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      Zhimosom prepared the spell that would take him to the confrontation he'd avoided for far too long. He'd scoured his library, brushed up on incantations he might need, and committed to memory anything he thought would give him an edge in the battle to come. He mixed and packed the special ingredients that would power the more arcane spells and breathed a heavy sigh.

      "You're committed to this, then?" Rotiaqua asked. The sorceress sat across from the wizard. Her long white hair mirrored his own just as many of her mannerisms did. He was constantly moving, his flowing beard out of the way of his preparations.

      "I am." Zhimosom pulled at his robe and settled into his chair. He leaned over the table, folding his aged hands on top of the book that lay before him.

      He spread his palms and an image appeared above the book. It showed a young man in his twentieth summer, tall and strong with a serious look on his face that belied his age. He held a wizard's staff in his hand. Beside him stood a woman of similar age. She wore her hair in long curls that dropped to her shoulders and had a far less stern expression.

      An aura of magic surrounded them; a light purple mist emanated from each of them to wrap around the other. It was the bond of magic between a paired wizard and sorceress. It was a bond Zhimosom knew well. It was the same bond he shared with the sorceress Rotiaqua.

      He knew Rotiaqua was fond of them by the way she looked at their image. She had taken the girl, Chihon, under her tutelage and had become a fast friend to Lorit almost since Zhimosom had first sensed the lad's powers awaken.

      "They need to come to Amedon and undertake the trials." Zhimosom looked up at Rotiaqua. "We've waited far too long for another pair to form. We can't afford to lose them to a traitor. It might be yet again four hundred summers before another sorceress like her arises at just the right time to pair with a wizard like him."

      Rotiaqua reached out and patted his hand. Her hands were old but not quite as bony and thin as his were. Her long years had done little to destroy her well-fed appearance or dim the ever-present look of mischief from her face. She still reminded Zhimosom of the girl he'd met in his youth.

      "I thought the temple was behind their troubles?" Rotiaqua asked. "Did you find something else?"

      "There is a wizard working in league with the temple." Zhimosom waved his hand, and the image of the youngsters vanished. "I am convinced of it. I can feel it in the residue left in their wake. It's not just the temple any longer." Zhimosom sat back in his chair. "There is nothing to do but confront the traitor directly."

      "Do you think that's wise? What if he does have temple magic at his command?"

      "I have my own sources of magic to draw on," Zhimosom said.

      "I trust you will be careful. You know how I depend on you."

      "I will take all due care, but if I don't confront him now, he will only grow stronger. It is best done quickly."

      Zhimosom closed the book and stood. He was committed to his course of action, but he was apprehensive. Meeting another wizard in his own domain was always fraught with peril.

      He looked at Rotiaqua once more. "Wish me luck," he said as he invoked the travel spell.
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        * * *

      

      As the disorientation cleared, Zhimosom found himself in a study much like his own. There were books and wizardly paraphernalia strewn about the dusty room in a haphazard manner. Some wizards liked a clean workspace, but Zhimosom wasn't one of them, nor was his adversary.

      Zhimosom always said he knew exactly where everything was from the last time he'd used it. Putting things away would only require him to remember not only where he'd used the item last but also where he'd stored it. That was simply too much to bother with.

      "Welcome," a voice spoke out of the darkness. "Glad you could make it."

      Zhimosom peered into the gloomy corner of the room. He could barely make out the form sitting in the chair behind the desk. He removed his glasses and cleaned them, replaced them on his face, and squinted to get a better look. The figure waited patiently.

      "That's better," Zhimosom muttered. "There's no use hiding in the shadows. Let me see you."

      The wizard rose from his seat and stepped into the light. He was young, barely a hundred summers in age. His hair was dark brown and thick, his beard neatly trimmed, and he wore the robes of a senior member of the Wizard's Council. His dark and foreboding eyes were ones that Zhimosom recognized instantly from many a council meeting. "So, it's you, then?"

      "Yes, it's me."

      "I believe you have taken it upon yourself to interfere with one of my students," Zhimosom stated. "A young wizard named Lorit."

      "Why would you say such a thing?" He took a step toward Zhimosom. "Are you accusing me of treachery?"

      "Yes. He's been plagued by the temple since the power awoke in him. It has only been lately that I sensed that someone was aiding the priests against him."

      The wizard shrugged.

      "Do you deny it?"

      The wizard moved closer and Zhimosom stepped back, trying to keep the separation between them optimal for the battle he knew was coming.

      "Deny it? Why should I deny anything?" The wizard raised his hand to reveal a ball of violet light that spun rapidly and shed sparks. He looked at it almost lovingly, then back at Zhimosom. "The temple has granted me access to power, more power than I ever dreamed of—enough to defeat even you."

      Zhimosom stood his ground and raised a shimmering wall of protective magic around him in preparation for the assault. He wished he was just a hundred years younger as he called upon the depths of his magic, summoning it to him, focusing it, bending it to his will.

      He reached into a small leather bag that hung at his waist and grasped a handful of the carefully prepared mixture. He scattered it on the floor in front of his feet, creating an arc of protection between himself and the traitor. "Capere persona qui venit adversantur me," he said, commanding the potion to bind the one who came against him.

      Smoke rose from the powder, thick and dark. It flared into a brilliant crimson flame, forming an impenetrable wall between them. Zhimosom could feel the heat of it on his face and hands as he poured his power into it.

      "You have always trusted in your shields, but they won't help you now." The wizard took a step toward the wall of fire and raised his hands; he inserted them into the flames and separated them, parting Zhimosom's barrier as if it were but a curtain of fine silk.

      He stepped through.

      Zhimosom shuffled back, retreating to put some distance between them once more.

      The wizard advanced and the battle commenced, each throwing magic at the other. Spells were deftly caught, diverted, warded, but as the battle raged on, Zhimosom felt himself giving more ground than he'd wished. It was exhausting, and he had only his own magic to draw upon, while his opponent had the stored magic of the temple's many victims at his command.

      "Just one more step," the wizard said, advancing on him.

      Startled, Zhimosom stepped back. He felt a strange sensation rising from the floor beneath him and looked down. A hexagram with complex and powerful symbols inscribed in each vertex had been carefully drawn on the hardwood floor. He recognized the symbols as those meant to bind him and dampen his magical powers.

      A brief flash of panic struck him before he calmed himself and quietly worked the magic that would counter the spell. It should have released him instantly, but something powered it that he had not expected.

      He struggled against it, panic rising in him as it clenched around his body, immobilizing him. He grew angry, angry with himself for falling for such a simple trap, angry at his inability to defeat such a basic spell. He focused his rage, but it was no use. He was trapped.

      "Tenent hostium ieiunium," the wizard said, commanding the hexagram to freeze Zhimosom where he stood. The colors in the diagram spun, slowly at first, but gaining speed quickly. The diagram threw off sparks as the red light wove its way around each of the outlying symbols.

      "Eum ligare ubi stat," the wizard continued, binding Zhimosom and his magic. The inner hexagram lit up with a deep violet light that chased around the perimeter sparking new life into each outlying symbol until the entire diagram was alive with the rushing light.

      "Caperent eum ibi aeterno," the wizard shouted, commanding the spell to trap Zhimosom for all eternity. He stepped back and laughed.

      Zhimosom reached out to Rotiaqua. The connection was weak and tenuous. The spells were already sapping his strength. He had barely enough time to get a few words out. "Be careