked back to Garlath's, Rotiaqua paged through the book, pointing out images of dragons and reading passages to Zhimosom. It contained many stories of how the dragons had influenced the rise of kings and helped establish nations. The book ended abruptly when the dragons had crossed the void into their own realm. After that, there were only scattered appearances in times of great upheaval.
Garlath encouraged Rotiaqua to read more of the book while he salvaged what was left of the meal they had so hurriedly abandoned earlier.
"We have to go to Amedon, Garlath called from the kitchen.
He brought a plate full of bread, cheese, and roasted meat and placed it on the table next to the pot of ale. He pulled his chair out and dropped onto it.
"There are Wizards there, beyond count. They gather to study. The young ones go there to learn from their elders." He pulled a piece of meat from the roast and placed it on his plate, slicing it with his knife as he talked.
"They have a library the likes of none you could imagine. They'll know what to do."
Rotiaqua tried to imagine a place where Wizards congregated. It must be amazing to have access to Wizards who had mastered the spells she wished to learn. A place where being a Wizard was nothing unusual, where she would not have to hide her powers.
"How far is it?" Zhimosom took a swallow of ale.
"It's far ... more than a moon's travel. We should follow the foothills of the Swion Mountains until we get to Gritton."
Rotiaqua had learned geography as part of her studies. She recalled the map she had studied until she could draw it from memory. "I've seen that on a map."
"It's not such a bad journey. If we follow the foothills, there are plenty of woods and wild game to keep us fed, and abundant fresh water. We should be able to make it in a moon and a few days unless we stop along the way."
"Have you made the journey?" Rotiaqua inquired.
"I have. I was trained in Amedon, but my family needed me. My father died, and my mother was sick. I came back to tend to her and stayed two summers. Then I went back to Amedon to finish my training. When I was done, I came back home for a while, but I don't often stay in one place too long. Amedon is busy and thick with Wizards. You can't move without stepping on one.
"I do miss the library, though. I could use a few moons in the place ... just to freshen up on some of my spells."
"Can't we just travel there by magic?" Rotiaqua asked. "It would save a lot of time."
Garlath drummed his fingers on the table. "Travel by magic. You've done that, have you?"
"We have. Not very far, but yes, we have," Rotiaqua answered.
"Well, travel by magic takes as much out of you as if you had traveled by foot, only all at once. You'd need a strong reserve to make it all the way to Amedon.
"That or a sorcerer's stone, and I don't have one of those."
"A sorcerer's stone?" Zhimosom asked around a mouthful of bread.
"It's a stone that absorbs and stores magical energy. The stone draws magical energy from the world around it and stores it up. When you need to travel or perform a particularly strong spell, you can draw from it. But, I have none. They are rare and hard to acquire."
"So we walk then," Rotiaqua said.
"Yes, we walk." Garlath stood up to clear away the remnants of their meal.
"Please tell us about Amedon," Zhimosom said.
"Amedon is located along the Swion Mountains, against an arm of the ridge that stretches to the sea. The city is in the foothills and it is much like any other; there are tradesmen and farmers. They have a market and shops.
"The Wizards' Keep is located up the mountain. The tower itself is built into the stone and reaches into the sky.
"Why do they have markets and shops? I thought they were Wizards," Rotiaqua said.
"Do you think Wizards sit around all day, doing magic? You can't make food out of magic. Someone has to farm and craft the things that we use every day. Most of the Wizards have a life outside of their study. They study Wizardry after they've completed their regular chores.
"They go to the library to study when they get the chance. You will love the library. There are books that are older than the hills. They have been translated and translated again as the language changes and the old tongue is lost."
"Will we be permitted to study in the library?" Zhimosom asked. "Rotiaqua taught me to read. I've never been inside a library."
"Most likely," Garlath said. "I will advocate for you with the Wizards' Council. They are the ones who approve of new students. I don't see why they wouldn't allow you."
"When do we start?" Rotiaqua asked. She was eager to get to Amedon and learn from the masters.
"As soon as I wrap up my business." Garlath said no more about Amedon for the rest of the meal.
 
 
 
 
It took four days to wrap up Garlath's business and secure provisions for their journey. Rotiaqua wanted to purchase horses, but Garlath argued against that.
"I have Golds that we can use to purchase the horses," Rotiaqua said. "We can get a spare horse to haul the supplies. It will make the journey much easier."
"Horses will only make us into a target for bandits along the way."
"You're a Wizard. Surely you can handle a few bandits, should they come at us."
"No horses. We walk. Consider it part of your training."
Rotiaqua relented and picked up her pack.
"I'm glad to be on the road again," Zhimosom said.
Rotiaqua would rather have stayed in inns and traveled by coach, but she had gotten used to the outdoor lifestyle. She almost looked forward to it herself.
 
 
 
 
The trio had walked almost a full moon before Rotiaqua saw the dragon again. They rolled their bedrolls out in an open meadow and prepared to sleep beneath the stars. The weather was cool but not yet cold, and there was no need of shelter.
Rotiaqua watched the sky, too restless to sleep. She heard the light snoring of both men and knew she was alone with her thoughts. As the sliver of a moon set, the stars came out in numbers beyond counting.
She lay there, straining to see the faintest stars, when something strange and beautiful appeared. It was as if there were curtains of the most delicate silk rolling and billowing in the sky. They looked to be leagues tall, stretching across the sky, glowing brightly in colors of red and green.
She stared at the lights in wonder. She knew she should share this with Zhimosom, but she jealously kept it for herself. She decided to let him sleep and lay back watching as the flimsy curtains fluttered lazily.
High up in the sky, she saw something, a flash of darkness, slicing through the curtains of light. It grew larger as it descended towards her. She couldn't keep this to herself.
"Zhimosom," she whispered. "Wake up. You need to see this."
Zhimosom sat up rubbing his eyes. It took him a while to wake, but when he saw the lights, he came quickly to his senses.
"What is that?" Zhimosom whispered back.
"I think it's the dragon." She leaned in close to him and pointed to the shadow streaking through the lights. "There."
"Are you sure?"
"Yes. It's the dragon. I caught sight of it earlier as it crossed through the strange lights. It's coming closer."
They watched the dragon approach. Zhimosom straightened up, but didn't shy away from her touch as she sat with her shoulder pressed against him. He kept his gaze on the shadow as it played with the lights, slowly descending towards them.
It came closer and they were certain it was a dragon, large and red, like fire. Just like the one they saw earlier. It passed over their heads and turned in the night sky, to return again and again. It swooped overhead several times, before it folded its wings and came to a halt in mid flight.
It dropped to the ground like a stone. Just before it reached the ground, it made one last beat of its wings, stopped just above the grass and gently settled to the ground.
The dragon was easily three times taller than a man. It was so large, that Rotiaqua felt she would barely come up to the crook of its knee. It lowered its massive head to the ground and spoke.
The dragon's voice was low and powerful, yet gentle and quiet.
"You may approach."
Rotiaqua stood and reached out her hand to Zhimosom. She walked slowly towards the dragon. The top of its head came up to her shoulder. It could easily have eaten her in one bite. Rotiaqua walked haltingly towards the dragon, unsure of its intent. The last one had not harmed them, but the beast still frightened her.
She smelled brimstone and swamp gas as she drew near to that smoldering jaw. Rotiaqua's heart beat faster and she felt the trembling in Zhimosom's hand.
"Wizard. Sorceress. You must stop him."
"Stop who?" Rotiaqua asked.
"The Wizard who has discovered a spell to command my kind. He is calling us from our home into yours. Soon he will devise a way to kill us and take our power. We are doomed if you do not stop him."
"Why us?"
"Because you have dragon's blood running in your veins and you are tied to this Wizard. Your magic is mingled with his."
"Sulrad!" Rotiaqua just knew that someday they would cross paths with Sulrad once again.
"You know him," the dragon said. "You and he are tied. I can feel a faint echo of you in his call. Through you, we may yet survive."
"What do you want us to do?"
"There is magic that lies deep beneath the earth. You can tap into it, and gain the power to defeat him."
"What spells do we need to save you?"
"Go to Rohir to gain power. From there we will guide you on the remainder of your journey."
"What are we to do there?" Rotiaqua squeezed Zhimosom's hand.
"It is hidden. You may save us, at a great cost to both Wizards and dragons alike. There is no easy way. Many will die on both sides. If you fail or refuse to help, all of the dragons will die. If you succeed, we will live on. Not as we are today, but we will continue, one day to be reborn. More than that I cannot say."
"How can we possibly help you? There must be some way to save the dragons without lives being lost," Rotiaqua said.
"You will have all the power you need to save us." The dragon smiled, showing teeth as long as Rotiaqua's forearm. "The dragon's blood runs in your veins. You are part of the dragon clan. If we die, so do you."
With that, the dragon lifted its mighty head. It inhaled a deep breath and shot fire into the night sky. Rotiaqua was blinded by the light, but she heard the flap of the dragon's wings and knew that it was gone.
Rotiaqua reached out and squeezed Zhimosom's hand once more before letting go.
"Dragon's blood?" Zhimosom asked.
She peered into his eyes. "I fear you have the dragon's blood in your veins, as well. When we swore our blood oath, I felt it enter your body."



Hodon
Zhimosom was in favor of camping outside the city when they reached Hodon, but he let Rotiaqua and Garlath talk him into hiring a room at the White Rose Inn. They arrived just before the noon meal and made themselves comfortable in the dining room.
"We only have enough funds to stay at the inn one night," Zhimosom grumbled into his ale. "We could have bought supplies."
"There is not enough coin for supplies as it is. We'll have to live off the land from now on," Garlath said. "Might as well enjoy one night in the inn before we start out again."
"I still have coin." Rotiaqua fingered her belt.
"We can't change that at the inn," Zhimosom said.
"Not at the inn," Rotiaqua said. "But there are factors here, in Hodon, who would be able to. I'll look around for someone who might have the coin. Maybe a lumber dealer or a horse trader. They have lots of coin on hand."
"You know how I feel about it." Zhimosom still worried that there would be agents of the Baron on their trail somehow, even though they hadn't seen any indication of pursuit since they left the Barony.
"I'll be careful." Rotiaqua stood up to leave.
"Now?" Zhimosom asked. "By yourself?"
"Yes, by myself. I think I'll be less conspicuous if I go alone, don't you?"
"I'm coming with you," Zhimosom said.
Rotiaqua just shrugged.
Zhimosom turned to Garlath. "Are you coming?"
"Not me." Garlath attacked the roast fowl in front of him. "I'm eating."
"We'll meet you back at the Inn later tonight," Zhimosom said.
Garlath simply waved the fowl leg in the air at Zhimosom and turned back to grab another hunk of bread.
 
 
 
 
Near the outskirts of town Zhimosom and Rotiaqua found a large building stacked with logs and cut lumber. The smell of pine mingled with a faint odor of burned wood. Sawdust drifted out of it and down the street. Zhimosom watched in silence as Rotiaqua approached the factor.
"Kind sir, I am looking to exchange some coin. I fear that many cannot change my Golds for me, but you look like a prosperous man. Can you provide me with a fair exchange?"
The factor was a large man, towering over Rotiaqua. He was wide and powerfully built from all the lifting and cutting. "I could, but I'd need a little bit for my trouble."
"How much for two Golds?" Rotiaqua asked.
The factor held out his hand. "Let me see them."
Rotiaqua fished them out of her belt and handed them over. The factor weighed them in his hand, tossing them up and catching them to judge their weight. "Hmmm... I can give you eighteen Silvers for the two of these."
"Eighteen Silvers?" Rotiaqua extended her palm.
"Wait a moment, miss. These are Frostan. Frostan Golds are a little lighter than we use around here. Eighteen is fair. You'll find our Silvers are heavier than you get in Frostan, too."
"Dala!" he shouted.
A girl about eleven summers in age answered his call. "Yes, father?"
He hunched down to look the girl in the eyes. "Run and tell your mother that I need coin to change two Golds ... Frostan Golds."
"Right away, father." The girl turned to leave, but the factor restrained her.
"Frostan Golds. Don't forget to tell her they're Frostan Golds."
"Yes, father." The girl disappeared into the factorage.
"How about eighteen Silvers and ten coppers," Rotiaqua said. "That should be more than fair if I recall my exchange rates. Frostan Gold's not that light compared to Hodon."
The factor raised his eyebrow at Rotiaqua. "Were you raised by a factor? You sure know your coin."
"Father was a cloth merchant," she lied.
"You have a sharp mind there. How about eighteen Silver and five coppers?"
Rotiaqua drummed her fingers on the table. She stared the factor in the eye the whole time and didn't look away. Zhimosom saw the factor grow restless under her glare.
Before either one of them spoke, the girl returned with a small leather pouch. She handed it to the factor.
The factor hunched down again as he spoke to her. "Did you tell your mother it was Frostan Golds?"
"Yes father, just like you asked."
"Thank you, Dala."
The girl nodded her head and rushed back inside.
The factor picked his way through the coins in the pouch. He set them on the table, counting out eighteen Silvers and six Coppers. He looked up at Rotiaqua questioningly.
"I'll take them." Rotiaqua picked up each coin and examined it. She dropped them one by one onto the table, then onto another coin. She selected one and lifted it up, judging the weight of it in her hand. She handed it back to the factor. "Not this one."
The factor took the proffered coin and stuffed it into his pouch. He came away with another coin that proved to be satisfactory.
"Thank you." Rotiaqua bowed to the Factor. She turned to Zhimosom and extended her arm. "Let's do a little shopping on the way back to the inn."
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom reluctantly followed Rotiaqua through the market. She strolled along poking her head into stalls, fingering merchandise, talking to the proprietors, and engaging in conversations about the weather, the price of merchandise and even the state of the world until he grew impatient and left Rotiaqua to explore on his own. He agreed to meet Rotiaqua at the market entrance when she was done.
He found a stall where the proprietor sold knives and swords. Zhimosom looked them over wishfully.
"This knife is the finest steel money can buy." The proprietor lifted a finely crafted knife out of the display and handed it to Zhimosom. "Be careful with it. It's so sharp, it can split a hair lengthwise ... twice."
Zhimosom looked it over. The handle was carved from the finest ivory, the blade was so shiny, it could have been made of silver, but Zhimosom knew it wasn't. It was sky iron, worked by a Wizard. Indeed, this was a fine specimen.
"What do you think?" the proprietor asked.
"I think I could never afford one of these." Zhimosom handed the knife back.
"What are you carrying?" the proprietor leaned over the table and grabbed Zhimosom's knife before he could protest. The knife had been old and rusty when he received it. He had honed it and worked it as they walked and it had taken on a clear sheen, just like the scythe blade back home. The blade looked like sky iron and the handle had morphed from wood glued together into the finest ebony. It was polished to a mirror finish. The knife was perfectly balanced and as sharp as any razor.
The proprietor took the blade and placed it against his arm. This was the test of any knife edge. Could you shave yourself with it?
As he set the blade against his arm, a bright red line appeared. The proprietor pulled the knife away from his skin and handed it back to Zhimosom by the black handle, careful to avoid the blade.
"That's worth more than the knife I just showed you," the proprietor said. "Are you trying to start something? Claiming you're a poor lad, when you carry a knife such as this. Where did you get this?"
"It's been in my family for years. I got it from my father." Zhimosom slid the blade back into its sheath. He backed away from the stall and turned for the entrance. He ran as fast as he could, dodging patrons as he fled.
He found a comfortable spot along the road, just outside the market. He sat down beneath a shade tree and waited for Rotiaqua to emerge.
He noted the shadows and watched them slowly crawl along the ground. After a while, Zhimosom scrounged a piece of soft wood and started carving. Soon he had a nice little pile of chips between his feet and the wood was beginning to take shape.
"Is that a dragon?"
Zhimosom looked up to see a young girl. She was about ten summers in age and reminded him of Brill. A flash of guilt came over him and he swallowed hard. "Yes, it's a dragon."
"Can I see it?"
Zhimosom handed it over to the girl. She examined it carefully, and then held it out. "Dragons aren't real."
Zhimosom shrugged his shoulders. “I'm just wasting time waiting for my friend."
"What's he look like?"
"She." Zhimosom stood. He lifted his hand to his shoulder. "She's about this tall and has long brown wavy hair. She's about my age ... a little older but not much. She's wearing a blue scarf."
"The Guards took someone away a little while ago." The girl said. "She wore a blue scarf, too."
"What?" Zhimosom looked around in panic. "Where did they take her?"
"To the goal. Over that way, by the court house." The girl pointed down the road. Zhimosom rushed to follow her direction.
"Mister. Your dragon."
"Keep it." Zhimosom sprinted down the road in search of the gaol.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom had to stop and ask where the court house was but soon found the gaol out front. It was a stocky short building fabricated of heavy logs mortared together with coarse gray plaster. The small door at the front of the building was flanked by a pair of Guards. Rotiaqua's magic emanated from the cell, but it was muted.
Zhimosom stopped short when he saw the Guards. He found an inconspicuous spot in the deep shade of an alleyway. He sat down and opened his mind to Rotiaqua.
"They say there is a reward out for me ... and for you," Rotiaqua's thoughts came to him.
"What happened?"
"After you left, I was looking over the goods in the leather shop. Two Guards came up behind me and threw some sort of talisman over my neck. It damped out my magic so I couldn't do anything. They dragged me to this cell."
Zhimosom heard the fear in her voice. She was stuck and couldn't use magic to get herself out of it. He tried to break the spell, but it was complex and there was another spell shielding the gaol from his magic, too.
"I can't break you out. I'll go get Garlath."
"Wait. Don't go."
"I won't abandon you. I need Garlath's help to get you out."
"Promise me you won't leave me here."
Rotiaqua's voice came to him. Her usual good humor was missing. Zhimosom knew she was genuinely frightened. He pushed a sense of calm and assurance to her. "I won't leave you."
"Be careful. Now that they have me, they know you're around. The reward for your capture is even higher than mine."
"I'll be right back with Garlath."
 
 
Zhimosom ran for the inn. When he got there, Garlath was napping in the room.
"Wake up. They have her." Zhimosom shook the Wizard.
"What? Who? Have who?"
"Rotiaqua. They have her. She's locked in the gaol. It's spelled. I can't break through. They have her."
Garlath sat up, rubbing his eyes. "Slow down. Did you say she was in the gaol?"
"Yes, she's in the gaol ... Near the court house ... It's spelled ..." Zhimosom panted.
"Slow down." Garlath put his hand on Zhimosom's shoulder and looked him in the eye. "Start at the beginning."
"We made change at the lumber factor. After that Rotiaqua went shopping. I got bored, so I waited for her outside the market. A girl told me she's been arrested. Rotiaqua's in the gaol and it's spelled so I can't get her out. I can barely talk to her. She's scared, Garlath, really scared."
"Take me there."
Zhimosom wound his way back to the court house. When they got close to the gaol, it was empty. The door stood open and the Guards were gone.
"Where is she?" Zhimosom cried. "What have they done to her?"
"She's probably in there." Garlath pointed to the stately building that housed the court. "Let's see if we can get inside."
"Wait! She said they were looking for me, too." Zhimosom grabbed Garlath by the sleeve and pulled him back. "I can't go in there."
"Hmmm ..." Garlath looked him over. "This would be a lot easier of you weren't so tall."
"Tall? What's wrong with my height?"
Garlath waved his hands in the air in front of Zhimosom. A slight gold light shimmered between the Wizard's outstretched palms, growing brighter. It spread out and wafted towards Zhimosom, spreading thin until he was completely bathed in the light.
Zhimosom felt strange. His face tingled. It was hard to stand straight, so he stooped over. His vision became foggy and his right leg grew numb.
"If you were shorter, I could have made you look like a girl. If they were looking for a young man, a girl would be the last one they would suspect. Since you're too tall to be a girl, the only option is to mask your youth."
Zhimosom looked at Garlath. Had the Wizard changed his appearance? He looked at his hands. They were the hands of an old man. He touched his face and felt a long beard and wrinkles. He turned questioningly to Garlath.
"You look fine. Let's go."
As they approached the court house, the Guard stepped in their path. "No visitors."
"We are here as witnesses."
"Not in this trial. No visitors." The Guard stared at them in challenge.
"What trial is this, then?"
"Some Noble Woman who ran off with a Wizard. There are no witnesses in this case. The court is closed. Move on."
Garlath bowed. "Thank you, Sire." He pulled Zhimosom off to the side of the building and into the shadows.
"What now?" Zhimosom asked.
Garlath ignored his question. He stepped to the courthouse wall and circled his hand, rubbing the wall with his palm. A dim gold light followed his hand as he made large sweeping arcs on the wall. The trail of light smeared out behind his hand until a large circle about two spans in diameter formed from the golden sparkles. As the sparkles dimmed, the wall behind vanished. Zhimosom and Garlath were looking directly into the courtroom.
Zhimosom took a step back. "Can they see us?"
"No. But we can see them, and hear them. We're still outside of the court house. They can't see or hear us."
"Order!" the bailiff shouted and everyone stood.
The Judge entered. He had short cropped hair with streaks of gray and had wrinkles around his eyes from a perpetual scowl. He scanned the courtroom and took his place in front.
Rotiaqua stood with her hands chained to a ring in the table before her. She had a thick green braided rope around her neck. Zhimosom saw how she stood straight and proud even in chains before the Judge.
The gavel banged on the desk and the bailiff shouted. "Court is now in session. You may be seated."
The few people that populated the benches sat.
Beside Rotiaqua stood a rough looking man dressed in travel clothes. His hair was dark, almost black, and he wore it long but tied into a single braid that reached the middle of his back.
"A bounty hunter," Garlath said.
"A what hunter?" Zhimosom had never heard the term before.
"Someone who hunts down wanted individuals to get the reward. They're ruthless and ill tempered and care little for anyone."
The judge consulted his papers. "How do you know this is the girl they seek?"
"Your Honor," the bounty hunter said. "The girl passed off two gold coins from Frostan this morning. She speaks with a High Frostan accent and she matches the description that the Baron provided."
"Surely that is not enough to confirm her as his daughter."
"She has magic, as the warrant states. I used a talisman on her that confirmed it. That is why she wears the rope. It prevents her from exercising her magic."
The judge looked at Rotiaqua. "What have you to say for yourself?"
"Nothing, Your Honor. It is a case of mistaken identity. I am a simple girl, who makes her living by purchasing fabric and turning it into clothes for a profit."
The judge rubbed his chin. "Hmmm ... I see what you mean." He turned back to Rotiaqua. "You speak well for an ignorant peasant girl. Your High Frostan is very pronounced."
The judge turned back to the bounty hunter. "Any further evidence before I decide?"
"She was seen in the company of a young man, who speaks with a Low Frostan accent. He meets the description the Baron provided as the kidnapper."
"You haven't found the man?"
"Not yet, Your Honor, but we're seeking him. He can't have gone far. He was seen in the marketplace with her just before we apprehended her."
The judge turned back to the bounty hunter. "The bounty on this one?"
"Twenty-five Golds."
The judge whistled. "That's a generous bounty. How about the boy?"
The bounty hunter lowered his eyes. "I'd rather not say until I apprehend him. I don't want someone claiming the bounty before I do."
"I see your point. Commission on your bounty for the girl is two Golds and five Silvers - ten percent."
The bounty hunter opened his mouth to protest, but the judge banged the gavel on the desk. "Pay the bailiff and she's all yours."
 
 
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom couldn't sleep knowing Rotiaqua was back in the gaol. He tried every spell he could think of to free her, but the enchantments on the cell had been placed there by a powerful Wizard. The effort to free her only drained him. All Zhimosom could do was offer Rotiaqua vague promises.
"How are we going to get her out?" Zhimosom asked Garlath after he dropped his efforts for the night. "We'll never get to Amedon now. I can't break through the spells."
Garlath shook his head. "Patience. You can't get her out of that cell, but that was a bounty hunter. He won't hurt her. He will take her back to her father."
"But her father will just hand her back to Sulrad."
"Sometimes, the best course of action is to wait and see what changes. Maybe tomorrow will be a better day. Try to get some sleep."
Zhimosom slept fitfully, not sure what the day would bring. In the morning, Rotiaqua woke him through their magical link.
"Good. I was afraid I wouldn't be able to reach you," Rotiaqua said. "They're taking me on the road today. You have to find a way to free me."
"When are you leaving?" Zhimosom blinked at the early morning sunlight streaming in his window.
"Now. They put me in a wagon that's built like a gaol. I overheard them say they are leaving someone behind to look for you, but I'm to be taken back to Frostan as quickly as possible."
"Don't worry. We'll find a way to free you."
Zhimosom dropped the connection and woke Garlath. "We need to go, now."
Garlath came awake with no hesitation. He was dressed and ready to go before Zhimosom finished packing.
They sprinted down the road that led out of town. When they saw the wagon, Garlath stopped Zhimosom.
"They'll recognize you. Remember your disguise? Can you do it yourself?"
Zhimosom reached within himself. He recalled the way he felt when Garlath put the disguise spell on him. He visualized himself as the bent old man, and felt the transformation happen.
Garlath looked him over. "You look like a feeble old man. Don't forget to lean on your staff."
Zhimosom complied as they walked far behind the wagon. The bounty hunter rode a horse, but the Guards stationed around the wagon were on foot. Zhimosom was glad the wagon was moving slowly enough that they could keep it in sight. He wouldn't have been able to run in his disguise.
 
 
 
 
As the sun set, the wagon stopped. The driver unhitched the horses and led them to the stream near the road. The Guards fanned out and took up post around the site, their swords gleaming with the deep red of the setting sun.
Garlath guided Zhimosom to a boulder that was partially hidden from view by thick brush. They hid behind the rock so that they could keep an eye on the wagon without revealing themselves.
"Now what?" Zhimosom asked.
"We wait." Garlath rummaged through his pack and withdrew a few loaves of travel bread and a hunk of jerked lamb wrapped in oil cloth. "We eat." He handed some of it to Zhimosom.
"I'm not hungry. Can't we free her? The spell is not as strong here as it was in the goal."
"We wait. Eat. You'll need your strength when the time comes." Garlath leaned back against a tree.
Zhimosom lay on his back and looked up into the sky as the sun fell below the horizon. Stars came out in numbers too vast to count, something they never did in the cities. Zhimosom passed the time identifying the constellations, checking his knowledge with Garlath. Rotiaqua had taught him to recognize them all and interpret their positions to judge the seasons.
"What's that?" Zhimosom tapped Garlath's foot and pointed to a faint blue curtain off in the distant sky.
"That's what we've been waiting for." Garlath jumped up and grabbed his pack, shrugging it onto his back and fastening it tightly. "Get ready to run."
"What?" Zhimosom asked.
"Just get ready. No time to explain."
Zhimosom picked up the packs and started to shoulder them both when Garlath stopped him. "Put yours on, carry hers."
"Why? What's going to happen?"
"Wait," was all Garlath had to say.
Zhimosom waited. He strained to see the wagon and hear the conversation of the Guards. All he could hear was the insistent chirping of crickets.
A bright light illuminated the wagon and the Guards. Zhimosom was surprised to see that the light came from overhead. It was a dragon, breathing fire as it descended.
The dragon washed fire over the campsite setting everything but the wagon ablaze. The Guards ran for cover and dove into the river, leaving the campsite empty. The dragon continued to circle above, spouting flame every time one of the Guards raised their head above water.
The bounty hunter braved the banks and the flame. He dripped water, as he emerged from the river, sword held high, screaming at the dragon.
The dragon snapped its wings, coming to a stop directly in front of the bounty hunter. Fire licked out, and the bounty hunter turned first into a ball of steam, then fire and finally ash.
Garlath elbowed Zhimosom. "Now! Run for it." He grabbed Zhimosom's arm and pulled him towards the wagon.
Garlath ran so fast Zhimosom was hard pressed to keep up until he realized his disguise was still active and slowing him down. He dropped the old man disguise and quickly caught up to the Wizard just as Garlath reached the wagon.
Garlath waved his arms in a circular pattern on the side of the wagon just as he had done with the court house. This time the hole glowed silver. "Get her," Garlath said as the hole became transparent.
Zhimosom reached through the hole and grasped Rotiaqua's hand. She grabbed onto him and he pulled her through, and into his arms. Under the sudden burden, he lost his balance and tumbled to the ground. Rotiaqua landed on top of him and rolled off laughing. Zhimosom felt his face go flush.
"No time to waste. Let's get going," Garlath said. He'd dropped the spell and the wagon was whole once more. The Guards would wonder how they'd gotten her out.
Zhimosom helped Rotiaqua up. He pulled his knife and slit the rope around Rotiaqua's neck. As the strands parted, a tingling sensation ran up his arm and he felt a distinctive flavor of magic, powerful magic. Suddenly, he had full access to Rotiaqua's magic once more.
"Run!" Garlath took off for the stream behind their boulder. "Once we get to the stream, walk in the water to throw them off our trail."
Rotiaqua grabbed Zhimosom's hand and pulled him along. He wanted to resist her, remind her that he was able to run on his own, but she held on tight even though it made her steps clumsy as they ran.



Rohir
After rescuing Rotiaqua from the bounty hunter, Garlath kept a sharp lookout for signs of pursuit. They splashed along shallow streams and slept hidden under the brush by day, walking silently by night. One morning, Garlath told them he could sense that the bounty hunter's people were no longer on their trail; they could resume their normal routine.
Rotiaqua walked along beside Zhimosom as she often did, so that they could converse. "If Sulrad really has a way to summon the dragons, he could very well kill them all."
"How do you defeat a spell like that?" Zhimosom looked to Garlath for guidance.
"There are a number of ways to defeat a spell," Garlath said. "You can defeat a summoning spell by creating a repulsion spell that works on the same object. It won't send it back where it came from, but it will defeat the summoning."
"That doesn't sound like a good idea. We wouldn't just want to push them away. We want to protect the dragons from the summoning spells."
"There are spells that ban an action. You have to learn what barrier separates our realms, and how Sulrad manages to open it. You have to build a counter spell to seal the opening as soon as it is created. You have to be vigilant so that he cannot use the summoning. Blocking must be done while the summoning spell is active.
"There are transformative spells. Spells that change one thing into another thing. Summoning spells usually work on a shape. If a thing has a change in shape, the summoning may no longer work.
"Lastly, some summoning spells work on the essence. If that is the case, there is little you can do. You could not change the thing enough to avoid the summoning without destroying it. It would cease to be itself."
Zhimosom wondered if his mentor could help him learn what he needed. "Do you know of these spells?"
"I know a few, but your best chance is to head to Amedon and ask there. The Wizard's Council will surely know what to do."
 
 
 
 
The threesome reached Rohir without further incident. The city was constructed of adobe mud baked by the sun. The homes were short and squat, with poles sticking from the walls where drab decorations hung. The gates were open and the Guards friendly.
They entered the market square where they found men of various trades and economic backgrounds. Some of the men were accompanied by what must have been women, but they were completely covered, head to toe, in a pure white silk scarf that hid their face and features. Each one had a thin gold cord around her neck that led to a man's belt.
These women walked behind the men, careful to keep their distance, but not enough to allow the cord to pull tight. Zhimosom wondered at that. The cord looked thin, almost as thin as a single strand of silk. It could easily be broken, should the woman desire to separate herself from the man.
None did.
Zhimosom located an Apothecary who had set up a stall in the market. Garlath had chosen that trade as the most likely to be operated by someone who was friendly and knowledgeable. He said an apothecary knew who was healthy and who was ill, and what went on in every sector of the city, since he gathered plants everywhere, including private lands.
"There are pools near the palace," the Apothecary explained. "They have a healing effect on people who soak there. Hot water and minerals are good for the skin. It also helps heal a lot of ailments if you drink it in moderation."
"Can you direct us there?"
"It's down that way." The Apothecary motioned towards a tall tower rising above the city. When you get to the wide road that heads east, take it. The palace is near the eastern wall of the city. The pools are behind the palace. They're open to every man in the city."
"Man," Rotiaqua said. Zhimosom shot her a look of caution.
The Apothecary looked her over. "You are clearly an outlander. If you are going to stay in this city for long, you will learn. Women here are not seen, nor are they heard in public. It's simply not done." He turned back to Zhimosom. "If you keep her with you, you will have to cover and leash her ... and teach her how to keep silent."
Zhimosom felt Rotiaqua's anger rise through their magical link, but he cautioned her against taking action until they knew why the dragon had directed them here. He tried to soothe her and projected calm towards her, but he felt her resistance.
Zhimosom thanked the man and turned down the street in the indicated direction.
"What was that?" Rotiaqua blurted.
"Please. Other customs are not like our own. We don't want to offend."
"You want me to keep silent and walk behind you on a leash, all covered in silk so no one can see me?"
"No, but let's not offend them until we know more."
 
 
 
 
The pools were a sight to behold. The palace had a large terraced patio with a covering of plants that trailed vines from the trellis above to the ground below.
The pools edged up to the patio. They were formed from rock ledges that had been carved into shallow pools by the flow of water. Each pool overflowed into the ones just below. The pools were edged with stalactites of sparkling white minerals that stretched to the water below.
The water steamed in the chill night air.
Zhimosom walked to the edge. "Smell that?" he asked. The air had a strange odor to it, salty and sharp. It bit into him as he breathed it.
"That's the minerals in the water. It helps the healing," came a voice from inside the hanging plants.
Zhimosom turned to see a woman. She was dressed in short pants and a loose shirt that rippled in the wind, none of the silk covering for her.
"Who are you?" he asked.
"I am the Queen, Phaos."
Zhimosom shied away, stepping behind Rotiaqua. Rotiaqua reached behind her and grabbed his arm, pulling him tight beside her. He tensed up, but relented.
"Why are you not dressed like the others?" Rotiaqua asked.
"Because I am inside." Phaos looked over her shoulder at someone. "Bring refreshments. We have guests." She turned back to Zhimosom and Rotiaqua. "Please, won't you join me?"
Zhimosom let Rotiaqua drag him onto the patio and shove him into the proffered chair. Rotiaqua took the seat next to him as a girl entered the room carrying a tray of drinks. She set the tray on the table and bowed her head to the Queen.
"Thank you." Phaos nodded to the girl, who backed out of the room.
She turned back to Rotiaqua, gesturing to the pools. "They have healing power. The minerals and heat can be used to cure all manner of external ills and injuries. The minerals are also good for the internals. We drink a small amount each day to maintain a healthy system. If you are ill, take more and it will clean out your insides.
"The water is piped into the palace and the surrounding homes. It keeps us young."
The Queen smiled at Zhimosom. He flushed, but held his peace.
"Why are the women covered so, outside?" Rotiaqua asked.
"The men rule the outside. Any woman who leaves the confines of her home must dress as such. She must be led by a man and go where he goes."
"That sounds terrible," Rotiaqua said. "Why do you permit it?"
"It is the way." Phaos sipped at her drink.
Zhimosom shot Rotiaqua a look and pressed her through their magical connection. He counseled her to be careful with the Queen, but Rotiaqua brushed his efforts away.
"Do all men treat their wives so here? Even the King?" Rotiaqua asked.
"Of course. How could it be otherwise?"
Zhimosom didn't like the way the conversation was going. He looked at Rotiaqua, trying to encourage her to find a less controversial topic. He summoned up his courage to address the Queen. "Tell me more of the healing properties ..."
"Would you change it if you could?" Rotiaqua pressed the Queen.
"There is no other way, so why even consider it?"
"If there were?"
"If there were a way, then yes, I would change things. There is no way, so I don't dwell on it."
"The pools?" Zhimosom said trying to bring the conversation back to something safe. "Why do they have healing properties?"
"It is said that a hot stream of molten rock rises near the surface and heats the water. The water absorbs the minerals, and gets heated, as it passes through the caves below. The hot water surfaces in the pools, just the right temperature for our enjoyment."
Zhimosom sighed inwardly.
"For the enjoyment of the men," Rotiaqua interjected.
Zhimosom placed his hand on hers. "For your enjoyment."
"For our enjoyment." Phaos laughed. "Will you stay the night? Tomorrow, I can have you escorted to the caves. You will find it interesting."
With that, she stood, signaling the end of the discussion. Zhimosom and Rotiaqua were escorted to guest rooms in the palace. They were given a room to share next to Garlath.
Rotiaqua unpacked her things and sat on the bed. Zhimosom stood in the doorway. "I'm staying with Garlath."
"Why so shy?" Rotiaqua gestured to the spacious room.
"What were you trying to do, get us killed?"
"I told you no one is going to put you in the stocks for touching me. We're safe here."
"I don't mean that. It's all the questions about the women. You can't talk to the Queen that way ..." Zhimosom shook with worry. He didn't know what kind of trouble she would get them into. What if the King had overheard her talking that way?
"She needs to hear it. If she doesn't hear it from me, then who's going to tell her?"
"Can't you just leave it alone? This is not our home; these are not our customs. Let's just find out what the dragon wanted from us and get on our way to Amedon."
"I can't just accept it. What they are doing is wrong."
Zhimosom frowned, but he believed she was right. "Be careful." Zhimosom closed the door and went to sleep on the floor in Garlath's room.
 
 
 
 
In the morning, Zhimosom left Rotiaqua behind as the Queen's men escorted him and Garlath to the caves. The cave entrance was several leagues from the palace. It looked like an innocent crack in the ground, but once inside, it was massive and cold as a winter's night.
The cave wound its way down, deep beneath the earth. Zhimosom felt as if they had been climbing and hiking for days before the guide stopped him. "Feel it?"
Zhimosom stopped and reached out with his magical senses. He felt a slight warming in the air. That and dryness. The cave had been wet all the way down, but now it was starting to dry.
"We're almost there," the guide said.
They squeezed through a tight passageway that Zhimosom thought would have been too small; but it quickly opened onto a large cavern. Inside was a lake of crystal clear water. It was like a mirror, not a ripple on its surface.
Zhimosom felt the magic in the earth around him. The water itself held power, but somewhere off in the distance was even greater magic.
Zhimosom raised his hand. "Incendo ignio." Light sprang forth above his hand. He guided it towards the ceiling of the cavern to illuminate the lake.
The guide looked at him in wonder. "Usually we do this by lantern. I have never seen just how large and beautiful this cavern really is. Thank you." The guide led them along the shore until they came to a small boat.
He gestured to Zhimosom and Garlath to board the boat and stepped in behind them. He pushed off from the shore.
The lake was larger than Zhimosom would have imagined at first, but they soon reached an opening where the water extended into a side cavern. As the boat turned towards it, the air grew warmer and the odor grew stronger.
"We're getting close. It's just around the bend." The guide navigated the cavern, sometimes poling the boat, other times using the pole against the overhead rocks.
They reached another divergent cavern. The water in this one was steaming and bubbling.
"We're going there?" Zhimosom asked.
"No. The water is too hot. If you fell in, you'd be cooked before you could swim to the shore.
"Watch." The guide pointed off in the distance.
A plume of steam erupted from the surface of the water, and crash against the rocks overhead. The water splashed off the ceiling and fell noisily into the lake below. Just as everything settled, it happened again.
Zhimosom sat there fascinated as the water rushed into the earth only to rise moments later as steam. He felt the power within the steam. There was magic in it.
"Do you feel it?" Garlath asked.
"Yes. I do. It's very powerful."
"Can you touch it?" Garlath asked.
"Touch it?"
"Reach out and touch it. See if you can channel it."
Zhimosom reached out to touch the power beneath that steam. He was amazed by the magic of it, as if his tongue were experiencing a new taste or his eyes seeing a new color. It was strange and wonderful. He grasped it, drawing the magic into himself.
Suddenly, the cavern brightened as if the noonday sun had emerged. It was blinding. Zhimosom felt as if he'd grown a span in height. He felt powerful, elated, undefeatable. He wanted to shout with the pure joy of it.
"Control it." Zhimosom heard a voice far off in the distance calling to him.
He ignored the words. The power was too great. He just soaked it in, absorbed it, and made it a part of himself. A blinding pain stabbed Zhimosom behind the eyes as if someone had jabbed a needle into each one. He covered his eyes with his hands and screamed.
The light spell he had been maintaining faltered, plunging them back into absolute darkness.
"Control it. Don't try to absorb it all." Zhimosom heard Garlath's words. He grasped the power, throttling it, choking it off until just a trickle of it ran through him. The light returned, but not all the way back to its former level.
"Remember that flavor," Garlath said. "Memorize the taste of it. You will be able to access it at need."
 
 
 
 
When they returned to the palace, Zhimosom wanted to see how much of the magic below made it from the caverns up to the pools. Maybe that accounted for the healing properties of the water. He was eager to share it with Rotiaqua, but she was off with the Queen and didn't return until late.
Zhimosom rose early in the morning and knocked on Rotiaqua's door.
"Come see the pools. They're fed by hot springs from beneath the earth. There's magic in them."
Rotiaqua quickly dressed and followed him outside. The morning sun had just started to burn the dew from the grass. The pools shimmered with mist as the hot water met the cold morning air.
"I still feel the power," Zhimosom said. "Can you touch it?"
"I can feel it through you, but I can't touch it directly. Can you guide me to it?"
Zhimosom reached out to her and joined his magic to hers. He reached deep within the earth to the heart of steam that powered the pools. He found that source of magic, tracking it down by feel, by smell and taste. He shared it with her, showing her how he had harnessed and directed it while in the cavern.
"I suppose we'd better get going soon," Rotiaqua said. "We need to get to Amedon and find the right spells now that we have access to this power."
"Garlath says we leave right away. He has been in contact with the Wizards in Amedon. They have begun searching for the spells we'll need to protect the dragons."
"So we leave soon. Will I get a chance to say goodbye to the Queen?"
"Not leave. We're traveling ... by magic."
"By magic? I thought that took a lot of power."
"It does, but don't you feel the power of the pools? We can use that to travel to Amedon. We will be there in no time at all."
"Then I definitely need to say goodbye."
Rotiaqua stood up and turned for the palace entrance.
Zhimosom frowned. "Where are you going?"
"To see the Queen before we leave. There's something I need to do."
"We should leave now. There's no time to waste."
"This is important. I'll be back as quick as I can." Rotiaqua dashed through the door that led to the palace.
 
 
 
 
Not long after Rotiaqua left to say her goodbye, Zhimosom felt power well up in him. Rotiaqua was performing a spell, and she was drawing from him. He felt the magic of the pools blending with his own as she worked her spell.
He tried to contact her, to find out what troubled her that she needed such power. He felt her brush his touch away.
"Not now," was all he heard in response to his query.
"What are you doing?" Zhimosom asked. He felt the power drain from him and tried to restrain it, to bar her use from it, but she continued. He struggled harder.
"Don't fight me on this!" Rotiaqua scolded him.
"What's happening?" Zhimosom pushed the thought to her.
"Trust me. Please."
He grudgingly relaxed and allowed her to draw power through him. It went on a while before it subsided. When she stopped, Zhimosom felt a tingling sensation. The city had changed subtly, but he could not tell what had happened.
Rotiaqua came rushing back into the room. She looked exhausted, as if she had not slept in days. Her face was drawn and grayish. Zhimosom reached out to her with his magic and pushed power into her. The color returned to her face.
"What happened?"
"I ... fixed ... it," she panted.
"Fixed what?"
"I fixed the city." She bent over, trying to catch her breath.
"What was wrong with the city?"
"The men." Rotiaqua said as if that explained everything.
"What about the men?" Zhimosom didn't like the way this was heading. "What did you do?"
"I cast a spell that will give the women magical powers over the men. No more will the men rule the women. Now the women have magic. They can defend themselves. There will be no inequality, the women will see to that."
"What kind of spell?"
"A subjugation spell. It stops the men from making slaves of the women. It gives them the power to fight back. It frees them to be women so this society can return to normal."
"Are you sure that was wise?" Zhimosom asked.
"Yes. What harm can come of it?"
Before Rotiaqua stopped speaking, the ground began to shake beneath their feet. The palace swayed. The water in the pools sloshed from side to side and spilled on the ground. Cries and screams came from within the palace.



Ryden
Sulrad spent his nights in the study beneath the city. He had suspended the digging in order to keep the workmen from accidentally discovering that he had opened the door. Sulrad didn't need the Baron catching wind that he had discovered a buried treasure room beneath the city. He preferred it remain his secret.
Now that Sulrad had become accustomed to the language written on the scrolls, he was able to read more of them. He could hardly contain his excitement. The message on the scrolls was tantalizing. The writing hinted at a spell that had the power to command the dragons, not just summon them. Only hints, nothing that Sulrad could act upon, but he knew the answer had to be somewhere in the scrolls.
Night after night, he sat behind the desk, reading, researching, cross referencing, until a story became clear. In the days of old, a Wizard had fashioned a charm. The Charm of the Joiner had the ability to store magic, more magic than any one Wizard could hope to hold inside himself and live.
This Wizard had fashioned the amulet out of gold mined beneath the face of the Ice Father. He had enhanced it with the magic of precious stones dug from the caves of fire. The most precious gem, he had stolen from the mines beneath Friega. That stone alone was worth more than any castle or kingdom, for it had the ability to store magic.
The Wizard Skelek had come to own the amulet. He had used it on the dragons during his final battle with the Wizard Endra. The scrolls said no more than that. Skelek had worn the Charm of the Joiner when he departed for Ryden to battle his enemies, and he had never returned.
Sulrad took out a sheet of parchment and laid it on top of the drawing. He carefully traced the lines until he had a copy of the illustration of the Charm. He rolled up the parchment and slid it into his sleeve, but that was not the end of his search. Sulrad knew that there had to be a spell to make the amulet work.
He searched day and night, sometimes forgetting to sleep or eat for days. He grew irritable, snapping at Veran whenever the younger Priest asked him what occupied him so. Finally, Sulrad relented. He would have to bring Veran into his plans.
"I have found tales of an artifact that can help us," Sulrad told Veran. "It will let us solidify the Temple's power and assure our continued ability to carry out the works of Ran."
"What artifact?"
"I would rather not say at this time, but I will be pursuing it. Until I locate it, I need you to take on the day-to-day running of the Temple." Sulrad watched Veran for signs that the young Priest was eager to take on the responsibility. If he were too humble, he would not make a good High Priest. If he were too proud, he could not be trusted with so much power.
"As you wish," Veran bowed his head.
"Veran, I trust you to do this. I must take my leave for a while, but when I return, together we will raise a Temple like nothing you could ever imagine."
"Yes, Father."
Sulrad returned to his studies. The scrolls revealed much, but the spell escaped him. His health deteriorated to the point that even the Baron got word of his condition.
 
 
 
 
Several days later, Sulrad received a breakfast invitation from the Baron. Sulrad had refused several earlier invitations, but the wording of this one made it clear that it was more than a pleasantry. He cleaned himself up as best he could and made his way to the castle while the dew was still on the grass. The only folk about were the farmers setting up their stalls in the market.
The Baron eyed him suspiciously. "You look like death."
"I have been ill," Sulrad lied.
"Ill? You're a healer, how is it you have become ill?" The Baron laughed as he lifted his chalice to his lips.
"Not ill from disease. I have been studying, researching. I fear I have let it consume me."
"Researching? What can be so important that you neglect your health?" The Baron set his chalice down and leaned in to listen.
Sulrad's heart beat faster. He could not tell the Baron what he had found. "Your daughter, My Lord."
"My daughter? What of her?"
"I believe I know where she is. Where the Wizard who has taken her captive holds her," Sulrad lied.
"Why should I care? I've disowned her. She was your problem, not mine. The last I saw of her was when I handed her over to you for training. You want to waste your time looking for her, be my guest."
"My Lord. It is not your daughter that concerns me. It is the Wizard who has taken her captive. You must bring him to justice. You cannot let him get away unpunished."
Sulrad knew that if he played on the Baron's arrogance, he could secure the Golds he needed to fund the next phase of his search for the Dragon Master's secrets. "He has wronged you. This must not stand. How will you retain the respect of your subjects if it becomes known that you let a Wizard, a young man, abscond with your daughter and did nothing when you found out where he was?"
The Baron shifted in his chair. Sulrad knew Baron Rieck was uncomfortable about his reputation being tarnished. Sulrad pushed the matter further.
"They are still together, My Lord. I can bring them both back. A proper execution would serve as a lesson."
The Baron stroked his chin.
Sulrad held his peace. He was almost there.
"Where is she?"
Sulrad was not going to tell the Baron about his failed bounty hunter who had located them in Hodon. He needed the Baron's help, but had to be careful. "He is holding her captive in Ryden."
The Baron stood up and motioned to his attendant. "I will send troops there."
Sulrad's heart raced. Maybe he had pushed too far. "Would you start a war? You can't send your men into Ryden."
"Did you not just counsel me to go after the Wizard who has taken my daughter?" The Baron waved the Guard away.
"I did, My Lord. But I don't believe this is a job for the army. You could well start a war by sending your knights into Ryden. Send me. I will be able to find them. Your men will not."
Sulrad waved his hand in the air. "The Wizard has bewitched her. Your men would walk right past her and not recognize her." Sulrad smiled to himself. The lie was becoming more valuable with each telling.
"I will go. I will free her and capture the rogue Wizard. I can sail to Ryden, find her, break the Wizard's spells, and bring them both back." Sulrad looked down at his plate so as not to appear too eager. "I will need funds and supplies."
"It's always Golds with you, isn't it?"
"My Lord. I go to restore your honor. How can you put a price on that?"
The Baron sat down heavily and sighed. His face turned hard. "Fine. Let the purser know what you need. If you don't find her, Sulrad, then don't bother coming back."
 
 
 
 
Sulrad planned to travel by ship to Ryden. He would have to wait for one that could carry him as a passenger. He wanted to take the most direct route. His magic would be diminished at sea and he didn’t want to prolong his vulnerability.
Sulrad continued his studies while he waited. He searched for the oldest scrolls he could find until one day he found it. The key. It was elegant in its simplicity. He berated himself for not seeing it earlier.
It was right under his nose all along.
The amulet could store magic, but it took a lot to power the binding spell on a dragon. Binding a dragon took power almost equal to the magic of the dragon one wished to enchant. He would take the life of a dragon and use its power to drive the binding spell on a second dragon. Only then would he have enough magic to bind a dragon to his will.
Sulrad knew of several binding incantations that might work. He carefully transcribed them into his journal, and spelled it to erase itself should anyone open the book but him. He pocketed the book and prepared to leave.
 
 
 
 
It was four days before a ship came into port that could take Sulrad to Ryden. He packed his belongings, taking care not to leave anything behind that he might need. Before he boarded the ship, he rushed to the Wizard's study deep within the tunnels. He retrieved a few scrolls he wanted to take with him and tidied up the place. He stopped in the doorway of the study. He was not sure if he would be returning. If not, the scrolls posed a risk. If someone else gained access to the study, they too, would have access to the knowledge he had so carefully acquired.
He looked back on the scrolls; what if he had missed something? He might need them, but if he left them behind, they could be found by another. "Too much risk... No helping it," he muttered to himself. Sulrad raised his hand and created a fireball of bright blue energy. He flung it at the scroll room behind him. Fire washed over the ancient parchment, licking away the knowledge of the ancient Wizard. Sulrad laughed as he closed and sealed the door one last time.
 
 
 
 
At the port, the captain haggled over the cost of passage, finally settling on one Gold and five Silvers for a hammock in the crew quarters.
Veran was there to see Sulrad off.
"You're the head of the Temple in Frostan now," Sulrad said. "You've learned what it takes to find and sacrifice those with magic to strengthen yourself and the Temple. Take care while I am gone. It may be a while before I return."
Veran bowed his head. "I am honored. I will keep watch against your return. You will not be disappointed."
"Know this. I am traveling by water. Water is a danger to any Wizard. We lose contact with the earth and our powers are significantly impaired. I don't anticipate any trouble, but one never knows."
"Then why are you traveling by water?"
"Because the trip to Ryden is half a moon by water but two full moons of walking. This will get me where I need to be much faster. Even though I like it not."
"I'll be watching for your contact, should you need my assistance. Simply call for me and I will come, even if I have to travel by ship myself."
"Watch over my Temple." Sulrad turned and stepped on the gang plank that would take him to the next stage of his quest to command the dragons.
 
 
 
 
The journey by sea was horrible, and Sulrad suffered greatly. He was subject to sea sickness and because his magic was diminished, he was powerless to do anything about it. The days without food added to his already gaunt look until he resembled one of the skeleton statues in the Temple. By the time they arrived in Ryden, he looked like walking death.
He found an inn and hired a room for a moon. That should give him enough time. He spent several days resting from his journey, recovering his strength, and searching for news of a Wizard or Sorceress who knew the old legends.
He heard of an old woman named Theria. She lived on the edge of the city and was said to have the sight. He found her house nestled among the shops and homes on the outer edge of the city. It was well maintained and in good repair in contrast to the surrounding homes.
The woman who opened the door was slight and bent over. She was aged and wrinkled, with a large bulbous nose and crooked teeth. She peered up at Sulrad as she opened the door.
"I have heard you have the sight," Sulrad said.
"That is true. I can see you're a Wizard."
"Priest. I am the high Priest of Ran."
"Don't know him, but Wizard you are." She held the door ready to close it on him.
"I am a Wizard. I have come to seek your advice."
"The only advice I have for you is to leave an old woman alone." She started to close the door in his face.
"I have Golds," Sulrad said.
"Gold? You'd pay gold for my simple knowledge? Then you are not only a Wizard but also a fool. I have no knowledge worth gold, or I'd not be living here."
"You may have knowledge worth every bit of my Golds." Sulrad hated to beg, but she might be the key. "Please." He reached into his purse, pulled out two Golds and held them out to her.
She carefully took one from his hand and examined it. "Long way from home."
"Yes, I have traveled far. Please. You may have the information I'm seeking."
She took the second coin from him and pocketed them both. She opened the door and stepped back to allow him to enter.
"I'm Theria. What is it that you seek?" she asked.
Sulrad didn't want to come right out and ask, but he had to find out what the woman knew. He described the amulet giving as little information as he could. He was vague about its history and failed to mention anything about its magical properties.
"Why are you looking for such a thing?" Theria asked.
"My Lord Baron is desirous of purchasing such a piece. It is his gold you now hold in your pocket."
The woman laughed as she reached into her pocket and drew the coins out. She rubbed them together in front of his face. "There isn't enough gold in any treasury to purchase something like that. The only way to get the crown jewels is to conquer the King."
"Then you know of it?"
"It is on every painting of every royal in the land. It's part of the crown jewels. Everyone knows what this is." She pushed the drawing back across the table and secreted the coins back into her pocket. She stood up, reaching for her empty cup.
Sulrad held out his hand to stop her. "One more question."
She continued clearing the table. "No more questions."
"Do you know how I might be allowed to catch a glimpse of it? My Lord Baron might be satisfied if I were able to gaze upon it and relate its beauty to him."
"It's kept in the treasury in the castle, I'd wager. I'm not a regular guest there," she said with a cackle.
"Thank you for your advice." Sulrad left the woman's home with more questions than when he'd arrived, but at least he had confirmed that the amulet was in Ryden.
Now all he had to do was to get into the castle treasury.



Amedon
The palace in Rohir shook violently. Pots flew from the tables, plants fell from the walls. A loud crack ripped through the palace, extending along the entire surface of the outer wall.
The water in the pools sloshed violently from side to side. Steaming liquid splashed over the rocks and knocked many of the delicate hanging fingers from the edges of the pools. Fragile white spears shattered on the rock below.
Screaming came from within the palace as decorations crashed to the floor. After what felt like an eternity, the earth settled down. Zhimosom felt the flavor of the magic change around him. It had been altered, ever so subtly. The pools now flowed with water fed directly from the source below. The magic was at the surface and in the water, no longer buried deep beneath the earth.
Rotiaqua stood by with a look on her face that said she'd done something wrong and she was proud of it. Zhimosom turned her. "What did you do? Did you cause this?"
"I channeled some of the power of the pools into the city so that the women don't need to fear the men any longer. They should not have to walk behind them on a leash, or covered in those silly white scarves. I fixed that."
Garlath came running out of the palace proper. "What happened?"
"A spell," Zhimosom said. "Rotiaqua cast a tiny spell." He held his fingers in the air about half a digit apart, and then threw Rotiaqua a glaring look.
"Tiny?" Garlath looked at the crack in the wall.
"Well not that tiny," Rotiaqua said.
"What does it do?" Garlath demanded.
"Balances the power ..."
Before she could explain, there was a screech high above, the likes of which Zhimosom had never heard. He ran outside and looked to the sky.
A dragon circled high overhead. It made wide flowing arcs around the palace tower, descending with each turn. It spread its wings and touched down between Zhimosom and the pools with a gust of air.
The dragon waddled over to Zhimosom and lowered its head, tilting its neck to get a better look at him. Zhimosom stood in silent expectation as the mighty beast examined him.
The dragon turned to Rotiaqua and eyed her just as carefully as it had Zhimosom. Rotiaqua stood still before it, but unlike Zhimosom, she had a look of defiance to her.
Finally, the dragon snorted. "You are ready."
"Ready?" Zhimosom asked.
"I guided you here to show you the magic that will aid you in your quest ... and to test you. I felt your heart and believed that it was good, but I needed to be certain."
The dragon lifted its head, and looked down on them. "If you had left here without being touched by the injustice of this society, you would have proved yourself no better than the Wizard who summons my kind."
It lifted one massive claw and pointed at Zhimosom. "You could not leave without helping. You have a heart that can save us from certain destruction."
"It was not me," Zhimosom said.
The dragon gently touched Zhimosom on the chest with its sharp talon, and then did the same to Rotiaqua. "You share one heart."
"One heart?" Zhimosom asked.
"One heart, and now it is ready." The dragon spat fire into the air. "To Amedon with you. There you may find what you need."
The dragon snorted, took one quick step, and with a single beat of its wings, launched itself into the sky.
Garlath looked at them in shock. "You two certainly lead an interesting life, don't you?"
Zhimosom didn't know how to answer him, but he was eager to get to Amedon. "I think I can access the power of the pools to help us travel to Amedon. Can you guide us there?"
Garlath held out his hand to Zhimosom. "I can show you the way, but I will need to draw power from you. I cannot access the pools as you do, and I do not have enough power of my own to make it to Amedon."
"I'm ready." Zhimosom held out his hand. Rotiaqua took it. Zhimosom followed the slight trail of magic that Garlath laid out for him and pulled them through the void to Amedon.
 
 
 
 
The threesome arrived just outside of the Wizards' Keep. The gates stood open and no Guards were present.
People streamed in and out while oxen towing wagons and carts vied for space on the road. People carrying bundles of goods on their backs attempted to stay out of the way of the carts.
Garlath ushered them through the gates. Inside, the road continued a short way, and then split into three separate paths. The one on the left wound around and behind the building and emerged again to snake up into the mountainside, ending at the doors to the tallest tower in the Keep.
"Come on." Garlath led them along that path. "This is the way to the library."
The library was located in the tower that stood tall against the mountainside. It could only be reached by means of a narrow rock bridge that spanned a deep chasm between the main Keep and the tower. The bridge was narrow, cut from the mountain by winds and weather. The treacherous span had no Guard rails, or walls to prevent someone from simply sliding off the walkway and plunging to the depths below. The wind whistled out of the mountains and made the crossing dangerous.
Garlath led them across, pointing out rough spots and dangerous breaks until they were once again on solid rock.
The tower was imposing, jutting into the sky. Zhimosom looked up to see clouds zipping by at a rate that made him dizzy and threatened his balance. The tower doors were made of sturdy and solid wood, banded with rusty iron. They were closed tightly.
Zhimosom pulled on the doors but they didn't budge.
"Magic," Garlath said.
"Magic?" Zhimosom asked.
"Magic. You have to prove you have magic or they won't open."
"Aperire et me transire," Zhimosom said waving his hand in front of the door.
Nothing.
"Why?" Garlath asked. He stood behind Zhimosom with a slight smile on his face.
"Why won't it open?" Zhimosom asked.
"Why do you want to enter the library?" Garlath gestured to the doors. "That has to be part of the spell and it must be a genuine reason or the doors won't open."
"Habere scientiam et potentiam trans fores," Zhimosom said, requesting the doors to open and permit him access to the knowledge that lay within.
The doors swung noiselessly open. The trio walked down a long hallway and took a turn to the library that extended far back into the mountain. The door to the library stood open and inviting.
Zhimosom stopped in awe, blocking the doorway. The entire library was covered from floor to ceiling with books of all size, shapes, and colors. The library shelves stretched as far back as he could see. There were side rooms that no doubt were equally packed. Surely, there was a wealth of knowledge here.
"It's magnificent," Rotiaqua said.
"Where do we start?" Zhimosom asked. He had never seen a library before. Surely, there was some arrangement to all this knowledge that would help them find what they were looking for.
"Let's ask the librarian." Garlath guided them to an alcove where several men sat at desks beside a wall filled with small drawers.
"Excuse me," Garlath announced their presence to one of the younger men.
The librarian held up his hand to stop him as he scribbled a notation. He looked up at the three of them, surveying them quickly. "I don't recognize you. Student, Apprentice or Master?"
"Free Wizards," Garlath said simply.
The librarian held up his hand extending it palm up to Garlath. Zhimosom saw a small tongue of fire lick into existence, and then quickly vanish. He extended his hand to Zhimosom and looked him in the eye. When Zhimosom didn't respond, he said "Fire?"
"He wants you to bring forth fire to prove you're a Wizard." Garlath said.
Zhimosom focused his mind on the man's hand and silently spoke the spell to call forth fire. A fireball the size of his fist appeared in the man's hand. He quickly extinguished it.
"Not one for control, are you?" The librarian reached his hand out to Rotiaqua.
She called forth a simple flame like the one you would see on any candle and just as quickly extinguished it.
"Nice control." The librarian sat back behind his desk. "What can I help you locate today?"
"We need to help the dragons," Zhimosom blurted out.
"Dragons? What dragons?"
"A dragon came to us and asked for our help."
The librarian gave a smug, superior smile. "The dragons are gone. They left ages ago and have not returned."
"We saw one. More than once."
"There are no dragons, and if there were, they certainly don't need help from any junior Wizard."
"He came to us ..."
Garlath held out his arm to stop Zhimosom. "We are looking for something to defeat a summoning or binding spell."
"For that, you'll need to access the spells of war. You'll need permission from the Council. Those spells are dangerous and we don't let just anyone back there."
The librarian returned to his notations and ignored them.
"But ..." Zhimosom started to speak, but Garlath stopped him before he could get it out.
"Thank you for your time," Garlath said. "We will seek the Council's approval."
Garlath grabbed Zhimosom's arm and pulled him back the way they had come. "I know it's important, but you can't make a scene here, in the library. It's frowned upon."
"Why won't they let us search those spells? We need to find a way to save the dragons. Why was he so rude?"
"It's not his fault. All he sees is a young Wizard who was refused access to some very dangerous magic. It's not up to him. We need to see the Council, and it's better that they don't start with a reprimand for breaking Library protocol."
 
 
 
 
Garlath took them back to the main building and escorted them to the dormitory where visiting Wizards were housed. The rooms looked much more elegant than the hovel where he'd been raised.
"Sorry, you'll have to share a room with several other young Wizards," Garlath told Zhimosom.
He turned to Rotiaqua. "You have your own room. There are no other Sorceresses in Amedon at the moment."
"None?" Rotiaqua asked.
"Besides Uskin, there are only two others, but they are both very senior Sorceresses and have their own quarters outside Amedon. They travel here by magic when needed, but don't live here. Only Uskin lives here."
"Who's Uskin?" Rotiaqua asked.
"She is the head of the Wizards' Council, along with Alwroth. I've made arrangements for you two to meet with them tonight."
"Are Sorceresses that rare?" Zhimosom asked.
"Very rare," Garlath said. "That's why they want to meet with you."
"You mean meet with Rotiaqua." Zhimosom felt uncomfortable around all these powerful folk. He knew Rotiaqua was used to this type of attention, but he found it unsettling. If sorceresses were rare and Rotiaqua was one of the few, and she was the daughter of the Baron, they certainly would want to speak with her, but certainly they didn't want to speak to him.
"Both of you," Garlath said. "Right after the evening meal."
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom and Rotiaqua followed Garlath to the Council chambers after the evening meal. The clerk instructed them to wait, but they were soon ushered into a room off to the side. Alwroth and Uskin were seated before a small fireplace in well worn and comfortable chairs. It looked more like a sitting room in a wealthy family's home than the chamber of the senior Wizards in Amedon.
Alwroth had a long white beard and flowing hair. His face was wizened and wrinkled. Zhimosom thought he looked much like any other Wizard, but Uskin was a surprise. Garlath had told Zhimosom that Alwroth and Uskin had ruled the Council for decades, but Uskin looked no older than Rotiaqua.
"It's part of her special magic. She doesn't age." Garlath explained.
The clerk motioned for them to sit.
"Thank you for coming back so late in the day."
There was an awkward silence as Zhimosom waited for more. He didn't know what to say. He reached out for Rotiaqua and spoke silently to her over their magical link.
"What do you think they want? Are we supposed to say something?"
"Just wait," came her reply.
The Sorceress leaned over to the Wizard. "They're so young, aren't they?" She smiled at them.
"Tell us about your experience," Uskin said. She leaned forward and looked at Zhimosom, waiting for his response.
"Rotiaqua can tell it best." Zhimosom was embarrassed. He was not accustomed to speaking to mighty ones.
"A Wizard named Sulrad showed up in my father's lands. He set himself up as the Priest of Ran. I've seen him work his magic, and it’s just magic, there's no god, no Ran involved.
"He discovered that we had magic and tried to sacrifice Zhimosom to take his power. That's what he does, kills people for magic. We saw him kill a young Wizard and take the boy's magic."
"And a girl," Zhimosom interrupted.
Rotiaqua winced. Zhimosom knew she still felt the guilt of dissuading Zhimosom from trying to rescue Brill. "An orphan, Brill. She was only ten summers old."
Zhimosom sat quietly and let Rotiaqua continue, but listened intently ready to fill in any details she might have missed.
"We escaped from the Temple," Rotiaqua continued. "All we wanted was to get away from Sulrad and my father, but while we were on our way, a dragon came and told us to go to Tustow and find the Wizard."
Rotiaqua gestured at Garlath. "That's where we met Garlath. Along the way, the dragon came back. He told us that Sulrad had discovered a way to kill the dragons and take their power and that the dragons needed our help."
Uskin frowned. "I have had visions much the same. What you say is true. You must find a way to help the dragons."
"That's why we came here," Zhimosom added. "To learn how we can stop Sulrad and save the dragons."
"You have come to the right place," Alwroth said. "We will convene the Wizards' Council as soon as we can and discuss the matter with them.
"We also have another reason for asking you to come see us," Alwroth said.
"We asked you here because the two are paired, and as a pair, there is special training you require that few can give you. Only another pair truly knows what you are experiencing and can teach you what you need to know."
Zhimosom opened his mouth to speak, but Alwroth held up his hand. "I know you're young and you have a lot of questions. You have plenty of time to learn, and you have come to the right place."
He waved towards the main gate. "Most of our students arrive by foot, or infrequently on horseback. It's unheard of to have a student travel here by magic."
Zhimosom squirmed in his seat. He hadn't wanted to attract attention.
"Yes, your arrival was duly noted and reported, as was your request at the library today." Alwroth leaned forward and placed his fist beneath his long white beard, propping up his head. "Tell me about this dragon you saw."
Zhimosom and Rotiaqua related the tale of their encounters with the dragon, and what it had said to them each time it appeared.
"If what you say is true, then it could be very bad. We'll need to meet with the full Council and discuss this. We cannot decide this on our own."
"There's no time!" Zhimosom said. The Council had to act immediately, before Sulrad has a chance to put his plan into action.
"Time is short for one so young. When you get to be my age, you'll realize that time is all you have. I'm sure it can wait. The Council will meet. We will discuss it."
"But it won't wait. The dragon said they were in danger..."
"It will have to wait. The full Council must meet on this. It's out of our hands until they do, but I can offer you access to the library, so you can search for the proper spells in the mean time."
"But the dragons?" Zhimosom wasn't ready to let the matter go.
"Take the offer," Uskin spoke softly to Zhimosom. "We'll do what we can, but you need patience.
"We would also like to work with you as a pair. Can you come to see us each day, just after the evening meal? We can show you how to use your powers to their fullest and how the pairing works." She looked from Rotiaqua over to Zhimosom. "Would that be acceptable?"
Before they could answer, the door burst open. A young Wizard charged into the room, panting and out of breath. "Master Alwroth ... We're under attack ... Dragons."



Court
Sulrad returned to his room in Ryden. He had to find a way to secure access to the treasury. He studied the royal family and learned as much as he could about the castle staff. When ever he was able, he used his magic to seize one of the staff and question him. He probed for weaknesses in defenses, for opportunities to enter by stealth, anything that might aid in his quest.
He exercised patience, more so than he had believed himself capable of, but this was a critical step in his plans. His first attempt could not fail and if it did, there would not be an opportunity for another one.
One afternoon, he was chatting with one of the cooks from the castle, who was in charge of confectioneries. Her name was Wy, and she had a light complexion with sandy brown hair. She was slightly overweight, but not extremely so, and could have been called beautiful in the dim light of the inn.
A serving girl had taken ill one evening and the King had summoned Wy to the royal hall to serve in her stead.
"The King is worried about foreign spies," she explained.
"How so?" Sulrad asked.
"He thinks there are spies in his court, listening in on every conversation and plotting his downfall."
"Spies? Go on." Sulrad poured her another mug of ale.
"He is afraid of poison, so everything he eats or drinks must be tasted in his presence."
"Where does he think these spies come from?"
"He does not know. He suspects one of the Barons." She laughed a slight laugh that made her look much younger than Sulrad at first guessed. "I think he's imagining things."
Wy leaned in closer to Sulrad and spoke in a hushed tone. "He's mad, you know. He imagines threats where there are none. He's constantly on guard against perceived attacks.
"Just last night, I heard them say he feared to place the crown on his head because he believed someone had bewitched it." She raised the mug to her lips. "Mad, I say."
Sulrad's heart raced. If the King was worried about the crown, he might take advantage of that fear. This could be the opportunity Sulrad was waiting for. He had what he needed to convince the King to let him see the treasury.
"Am I making you nervous, Dearie?" Wy placed her hand on his, waking him from his reverie.
"No, of course not." Sulrad grasped her hand gently and looked into her empty eyes. She would make a good sacrifice to power the spells he would need in the coming days.
 
 
 
 
Sulrad spent the next few evenings plying Wy with ale until he was able to talk her into introducing him into the castle. He kept his impatience in check as he listened to her chatter about the goings on in the kitchen, grasping at any tidbit of information that he could use.
The day came when Wy said she had secured Sulrad's admittance to the castle as a petitioner. He was to locate the Guard that Wy had described and pay him one Gold to be admitted. Sulrad woke early, donned his freshly laundered robe, and walked confidently into the audience chamber.
Sulrad waited his turn, listening to the poor and downtrodden begging the King for intervention in their petty affairs until Sulrad thought he would go mad with impatience. Finally, the Guard called his name and he stepped forward.
King Omrik looked down on him with disinterested eyes. Sulrad bowed as he had been instructed, keeping his face towards the floor as he spoke.
"Your Grace, I come not to ask a favor of you, but to offer my service. I am a Wizard with information about spies operating in your realm. I have come to warn you of a plot against your life."
"What?" the King leaped up from his throne and took several steps toward Sulrad before his advisers rushed to intercept him. They quickly stepped between the King and Sulrad, forming a barrier to keep the King safe.
"What do you know? Who's out to kill me?" King Omrik asked.
"The Baron ... Baron Rieck ... Your Grace, he covets the throne for himself," Sulrad lied.
King Omrik struggled to get past his advisers, but they held him back.
"Let me talk to the Wizard." King Omrik pushed at the wall of functionaries, but they held fast.
"In the private chamber. After we've searched him," one of the King's advisers said. They shepherded the King into a side chamber, closing the door behind them.
A Guard grabbed Sulrad's arm, hauled him to his feet, and dragged him towards the doorway through which the King had departed.
Flanking the door was a pair of Guards, who searched Sulrad thoroughly, and finding nothing dangerous, allowed him entry.
King Omrik sat behind a long table surrounded by elegant chairs. Guards stood on either side of the King, spears at the ready. The table was wide and clear of anything that might be used as a weapon.
Sulrad bowed once more. When he rose, King Omrik motioned him to a chair across the table. "Sit."
Sulrad took the proffered seat and waited for the King to speak.
"What you say ... the Baron ... I have always suspected him of coveting the throne for himself." King Omrik lifted his chalice. A young man came over, took a sip from it, and handed it back. Omrik watched the boy for a while, and then took a deep draught. "Tell me about his plan."
"The Baron has hired a Wizard to enchant the crown jewels. He has placed a spell on them that is undetectable by any means other than magic. Should you or anyone else wear one of these jewels, the spell will be triggered, and the results will be fatal."
"Which jewels?" Omrik demanded.
"I do now know, Your Grace. I would need to examine each piece. Hold it in my hands and test it for any spells that it might contain."
"So you can do this? You are a Wizard?"
"No. I am a Priest of the one true god, Ran. My power does not come from the Wizardly arts, but is a gift from Ran, for my devotion."
"How do I know you are not the Baron's spy?"
"You cannot," Sulrad said with a sly smile.
"What a dilemma." King Omrik stroked his chin. "What am I to do with you, then?"
"You could trust me, or you could test me." Sulrad knew this was the tricky part, but he was getting a sense of the King and how he would react to the next suggestion Sulrad made.
"Test you?"
"Test me. Let me take your food tester to don each of the crown jewels. Should he trigger one of the spells, you will know I speak the truth." Sulrad watched the King for a reaction.
Omrik glanced at the boy, then back to Sulrad, then back to the boy. He smiled and raised his hand. "Guard, take this Priest to the treasure and watch as the boy tries on the crown jewels. Keep an eye on both of them."
"Yes, Your Grace." The Guard motioned to Sulrad and the boy.
 
 
 
 
The treasury was brilliantly lit with torches placed in sconces along the walls. Sulrad had envisioned heaps of gold and jewels piled on tables in some dark and dingy dungeon. These were carefully arranged, and inventoried. Each piece had its own bin with a carefully written card that described the piece and where it had originated.
Sulrad cast his eyes around the room. It was dedicated to head-wear and filled with crowns, bejeweled helmets and even fancy hats studded with gems and precious metals. He didn't see anything like the amulet he sought.
Sulrad dutifully stood in the center of the room. He probed the chamber with his magic trying to find the amulet, but it was not in this particular room. He would have to craft a ruse to continue their examination.
"Here." Sulrad pointed to a small gold circlet that could be worn as a head-band. "This one feels suspicious."
The Guard motioned to the boy, who lifted it from its perch and set it upon his head. It was too large for him and threatened to slip down over his ears, but he was unaffected by it.
"Try this one." Sulrad pointed to a crown cast of solid gold and encrusted with precious stones.
The boy tried it on; again, there were no consequences.
"I'm sensing it's part of a necklace. Is there a room where such things are kept?"
"Yes, Sire." The Guard nodded to a doorway off to the side of the main chamber. They entered and lit the torches. Sulrad cast his eye around the room. Far off in one corner, he saw it. The Charm of the Joiner. His heart raced, but he quickly caught himself. He pretended to search for a specific necklace until he laid his eyes on a particularly thick chain that bore a card indicating it was a gift from Baron Rieck.
"This one." He pointed to it.
The Guard nudged the boy, who lifted it from its stand and placed it around his neck. Sulrad reached out with his magic and cast a strangulation spell.
The boy coughed and turned a dark shade of plum. His eyes grew large and he lifted his hands to his throat. He sputtered but no sound came forth. The lad fell to the floor, doubled over, struggling for breath but finding none.
The Guard stood over him without taking action to save the boy.
Sulrad watched the final choking gasps of the boy. When he was certain the boy was dead, he knelt down and took the necklace in his hand. He focused power on it and warmed the gold until he could barley touch it. He stood and handed the necklace to the Guard.
"Here, you must bear witness. I have defeated the spell. It is safe now, but I would advise a note be made so that the King does not don this particular necklace. I'm not certain the spell is completely neutralized."
The Guard grasped the necklace and quickly returned it to its stand. He turned back to look at the boy, dead on the floor. "How can you be sure this is the only one?"
Sulrad shrugged.
"Come with me." The Guard escorted Sulrad back to the King's chamber.
"Your Majesty, the Priest has found the cursed item. Your taster is dead." The Guard shoved Sulrad forward.
"I knew it. There are spies everywhere. I need your protection. You will be my chief Wizard. You will serve me and I will reward you well."
"Your Majesty, I crave no reward. I only asked to serve you and to defeat this threat. It has been averted. I must get back to my tasks."
Sulrad bowed and retreated, but before he could get far, King Omrik stood up and yelled. "Stop. You will serve me. You will continue to test my clothes and jewelry for me."
Sulrad hesitated, stopped and bowed. "If I might be allowed to fetch my possessions and tell my loved ones where to find me. I will return as you have commanded."
"You go with him to make sure he returns." The King pointed to the Guard who had accompanied Sulrad to the treasury.
The Guard escorted Sulrad to the inn.
"Please have a seat." Sulrad waved to a chair by his table. "I will make you a nice cup of tea while you wait. It won't take but a moment. I will gather my belongings while the water heats."
Sulrad busied himself packing his precious belongings. He would be leaving tonight, but not to the Castle. He mixed the herbs and potions into the cup of tea. The Guard had barely finished his drink when his eyes fluttered and closed. His head dropped to the table with a thud.
 
 
 
 
Sulrad left the Guard asleep in his room. He made his way to the inn where he usually met Wy. She was happy to see him and welcomed his attention.
"I have guests staying with me," Sulrad told her. "But I have found a special place I want to show you tonight."
"Where?" Wy asked.
"It's not far, but I'd like to show it to you before sundown. It is most beautiful at sundown. We must hurry." Sulrad stood up and held out his hand. "Come."
Wy obliged him, and he led her out of the town to a secluded grove of trees. He had chosen the spot carefully. In the center of a ring of stately oak trees, a large boulder stood with a flat top not unlike his altar. Sulrad had carefully scribed the spells he used in the Temple on the rock in preparation for their visit.
A gap in the trees allowed the setting sun to penetrate and illuminate his makeshift altar.
Sulrad led Wy over and sat and patted the cold granite. "Sit here for a bit. This is the part that I love."
Wy looked around at the trees and rocks nearby. She sat on the boulder and nestled into Sulrad's outstretched arm. "What did you want to show me?"
"Wait. It's almost sunset."
"Why? What happens at sunset?" Wy asked.
"This." Sulrad reached around her with his sacrificial knife and sliced through her throat when the sun struck the rock. He chanted the spell that would take her life force, and drew it into himself. She turned to a swirling cloud of golden dust and vanished just as the sun sank below the horizon.
Sulrad reveled in the power as he absorbed Wy's life energy. He'd needed more power to take on the Sorceress, lest she defeat his plan before he had a chance to execute it. He would need Theria's power to carry out the next phase.
He looked back at the rock as he walked from the grove. It was a pity; Wy had been a good companion. It was too bad she knew where he was staying and would have given him away.



Amulet
Sulrad rushed to Theria's home from the grove where he had sacrificed Wy. He secreted his sacrificial knife up one sleeve and spelled it to hide it from her. He hoped she would not sense it, or his purpose.
Theria answered the door, once again barring his entry. "Not so free with the Gold this time?"
"I just wanted to come and thank you, before I depart. Your advice was most helpful. My Lord Baron will be pleased."
"I suppose I could make you a cup of tea. You can tell me your tale of the castle. I admit to a weakness for gossip."
She let him in and put a kettle on the fire to boil. While it heated, she ground spices and bark into it. Sulrad watched for an opening to take her magic, but decided he'd wait until they'd finished their tea. After all, he could use a little company, even though this meeting was going to end badly for the woman.
Theria poured the tea and sat across from him. She was a good listener as he regaled her with tales of the castle, and how he had been allowed to glimpse the crown jewels. He was beginning to regret the necessity of his visit when he felt light headed. His throat was dry and the tea had refreshed him, so he drank more. Too late, he realized that it only made make matters worse. He saw double, his speech slurred. His arms felt heavy and he lost control of his bladder.
"You think me a fool?" Theria stood up, leaned over him and reached for his knife. Sulrad could barely make out what was happening. Why was she blurry? Why was she hovering like that?
Sulrad crumpled to the floor. He felt the weight of the Sorceress as she knelt down, on his chest. She bent over and put her arm on his throat and pressed down with all her weight. She leaned in so close that Sulrad felt her breath even as he himself could not breathe.
"Not so sharp now, are we?" Theria said. She placed the point of the knife against Sulrad's temple and traced a line of fire towards his jaw. She repeated the process on his other side. Sulrad screamed in pain as she continued drawing on his skin with the knife. Theria smiled at him through the fog and distortion of the drug.
The pain seared into Sulrad's brain with each cut of the knife. He wrestled with the magic of the potion as she sliced away at him. The pain distracted him, but eventually, he found it. The spell was based on rotting swamp plants and festering wounds. He let his anger well up in him and directed it against the poison. He grasped for the magic and channeled it towards the knife, the special knife that was meant to separate the magic from a dying Wizard, but it would work on a living one, too.
He drew her magic out of her, pulling particularly hard at the poison. Sulrad felt it separate from her. He directed it at the knife, willing it to absorb that magic.
The disorientation lessened. The clearer Sulrad's thoughts became, the easier it was to remove the poison spell from his mind. Soon, he was completely free of its effects. Sulrad was heartened; he knew he could win. He bucked hard in an attempt to dislodge Theria from his chest.
She loosened her grip and Sulrad rolled away from her. She slashed at him as he bucked, trying to dislodge her. The effect of the poison was fading, but he was far from his normal self. She sliced him on the arm, opening a slash that spattered blood across the room.
He cradled his arm and rolled behind the table, knocking it over, trying to put something between himself and Theria. She hit the table with a thud and it rocked over, landing on top of him.
Theria reached around the table, slashing wildly. She caught him in the leg this time and a burning pain shot through him. Blood trickled from the wound.
He tried to push her off him, but her weight on top of the table was more than he could lift. She slashed again and again, each time striking a little deeper in his flesh. He tried to recall a spell of binding to use on her, but his memory failed him.
He pushed on the table once more, trying to dislodge her. He saw her foot hit a pool of his blood and slide from beneath her.
The pressure on the table lessened and he pushed it off. Theria sat stunned on the floor, knife in hand. He lunged at her, grabbing for the hand that held the knife. He missed it and she thrust the knife into his arm, once more searing his flesh.
Pinning her to the floor, he dropped his knee on her arm. He outweighed her, but not by much. Strength was his only advantage now. He reached for the knife, prying it from her fingers. He slashed his own hand in the attempt, but he managed to force the knife away from her.
He brought the knife to her throat. Breathing hard, he looked her in the eye. "I don't think you a fool. But I do need your magic."
Sulrad sliced through her throat and spoke the words of the spell that would take her magic. Her power rose out of her, wrapped around him and slowly sank in. He fell to the floor as she turned to a shower of sparks and vanished.
He quickly performed a spell of healing to staunch the flow of blood from his wounds. He didn't want to heal himself completely, or else taking her magic would have availed him nothing. He needed her power to travel to the vault and return again. He could not waste it on himself, no matter the pain.
 
 
 
 
Sulrad stayed at Theria's house so the King's Guards would not find him while he nursed his wounds. He felt the power of Theria inside him and was constantly tempted to use it to heal himself. Only the knowledge that her magic was going to get him into the treasury kept him from squandering it on his own healing.
As he lay abed, he visualized the treasury as he had glimpsed it that day. The shelves of precious jewels and gems lay before him, but always forefront was the amulet on its chain. He imagined how it would feel in his hand. In his mind, he lifted it, judging the weight of it.
Over the next several days, his strength returned. He was far from healed, and would have waited longer if not for a dark feeling that came over him. Something had happened that would work against him. He tried to ignore it, but the overwhelming sense of dread grew until it was intolerable. He had to act.
He focused on the treasury. This time, he let his body follow his mind. He visualized himself in the room, standing next to the amulet where it sat on display for those few who were privileged enough to enter.
It was dark. In his mind, it had always been light. He reached out his hand. "Incendo ignio." The vault was lit from above just as it was in his many imaginings.
He touched the amulet and felt the power in it come alive. He had not expected that. He presumed it would be dead, no different from any other relic. He lifted it from its display, feeling the weight of it. It was heavier than he'd imagined it.
He placed it around his neck. The cold gold chain was weighty as it lay against his skin. He stepped away from the display, and a strange feeling rose up around him. He looked down at the floor of the vault. A hexagram was inscribed in the marble at his feet, no doubt waiting for someone such as him to trigger it.
He felt the spell seep upwards. It was a binding, one that would freeze him in place, mute and waiting until someone entered the vault to find him trapped there. A proper thief would have known to look for such a trap.
Panic gripped Sulrad.
The spell worked its way up his legs. Then his mid section froze in place. He raised his arms hoping to keep them out of the advancing spell, if only for a few moments. He had to think of a spell that would counteract the trap.
He wished he had researched further, that he had never left the room where he lay recuperating. He was a fool and would be standing there like one when they came for him in the morning.
Stupid. How could he have let himself be trapped by something so simple? He should have known better. Sulrad studied the hexagram on the floor. What he could see of it was complex and intricately drawn. It would be no easy task to defeat this spell.
All might well be lost.
First there was a warmth on his chest, right above his heart. Then came a slight shaking that turned into a pronounced vibration. The sound, a single note of music split the air, growing louder. The weight of the gold around his neck grow heavier and the chain became warm almost hot.
The amulet was alive.
Sulrad imagined the room in Theria's home where he had recuperated. He visualized the bed and the small table he'd used for his studies. He imagined himself there and pulled with all his might to escape the trap.
The light dimmed and the treasure disappeared to be replaced by the tidy bedroom in Theria's home. The pressure on Sulrad's legs relented. He was free of the trap and safely back in Theria's room.
The amulet quieted down. The chain cooled once more and the sound dissipated until all that was left was the stillness of the room. He collapsed on the bed exhausted, breathing heavily from the effort until sleep took him.
 
 
 
 
The power in the amulet was tempting. Sulrad wanted to use it to heal his lingering wounds, or travel to the location he had selected to summon the dragon, but he knew he would need as much power as he could muster to drive the spells he planned to used when he called the dragon.
Afterward, he would have power, plenty of it. He could heal himself then.
He had selected the location with care. The dragon would answer his summons, but he wanted no repeat of the last time. He was ready. This time he would strike. He would give the beast no opportunity to deride him and escape.
He explored the countryside and found a small canyon that would be perfect. It was narrow, flanked on each side by high cliffs. The ground was covered in sand and gravel. He stood at the narrowest point, raised his hands, and invoked the summoning spell. The amulet grew warm as he spoke the words. Overhead, curtains of color materialized in the air, evidence of the opening of the door to the realm of dragons. The dragon would soon arrive and he would have his chance.
The shadow of a dragon split the lights as it circled ever lower. Sulrad's plan had worked; the dragon landed at the entrance to the canyon and tucked its wings in to clear the rock walls. It lumbered towards him. Such a graceful creature in the air, it walked heavily on the ground, swaying from side to side. Its massive tail struck the canyon walls, sending showers of rock tumbling to the sandy floor.
When it reached him, it lowered its head and eyed him with disdain. Sulrad spread out his arms and drew on the power of the amulet. He called up the reserves he carried from the sacrifice of Theria.
"Eum ligare ubi stat," he called, binding the creature where it stood. He knew the spell would be weak and might only last a few heartbeats, but that should be all he needed.
The dragon snorted and shot fire, but Sulrad was expecting it. He dove beneath it and quickly advanced on the beast, squeezing beside its head, careful of its horns, until he stood beside the massive neck.
He drew out the sacrificial knife and probed the creature's neck. The scales were large, like plates the size of his hand, layered over one another. He chose carefully, finding the most vulnerable spot. He worked the knife under a scale and pried it up. Soon, he had enough room to reach beneath the scale and touch the tender skin.
The dragon struggled against the spell. Sulrad felt the magic draining from his reserves. It would be mere moments before the beast was once again free. Sulrad would surely be dashed against the rocks if the dragon regained its freedom before he struck.
He positioned the knife against the exposed skin and heaved with all his might, reciting the spell that would drive it home and release the dragon's magic.
The dragon bellowed in pain as the knife entered its flesh. It spat fire, but Sulrad was safely out of the path of the flames. Sulrad felt the binding spell loosen, but it was too late. Blood gushed from the wound to soak into the sand at Sulrad's feet.
He felt the magic of the dragon separate from its body. It was pure and clean, more powerful than anything Sulrad had ever known. He absorbed it as it came away, taking it into his body, adding it to his reserves.
He felt as if he had grown in stature to match the dragon. The power was heady, overwhelming; he thought he was going to burst from the pressure of it. It kept coming until Sulrad screamed in pain. The magic permeated every bit of his being, stretching him to the size of the dragon. He cried out in agony as the power threatened to overwhelm him. Through the pain came the thought.
The amulet.
He channeled the power into the amulet, pressing it into the jewel, funneling the magic from the dying dragon into the amulet.
The dragon sighed and collapsed to the ground and the great beast breathed its last. Sulrad kept chanting the spell to take the dragon's magic until the it turned to a cloud of sparks and dissipated.
Sulrad was left standing in the canyon alone. The amulet rode heavy on his neck. It was warm to the touch and glowed with a golden hue it had not had before.
Sulrad laughed for joy at his success. He had captured the magic of a dragon in the Charm. Surely that would be enough to bind the next dragon to his will. His desire to control the dragons was becoming a reality.
 
 
 
 
Sulrad waited a few nights before he was ready to try again. He had used a small portion of the dragon's magic to power healing spells to restore himself. He was almost free of the injuries inflicted by Theria. The headiness and pain he had experienced as he took the power of the dragon were a fading memory.
The amulet still glowed with an inner light. He was not sure if it contained enough magic to bind more than one dragon, but was confident that it had enough for at least the one.
He returned to the canyon where he'd captured the first dragon. It made him feel safe, knowing that the dragon would be flightless when it approached him. He was confident in the summoning, but if the binding failed, he wanted every advantage he could get.
He invoked the summoning spell and the diaphanous curtains rippled across the sky. A dragon appeared, larger than the one he had sacrificed. It crawled into the canyon as the other one had. When it reached him, it twisted its head around and sniffed the ground.
"What have you done to my brother?"
"What brother?" Sulrad asked.
"Do you think I cannot smell the blood of my brother spilled in the sand? Do you think me without power?"
"I think only that you will make a good servant." Sulrad gasped the amulet and chanted the binding spell he had prepared. The dragon lifted its head and roared. It blew fire at him, but Sulrad's shields were prepared and powered by the magic in the amulet. They held back the scorching flame.
Quickly, the flames lessened until they abated and the dragon relaxed. It closed its massive jaws and lowered its head to the sand in a gesture of submission.
Sulrad smiled. He knew that the spell had taken hold. There was a connection between him and the dragon now. One that he could use to control it, to influence it.
He sat heavily on the sand, relieved. He reached out and tested the connection, willing the dragon to let him see through its enormous dark eyes. There he stood, a tiny man, arms outstretched, wearing a brilliant talisman around his neck. The dragons perceived the Charm more vividly than Sulrad did.
"This will do nicely," Sulrad released the dragon's eyes. "What is your name?"
"I am Kel'hin." The dragon snorted. "You may have some control, but I assure you, it is by no means complete."
"It's complete enough for my purposes. How long will it take you to reach Amedon from here?"



Council
Rotiaqua and Zhimosom followed Alwroth out of the tower and back to the main grounds of the Wizards' Keep. Rotiaqua could not believe her eyes. The tower was aflame high overhead, and the grounds swirled with a mass of people who dashed every which way. Wizards and townsfolk alike screamed and pointed to the sky.
The carts on the main road were in flames and the gates had been closed. There were pockets of Wizards organizing defense against the fire, but they couldn't quench the flames. They were focused on setting up barriers against the repeated attacks from the sky.
She saw a man stop and raise his hands, making motions in the air at something unseen. A blast of flame appeared in the darkening sky and illuminated the attacking dragon. Rotiaqua heard the hiss of the flame and the man screamed. He was consumed by fire before the dragon had passed overhead.
Rotiaqua smelled the odor of sulfur and burned flesh as the dragon reeled, preparing for another attack. The mighty beast turned and headed straight for her. She raised her shields and prepared for the worst. She felt like a tiny spot of calm in a sea of confusion, watching as the dragon zeroed in on her and dove.
The odor of rotten egg from the dragon's breath reached her before the flames ignited. The fire washed over her shields and struck a wagon next to her. It exploded in flames and was consumed almost in the blink of an eye, but Rotiaqua stood there safe.
She wondered why she was able to withstand the attacks while other Wizards fell, consumed by the dragon's fire. She glanced at Zhimosom to see him standing unscathed. She motioned him over.
Together, they extinguished the fire that threatened the main hall. The flames obeyed their magic while the other Wizards' spells were ineffective.
The dragon reeled and turned for another pass. Rotiaqua and Zhimosom stood side by side. Rotiaqua reached out and took Zhimosom's hand, joining their magic together. His hand was cold and damp.
"Revertetur ad unde orta es," Rotiaqua cried, commanding the dragon to return from whence it came. "Non conturbant isto rursum," She demanded that the dragon no longer trouble Amedon. She felt the magic of Zhimosom in her, and had the fleeting impression of the mini dragon whose blood she shared.
The dragon overflew them without releasing its fire. Its large bloodstained claws curled into enormous fists that barely missed her as it passed. Rotiaqua thought she heard the echo of a voice in her head.
"Thank you," it whispered in her mind.
A shimmering light appeared high in the sky as the portal to the dragon's realm materialized. The dragon broke off its attack, beat its mighty wings, and ascended into the wavering curtain of light, leaving the courtyard burning and in disarray.
Rotiaqua ran over to a woman whose clothes had caught fire. She reached out with her magic and extinguished the flames. She helped the woman to the ground and pressed a healing spell on her.
Alwroth stood nearby. His hair was singed and his robe smoldered.
"Master Alwroth." A young Wizard ran up to Alwroth and stopped. "The dragon ... It killed over a score. We tried to use magic to stop it ... nothing worked. It just kept coming." He grabbed a quick breath. "What should we do?"
"Help the wounded as best you can. Then get the fires under control," Alwroth told him.
Alwroth turned to Zhimosom and Rotiaqua. "Come with me."
Zhimosom and Rotiaqua followed him back into the audience chamber where he sat and motioned them to do the same. He leaned over the table, worry lines wrinkling his ancient face. "Was that the same dragon? The one you saw before?"
"I can't be sure." Rotiaqua had not noticed any distinguishing marks on the dragon. It could have been the same one or another. The dragon's magic felt similar to the one they'd seen before, but she was not familiar enough with dragons to know for certain.
"The dragon we saw on our way here just spoke to us. It never threatened us. It warned us about Sulrad and that the Priest might discover a spell to command them."
"Why would he order a dragon to attack Amedon?" Alwroth asked.
"Sulrad set himself up as a Priest in Frostan. I don't know why he'd attack Amedon. The Wizards are not threatening him."
"Where is he getting the power to command the dragons?" Alwroth demanded. "Even if he found the ancient spells, he is nowhere near powerful enough to use them. No Wizard alive today has that kind of power."
"He sacrificed a mini dragon and a young Wizard and took their power," Rotiaqua said. "Maybe he's found a way to gather enough power to command the dragons."
"No Wizard alive today can store that kind of power. Whatever he's doing, it's something that we don't yet understand." Alwroth straightened up. "If we were not yet enemies, tonight we have become so. We must convene the Council."
 
 
 
 
Alwroth called the Council as soon as the damage from the battle had been controlled. Because of the seriousness of the situation, he opened the Council meeting up to any and all Wizards and even townsfolk. The Council chamber was packed.
Rotiaqua and Zhimosom stood before the Council. She was nervous, knowing she'd been called to relate her experience before the Mighty Ones. Rotiaqua steeled herself and explained as best she could.
"Sulrad appeared in my father's realm. He was just an itinerant Wizard, nothing remarkable. He asked my father to assist him in establishing his new religion. Ran, he called his god.
"It was all a sham. He had discovered a way to take the life force of another and use it for his own purposes. I saw him take the life and magic from a mini dragon and witnessed him kill a young Wizard and ordinary folk to take their life force and magic, too."
"How did you escape?" Alwroth asked.
"We defeated him with his own magic," Rotiaqua explained.
"Can you not do so again? You seem to have survived your last encounter unharmed."
"No," Rotiaqua said. "When we defeated him, we recovered our own magic and purged his from inside of us. Only a faint echo remains. That's why the dragon chose us, because we are connected to Sulrad by the tiniest bit of magic."
One of the Wizards stood up to speak. Garlath identified him as Moright, the head of the War Council.
"Is that why the dragon obeyed you and left? Because you are connected to its master? Is that why you are immune from its fire while so many of the Wizards burned and died?" Moright demanded.
"I don't know why the dragon left," Rotiaqua said. "I commanded it to return to its realm, and it departed. I presume that I was able to break the spell it was under."
Moright's brows wrinkled. "Why does the fire not touch you?"
Rotiaqua shrugged. "The first dragon we met said I had dragon's blood in my veins. I was injured when I was a little girl and my blood mixed with that of a mini dragon. Perhaps that's why the fire doesn't touch me."
The other Wizards whispered amongst themselves.
"It's all very suspicious," Moright said. "You came here asking us to engage in a war with this Sulrad. When we did not immediately agree, we were attacked by a dragon, which you claim is under his control."
Rotiaqua placed her hand on her hips. "Are you suggesting we had something to do with the attack?" She wasn't going to stand here and let them accuse her, when all she had done was help protect these very same Wizards.
Uskin raised her hand and the muttering of the Wizards trailed away. "I told you of my vision. These two are connected to the dragons, but they do not command them. They did not bring about the attack, they turned it away."
"I saw the dragon," Alwroth added. "It was not under her control. I felt the Wizard who commanded it."
Rotiaqua relaxed at Alwroth's words and gave a nod of agreement.
"If we are to take Sulrad on - and I hardly see a way where we could avoid it - Rotiaqua and Zhimosom will play a key role in the battle," Alwroth said.
He turned to Rotiaqua. "Are you willing to commit to this fight, to protect Amedon? Even if it threatens your very existence?"
Rotiaqua looked over at Zhimosom. He'd remained silent throughout the proceedings. She felt his magical connection and opened herself to him.
"Should we do this? Should we stand here and listen to their insults?" Zhimosom asked.
"Remember what the dragon said? Only we could save them, and we need their help to save the dragons."
"Do we have a responsibility to these Wizards?" Zhimosom was growing angry with the Council. He was tempted to leave and just let the dragons come. He and Rotiaqua had suffered much hardship to come to Amedon and warn the Wizards and they were being blamed for the attack.
"The Wizards and citizens of Amedon are in as much danger as the dragons."
"I fear we may be in for a bloody battle." Zhimosom didn't want a long drawn out war. He wanted to find Sulrad and take his magic, just as he had planned to do back home.
"Do you see any other choice?" Rotiaqua interrupted his thinking.
"None." Zhimosom resigned himself to the plan the Wizards' Council had devised. He didn't see any other way. "We must do this thing."
Rotiaqua turned back to the Council and spoke aloud. "We are committed."
Alwroth threw a questioning glance at Zhimosom.
"We are as one in this," Zhimosom said.
"Good. We have to find a way to defeat Sulrad and his dragons. You will have a hundred seasoned Wizards beside you, but you will lead them." Alwroth looked at Zhimosom. "Both of you."
Rotiaqua felt the hesitancy in Zhimosom.
"You fear the coming battle?" she asked him silently.
"I fear for the Wizards and dragons. How many will die in this war?"
She looked around the room at the gathered Wizards. The large audience chamber was packed tightly with those who had come to witness the debate. She shuddered inwardly at his thought. How many of them would survive the carnage that must ensue?



Training
The war did not come the next day or even the moon after. Zhimosom started to think it might never come, but he harbored a core of unease, knowing that one day he would face Sulrad again. He only hoped he would be prepared for the confrontation.
He walked the halls of the main building until he reached Alwroth's laboratory. It was meticulously maintained. Bottles and jars of powders and liquids were carefully labeled and stored in shelves that were similarly labeled. Bits and pieces of string, beads, shells, gem stones, and ordinary river stones were corralled in their own storage bins along the wall.
The Wizard was hunched over a flame that flickered above the clear granite tabletop. He dipped a thin silver wire into a fine powder and slid it into the flame. The fire flared up with a bright orange flash and quickly returned to normal.
"What's that?" Zhimosom asked.
"I'm tempering the silver for a spell." Alwroth spoke without taking his eyes off his work. He gestured blindly to the stool next to him.
Zhimosom took a seat. In front of him was a small vial full of black powder and one of clear liquid. "Try that," Alwroth said. "Pour out a little powder then add a drop of the liquid."
Zhimosom tapped the vial and dropped some of the powder onto the granite surface. He grabbed the clear liquid and held it at the ready.
"One drop of the fluid into the powder," Alwroth instructed. "Stand back when you do it. Only one drop."
Zhimosom tapped the vial until one glistening drop of the thick liquid clung to the lip. His hand shook slightly as he carefully moved it above the tiny pile of black crystals. He twitched his hand and the drop fell into the pile of black powder.
At first, nothing happened. Zhimosom leaned forward, but felt a hand on his chest.
"Wait," was all Alwroth had to say.
In a few heartbeats, the tiny black pile began to smoke. The smoke got thicker and suddenly erupted in a flash of orange and purple flame. It flared brightly and then died, leaving a tiny glowing dot in the powder where the drop had landed.
The stink of it was strong and bitter. Zhimosom wrinkled his nose.
"Now dispose of it," Alwroth said. "And take the vials with you. It might come in handy when you least expect it."
"Dispose of it? How?"
"Raise fire and dispose of it."
Zhimosom raised fire and carefully shaped it around the powder. The fireball burned brightly with a violet light, spinning and spitting sparks. He slowly lowered it into the tiny pile of crystals until it vanished.
"What was that? I've never seen magic work like that before."
"That was not magic. It was science."
"Science?"
"Science, the study of the natural world. When you use magic, you are drawing power, the same power that drives the natural world. You use magic to subvert the laws of nature and turn them to your will."
Alwroth finished with his work, and then turned to Zhimosom. "When you use magic, your first inclination is to use brute force to make something happen. When you do that, you grow tired quickly. It takes energy out of you, just like doing physical work."
Alwroth extended his hand. A bright violet fireball appeared in his palm. He bounced it up and down several times and then extinguished it.
"The more you know about the natural laws, the more you will be able to subtly influence them. It takes a lot less power from you, and you won't tire out so quickly."
Alwroth stood up and pushed his stool beneath the bench. He gathered the equipment he had used, wiped it down with a cloth and stored each piece in its proper place. He wiped down the table and tossed the cloth into a small wooden pail sitting beside the table. He furrowed his brow. The pail flashed once and the contents vanished.
"I think it's time I taught you a very dangerous spell," Alwroth said. "This one is particularly difficult, but it may well save your life, should you ever need it."
Alwroth held his hands before him and motioned as if he were feeling the aura of his magic. "Feel my magic. See how it emanates from me?"
"Yes. Every Wizard appears much like you do."
"That is true, but not every Wizard can do what I am going to teach you." He reached out and took Zhimosom's hand. "Here." He positioned it close to his heart. "Feel this? Right here?"
Zhimosom felt a strange variation in Alwroth's magic. It was as if the threads of his magic and life force had a tiny loose end that was tucked away just above his heart."
"It's almost as if there is a loose thread in your life force."
"That's it. The spell I want you to learn will help you take that lose thread and wrap it around your opponent. In so doing, you will use his own magic against him."
"I don't understand." Zhimosom looked at Alwroth, then at the thin glimmering threads of this magic.
"If you pull that free end of magic and wrap it tight, encircling your opponent, you can seal it off, and his own magic will sustain the spell. It is almost impossible to break from within. You need another Wizard to come along and undo it."
Zhimosom nodded. "It works against someone powerful? As powerful as Sulrad?"
"The more powerful the Wizard, the more effective it is. That's why we don't teach it to many young Wizards. It's dangerous, but it may save your life someday."
Alwroth opened a drawer and withdrew a scroll of parchment. It was tied with a light blue ribbon. He handed it to Zhimosom.
"Practice this spell. Don't speak the words out loud. Don't even read through the entire spell in your head until you need it. Just memorize the stanzas and be able to repeat them in any order - except the order they appear on the scroll."
Zhimosom took the scroll. The writing on the outside was in the ancient Wizard script. He groaned inwardly. Alwroth must have noticed.
"How is your study coming? Reading getting any easier?"
"It's difficult, but I think I am learning. It's saying the words that is hard. They're strange to my tongue."
"Pronunciation is important when you do spells. Even when you don't say them out loud, you have to get them right in your head."
"I'm trying. It's just that the old tongues are so strange."
"And the most powerful. Keep practicing." Alwroth opened the door to the lab and gestured Zhimosom through it. "Ask Rotiaqua to help you. She has a good ear for the old tongue. She's picking it up quickly."
 
 
 
 
The next morning, Rotiaqua met with Uskin privately. The Sorceress had asked her to drop by while Alwroth and Zhimosom were studying together.
"Thanks for coming." Uskin motioned Rotiaqua to her customary seat. The fireplace was dark, but stacked with wood ready to light, should the day turn cold. Rotiaqua looked expectantly at Uskin.
"We have spoken of the pair bonding." Uskin poured a slender glass of dark red juice and handed it to Rotiaqua.
"I have one more thing to bring to your attention. Consider it our last lesson." Uskin raised her glass in salute and took a sip.
"Last lesson?"
"Our last lesson. Well, not really a lesson ... a warning ... no, more advice than warning."
Rotiaqua took a sip of the juice. It had a flavor that she had never tasted before, sweet and sour at the same time, with a hint of smokiness to it. It burst into flavor as it hit the back of her tongue and made her mouth water.
Uskin smiled. "Good, isn't it?" She shifted in her chair. "Do you know why Alwroth and I never had children?"
Rotiaqua was taken by surprise at the question. She thought she was here to learn more about magic. "One never asks, but I assumed you were unable." Rotiaqua was embarrassed and slightly uncomfortable.
"We are able," Uskin said. She placed her glass on the table beside her chair and leaned forward, hands on her knees. "We refrain for good reason."
Rotiaqua leaned in to Uskin. "Good reason?"
"You know that Alwroth and I are both powerful Wizards. We are paired just as you and Zhimosom are. We have also been married for a number of years and have had ample opportunity. And I love children ... It's just unwise."
Uskin's eyes were fixed off in the distance as if she were intently watching something. Rotiaqua almost turned to see what it was.
"You see," Uskin said. "When a pair is formed, your life energy is bonded along with your magic. You form one individual with two bodies, two minds, two centers of magic."
Uskin slowly shifted her gaze to Rotiaqua. "You come to rely on each other just as you and Zhimosom have done.
"And that is the problem. If you were to have a child, your life force and magic would be joined together in that child. It would be born with the full power of the pair, but it would lack the judgment and balance of two minds. Such a child would have no moderating influence. Whatever it chose to do, it would be able to do."
"I don't see what you're getting at." Rotiaqua wondered what would be wrong with one person being that powerful.
"Without the moderation of the pair, the constant back and forth, the discussion of every important decision, this child would have a difficult time remaining evenly balanced."
Uskin sat back in her chair and sipped the dark red juice. "It has happened in the past, but never has it turned out for good. The child always turns towards evil and has to be destroyed."
Rotiaqua laughed. "You think Zhimosom and I are going to be married?" She smiled at Uskin. "That's never going to happen. The man is afraid to be in the same room alone with me."
Rotiaqua was amused at the idea of the two of them together. She loved Zhimosom like a brother, but romantically? He was just an awkward boy who got flustered by the thought of her. She enjoyed teasing him and flirting just to see the reaction it caused.
"I see the two of you," Uskin said. "The bond will draw you closer as you continue to work your magic together, and come to rely on each other even more. It's inevitable."
Rotiaqua laughed. "You don't know Zhimosom very well. He's not like that. He's very focused on his magic, but what he really wants is to be left alone to study quietly. He works with me because we were thrown together by circumstances. He stays with me because of those same circumstances. I believe that once the threat of war is over, he will quietly retire somewhere to his studies."
"Don't be too certain of that. He may be afraid of you, but he is bonded to you with a bond stronger than a married couple's. I foresee a long future for the two of you. He will not depart from your side no matter what. You two are going to be very close for a very long time."
Rotiaqua sat back and finished her drink. She thought of Zhimosom and how close they had already grown. Would they progress to the level of intimate relationship that Alwroth and Uskin shared? Were they to be husband and wife, or were they just going to work together? She was not sure which she desired.
 
 
 
 
 
 
The next evening Zhimosom and Rotiaqua joined Alwroth and Uskin. They all settled in to their usual spots near the fire. Zhimosom caught something in Uskin's face that he had not seen before. Her forehead was wrinkled, eyes narrow and she held on to the arm of her chair as it were going to run away from her.
"I fear the time has come." Uskin placed her hands in front of her, palms up. "I had a vision last night."
Zhimosom expected her to bring the vision to life as she had done for them so often before. This time her hands shook slightly but no image appeared.
Uskin's eyes were swollen and her lips trembled as she spoke. "The war is upon us. There is no avoiding it. All of my visions have come true, save the final one concerning the dragons and the two of you."
Zhimosom squirmed at the mention of the vision. Uskin had never revealed what it was that she had seen. Whenever he asked her about it, she simply said that it was startling and had far reaching consequences. She would favor him with a slight smile, tilt her head, and tell him that there would be plenty of time to find out on his own. Plenty of time.
But now, she said there was no time left. Whatever it was, it was going to begin soon, and things were never going to be the same again.
"The Council will meet tomorrow," Uskin said. "Tomorrow we plan for war in earnest."



Mobilization
The following day, Alwroth addressed the Wizards' Council. He had convened them to debate the action that would be taken in response to the dragon attack. Nothing like this had ever happened in their memory.
Alwroth addressed the Wizard Moright. "What says the war counsel?"
Moright stood up to speak. He had closely cropped brown hair and a scar across one cheek.
"War." He looked around the room, letting the word sink in. "We were attacked in our home ... by a dragon." He waved his hand in the air and brought a fist down on the table. "Right here in Amedon.
"According to our two young Wizards, the culprit is this Sulrad. Some of you may recall him from his days as an apprentice. He is currently in Ryden, and has discovered a spell to summon and command the dragons.
"If these two youngsters are to be believed, then he is trying to establish a new religion that would rule the land. With dragons at his command, he may well succeed.
"Our only hope is to attack." He slammed his fist into the table once more for emphasis. "Attack and destroy him before he can bring more dragons to bear on us." Moright sat down with a humph.
Helmyer stood up and held up his hands. He was the master of spells, and had been so for as long as Alwroth had been around, even as an apprentice. Alwroth looked around the room to silence any chatter and nodded to Helmyer.
"War is dangerous and disruptive. Can we not find a way to end this without war? Can we not send spies? Perhaps some small team of Wizards especially trained in assassination would be able to stop this before it starts. I am willing to train anyone who wishes to make the effort. I know spells that may work. I say, spare us the pain and insanity of an all out war. We need it not."
Helmyer sat down and folded his hands in his lap.
When no one else spoke, Alwroth nodded his head to Tonor in invitation. As head of the membership council, he was in charge of keeping track of Wizards throughout the land. Even Wizards that did not come to train in Amedon were required to be registered.
"Why do you believe the word of these two youngsters?" Tonor stood to address the group. His hair was just turning from silver to white, but he spoke with the strong, confident tone of a much younger man.
"I have examined them carefully," Alwroth said. "I can feel the connection. I saw the Sorceress command the dragon and it obeyed. You all saw that."
"Doesn't that make you suspicious?" Tonor asked. "How do we know that Sulrad is the one behind the dragon's attack? Maybe Rotiaqua is the one who called it forth, and that's why she was able to command it to depart."
"She does not command the dragons, but she and the dragons are linked," Uskin said. "Their blood runs in her and her life is bound up with theirs, but she has no reason to call them down on Amedon."
"Summon her here and examine her yourself." Alwroth stared at Tonor. "I am confident that you will agree with me. I would like to invite them to sit on the Council since they have special knowledge that will be key to winning this war."
"But they are just youngsters; he is only sixteen summers and she nineteen. They have not passed the trials, they have not been trained." Tonor pushed his chair back and started to pace the room.
"It's just not done," Tonor said. "They must pass the trials before they are allowed to sit on the Council and they must pass the tests before they are allowed a voice." He returned to his seat and dropped into it. "This is most unusual."
"Can you not feel their power?" Alwroth asked. "These two have been paired for a very long time already. They have tapped into a source of magic that many of us do not possess.
"They know the Wizard Sulrad and are connected to him. That means they may be able to help us gather valuable information that will aid us in our fight.
"They can command the dragons and have more power than most of you, and they grow stronger every day." He looked around the table challenging anyone to disagree.
"What say you?" Alwroth asked.
"I don't like it," Tonor said. "Promise me this - after the war, you will send them through the trials. We must not break our own rules even for this."
Alwroth queried each Wizard in turn. Not all agreed, but in the end they came to a consensus. They would march on Ryden but send an assassination team ahead of the main force.
The debate was livelier when it came to allowing Zhimosom and Rotiaqua a seat on the Council for the duration of the war. In the end, Alwroth won out. Zhimosom and Rotiaqua would be allowed to sit on the Council until the threat of Sulrad and the dragons had passed, then they would undergo the trials.
Alwroth waved to one of the attendants. "Please go fetch the Wizard and Sorceress."
 
 
 
 
Alwroth stood as Zhimosom and Rotiaqua entered the Council Chambers. Someone had added two chairs to those spread around the table. The new seats were plain, unadorned, and almost uninviting.
"Before you take your seat, there is much you need to know," Alwroth said as Zhimosom and Rotiaqua stood before the Council.
"The Wizards' Council only accepts new members when there is a vacancy, and at the moment, there is none.
"Before a Wizard is admitted to the Council, they must prove themselves worthy. This is done through trials of their knowledge and character. Even then, they are not allowed a voice until they have undergone the test of courage, strength, and wisdom."
He looked sternly at the pair. "You have passed none of these tests."
Alwroth watched as the two young Wizards squirmed. He could not believe he was about to elevate them both to full members of the Council, but they had power and information that might well be the difference between failure and success in the upcoming battle.
"You are granted membership in the full Council for the duration of this war. At the conclusion of the war, you must undertake and pass the trials or you must relinquish your seat.
"Is that clear?" he asked.
"It is," they said in unison.
"Then take your seats, please." Alwroth gestured to the empty chairs. He watched as the two of them tried to get comfortable before he began.
"It's to be war, and you two are a key part of it. I expect both of you to take an active part in the upcoming conflict."
Alwroth and Moright laid out the plans for a land battle with Sulrad. They would split the Wizards into groups; one half would take the direct route to Ryden, marching straight across the plains, while the other stayed behind to defend Amedon.
Alwroth wanted Rotiaqua to be part of the later group. He was certain her ability to command the dragons would play a pivotal role, should they return.
A small group would split off when they got close to Sulrad's position and attempt to take him by stealth. They would carry out Helmyer's plan of assassination.
Alwroth asked Zhimosom to take part in the assassination attempt.
"I do not agree with this plan," Zhimosom argued. "Sulrad is strong, and he's no fool. I do not want to leave Rotiaqua here alone. We work as a pair, we need to stay together."
Alwroth sensed that Zhimosom was holding something back. "Is there something you need to tell me?"
"No. I just don't want to kill Sulrad unless there is no other way. And I don't want to face him alone. I need Rotiaqua there with me." He folded his arms across his chest.
"War is no time for personal feelings, son," Alwroth tried to reason with Zhimosom. "We need your special insight into Sulrad to help us find him. We can't just walk into Ryden and ask for him, expecting him to reveal himself. He is likely well hidden and you may be the only way to find him."
Zhimosom shook his head. "We should capture him if we can. Killing should be our last resort, to be used only if he would otherwise escape."
"Do not shy away from killing him if you must." Alwroth was concerned by Zhimosom's insistence. He would have to set an older Wizard to watch him. After the outburst, he wasn't sure how far he could trust Zhimosom.



Spells of War
The morning after Uskin's proclamation of imminent war, Zhimosom re-joined the battle planning session. He was still worried about the plan to assassinate Sulrad. He didn't want to admit that killing Sulrad would affect Rotiaqua. He tried to learn as many non-lethal spells as he could to contain Sulrad, but not kill him.
"Why do the Wizards have so many spells for war?" Zhimosom turned to Helmyer after he'd completed a litany of spells that he was to learn before departing.
"Wizards used to wage war on one another long ago," Helmyer said. "These spells are handed down from ages gone by. Many of the spells have not been used for hundreds of summers, some longer. A few of the spells even date back to the days before the dragons left."
"What drove the dragons away?" Zhimosom asked.
"Skelek. He was the Wizard who learned to command the dragons. He had an insatiable appetite for blood. The dragons found a way to flee his influence by crossing the void into their home realm. They fled there and left the world without their magic these thousand summers.
"It's hard to believe that Sulrad has found a way to summon them back and command them," Helmyer said. "He must have discovered how Skelek commanded the dragons, and improved on it.
"If Sulrad has found a way to summon and command the dragons, he is a threat to our safety that must be dealt with swiftly. We have to march as soon as preparations are complete."
Alwroth looked around the room at the gathered Wizards. "I only hope our plan for assassination works. We can't afford an all out war against a Wizard who commands dragons."
Zhimosom wanted to direct them towards a less lethal solution. "Surely not all of the spells are meant to kill. Are there spells that can be used to bind a Wizard? To take his power and seal it away from him?" Zhimosom didn't want to admit he had already learned some of these spells. He hoped Helmyer would teach him, some things he did not yet know.
Helmyer laughed. "It's a lot easier to kill a Wizard than to stop him. His power wraps him in a protective shield. Most of these spells are meant to turn a Wizard's power against him. You do that and you kill him in the process.
"Taking a Wizard's power away from him kills him just as quickly as imploding his magic. A Wizard and his life force are so intertwined that taking magic away also snaps the life force threads. It's usually fatal."
"Surely there must be something we can do that's not lethal?" Zhimosom asked.
"You're very curious about this, aren't you?"
"I don't want to kill anyone. I'd rather just stop them from hurting others."
Helmyer chuckled. "Such a compassionate young man. That could well be your downfall, you know."
"I just don't think killing is the answer."
"Not even after what you saw during the attack? When the dragon came and killed all those people? Burned them alive or left them in pain for days before they expired. That doesn't make you want to kill?" Helmyer shook his fist in the air at imaginary dragons.
"No. I still don't think we should kill anyone unless we have no choice."
"If you really believe that, then I'll teach you a few of the non-lethal spells, but do not hesitate to kill if you must."
Helmyer hefted a heavy book onto the table. He blew the dust from the cover and opened it to the middle. There were drawings of Wizards and sketches of hexagrams used to cast spells, but mostly there were runes that looked only vaguely familiar.
"What are these?" Zhimosom asked. He had been practicing his reading and writing skills almost every day. Rotiaqua had sat with him night after night reading along with him. He had studied the histories of the Wizards and of Amedon. He was getting proficient, but these he could not make out.
"These are written in the ancient language of the Wizards. You will need to learn it in order to cast these spells." He flipped the book to one page containing a diagram like a stylized cage with gilt filigree. The cage was washed with a brilliant purple light. On the opposite page, a Wizard was trapped in the cage, tugging at the glowing bars.
"See, containment." Helmyer rubbed his hand over the image and traced the words beneath the image. "This is the spell. It is derived from one used to direct and contain energy. It speaks of separating the Wizard's energy from him and fashioning it into this cage. If you can master this, you can contain your opponent."
"How do I practice this spell?" Zhimosom peered at the words.
"I will prepare a transcription for you. First, you will need to master the language used in the spell. It's not difficult. I will write out the words you need to learn, just don't speak them aloud. They are quite powerful."
Helmyer took out a piece of parchment, scrawled out the spell and handed it to Zhimosom.
Zhimosom scanned the words that Helmyer had written. They were hard to pronounce. He worried that he would forget them under pressure in the heat of battle.
 
 
 
 
Back in their study, Zhimosom sat with Rotiaqua. He struggled to learn the Wizards' tongue and was a little frustrated that she had picked it up so much faster than he had.
"Roll your tongue and try to make the sound in the back of your throat," Rotiaqua said as Zhimosom tried to imitate her pronunciation. "Reprehendo."
"Depdehendo." Zhimosom thought he came close.
"Reprehendo." Rotiaqua exaggerated the sound. She reached out, took his hand, and placed it on her throat. "Here, feel where I make the sound." "Reprehendo," she said. "It means to restrain, or as close as you can get to that. It means more than that, to hold back or coerce, but mostly restrain."
"I'm afraid I'll get it wrong and the spell won't work."
"You're doing fine. It takes practice." She looked the parchment over. "The words all seemed to deal with restraint and capture. What is this spell going to do?"
"I want to restrain Sulrad, not kill him. We don't know what killing will do to you." Zhimosom worried about her. He had come to depend on her advice and her magic. She was a fast learner and had a way with people that he lacked.
"I see. But, do you really think that's wise?"
"I can't take the chance. You're more closely connected to him than I am. I wish you were coming along with me. Maybe we could come up with something together. Then at least I could see if my attack on Sulrad had any effect on you. That way I wouldn't have to worry so much."
Rotiaqua squeezed his hand. "That's sweet, but you know that we have no choice. If it comes down to Sulrad dying to stop this war, then that's what it takes. If that means both of us die with him, then I am willing to take that chance."
"No." Zhimosom stood up and began to pace.
"Zhimosom. We're just two people. Look how many died in the last attack. How can you say your life is worth more than theirs?"
"Not mine, yours."
"Even mine. I am no different from you."
"You're royalty, I'm a commoner. I can't forget that."
"I'm no more royalty than you are. Father has banished me. I'm on my own."
"That's all the more reason why you have to live. One day we can go back and you can reconcile with your father."
"Zhimosom, those days are past. There is no reconciliation with my father. I am dead to him and that's the end of it. We have a life here in Amedon if we survive the war. I'll be happy just studying magic here."
She stood up and grasped him by the shoulders. Zhimosom looked down on her. He was taller than she was but that didn't stop her from looking him in the eyes when she had something serious to say.
"If it comes down to it and you have the chance to kill Sulrad, don't hesitate. Don't think of me or anyone else. Kill him. He will do the same to you and not give it a second thought."
"I hear you," Zhimosom said.
"I know you hear me, but are you listening?" Rotiaqua asked.
Zhimosom shrugged his shoulders. He wasn't going to kill Sulrad if it meant killing Rotiaqua. She was too important to him. He'd find another way to deal with Sulrad when the time came.
 
 
 
 
A few mornings later Helmyer told Zhimosom to get his things packed. They were heading out to Ryden immediately.
"But I'm not ready yet." Zhimosom had mastered the Wizards' tongue, but he was far from confident in his ability to cast the complex spells he needed.
"No time. We're leaving now. We can study on the way."
"Why the sudden departure?" Zhimosom wanted to study more of the binding and transformation spells.
"Uskin has had a vision. Sulrad is preparing to call more dragons. He will release them against Amedon. We are going to meet him in Ryden before he gathers his dragon army against us."
They departed Amedon at a fast march. Over half the Wizards in Amedon were on the move and they were taking no chances.
 
 
 
 
The journey from Amedon to Ryden was hard. Alwroth encouraged the Wizards to keep on the move as long as there was enough light, and on occasion even into the night. When they finally made camp outside of Ryden, Zhimosom caught up with Alwroth.
"Why did we have to leave in such a rush?" Zhimosom asked.
"Uskin is frightened," Alwroth said. "She has visions, and they are getting stronger."
"Surely she's not afraid of Sulrad."
"She's not afraid of Sulrad. She's afraid for the dragons."
"For the dragons?" Zhimosom knew Sulrad had successfully commanded a dragon, but he had only the one dragon at his command. Surely, the rest of the dragons were safe.
"Sulrad was getting ready to call more dragons," Alwroth said. "The more dragons he calls, the more he kills, and the more he has to attack us with again. Uskin was certain of this. She urged us to get to Ryden and stop him. She was unsettled and couldn't sleep at night."
"We have to deal with Sulrad. How are we going to do that?"
"I'm sending you to spy him out and find out what he is up to."
"Me? Why me?" Zhimosom didn't feel ready to take on Sulrad. He was still unsure of his ability to wield the spells he needed to defeat the Priest.
"Because you are attuned to him. You can direct Helmyer to him. Perhaps we can stop him with the simple assassination plan, as the Council has recommended. You will be a key part of this plan."
"We should capture him, not kill him." Zhimosom didn't want to betray his concern for Rotiaqua. If it came down to it, he would capture Sulrad and, using some of the spells he had learned in Amedon, prevent him from harming the dragons.
"We'll capture him if we can, kill him if we must. This has to end now, before he does any more damage."
"What exactly are we going to do?"
"You and Helmyer are going to find him first thing in the morning. Scout out his position and report back to me. We will march on him as soon as you return."
 
 
The next morning, while they broke their fast, Helmyer asked Zhimosom, "How are you going to find Sulrad?"
"I can already sense him," Zhimosom answered. "He's near. Somewhere outside of the city, somewhere where he can summon the dragons and not frighten the folk."
"Are you sure you can locate him?"
"We are tied, if only weakly. It allows me to sense where he is when I really push. If I am tuned in when he performs magic, I can find him."
Zhimosom searched for Sulrad all day. Near evening, he located Sulrad near a small outcropping of rocks that poked out of the rolling hills.
"There." Zhimosom held out his arm to stop Helmyer. "He's in that canyon there."
Zhimosom felt a stir of magic. He looked up to see the familiar curtains of light in the sky. They were insubstantial, barely visible in the fading daylight, but they were there.
"He's summoning a dragon." Zhimosom scrambled over the rocks to get a closer look. Sulrad stood between the rocky ledges that formed a canyon, arms raised. There was something around his neck. It was made of gold that glowed with an internal light and had a strong sense of magic to it.
Overhead, Zhimosom heard the beat of mighty wings as the dragon descended. He felt its magic as it drew nearer. This was the same one he had met before, the one Rotiaqua had sent back across the void after the attack on Amedon. It was large and brick red, but there was another dragon. The second dragon was black and smaller than the first.
The black dragon's magic was just as powerful as the red one's from what Zhimosom could tell, but the black one was not bound to Sulrad's will. It had been summoned but not commanded.
Zhimosom reached out with all his power. He would bind Sulrad in his own magic just as he'd planned. "In tua magicae eritis involvint," he cried out, willing Sulrad to be wrapped in his own magic. As the words rolled off his lips, he knew he had gotten it wrong. He tried again. "In tua magicae erititris involvent." Still nothing. It didn't work. Sulrad took no notice of his efforts.
Zhimosom felt Helmyer behind him as the Wizard prepared his own magical attack on Sulrad. Helmyer's attack at least caught Sulrad's eye, but it did little to deter him.
The red dragon fell in behind the black one as it descended towards the ground. The black dragon landed outside the canyon and waddled in between the rocky ledges until it stood before Sulrad. The Priest shouted something Zhimosom could not hear and the red dragon jumped on top of the black one.
Powerful claws dug into wings and held them tight. The red dragon used its head to pin its victim to the ground, exposing its neck to Sulrad's advance.
Zhimosom jumped up as Sulrad drew his knife but stopped himself, because he had no more spells to try. Sulrad advanced on the dragon's exposed neck. Zhimosom watched in horror as Sulrad lifted a large scaly plate and slid the blade deep into the neck of the black dragon.
Immediately, the red dragon released its victim and took a step back. The injured dragon bled its dark blood onto the sand at Sulrad's feet.
The magic separated from the black dragon. It swirled in a tight vortex surrounding Sulrad, filling him with its power, overfilling him. Surely, this was enough to kill the Priest, but Sulrad reached for the Charm around his neck and held it aloft.
The black dragon turned into a shower of light as it released its magical energy, free of its physical body.
The magic swirled around Sulrad, tighter and tighter, until it looked like a small tornado. It focused on the charm and the stone set in it. The whirling magic penetrated the stone and vanished within, leaving Sulrad standing in the canyon surrounded by darkness.
Zhimosom shifted his position to find out where the red dragon had gone. In his haste, he dislodged a stone. It clattered down into the canyon, careening off the walls with such a din, Zhimosom thought it could be heard all the way back at the Wizards' camp.
Zhimosom cringed and turned to signal Helmyer. The old Wizard ducked behind a boulder and Zhimosom sighed with relief. He turned back to see what Sulrad was doing, but Sulrad seemed not to have noticed the noise. He was performing some ritual with the amulet.
Zhimosom was so engaged with Sulrad's actions that he was not prepared for what happened next. He heard the sound of stones falling and then a scream. He looked over to see Helmyer hunched down, trying to keep out of the jaws of the red dragon as it perched on the rocks overhead. It struck at him with its massive head, jaws snapping.
"Stop that," Zhimosom shouted. He tried the spell of binding on the dragon, but it did nothing. The dragon struck again. Helmyer rolled to the side and the dragon snapped its jaw shut on empty air. Zhimosom knew that the Wizard could not stay out of the dragon's reach for long.
Zhimosom stood up and shouted at the dragon, trying to distract it, but it did not waver from its pursuit of the Wizard beneath its perch. The dragon attacked again and again as Helmyer rolled from side to side, trying to get to his feet and escape the attacks.
Helmyer screamed as the dragon finally found its mark. The beast clamped him in its jaws, but did not bear down. It raised its head up and took to the wing, bearing the Wizard away. It swooped low over Sulrad and dropped Helmyer to the sand to lie on the bloody stain of Sulrad's first victim.
Sulrad advanced on Helmyer with his knife.
"No," Zhimosom screamed as the knife flashed. Helmyer's magic was released just as the dragon's had been. It was absorbed by the amulet Sulrad wore around his neck.
Zhimosom cradled his head in his hands. He had led the Wizard to his death. He should have stayed in Amedon.
Zhimosom heard the sound of rocks falling, and turned to see the dragon flapping its mighty wings just over his head. He was too late to take any action before it took hold of him with its massive claws.
Zhimosom struggled to breathe, but he was held tight in the grip of the dragon. The ground dropped away beneath him as the beast took flight. The jerky up and down motion of its wings made his stomach queasy as they rose higher and higher into the sky.
Soon, the rocks below looked like pebbles on the grass. The mountains loomed ahead, but quickly fell beneath.
Zhimosom was dizzy, and his lungs burned. Just as he thought he could endure no more, the dragon ceased beating its wings and started to glide. The the air whistled past Zhimosom as they descended towards a mountain peak below.
There was a small town perched among the rocks on the mountainside. The homes were rustic, made from scraps of stone and little else. A square lay open in the center of the town where the dragon descended. It flared its wings and settled to the earth, releasing Zhimosom just as his feet touched the ground. Zhimosom gulped in air as the pressure on his chest released.
The dragon stepped back. It raised its head and shot fire into the twilight air. It looked back down and Zhimosom heard it speak in his head.
"Sulrad has commanded me to take you here and abandon you. He fears killing you and does not want you harmed, but neither does he want you in Amedon.
"I am under his command," the dragon continued. "I cannot fight his will, but my mind is still my own. I do as commanded, but I do not like it. Please find a way to stop this madness. Free us from this Wizard's spells. You are the only hope we have."
With that, the dragon gave a screech and spread its wings. "He commands." It drew in a breath and shot fire at Zhimosom. It was all Zhimosom could do, to withstand the blast.
Zhimosom' drained from his body as the flames licked over him. Soon, he would be exhausted, too weak to maintain the shields, and he would be burned alive. As the last of his power slipped away, the dragon ceased its fire. Zhimosom tried to draw power from Rotiaqua or the pools, but without any personal magic, he was unable to access them. He was powerless and at the dragon's mercy.
"I am sorry. He commanded me to drain your magic so you cannot follow. This war will be fought without you."
The dragon spread its wings and launched itself into the sky. Zhimosom watched helplessly as it vanished into the air, headed over the mountains that now separated him from Sulrad, the Wizards of Amedon and the coming war.
Zhimosom reached out for Rotiaqua once again. She needed to know what had happened in Ryden, but his attempts at the connection fell short. He didn't have enough power to get through to her. He sank to the ground and buried his head in his hands in frustration. He had failed Helmyer, he had failed to stop Sulrad and failed to save the dragon.



Summoning
Sulrad called the dragon that he had summoned on his first attempt. Its name was Kel'hin, and it was a powerful and mighty dragon even among its own kind, but that didn't save it from his command.
It landed before him and bowed its head.
"Have you deposited Zhimosom in the mountains as I commanded?"
"As you commanded." The dragon's voice was deep but quiet and Sulrad had to strain to hear its words.
"I will summon another dragon. You are to stand by in case there is any trouble. Your orders are to protect me at all costs, even if that means killing another dragon." Sulrad looked into the large dark eyes with vertical slits. "Is that understood?"
"I understand," Kel'hin said.
"Good. Let us begin." Sulrad performed the summoning spell. The night sky lit up as the long, glimmering curtains formed overhead. Sulrad scanned the sky, searching for the shadow of the dragon, finally spotting it as it sliced through the colorful shifting curtains.
The dragon was large, almost as large as Kel'hin. It was the color of fire bricks, a deep red with a burned tint to it. Sulrad felt the wind as the dragon settled to the ground and lumbered into the canyon.
Sulrad grabbed the amulet and chanted the spell of binding. The magic of the dragon and the Wizard he had killed emanated from the amulet. The magic was a combination of the wild and untamed magic of the dragon, mixed with the disciplined and educated power of the Wizard.
The spell took hold, faster this time than the last. The dragon bowed its head to him. Sulrad felt the complete submission of this dragon. It was not holding back as Kel'hin had. This one was completely his.
"Master," the dragon said.
"That's more like it." Sulrad motioned the dragon to lower its head to the ground. "Come, let me get a good look at you."
The dragon settled its massive head to the sand. It breathed heavily, sending up a swirl of dust as Sulrad approached, but it was quiet and under control.
"What is your name?"
"I am Ryn'per,” the dragon rumbled.
"And who commands you?"
"You do, My Lord."
"Without reservation?" Sulrad cocked one eyebrow at the dragon. He probed for any signs of deceit.
"Without reservation," Ryn'per said.
"Can you carry me?"
"Easily, My Lord."
"Good. We have some scouting to do." Sulrad looked to the sky. The curtains of light had faded and the stars with them. The sky was just taking on the deep dark blue of the pre-dawn.
The darkness suited him.
Sulrad mounted Ryn'per, settling in just behind the massive neck and forward of the wings. He threw his arms around the dragon's neck and held on with all his might. He called to Kel'hin to follow them as Ryn'per launched into the sky circling higher and higher. Sulrad looked down, losing sight of the land below as the dragon gained height.
Off to the west, Sulrad spied a camp on a hill. A dozen camp fires blazed to ward off the night and provide some heat for the gathered host.
"There," Sulrad said pointing to the array of tents. "Take me there, but don't let them see us." Sulrad commanded Kel'hin to take up formation beside Ryn'per for the attack as they headed for the Wizards' camp.
He felt uneasy as the dragon dropped towards the camp. The massive wings stopped their beating and stretched wide as they swooped over the site. Sulrad felt the power of the Wizards below as he silently glided over them.
One large tent stood out. It must be their commander's. "There, that one." Sulrad pointed it out to the dragon. "I want that one destroyed."
The dragon twisted and dropped. Sulrad hung on to the scaly neck as the dragon maneuvered in the sky. Ryn'per took a deep breath and spit fire, hitting the tent full on. The tent burst into flames and the pre dawn sky filled with screams as its occupants ran for their lives.
The dragon took another pass, adding to the flames and confusion. A Wizard stood outside the tent and cast a spell towards Sulrad's mount, but it was ineffective.
The dragon made another pass at the tent and reeled into the sky, powerful wings beating as they rose. Ryn'per circled the camp while it deteriorated into chaos. Sulrad felt elated both by the power of the dragon and the exhilarating experience of flight.



Wizard Wars
Alwroth woke to shrieks and the smell of burning canvas. All around him, fire blazed. His tent was afire, the canvas above quickly falling to the flames. He glimpsed the dragon reeling overhead as it prepared to make another pass.
He raised a protective barrier about his person, drawing on all of his strength to make it as solid as possible. Dragon fire was infused with their wild magic and could not be easily defeated.
Alwroth rushed to Uskin where she lay. Her skin was burned and her bedding afire. He reached into the flames, hardening his shield as he did, and tried to drag her from the fire. She screamed in pain as he touched her damaged flesh. He pushed his magic into her, trying to numb the pain and heal her burns enough so he could get her out of the tent before the dragon returned.
She screamed as he grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the flames. Her shields were weak and ineffective against the dragon's fire. She screamed louder as he pulled her burned and blistered arm around his shoulder and lifted her to her feet.
Alwroth stumbled along, hauling Uskin as much as helping her walk on her own. Her legs were charred black, but bright red where the burned flesh had cracked. She shrieked in pain with each step he took.
He passed through the door, escaping the tent just as the dragon released its second burst of flame. Alwroth extended his shields to cover Uskin as well as himself. He felt the heat against his back as the dragon leveled its blast, but held out against the pain.
Alwroth stumbled away from the tent that was, by now, completely engulfed in flames. He carried the limp form of Uskin with him until he reached the meadow outside of the camp. He lowered the Sorceress to the ground and called out.
Moright rushed to aid Alwroth.
Uskin was breathing, but unconscious. Alwroth was thankful for that mercy. At least she no longer screamed in pain.
Moright examined Uskin, prodding and carefully lifting the scorched clothes to get a better view of her wounds. She was almost completely covered in burns, her hair scorched off, and only a portion of her face remained unscathed.
Alwroth tried to infuse power into her, but he she was fading despite his efforts.
"There is little I can do. She is burned badly and the remedy for dragon's fire is beyond my ability." Moright sat back, shaking his head.
"There must be something we can do." Alwroth pressed harder, trying to stop her decline as he used his own magic to keep her alive. She moaned softly as he poured his strength into her. He felt her stabilize, and was relieved that, for the moment, she was no longer in immediate danger.
He crafted a spell of healing and rest and wove it around her. Her pain and fear receded as the spell took hold and she fell into a quiet sleep.
Alwroth stepped outside the tent and looked up. He heard the sounds of the camp in disarray around him. He felt the magic of the Wizards as they took up defensive positions to try to stop the flames.
Alwroth sensed Moright's magic as the Wizard crafted and launched spells one after the other, relentlessly battering the dragons. Moright was one of the strongest warrior-Wizards Alwroth had ever met. It gave him a small glimmer of hope to see the old Wizard stand, arms outstretched, staff ablaze.
Alwroth feared another attack and took the opportunity to carry Uskin to safety. He found a place where she would be sheltered while he fought off the dragons. He could tend to her wounds once the conflict was over.
There was a stand of trees not far off. Alwroth carried Uskin over to them, careful of the stones and scrub brush that dotted the dry ground. She moaned softly as he lumbered across the meadow.
He gently lowered her to the ground, knelt down, and spoke in her ear. He used a spell that would carry his voice through the healing and sleep spells he had already cast on her. She would not respond, but she would hear him and remember his words when she awoke.
"You will survive," Alwroth assured her. "You are strong; I can feel it in you even now. Hold fast."
He reached out and touched her cheek in the only area where her flesh was not raw and blackened from the dragon's fire.
"I have to leave you here, but I will return for you."
He stood up and turned back to the battle.
He was heartened when he saw Moright hold the dragon fire at bay. The old Wizard must have found a spell that worked. When the dragon speared him with flame, it did not penetrate the invisible shield he had erected. It looked like the battle was not yet lost.
The dragon withdrew into the sky and Alwroth felt Moright relax his spell. The Wizard's relief was palpable, but it was short lived. A screech split the sky. The second dragon joined the first in the crimson sky overhead. They were high up, circling, as if admiring the wreckage. Alwroth knew it was only a matter of time before the dragons struck again.
 
 
 
 
While he watched, both dragons folded their wings and dropped like stones thrown from a tower. They shrieked as they came, their cries filling the air.
The dragons spread their wings as they neared the camp. The lead dragon left a trail of flames and stench that cut through the middle of the camp, isolating the Wizards on each side from one another.
The second dragon was more purposeful and directed. It focused first on the remains of Alwroth's tent, washing it in flame until there was nothing left of it but a small pile of ash that swirled away into the air.
It beat its mighty wings, hovering in place as it streamed death on the camp from above. Alwroth felt Moright expand his spell of coverage to take in the whole camp. It looked like it was working, but no sooner had it settled in place than it failed.
The mess tent burst into flames next, throwing sparks into the sky. Alwroth heard the screams of the Wizards inside as the fire overtook them. He smelled the stench of burned flesh mingled with the wood smoke of the cook fires and the aroma of the meal the unfortunate Wizards had abandoned to defend the camp.
Alwroth knelt down to steady himself. He raised his hands and aimed them at the dragon's eyes. "Excaecant oculos," he called out, casting a spell to blind the dragon.
Alwroth could feel the intense power draw the simple spell had taken, but it appeared to be working. The beast shook its head and screamed in pain, losing focus on its target. Flame spread everywhere, but not long enough to ignite any more tents.
He rushed to the mess tent and peered inside. The interior was afire. A young Wizard still lived. The boy cowered from the advancing flames.
"Hurry, I will shield you," Alwroth shouted.
He extended his protection, shielding the young Wizard from the flames overhead as he made his way through the burning tent.
The young Wizard stumbled and fell to the ground as the tent collapsed around him. Alwroth reached out and tried to strengthen the spell that protected the boy from the flames, but he did not have the strength.
He raged at his impotence, and tried to reach the young Wizard when a blast of dragon fire washed over the boy and incinerated him where he lay. "Curse you!" Alwroth shook his fist in the air as the dragon hovered overhead.
The dragon rained fire on the mess tent until it was nothing but ash. The smells of the burning flesh and cook fire faded into the background stench of the burning camp.
Alwroth knew the dragon was impaired, if not totally blind. He pressed a new spell at it, hoping to divert it from its path. It must be operating by smell or hearing. It sprayed fire wildly, catching tents and running Wizards in its breath.
The first dragon had returned and Alwroth could see the form of the Wizard astride it. He focused his efforts on the Wizard.
"Mortem ad proditor." He screamed death at the traitorous Wizard. He drew power from deep in his reserves, tapping the flames around him to fuel his rage. The dragon must have sensed his spell, because it twisted its neck just as the fireball struck, intercepting it before it hit the Wizard."
The dragon rose into the air and joined its fellow. Side by side, they dove. Fire spouted in a violent light as the dragons fell towards Moright. The spell Moright had cast failed as the Wizard was caught between the twin founts of fire. Moright burst into flames.
Alwroth watched in silent agony as his most trusted adviser simply ceased to exist in a flash of dragon fire and a puff of ash that blew away in the early morning breeze.
The dragons separated and turned each to its own path of destruction. One of them headed for the side of the camp where the damage was light and a few tents stood intact. The other dragon turned towards the stand of trees where Alwroth had left Uskin.
Alwroth ran as fast as his tired legs could carry him. He stumbled on the rough ground, but recovered as he kept one eye on the sky above.
He reached Uskin and rolled across the rough ground to come to rest against her. He raised a protective shield around them just as the dragon spat fire. It scorched his outstretched hands and his mind with fire and magic. Alwroth held out, drawing power from his reserves, knowing it would soon fail him.
The dragon landed near him and craned its neck, its large black eyes piercing him, yet Alwroth could feel a struggle going on inside the dragon, as if it was fighting itself for control.
On the back of the dragon sat the Wizard Sulrad. He held his staff aloft and screamed. "Kill him!"
Alwroth recalled the shield Moright had used. He poured what little reserves he had into the spell and raised a fireball of his own. He guided it around the dragon and towards the Wizard.
Sulrad raised his staff to deflect the attack, but was not fast enough. The fireball seared his arm as it passed and he cried out in pain.
Alwroth felt the control on the dragon lighten ever so slightly as Sulrad was distracted by his attack.
The dragon reared back and Alwroth cringed, waiting for the breath of fire that would overcome his shields.
It never came.
The dragon stepped back and stretched out its mighty wings. The horns on its head gleamed in the early dawn light, but it was the figure behind that massive head that Alwroth watched. The Wizard that sat astride that mighty beast cradled his burned arm clumsily as the dragon launched itself into the sky.
 
 
 
 
Alwroth breathed a heavy sigh of relief as the dragons flew off. He turned his attention to Uskin. She was still alive, but her breathing was shallow. She gasped in pain as he touched her face and spoke to her.
"I am going to see who survived the attack and get you some help. We may be able to travel back to Amedon if I can find enough Wizards left alive."
She opened her eyes weakly and just blinked at him. He heard her voice in his head telling him not to worry. It was just like her, to tell him not to worry while she lay there in agony.
Alwroth walked between the charred remains of tents. Here and there, were piles of ash atop a circle of charred ground that he knew were the remnants of Wizards who had joined the fight at his behest. His breath caught in his throat as he trod the quiet aisles finding no one alive.
There was not a soul left alive, save for himself and Uskin. Out of a hundred Wizards who had made the trek from Amedon, there were but two left. He hung his head and cried.
As he made his way back to Uskin, Alwroth felt the contact of Rotiaqua. "Alwroth. What happened?"
"We were attacked by dragons. Two of them. They came at us just before dawn." Alwroth sat down on the dirt, and cradled his head in his hands. "They're all dead."
"Who's all dead?" Rotiaqua cried.
"Everyone. Everyone but Uskin, and she's badly burned. I don't think she's going to make it."
"Guide me there. I want to help," Rotiaqua said.
"No. I have to get back to Uskin. She needs me."
Alwroth cut Rotiaqua off and lurched towards the threes where he'd left Uskin. He stumbled along the way, picking himself up and vowing to crawl to her on his hands and knees if it came to that.
He reached Uskin and sat down beside her on the grass. He touched her face, caressing the skin that the fire had spared, infusing her with what little power remained in his reserves.
Uskin opened her eyes and looked up at him. Alwroth could hear her voice in his head, weak and distant.
"It's too late. I'm sorry," she said. Alwroth felt the sadness in her voice.
"No. You're not going to die."
Alwroth delved deep in himself for all the power he could find. He was connected to the Sorceress, their magic was intertwined and linked. As long as he was alive, he could send her power. She would live.
"Our time is at an end," Uskin said softly. She smiled at him through cracked and bleeding lips, her eyes full of sadness. "There is a new pair now. They can carry on where we cannot."
"Don't say that. You're going to be all right. I can lend you the power you need to heal." He pressed his power into her, but he feared that it wasn't enough. She was fading, and so was he.
The magical reserves in his body drained away. Soon, there was nothing left. He was no longer a Wizard; he was just an old man. He had no more magic to sustain him, and none to save Uskin.
Her breathing stopped.
Alwroth's heart beat became erratic, then stilled. His magic was gone, his partner was gone.
He stroked Uskin's face one last time as the darkness took him.



Mistwind
High up in the mountains, Zhimosom watched as the dragon disappeared into the sky. The sound of a bell pierced the air, once, twice, three times. It paused, then rung again, three more times.
People came running from between the buildings, men and boys in orange robes. They flooded the square and bowed their faces to the ground. The all muttered something. It sounded like they were chanting the same thing, but Zhimosom was not familiar with the language.
He stood dumbfounded as the orange-robed men filled the square. Zhimosom thought that the entire town must have turned out for the occasion. Finally, the bell rang out four more times and stopped. At the final stroke, the men stood, their heads still bowed in reverence. One man separated himself from the crowd and approached Zhimosom.
"Dragon Lord," he said.
"Not me." Zhimosom was shocked. They thought he commanded the dragon. "I do not command the dragons; I was brought here against my will. The dragon attacked my friend near Ryden. He killed him and carried me here."
Zhimosom looked at the man. He was old and bald, but stood straight and tall as if he were a young man with an ancient face.
"It spoke to you." The man said, tilting his head to one side.
"Where am I?" Zhimosom looked around nervously.
"What did it say?" The man's dark eyes were penetrating, the kind that demanded an answer.
"It asked me to save it ... What is this place?"
"You are going to save the race of dragons?" The man smiled, his eyes sparkled, and the wrinkles radiating from them piled up even deeper.
"One of them attacked us. It was in Ryden where it killed my friend and carried me away." Zhimosom pointed to the sky where the dragon had flown off. "I need to get back to Ryden. The Wizards are counting on me." Zhimosom turned and started from the square.
The old man grabbed his arm and pulled him up short. "What did the dragon say to you?"
Zhimosom pulled his arm free of the old man's grip. "Sulrad, the Wizard, has discovered a way to summon and command the dragons. I saw him kill one of them to power his spells. He is going to trap and bend the rest of the dragons to his will. They will all be killed or turned into his slaves."
"And what are you going to do about it?" the old man asked.
"I don't know yet." Zhimosom leaned down and looked into the old man's eyes. He tried to appear as menacing as he could. "Where am I and who are you?"
"My name is Danirus. Would you be so kind as to accompany me back to the temple? We can be comfortable there while we talk." The old man held out his hand to Zhimosom. It was bony and weathered, but his grip was strong.
Danirus led Zhimosom to the temple. It was constructed of stone hewn from the mountains and decorated with red and gold hangings. They entered a large room with pillars supporting the roof, but Danirus gestured to a smaller side room.
There was no furniture, save a low table, in the small room. Danirus retrieved a pair of thick pillows from the corner and slid them towards the table. He crossed his legs and lowered his ancient form onto the pillow, sliding himself up to the table.
Zhimosom did the same, wishing he were as limber as the old man.
Another man came in wearing the same universal attire, an orange robe, tied in the middle with a rope. He carried a tray laden with a small brazier, a pot, and several small cups. He placed the brazier on the table and lifted the pot onto it, centering it above the coals. Zhimosom fidgeted while the man set a cup before him and then another before Danirus. He bowed his head and backed out of the room.
"So tell me. Do you think you can defeat this Wizard?"
Zhimosom held back, uncertain that he could trust the monks. "I'm not sure."
"Sulrad commands the dragons?"
"Yes, he does. The Wizards from Amedon have gone to make war on him. I need to get back to them."
"If he commands the dragons, then is it not he who is the Dragon Lord?"
"I suppose so, but they do not serve him of their own volition. He commands them by magic." Zhimosom was getting angry at their evasiveness. "Where am I? Who are you, people?"
"You are in Mistwind," Danirus said. "We are the last of the brotherhood of the dragons. We served them when they were in this world and we have waited for their return these many summers."
"You served the dragons?" Zhimosom asked. How could they serve the dragons when the dragons had left so long ago?
"Yes, we served them. We have preserved their lore and history, waiting for them to appear once more."
"What happened to the dragons?" Zhimosom wanted to learn as much as he could, and Danirus sounded like he knew a lot about dragons.
Danirus spoke to someone off to the side and soon a monk in orange robes entered carrying a thick book. He set the book on the table and slid next to Zhimosom on the floor.
"The dragons of old were never plentiful. At most, there were only a hundred of them spread across the whole of the land, but even those few made a big impression. They were the mentors of men. They brought wisdom and knowledge. It is said that they made man what he is today, that, before the dragons, man was no more than a beast of the field.
"No matter the beginning, they were the mentors of the wise and the terror of the foolish. They guided kings and punished the wicked, until one day a Wizard learned how to command them to his will. He never was able to command more than one or two, but he made them commit acts of unimaginable atrocities.
"The dragons decided that it was no longer safe for them here. They had taught all that man was capable of learning. It was time to leave. So they opened the veil and crossed the void, pulling the curtain shut behind them.
"They left our world long ago, but we have waited. We knew that when the time was right, they would return."
"They have not returned. They did not want to come. They were brought here by a Wizard," Zhimosom explained.
"And they brought you here? At the behest of this Wizard Sulrad?" Danirus asked. He nodded his head to the unseen monks once again.
"Yes."
"How do we know you speak the truth?" Danirus became agitated. "How do we know you are a friend of the dragons? Is it not true that the dragon breathed fire on you?"
"Yes, but why would I lie to you?"
"Why did the dragon leave you here?"
"He was under Sulrad's command. Sulrad wanted me out of the way while he attacked Amedon. You have to help me get back to Amedon."
"How do we know you are not working against the dragons? If they brought you here, they must have had a reason. We must see who you really are. We must expose your soul."
Someone grabbed Zhimosom from behind. The monks that held him were strong. Too strong. He tried to free himself, but he could not break their grasp.
"What are you doing?" Zhimosom yelled.
"We have only your word that you are a friend of the dragons and that Sulrad is their enemy. Is there any evidence you can offer to prove you are who you say you are?"
"I am not your enemy. I am trying to help the dragons."
"Yet one of them has delivered you into our hands. You must be put to the test." Danirus waved his arm and the monks hauled Zhimosom from the room.
They dragged Zhimosom back to the square where the dragon had deposited him. The orange-robed monks had assembled a wooden platform with a solid post sticking up through the middle. It was piled with branches and brambles and smelled of oil.
"What is the meaning of this?" Zhimosom demanded.
"Trial by fire," one of the monks said.
"What for?"
"You said you were a friend of the dragons', but they abandoned you here. You admitted to fighting the Wizard whom they serve. We don't know what to believe, so we're going to find out."
Zhimosom squirmed and eyed the pile of branches. "How does this prove anything?"
"If you are a friend of the dragons', they will save you. If you are their enemy, the fire will consume you."
Zhimosom struggled as they hauled him to the platform, drew his arms around the post, and bound his hands together, leaving him free to move about, but secured to the post. The smell of the oil was strong.
"The most holy of creatures has borne you into our midst and handed you over to our trial. You have admitted to working magic against the holy master of the dragons and threatening him with death, should it come to that.
"To prove yourself, you will undergo the ancient trial by dragon fire. The fire symbolizes the cleansing magic of the dragon. If you can bring it forth, you are a friend of the dragons' and speak the truth."
Danirus nodded to the men holding torches. "If you cannot call forth fire, you are guilty and you will be burned at the stake."
"I told you I am trying to save them." Zhimosom struggled against the bonds. He tried to raise magic, but the dragon had depleted him. He knew he would not be able to withstand the fire long enough for it to burn itself out.
Zhimosom tugged on the ropes, but he could not get his hands free. He did not have enough magic to call forth fire. He was depleted. He panicked and twisted his body around trying to get free as the three monks with torches slowly stepped forward.
Zhimosom felt the bump in his pocket and recalled the vials Alwroth had given him. He pulled and tugged to get his hands into the shallow pocket and extract the vials as the monks approached. He managed to free and opened the vials, spilling their contents onto the platform. Zhimosom hoped it would work.
"I am a friend of the dragons."Zhimosom shouted. "I can call forth fire."
He heard the sizzle as the powder ignited and felt the flames warm his legs.
The monks holding torches backed off. Zhimosom looked up as the fire started to spread. "Well. Let me go!"
Danirus smiled. "If you are innocent, the fire will not harm you." He started to chant a short phrase that was quickly picked up by the others. "Sit spiritus eius reveletur," they chanted in unison, over and over again.
Zhimosom recognized their chant. It asked that his spirit be revealed. He tried to reach Rotiaqua and draw on her magic. The connection was weak, he saw her face dimly before him, but he could not hear her words. He tried to shout. "Please help me. I am in Mistwind."
The oil soaked wood caught fire immediately with a loud whoosh. It felt as if a hot wind had blown in off the desert.
An acrid stench clutched at him as the flames billowed into the air. The smoke curled around him, making its way into the clear sky. Zhimosom felt the heat, but he noticed that it was swirling around him, maintaining its distance from his body.
Zhimosom thought back to the burning fields and how he had absorbed and channeled the power of the fire. He reached out for the fire, pulling its energy into his drained and depleted body. He didn't know if he could absorb it before he succumbed to the smoke and flames.
The smoke swirled faster and faster, twisting around Zhimosom, wrapping him in a protective cocoon before wafting into the air overhead. Zhimosom breathed easier. It was hot, but not too hot. The flames guided by the smoke swirled past him. Zhimosom had hope that he might yet survive the ordeal.
Zhimosom reached for the power in the flames and drew it to himself, infusing his body with it. His magic returned, more powerful than before. He reached out, and touched the magic of the pools in Rohir and drew on them, joining his own magic with that of the fire and the water. The flames leaped higher into the sky and with one mighty whoosh, the entire pile of wood and brush was consumed. The fire died out and all that was left of the brush was ashes and wisps of smoke.
Zhimosom stood in the middle of it all, still tied to the post, but untouched. He focused his magic on the bindings and spelled them away.
The monks bowed their heads to the ground, silent as Zhimosom climbed down from the remnants of the platform and strode through the ashen remains of the fire. He walked over to where Danirus lay prostrate.
"Do you believe me now?" Zhimosom tried to control his anger. He was tempted to reach out and give the monks a taste of fire.
"You have spoken truth. The dragon's fire has blessed you," Danirus said. "Please accept our help and hospitality."
Zhimosom scowled at the monk, but decided Danirus was still his best hope of finding out more about the dragons. He allowed the monk to lead him back to the temple.
Zhimosom was guarded at first, but as Danirus spun tales of the dragons and their ancient wisdom, he was drawn in.
He listened to the monk until he could stay awake no longer. The monks showed him to the inn where he could rest up and recover. Zhimosom was glad for the day to end. He fell asleep and dreamed of dragons and dragon fire.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom awoke the next morning and returned to the temple to break his fast with Danirus. He was still slightly wary of the monk, but he had no choice other than to accept his hospitality and roof. Zhimosom needed their help to understand the dragons.
He had contacted Rotiaqua to learn that the Wizards in Ryden had been killed to the last man. He could hardly keep his mind on the task at hand. His anger gnawed at him.
"We need to free the dragons from Sulrad's spell," Zhimosom said. "I need to know as much as you can tell me, that might help me do that." Zhimosom looked at the old monk, hoping he had something that would truly help.
"You have met one of the dragons. It came to you, it spoke to you, and it cleansed you in its fire. You may be able to summon it to you if you concentrate."
"And then what?" What would Zhimosom do if the dragon came? Would it have answers?
"Then ask it how we may free it and its kind."
"The dragon never told me much before, why would it answer me now?" Zhimosom picked at this food.
"You may have formed a bond with the dragon that will allow it to come to you when it is not being actively commanded by Sulrad. Do you recall what the dragon looked like? Did it give you its name?"
"It did not give me its name, but I will never forget what it looked like."
"Then you may be able to summon it yourself."
"And then?" Zhimosom was not sure he wanted to meet the dragon again. His last encounter had not ended all that well. He had only just recovered his full strength.
"Talk to it," Danirus laughed.
Zhimosom could not help but like the old man when he laughed. He had an infectious humor and laughed heartily at almost everything.
After the morning meal was complete, they made their way to the open square. Zhimosom had to rush to keep pace with the old monk as they wound through the streets.
The square was just starting its daily transformation into the marketplace when they arrived. Vendors were setting up carts and erecting shelter from the hot sun, but most of the square remained free of people. Zhimosom and Danirus stopped in the center of the square and sat.
"Imagine the dragon in your mind. Picture its face, hear its words, draw it to you," Danirus said as Zhimosom relaxed and reached out for the dragon. Zhimosom could sense the monks excitement that the dragon might come.
"I can feel it." Zhimosom felt the connection to the dragon. It was distant at first, but stronger as he held it. No words were exchanged, but he sensed its power, saw its face, and felt the heat of the fire it had washed him with.
The wind of the dragon's landing brushed Zhimosom's closed eyelids. He opened them as the dragon settled into the damp grass before him. Wisps of smoke curled upwards from its nostrils as it carefully examined Zhimosom. "I see you have met the monks, and they have tested you."
"They have," Zhimosom replied. How would the dragon react to his request?
"You would free me?"
"If I can." Zhimosom reached out for the magic surrounding the dragon. He sensed the spell Sulrad used to command it. It was unmistakably Sulrad, but there was something else, another Wizard, and a Sorceress, and more. It was like the spells he had defeated in the Temple, only this magic was much stronger.
Zhimosom probed the spells deeper. He found the one that Sulrad had used to summon the dragon. That spell was weak and tenuous. Zhimosom could break that with ease, but the command spell was stronger. Zhimosom felt Sulrad's magic, but underneath that was the smallest hint, the merest touch of the flavor of a dragon. Sulrad must have used the magic of the dragon he had killed to command this one. Zhimosom shuddered. With that much power, Sulrad would be undefeatable.
"I feel the magic of a dragon in his spell. I saw him take the life and magic of a dragon before you carried me here."
"Yes, he has killed my kind to power his magic," the dragon rumbled. "You see that, do you not?"
"I see it. But he did not use that on you?"
"No, not at first, but he has refreshed the original command spell with the magic of my fallen brother. Sulrad is using the full force of it on the rest of my kind."
Zhimosom recalled Sulrad's magic. He felt for it, examining the command spell that wrapped around the dragon. He saw how Sulrad had crafted the spell, found a loose end, and pulled on it. It started to unravel and soon was almost completely gone, but some remained. Zhimosom could not entirely remove the command spell.
Next Zhimosom attacked the summoning spell. It was more complex, but it was only powered by Sulrad's magic. He quickly removed that so that the dragon would be free to go where it wished.
The dragon lifted its head and breathed fire into the air. "Thank you," the dragon rumbled. It lowered its head back to Zhimosom.
"My name is Kel'hin. What do you wish of me?"
"I would like to know whatever I may about the dragons and what Sulrad is doing so that I might find a way to defeat him."
 
 
 
 
With Kel'hin's help, Zhimosom prepared the spell he planned to use to free the dragons. He had carefully transcribed a few candidate spells while in Amedon. These were the most powerful spells he could find on releasing and unbinding. One spell he kept hidden. It was an ancient spell of transformation. He would only use that if there were no other hope. He wasn't even sure that it would work.
Zhimosom reached out to Rotiaqua. She was helping prepare the city in case the dragons attacked. She rested in her labor of carrying buckets of water to the top of the tower, and opened herself to him.
"Where are you, still in Mistwind? Are you coming back?" she asked.
"Not just yet. I have managed to free one of the dragons. I am going to try and do the same for the rest." Zhimosom was glad that his magic was strong enough to speak with her again, and that he could draw on her magic along with his own. She seemed to have a better grasp on drawing the magic from the pools in Rohir than he did.
"There is almost always one dragon in the air overhead. They aren't doing anything threatening, just scouting," she explained.
"How are the preparations going?" Zhimosom asked.
"As well as they can. The whole city is saddened by the loss of the Wizards in Ryden. They say there is no leader now. The Council has been abandoned."
"Who's organizing the effort, then?"
"Ashray is the only Council member left. He has been directing the efforts as well as he can."
Zhimosom felt numb. "But ... the others?"
"They're all dead. They were killed in the attack on Ryden. None survived."
"Somehow, I will find a way to make Sulrad pay for that," Zhimosom vowed. He wanted revenge for the death of his friends more than anything.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom labored throughout the day, calling upon the magical stores of the pools and adding Rotiaqua's magic to it. He even drew magic from Kel'hin, but nothing happened. Not one other dragon responded as Kel'hin had. Zhimosom was unable to connect with any other dragon or influence them in any way.
"Why can I connect with you?" Zhimosom asked.
"There was not enough dragon magic in the spell that bound me. Sulrad killed a Sorceress and took her power to drive the first summoning spell. Much of that power was still in the amulet when he commanded me. It was the Sorceress' magic that powered the spell more so than a dragon's."
"I'm not making any progress. I'll have to try something else. There must be another source of power that I can use." Zhimosom sat back with a heavy sigh.
"There is a source you have not tried." Danirus had sat silently, watching since the dragon had arrived, but now he was animated.
"What source?" Zhimosom asked.
"There is a source of magic, deep inside the plains. It is said to be left over from the creation of the world. It is ancient and powerful."
"How do I find it?" Zhimosom was willing to try anything. He was growing weary and feared that Sulrad would not wait much longer before he launched his attack on Amedon with the entire clan of dragons at his command.
Kel'hin looked at Danirus, his large eyes wide with surprise. "You know of this?"
"We are the lore masters. We know of many things."
Kel'hin rumbled. "Our legends speak of lands with special powers, but we have been gone from this realm for so long, their location has been lost."
"I can show you where it lies," Danirus said.
Zhimosom felt that there might be hope yet. If he could find this source of power, surely he could free the dragons. He didn't need to defeat Sulrad directly to do that.
Before Zhimosom could complete his thought, Kel'hin raised his head high in the air and let out a roar. "He calls!"
"Who calls?" Zhimosom asked. Had Sulrad found a way to reassert his control over the dragon? Zhimosom reached out to Kel'hin. He saw the thread of Sulrad's magic pulling at the beast. He tried to sever it, but it was too strong.
"I cannot resist. He calls us all." Kel'hin looked at Zhimosom with large sad eyes. "Please find a way to save my kind." With that, he extended his mighty wings, launched himself skyward, and was quickly gone from sight.
"Show me where this magic lies," Zhimosom said.
"I cannot. It is many days travel from here. We have to descend to the plains. It is far."
Zhimosom knew he could not travel there by magic because he had never been there himself. He had to find a guide just as Garlath had guided him to Amedon. "Is there any way you can show it to me in your mind? Can you recall what it looks like, where it is?"
"I have never been there." Danirus shrugged. "None of us have."
Failing to get in touch with the magic, Zhimosom was eager to get back to Amedon. If Kel'hin was right, Sulrad was about to gather the dragons. It wouldn’t be long before the Priest launched an attack on the remaining Wizards in Amedon. Zhimosom would be needed there, and if he survived the battle, maybe he could find the spells he needed to harness the ancient power and save the dragons.



Library
Zhimosom reached out to Rotiaqua from Mistwind. He didn't bother to check if she was awake. "I'm coming back."
He saw Rotiaqua in his mind's eye as she sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. "How?" she mumbled.
"By magic. Help me."
Rotiaqua's magic flow into Zhimosom. He drew on his own magic that was freshened in him by the dragon. He connected with Rotiaqua and stepped from Mistwind and into her chamber in Amedon.
Zhimosom was relieved to see her safe. He looked around the room, realizing that he was alone with her in her bed chamber and blushed. "Forgive me. I was excited to share the news with you, and I was worried about you."
"No need of forgiveness." Rotiaqua laughed and patted the bed next to her. "Sit. Tell me what happened. I could feel some of it, but I don't know the details."
Zhimosom looked around the room in a panic. He saw a cushioned stool near the foot of the bed. He grabbed it and slid it next to the bed, but was too agitated to sit for long.
"What happened? I couldn't connect with you all night, and then suddenly you were back."
"We went to scout out what Sulrad was doing. Helmyer and I watched from behind the rocks. Sulrad called a dragon ... and he killed it!" Zhimosom panted, rushing to tell her everything.
"Slow down." Rotiaqua said. "Just tell me what happened."
"He had two dragons. The red dragon to help Sulrad kill the other one. After that, the red dragon flew up to where we were hiding. It grabbed Helmyer and threw him down on the ground in front of Sulrad."
Zhimosom paced the room, turning sharply at the window to look out over the city below. "Sulrad killed Helmyer and took his magic ... He used that knife he has for his sacrifices, but he stored the magic in something ... an amulet of some sort."
Zhimosom heard a rustling sound, and then felt Rotiaqua put her arm around him. He welcomed her comforting touch. He needed to tell her what had happened, to get it all out. It was unreal, almost like a nightmare, but it was real, and he'd been powerless to stop it. He made an effort to calm himself and continue with his story.
"After that, the dragon grabbed me and carried me to Mistwind, high in the mountain, and drained my magic. That's why I couldn't contact you. The dragon said it was acting at Sulrad's command."
He felt Rotiaqua grip him tighter. He tried to relax as best he could. "How did you get your power back?" she asked.
"The monks wanted to burn me alive. I used the power in the fire to recharge my magic and was able to control the flames. I called the dragon back. I wasn't sure it would work, but when the dragon breathed fire on me, it must have created a connection between us."
"So you were able to free it from Sulrad's control?"
"Only for a little while, and not completely. Sulrad regained control and summoned it back. I think he's going to attack soon."
Zhimosom turned his head and looked at Rotiaqua. "Sulrad has summoned the rest of the dragons across the void. The ones he didn't destroy are all under his control. I don't think we have much time. He won't wait to attack. We have to warn everyone."
Zhimosom's resolve grew stronger the more he thought about their situation. He gently slipped from beneath Rotiaqua's arm and strode purposefully for the door, without turning to see if she was behind him.
 
 
 
 
Rotiaqua had told Zhimosom that the Council was abandoned, but he didn't know where to start looking for the Wizards who had stayed behind in Amedon. Zhimosom reached the Council chamber to find it dark and deserted. He had to alert everyone to the imminent danger. He found one Guard asleep at his post, sitting with his back to a pillar.
Zhimosom shook the man. "Wake up. We have to warn everyone."
The Guard snorted and looked up. His eyes blinked several times and he mumbled under his breath. "Warn who?"
"The Council ... the Wizards ... everyone! The dragons are coming."
"Dragons?" The Guard sprang to his feet, straightening his uniform. "Dragons coming here?"
"Yes, dragons. We have to warn the Council."
The Guard ran from the chambers. Soon, Zhimosom heard a bell ring out in alarm.
Ashray was the first to arrive; he was in disarray. His robe was crooked, and his hair stuck out in all directions. He flopped into his chair and fired a questioning look at Zhimosom.
"The dragons are coming, Zhimosom said.
Ashray held up his hand to silence Zhimosom. He scowled. "Wait for the rest to arrive."
Zhimosom paced in front of the table. Why was Ashray so formal? The dragons were coming. They needed to take action immediately.
Garlath entered, took a seat, nodded to Ashray, and then looked up at Zhimosom. Zhimosom was surprised to see his old friend on the Council. Garlath had steadfastly refused the seat, or so he'd been told, but it looked that he had taken on the responsibility now. Perhaps he had been elevated with the demise of the other Wizards.
Another Wizard that Zhimosom did not recognize joined Ashray and Garlath.
"You may begin," Ashray said.
Just as Zhimosom was about to speak, Rotiaqua arrived. She was in no better shape than Ashray; her robe was crooked and her hair a mass of tangles. She walked briskly down the chamber hall and stopped next to Zhimosom, taking his hand in hers.
Her power flowed into him along with her confidence.
"The dragons are coming," Zhimosom explained. "Sulrad has summoned the last of them across the void and is preparing an attack."
"Now? How do you know?" Garlath asked.
Before Zhimosom could answer, Ashray slapped his palm on the table with a resounding crack. "Wait just a moment. Do you see this table? Remember the Wizards that sat here last time you appeared before us?"
Zhimosom scanned the empty chairs. He knew that many of the Council had been killed in Ryden, but now he felt the full impact of it. The table was practically empty. "I understand. That's why we need to prepare immediately. Sulrad is on his way here."
"Young man, the Council is dead. Killed in a fight that you pushed them into."
Garlath held up his hand. "We all agreed to the plan. We believed it was the proper course of action after the dragon attack on Amedon."
"But why did they attack us?" Ashray demanded. "We never had any quarrel with Sulrad until these two arrived."
Ashray gestured at Zhimosom and Rotiaqua. He stood and leaned into the table. "We want you out!"
"Out?" Zhimosom asked.
"Out. Out of the Council Chambers, out of Amedon. If you had not come here, none of this would have happened."
"But we have to prepare for the attack. They're coming," Zhimosom pleaded.
"They're coming for you," Ashray said. "With you gone, they have no reason to come here. Get out of here this instant and don't come back."
Ashray stood up, his chair screeching as he slid it back from the table. He turned and stormed from the room.
Zhimosom shot a plaintive look at Garlath, but the Wizard simply shook his head slowly from side to side and nodded to the remaining Council member.
"So you agree with him?" Zhimosom demanded.
Garlath held out his hands. "I was overruled."
"I was able to free one of the dragons if only for a while. I still think there's a chance to save them all. I just need to find a stronger spell," Zhimosom said.
"You were instructed to leave. I cannot change that without a vote of the Council." Garlath was clearly upset by the Council's decision. It was apparent he did not agree with it.
Garlath leaned back in his chair and cleared his throat. He glanced at the Wizard seated next to him. "It is unfortunate that there are so few Wizards left. The Council would have had you escorted out otherwise. There are so few Wizards in Amedon that there is no one to stand guard duty any longer."
Garlath winked and stood. He looked to the Wizard who also stood. They walked purposefully from the room leaving Zhimosom and Rotiaqua standing there.
"Come on. We have to get to the library," Zhimosom said to Rotiaqua. "I'm not giving up yet." He tugged at her hand.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom and Rotiaqua ran the empty hallways to the library. The stark contrast to their earlier visit was almost unnerving. "So many Wizards lost in Ryden," Zhimosom remarked angrily. "We have to find a way to defeat Sulrad. There must be something here."
There was no one at the desk to bar their way, so they continued deep into the library, searching for the spells of war.
"Did you get a sense of the spell that Sulrad used to command the dragons when you wrested Kel'hin free of Sulrad's grasp?"
"I did. It was strange; it was comprised of several different types of magic. I could feel the dragon magic and Sulrad's, but there was more to it than that, something older, more ancient than the dragons.
"When Sulrad took the magic from Helmyer, he had some sort of amulet in his hand. It looked like a jewel that glowed when he stored the magic in it. We have to find out what that was."
They searched until Zhimosom located a section in the library, far down the longest corridor, where the most ancient reference texts were kept. He pored through the texts, searching for anything to do with the amulet. One of the volumes dealt with magical artifacts from before the time of the dragons. It contained faded colored drawings of amulets with a brief description beneath each one.
"That looks like the one you described." Rotiaqua pointed to a drawing. "The Charm of Confusion."
"No ... It had a darker jewel in the middle. Like so." Sulrad pointed to another drawing.
Rotiaqua flipped more pages "Hmmm ... Is this it? The Charm of the Joiner? It is used to join another's magic to your own, sort of like the pairing, only through the amulet. It says it can store magic up so that the wearer can perform spells not normally accessible to him alone.
"The Wizards of old used to loan their power to one Wizard who wore the amulet so he could perform extremely powerful spells, like raising the Keep in Amedon."
Zhimosom carefully lay down the book that he'd been perusing. He leaned over to get a look at what she was reading. The Charm of the Joiner looked a lot like the amulet Sulrad had worn when he'd taken Helmyer's magic.
"That's it," he said. "Does it say anything about a counter spell?"
"No. It just describes what it's made from and how it's used. There's nothing about a way to defeat it. It is said to have been lost over four hundred summers ago," Rotiaqua said.
"I wouldn't be surprised if Sulrad found it, and that's how he's commanding the dragons. We need to find a counter to the amulet." Zhimosom took the book and examined the drawing. "There must be something around here we can use to defeat this amulet."
They searched for the rest of the day, but found nothing. Zhimosom was restless and kept searching, but Rotiaqua fell asleep at the table. Without the sun to mark the time deep in the library, Zhimosom lost track of it. He was surprised when, from behind the pile of books, Zhimosom heard a voice.
"Zhimosom? Are you there?"
It was Rotiaqua.
"Down here. Is it morning already?" Zhimosom asked.
"It's almost sunrise. The sky is lightening, but it looks cold. Did you find anything?"
"Just that the Charm of the Joiner was powered by a stone from the mines beneath the Friegan Mountains."
"How does that help?" Rotiaqua passed him a cup of tea and took a sip out of her own, never taking her eyes from Zhimosom.
"I found reference to a spell that can freeze one of those stones."
"Freeze, not defeat it?"
"It's too powerful to defeat. You can't destroy one with magic. I found a spell that would freeze the stone so that it is limited in what it can be used to do. With this spell, the only thing the stone can power is the last spell it was used for."
"How can that help?"
"I don't know, but it's the only thing I can find that's even remotely helpful."
Rotiaqua pointed to the spell. "This looks simple. How can it do so much?"
"It's powered by the stone itself, so it doesn't take a lot of magic to drive the spell. Once it has been invoked, the jewel itself maintains the spell. That's why it can't be undone. It will fuse itself to the stone and freeze it into the form it last took. After that, the stone is useless for anything else."
Rotiaqua found a quill and parchment and set them on the table before Zhimosom. He picked up the quill and carefully transcribed the spell from the book onto the parchment.
"Did you sleep at all?" Rotiaqua asked.
"No. I'm convinced that our leaving won't prevent another attack. We just have to make the Council see it."
"We tried," Rotiaqua said. "We'd better get out of the Keep before they find someone to escort ..."
Rotiaqua halted. "Do you hear that?"
Far off, a horn sounded. Three blasts.
Amedon was under attack by air once again.



Attack
Zhimosom rushed down the deserted hallways and out onto the road that led to the main courtyard. A dark cloud approached, off in the distance. It undulated as it drew near, unnatural, dark, and red. He reached out to it, sensing the power of the dragons.
"Come on, we have to help protect those people." Zhimosom urged Rotiaqua forward.
The surviving Wizards gathered between the Council Chambers and the gate. They had overturned carts and wagons to act as barriers against the impending dragon fire and were busy dousing everything with water and casting spells of suppression on anything flammable.
Garlath was in the thick of things, shouting orders to the Wizards. He cast spells of protection over those who were not experienced enough to fend for themselves. He pointed to a wagon where two young Wizards cowered in fear, shouting encouragement. Zhimosom wished he'd taken the time to learn their names.
The attack came on as a tidal wave of fire. Dragons flew side by side in rank upon rank. There were enough of the mighty beasts to blanket the entire Wizards' Keep with fire in a single instant.
Pandemonium broke out in the yard. Carts and wagons burst into fire even though moments before they'd been drenched in water. The fire didn't slow down as it consumed one shelter after another.
The dragons reeled in unison, turning to make another pass at the Keep grounds from the opposite direction. What little shelter remained after the first attack was of no use now.
Garlath stood his ground, arms held high. Violet lightning crackled from his fingertips and stretch out to three of the dragons as they neared. Garlath's power was impressive. Zhimosom had not known one individual could store so much magic in his person, but even that impressive display was insufficient to deter the attack. The dragons came on, unaffected by Garlath's lightning bolt.
A blast of fire burst from the nearest dragon and followed the crackling violet light back to Garlath. The Wizard glowed brightly for an instant, and then vanished.
"No,” Zhimosom shouted. Frantically, he reached out for Garlath, but he was no longer there.
Two young Wizards crouched on the ground before a blazing cart. The younger one stood up and raised his arms in the air. Zhimosom felt the feeble power of his spell, a poor imitation of Garlath's.
A violet lightning bolt extended from the young Wizard to the nearest dragon. The dragon inhaled in preparation for the blast that would incinerate the boy.
Zhimosom moved without thinking, placing his body between the dragon and the boy, and raised a shield large enough to cover them both. He saw Rotiaqua doing the same for others as the dragons approached.
The fire came at him faster than he'd have thought possible. It washed over him, splitting into streams that passed harmlessly around the young Wizards. Zhimosom had expected scorching pain, but it was almost cool as it struck him.
Startled, he reached out to Rotiaqua with his magic. "The fire doesn't harm me."
"I see that," she yelled in his mind. "I can act as a shield too."
Rotiaqua stepped between the advancing dragon and a woman with child who was exposed on open ground. The fire shot at her like a thing alive, but split and passed harmlessly around her just as it had done with Zhimosom.
A screech split the air and the dragons turned again. This time the wall of flames that came at Zhimosom and Rotiaqua was impenetrable, almost as large as the courtyard itself. All around them Wizards burst into flames and turned to ash, carts and wagons were devoured in the blink of an eye and the grass and trees vanished in a brilliant orange fireball.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom and Rotiaqua stood there unharmed.
"What's happening?" Rotiaqua panted.
"When Kel'hin washed his fire over me, it restored my magic. Maybe it's made me immune to their fire. Maybe, through our connection, you are immune too." Zhimosom felt the magic in the dragon fire. He could sense each individual dragon as they turned again, heading back for more.
"Come on," Zhimosom called. "Let's get out of here, maybe we can lead them away."
He rushed for the gates, squeezing through the battered and broken doors and out onto the narrow road that wound its way down the mountain. Rotiaqua was close behind him.
The dragons came at them again, fire spitting from uncounted dragons as they dove towards the pair standing on the narrow ledge. As the flames washed over them, Zhimosom felt their magic.
That's when an idea struck him.
Zhimosom formulated a spell, similar to the one he'd used to free Kel'hin from Sulrad's grasp. He carefully chose the words and gestures he would use while the dragons turned for another approach. This time, as the flames licked out, he released his hastily prepared spell.
The spell took hold and there was a rumble, then ground beneath Zhimosom shook. Rotiaqua was thrown into the rock wall as part of the roadway broke free of the mountain and tumbled down, crashing into the switchbacks below.
Then, there was a snap. The magic had broken. Zhimosom knew that the dragons were free. They ceased their fire and turned away from the ledge, making wild circles in the air.
"Rotiaqua, are you alright?" Zhimosom called to her. He'd seen her stumble when the road gave way.
"I'm fine. I think you did it," came her reply. She shook off the impact and joined Zhimosom.
Zhimosom knew the dragons would not remain free for long. He had not been able to prevent Sulrad from reasserting his power over Kel'hin.
He called out to the dragon. "Kel'hin, are you free?"
"Yes," came the thought.
"What have you done with Sulrad?" Zhimosom wanted to confront his adversary so he could try to break the spell once and for all.
He felt Kel'hin's laughter. "He is perched upon my back."
"Bring him to me!" Zhimosom shouted.
"No," Kel'hin replied. "He's too dangerous. I'll take him where he cannot interfere. You must protect us from his magic. Your freedom spell will not hold when Sulrad has the opportunity to re-work his magic. I will keep him occupied for as long as I can. You do not have much time."
With that, Kel'hin turned and headed east. Zhimosom saw Sulrad on Kel'hin's back, screaming commands uselessly as they disappeared from view.
"To me," Zhimosom called to the dragons.
One of them fell from the sky to land at his feet. It was every bit as large and powerful as Kel'hin. It bowed its head and looked into Zhimosom's eyes. "I am Du'ala," she said.
Zhimosom reached out to her. He formed the transformation spell he had carefully prepared. Changing her form should make her immune to Sulrad's magic. "I'm going to change you, to protect you. Once I have dealt with Sulrad, I will return you to your original form."
"As you say, so it will be," Du'ala said.
Zhimosom visualized not the massive red dragon before him, but a short squat woman. She came only to his chest. She had skin that shimmered and eyes with sharp vertical slits like a snake's and short cropped white hair. He could feel the form in his mind's eye, slowly compressing the massive dragon body into the squat woman he'd visualized.
The dragon shimmered and changed. Before Zhimosom stood the woman he had carefully imagined.
"How do you feel?" he asked.
"I am free," she said. "More." She pointed to the dragons circling nearby.
"Call one," Zhimosom said.
Another dragon landed at Zhimosom's feed and he worked his transformation spell on it as he had on Du'ala. This time, the result was a short squat man with the same closely cropped white hair and scaly skin. Zhimosom breathed a sigh of relief. It was working.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom transformed the dragons as they came to him. He had a dozen or so converted, when he felt the strain. He was growing weaker and soon he would not be able to transform another dragon.
He dropped to the ground, exhausted. Du'ala came over to him, hands on her hips. "Wizard. Get up."
Zhimosom struggled to stand as the last of his magic drained from his body. There was a loud crack and the ledge was filled with dragons as his transformation spell broke. The dragon clan took their natural form once more, crowding the roadway. Several of them lost their footing and tumbled over the ledge, plummeting towards the switchbacks below. The rest launched themselves into the air with a roar.
Zhimosom peered over the edge to see those that had fallen take wing. They regrouped and flew up into the sky. Rotiaqua took his hand and poured her power into him. He felt an echo of the pools and knew she was accessing magic beyond herself and channeling it towards him.
He reached out once more for Du'ala. "Come back."
Du'ala dove for the roadway and flared to a landing before Zhimosom and Rotiaqua.
"We need more power," Zhimosom said. "Do you know where the magic is that the monks told me about while I was in Mistwind? The plains magic?"
"Get on," Du'ala said.
Zhimosom scrambled to take a seat astride her thick neck. He felt the scales slide over each other silently as the dragon moved, making room for Rotiaqua. Once they were both seated, Du'ala lumbered for the edge and dropped off.
Zhimosom's stomach lurched as they fell from the ledge. Du'ala spread her wings and caught the air. Suddenly Zhimosom was heavier than he'd ever been. It was almost impossible to keep his grasp on the dragon's neck as she swooped skyward.
Zhimosom turned to see the rest of the dragons following behind.



Plains
The mountains below them dropped away as Du'ala flew high into the sky. Zhimosom found it hard to breathe.
"Where are we going?" he gasped.
"To the plains. There is magic there."
"I don't know how to access it," Zhimosom said.
"Learn." Du'ala turned her head back to look at Zhimosom and Rotiaqua. Zhimosom felt her reach out for his magic. He knew she was feeling his fear as he struggled to breathe.
"Fear not," she said. “All will be well.”
Zhimosom took little comfort in those words as the clouds closed in below him. All he could see was a rough sea of white that stretched out to the horizon. "I hope she knows where she's going," Zhimosom said to Rotiaqua.
"I'm sure she's used to this." Rotiaqua held on to Zhimosom's waist a little tighter.
Du'ala stopped beating her wings and glided. The air rushed past Zhimosom's face and now that the jerking of the mighty wings had ceased, the journey was almost pleasant. The air was crisp and clear above the clouds and it whistled past Zhimosom's ears. They descended towards the vast expanse of blinding white.
At first, the clouds appeared as spotty patches of fog. They flew through them and emerged almost immediately back into the clear air, but the foggy patches grew more frequent and more dense as they descended. Finally, the fog engulfed them completely. It was cold, gray, and wet. The damp mist slapped their faces.
They entered a dark patch of clouds and were instantly pelted by driving rain that stung Zhimosom's skin like a thousand needles. Lightning flashed across the sky blinding him and making the hairs on Zhimosom's arms stand on end. The air smelled strange, metallic and bitter. His eyes took a while to recover from the brightness of the lightning strike.
And then it was over.
The clouds broke out into gray skies once again and Zhimosom was the ground beneath them. It stretched out flat and empty for leagues. Nothing but plains grass grew there, short, stubby, brutish grass that only the hardiest of animals could survive on.
Du'ala circled several times, each circuit taking them closer to the ground below. She flared her wings and Zhimosom felt that sinking feeling that was soon over as she touched down.
"We are here," Du'ala said.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom climbed down from the dragon. He was unsteady on his feet and exhausted, but he felt the power that Du'ala said would be there. It was clear and pure, but spread thinly beneath him, deep within the earth. It was like the magic of the healing pools, the raw magic of the earth. He drank it in, refreshing his own magic before he set to work.
Zhimosom examined the power that lay below the plains. There were concentrations of magic, nuggets, and pockets of strong power that stood out in sharp relief from the rest.
He connected with one of these and used it to transform Du'ala. The mighty dragon shimmered and wavered. She compressed in size until the short squat woman once again stood before him. Her scales glimmered in the light, her eyes were those of the dragon.
"The pull is gone," Du'ala said.
"Will you be able to remain as you are?" Zhimosom asked. He worried that she would transform back, but he hoped the connection to the local magic would be enough to hold her in her new form.
"We are connected. Dragon fire links our magic to you. It is enough." She waved to the cloud of circling dragons. "Can you release them long enough to transform them?"
Zhimosom looked at the swarm of red splotches circling overhead. There were a lot of dragons, but not as many as he would have expected if these were the sum total of all dragons remaining.
"I can try." Zhimosom dug deep in the earth to access the magic there. He chose one of the dragons and called to it. It separated from the clan and landed before him, lowered its head and waited.
Zhimosom found another concentration of magic far below his feet. He wrapped the transformation spell around the dragon and tied it to the power below. It shimmered and shrunk until a short squat man stood before Zhimosom. He looked much like Du'ala, short and powerful, with shimmering scales and the intense dragon eyes.
"More." Du'ala pointed to the circling cloud.
Zhimosom showed Rotiaqua how to transform the dragons. She caught on quickly and worked by his side as they continued throughout the day and well into the night. They released the dragons one by one, calling each one forward and transforming them. A crowd of short scaly folk grew out of their effort.
"We're almost there," Rotiaqua said as the sky turned from deep dark navy to a light blue with wispy clouds. Only a few dragons remained. They had landed at sunset, and now lay curled up on the grass around the Wizard and Sorceress.
When the last dragon came forward, Zhimosom transformed it and bound the spell. He felt the magic beneath him becoming more and more rare. He had to search farther to find untapped power, but the task was complete. The dragons had all been transformed, save Kel'hin.
Zhimosom worried about Kel'hin. The dragon had flown off with Sulrad, and had not returned.
Du'ala surveyed the crowd of short squat folk that the dragons had become and stepped up to Zhimosom.
"Thank you. Now. Kill the Wizard who has made this necessary." She held her finger in front of his face. "After he is dead, then there will be no more killing. No taking power."
"I will do my best."
Du'ala reached up, grabbed Zhimosom's robe and pulled his face close to hers. "Then you come back and free us from this form."
"I will. You have my word. I will stop Sulrad and restore your form."
She released his robe and gestured towards the rising sun. "Go now, Kel'hin calls you."
Zhimosom felt the call of the last dragon tug at his mind. He opened himself to it.
"Come, Wizard. I need you," was all that the dragon said before the contact was severed.
"I have to go to him," Zhimosom told Rotiaqua.
He reached out for Kel'hin and created an image of the magnificent beast in his mind. He accessed the magic beneath his feet and pulled himself through the void.



Quineshua
Zhimosom materialized beside the dragon on the remote island of Quineshua, where Kel'hin had taken Sulrad to isolate him from the fight. The dragon lay on the ground, moaning, and Zhimosom knelt down beside him. Kel'hin had been stabbed in the neck. Blood ran from beneath his scales and down onto the ground. Zhimosom tried to find a spell to heal the dragon, but none of his efforts could slow the flow of blood.
"You can't save him," a voice came from behind Zhimosom. He spun around to see Sulrad standing there, holding his sacrificial dagger. Around his neck, the Charm of the Joiner glowed brightly.
Zhimosom grabbed the charm. If he could get it away from Sulrad, he could stop the summoning and commanding of the dragons. Sulrad stepped back and twisted away from Zhimosom's grasping fingers.
He swung the knife and slashed Zhimosom across the arm. He stumbled to the ground as fire erupted where the knife sliced through robe and flesh. Red blood gushed forth, dripping to the ground to mix with that of the dragon.
"I'll take your magic, too." Sulrad advanced towards Zhimosom.
Zhimosom felt the pull on his magic. Sulrad was drawing it out of him while he was alive. Zhimosom resisted, but he was weakened from the night of hard work transforming dragons and traveling to Quineshua. He was too weak to stop Sulrad from drawing his magic away.
Zhimosom's power drained and he knew that it would mean the end of him if he couldn't break free. He reached for Rotiaqua's magic and the magic of the pools. It wasn't enough. His power separated from him as if his soul had been torn out of his body.
"That's it, just a little more." Sulrad bent over him with the knife. Sulrad leaned in. Zhimosom saw the Priest's gaunt and drawn countenance. Sulrad was in pain, too.
Zhimosom reached out for the amulet once again. He steeled himself to ignore the pain, but the burning in his arm was too intense. The amulet vibrated, gaining intensity as they struggled. Zhimosom's magic was being stripped from him and sucked into the amulet.
He thrashed, pushing against Sulrad with all his might. At first Sulrad held on, but Zhimosom kept bucking and twisting. He rolled from side to side and arched his back until, finally, he dislodged the Priest.
Zhimosom struggled to his knees, grasping about for any handy weapon. He felt a nudge at his leg. It was the dragon. Kel'hin was still alive.
"Take my magic. I give it to you," came the low rumbling voice. He offered his power to Zhimosom freely.
Zhimosom felt the magic surge in him. It was greater than anything he had ever felt before. It was clear as a mountain spring and more refreshing than a plunge into its icy waters. It invigorated him, restored him.
Zhimosom raised his shield to protect himself from Sulrad and turned to Kel'hin.
"Protect my people,” Kel'hin said. “Use my magic. Save them from this madman." Kel'hin's intense eyes fogged over as the scaly lids closed over them one final time.
As Kel'hin breathed his last, Zhimosom felt the final transfer of the magnificent beast's magic. He not only inherited the magic of the dragon, but its memories, too. He knew what it felt like to fly, to breathe fire and sail through the clouds. He felt the magic of the clan and how Kel'hin fit into it.
Zhimosom turned to Sulrad and reached out his hand. He cast a summoning spell on the amulet, trying to pull it from around the Priest's neck. The amulet shuddered slightly and gave a wiggle, but quickly settled back in place.
"You didn't think it was going to be that easy, did you?" Sulrad stepped towards Zhimosom, knife raised high.
Zhimosom focused his magic on the knife. It was the same one that had taken his power when he'd first crossed paths with Sulrad. He summoned it to him, pulling with all his might and that of the dragon. He reached for the power beneath the grasslands and tapped into Rotiaqua's magic.
The knife flew out of Sulrad' hand and slapped into Zhimosom's open palm. He grasped it, flinching with pain. His arm bled profusely, the wound raw and painful.
Sulrad jumped at him, grabbing Zhimosom's injured arm as he made contact. The last time Zhimosom had taken Sulrad on, Zhimosom had been outmatched. Sulrad had been physically bigger and magically more powerful. No more. Zhimosom had grown in stature and power since then; now they were well matched.
Zhimosom groaned at the pain in his arm, twisting in an attempt to shake Sulrad off. Sulrad hung on and reached for Zhimosom's free arm. He grasped it and pulled Zhimosom closer.
Zhimosom could feel the magic of the amulet as it touched him. The power inside of him started to separate once again, both his and the dragon's.
He managed to twist his arm free and grasped at Sulrad's robe. He yanked and tugged, trying to shake the Priest off. The two of them rolled across the ground.
The momentum of the roll carried Zhimosom on top of the Priest. Zhimosom clung there, arm waving in the air, trying to find the best place to strike Sulrad. Clearly, the Priest knew how to fight. Zhimosom was going on instinct.
Zhimosom thrashed around, hoping to inflict damage on the Priest, but he made little progress. Sulrad grabbed Zhimosom's injured arm and tore at the deep gash, but the freely flowing blood interfered with Sulrad's grip.
Zhimosom seized the opportunity to strike. The knife flashed towards Sulrad's throat. One move and the Priest would be cut, left to bleed out like a butchered pig.
Zhimosom gathered his power to him. He let the rage at Sulrad's murder of so many dragons emerge from Kel'hin's memories. The rage fueled his strength even further. He could easily do it. Just the smallest amount of pressure and it would be over.
Zhimosom drew Sulrad's magic out of him in preparation for that final thrust. It was mottled and muddy, a mixture of Sulrad and all of his victims. Zhimosom felt the dragon's magic in the Priest, just a hint of it, for Sulrad kept most of it secreted away in the amulet.
He put pressure on the knife, ready for the final thrust. He would slit the Priest's throat and separate his magic from him. He would not absorb the magic, but spill it harmlessly. With Sulrad dead, the dragons would be safe and he could restore them to their natural shape.
He was ready. He could do it. He gave the knife a tiny push, enough to pierce the skin, but not enough to sever the blood vessel.
Sulrad screamed in pain. "Please. I'll let you have it."
"Let me have what?" Zhimosom demanded.
"The amulet. You can command the dragons." Zhimosom was enraged. He was not after the amulet. He had no interest in commanding anyone. All he wanted was to be left alone to live his life, and Sulrad had shown time and time again that he would not let him be.
He nudged the knife deeper. Blood welled up from the point to dribble to the ground. It mixed with the slick puddle of blood from the dragon and Zhimosom himself. Zhimosom felt the power in Sulrad's blood. He plucked at it, examined it. Rotiaqua's magic was still there, connected. More than connected; intertwined.
His heart sank. If he killed Sulrad, Rotiaqua would die with him. Now that he was looking for it, Zhimosom sensed Rotiaqua's life force tightly woven in and amongst Sulrad's.
Zhimosom withdrew the knife. He put his hand around Sulrad's throat, squeezing it until the Priest gasped for breath. Zhimosom squeezed tighter, anger rising up in him. He looked down at Sulrad's face. The Priest was bloody and bruised. He was scratched and bleeding and his face turned red from lack of air.
Zhimosom wanted nothing more than to simply hold on as he was, and wait until the Priest breathed his last, but he could not. It would mean his death and that of Rotiaqua. His own life meant nothing, but he could not kill Rotiaqua.
He released his grasp. Resigned to let Sulrad live, Zhimosom grasped the amulet, determined to take advantage of the opportunity to rob Sulrad of his power to command the dragons.
As his hand came in contact with the jewel, a searing pain shot up his arm. He flinched and released the heavy golden amulet. Zhimosom looked at his palm. A burn the shape of the amulet was marked out in angry red.
He heard Sulrad laugh. "You can't take what's mine."
Zhimosom tried to take the amulet once more. This time, the pain flared in his hand even before he touched the thing. How was he going to defeat Sulrad's power?
Sulrad lay there watching Zhimosom with a triumphant look on his face. "You will always lose when you come against me."
Zhimosom pulled his hand back ready to strike Sulrad, but he resisted. He had to find a way to destroy Sulrad's advantage, or else all would be lost.
Zhimosom recalled the spell he had prepared to wrap Sulrad in his own magic. Maybe he could use it on the Amulet. Zhimosom reached for the amulet and layered the spell around it. "In tua magicae erites involvint," he called out.
Zhimosom felt the amulet resist. Had he gotten the spell wrong? The amulet was powerful. It was filled with dragon magic. Maybe he needed more power. He pressed Kel'hin's magic on the spell. He drew from the plains, and joined that magic to the effort.
The amulet grew hot and glowed with an internal light. It shook violently and vibrated with a piercing noise. Sulrad looked at it in horror and pulled it from his neck. He cast it aside as if it were a deadly snake about to bite him.
Zhimosom thought the amulet was going to explode and shatter into pieces, so violent was its resistance. Eventually it settled down, once again cold, dark, and quiet. It was done, the amulet could only be employed for one thing only, and that was what it had been used for last. But what was that? Zhimosom had a sinking feeling. Sulrad had used the amulet to command the dragon!
Zhimosom was disheartened. He had failed to free the dragons. He could not kill Sulrad. The only good that had come of it was to bar Sulrad from using the charm to power any new spells, but the dragons were still in danger. If he restored them to their original form, Sulrad would be able to command them once more. They were stuck in their new form until Zhimosom found a way to kill Sulrad without risking Rotiaqua.
Zhimosom felt for Du'ala. He reached out for her and pulled himself to her, leaving a bleeding Sulrad stranded on the empty island of Quineshua.



Protection
Zhimosom reeled from the travel spell that carried him from Quineshua to the plains of grass. He appeared beside Rotiaqua, who sat beside Du'ala, tending a small fire.
When Rotiaqua saw him she rushed over and hugged him so hard, he was afraid she would break his ribs. The pain in his arm flared up and he felt dizzy.
"Are you alright?" Rotiaqua said.
"I'll live. Sulrad tried to take my magic, but I defeated him."
"He is dead?" Du'ala asked.
Zhimosom shook his head to clear it but didn't look at her. "He's not dead. I have frozen the amulet so that he can't use it for anything but to command the dragons. I can't free you yet. I need to destroy the amulet before I can do that, or you will be back under his command."
Rotiaqua helped Zhimosom to the ground, where he sat on a rock. He was exhausted and had lost much blood.
"When will this happen?" Du'ala demanded.
"I don't know yet," Zhimosom said. "He almost beat me. Sulrad is a very powerful Wizard. If it were not for Kel'hin, I could not have defeated him."
"Kel'hin. Where is he?" Du'ala demanded.
"He's dead." Zhimosom shook his head. "Sulrad had already started to take his magic when I arrived. He was bleeding to death. He gave me his magic so I could defeat Sulrad."
"Yet you did not." Du'ala spat. She grabbed Zhimosom's robe and pulled his face to hers. She leaned in so close, their noses almost touched.
"You said you would kill the Priest. You said there would be no more killing and no more taking of the magic." Zhimosom could feel the heat of her breath. It reminded him of the dragon's fire.
Du'ala released Zhimosom's robe and pushed him away. "You failed!" She turned her back on Zhimosom.
"Please. I tried. He was just too powerful for me."
Du'ala spun around to face him. "And what about this?" She waved her hand in front of her new squat body. "What of this?"
"I'm sorry. You're going to have to remain that way for a while. Just until I can destroy the amulet. Then I'll come back and free you."
"Why shouldn't I just kill you? That would release the spell you hold us under."
"If you change back to your Dragon form, Sulrad will regain his control over you and you will be pressed to do his bidding."
Du'ala snorted at Zhimosom and he felt the heat of her dragon's fire. "Swear to me that you will not rest until you have defeated this Priest and released us." She shook her finger at him, and then looked around. "How will we survive here? How will we be safe from YOU?"
"I won't harm you." Zhimosom wondered why she thought she wasn't safe from him.
"Not you, YOU. Your kind, mankind. How will we be safe from them? We have no wings, no claws, and no fire."
"You still have your magic."
"Not enough. What will you do to make this place safe for us?"
Zhimosom pondered their predicament. He had made them small, yet powerful. They had magic, but once word got out, there would be a constant flood of people seeking them out, trying to use their magic, or capturing them for sport. He had to do something to protect them from humankind.
"I know," Rotiaqua said. "You can change the grass. Make it impenetrable to humans, but something that won't harm the dragons."
"That's a good idea, but I'll need your help." Zhimosom took Rotiaqua's hand. His magic touched the grass surrounding them. Zhimosom visualized the grass growing tall, almost as tall as he was, much taller than the dragon folk. It was tough and razor sharp. It would cut a normal person's skin open just as surely as a sword blade would, if they touched it unprotected. The dragons had their scales as protection against the sharp edges.
He felt the grass transform everywhere, except the small clearing where the people camped. Zhimosom felt it grow. There was a pronounced change to the air. It grew mustier, earthier, as the soil gave up its nutrients to the newly formed sword grass.
When the grass stopped growing, Zhimosom felt the magic in it. He had poured much of Kel'hin's remaining magic into the transformation. It would hold; for as long as he lived, the grasslands would be an impenetrable mass of green sword blades that no man could pass unprotected. The dragons would be safe.
Next, he turned his attention to the spell that bound the dragons. He altered it slightly, allowing them in times of need to transition their bodies to a new form. He visualized the mini dragon Rotiaqua had described to him.
He bent the spell to help preserve the dragon folk. If one of them was mortally wounded or near death, they could take an intermediate form while their magic recovered and then emerge as a mini dragon when the time was right. He wanted to restore the power of flight and fire to them as compensation for what he had taken from them.
He bound the spell to the earth and the grass. He reached deep within himself and found the last reserve of Kel'hin's power and used it to seal the spell. They would be safe. Safe until Zhimosom could deal with Sulrad and the amulet's power.
When he was done, Zhimosom sat heavily on the ground. He was exhausted and drained. He had failed them. He only hoped that the grass would provide them some measure of protection from the world around them. "You are safe now," he whispered.
Du'ala strode up to him, looking him straight in the eye. Her dragon eyes flared with anger.
"You promised. No more killing. Go deal with that Priest, then come back and free us." She stood with her hands on her hips, staring him in the eye, and then raised her arm.
"Go now. Back to your Wizards' city. Find the path to restore us."
Zhimosom felt the familiar disorientation of the travel spell and found himself sitting on the floor of the Council Chambers in Amedon. Rotiaqua was at his side.
 
 
 
 
Zhimosom surveyed the damage, collecting his thoughts. The smell of smoke and charred remains flooded the Council Chambers.
"Do you think anyone survived?" Zhimosom asked.
"I don't know. I sense some magic, but nothing like before."
Rotiaqua was the first to stand. She reached down and helped Zhimosom to his feet. He was still unsteady from the long night of transformation and then his battle with Sulrad. He hobbled towards the main entry doors, leaning heavily on Rotiaqua.
He saw a Wizard's staff leaning against one of the supporting pillars. He took it and leaned his weight on it. It felt good in his hand and he could sense the power of the jewel in its head. It was a good staff; he wondered to whom it had belonged.
The doors opened onto a sight that made Zhimosom's eyes tear up. The compound was smoldering, wagons and carts had been overturned and reduced to cinders or ash. Nothing remained alive, not even the solid stately trees that had lined the avenue.
"I can't believe they're all gone." Zhimosom sniffed. He probed for magic of any sort. He caught the scent of a Wizard, no, two Wizards, young ones, but definitely Wizards.
"Come on out, it's safe," Zhimosom shouted. He waited, searching out the source of the magic. Along the wall of the main building, a door slowly opened. Inside the doorway stood a young Wizard. The Wizard stretched his arm out, holding someone back in the shadows.
It was the two young Wizards Zhimosom had shielded during the dragon attack.
"Come on out," Zhimosom repeated. "It's safe now."
The young men inched forward. They looked into the sky, fear clear on their faces.
"It's safe," Zhimosom reiterated. "Is anyone else here? Did anyone else survive?"
"One of the Wizards ... I think." The first young man pointed to a pile of rubble.
Zhimosom rushed over to find Garlath buried beneath the rubble. He was bruised and burned, but breathing. "Garlath. How did you survive?" Zhimosom cried. "I saw the dragon fire strike you."
"I invoked a travel spell when the dragon attacked me ... It didn't hurt me ... much." Garlath rubbed his shoulder and paused to breathe.
"Let's get you up and out of here." Zhimosom helped Garlath to his feet. Garlath leaned heavily on Rotiaqua and one of the young Wizards. Zhimosom bent over his staff as they shuffled back to the Council Chambers.
"What happened?" Garlath asked as he slid into a chair.
"I freed one of the dragons, and he took Sulrad somewhere far away so we could work on the rest of the clan. Then I transformed them so the command spell would not work on them."
Zhimosom sat heavily by Garlath's side.
"Now what?" Garlath asked. He was breathing better. Zhimosom felt his own strength returning.
"I managed to defeat Sulrad," Zhimosom lied. "I froze the amulet ... the Charm of the Joiner ... so that it can only be used to command the dragons, and they are safe from him in their new form."
"How did you accomplish that?" Garlath demanded.
"I tied the spell I used to transform the dragons to the magic of the plains."
"How long will the dragons remain the way they are?"
"Until I release them." Zhimosom shrugged. "We must find a way to destroy the amulet so that it's safe to restore the dragons. Until we do that, they must remain the people of the grass.
Zhimosom felt a flush of shame at his failure to destroy Sulrad and restore the dragons. He knew he would have to find a way to free them without killing Sulrad. He resolved himself to study and work towards a solution until, the dragons were, once again, free to roam the skies.



Epilogue
Sulrad suffered in the cold as he wandered the island until he came to a place where a stand of trees grew beside a rapidly running river. The river crashed to the sea in a waterfall not far from where he stood.
A large grove of trees, their branches heavy with fruit, sheltered an abundance of wild creatures. Sulrad knew he would not starve to death, but being alone on the island was not what he had planned for himself.
He tried to travel using magic, but the amulet would not cooperate, and he didn't have enough power on his own to travel all the way to the mainland. He was stranded.
Sulrad built himself a crude shelter and learned how to hunt and fish. His hair and beard grew out and became a constant reminder of his impotence. He spent most of his days perched on the cliff, peering out to sea, hoping for a ship to sail nearby. As his magic recovered, Sulrad cast about, commanding any ship within range to alter course for the deserted island. All the while he brooded about his defeat at the hands of that young Wizard.
 
 
 
 
One afternoon while Sulrad was sitting on the edge of the cliff, he saw a sail off on the horizon. He found it hard to contain his excitement. Finally a ship had come in response to his spell. Or was he growing mad, seeing things that were not there?
The sails grew more distinct. It was a ship and it was headed his way.
Sulrad waited as patiently as he could until the ship drew near the shore. It was a solid square-rigged merchantman sitting low in the water. A boat was lowered into the water and Sulrad saw the men bend their backs into the oars.
He rushed to the beach where they would come ashore. Sulrad calmed himself as the boat fought the breakers and beached on the sand of a small alcove before the face of the cliff.
A man in black robes stood in the bow, peering towards land. Sulrad recognized him immediately.
It was Veran.
Veran leaped from the boat and ran to Sulrad. He bowed his head low and touched Sulrad's hand to his forehead. "Bless me, Father."
"How did you find me?" Sulrad asked.
"I sensed you, and that you were in trouble. I pulled together an expedition and used Temple funds to hire the ship. We've come to settle here and build a new Temple with you, one where we can be free from the watchful eye of the Baron and the Wizards of Amedon."
Sulrad looked back at the ship. Along the railing stood a row of adherents dressed in black robes, waiting for his blessing. Sulrad smiled. He had not been defeated. He would realize his dreams yet. From Quineshua, his Priests would infiltrate every city in every country until Ran was god over all.
And he, Sulrad, would be the High Priest of Ran, commanding an army of Wizards far larger than Amedon had. They would raise Temples everywhere and gather in the magic of any Wizard that refused to join them.
He didn't need the dragons.
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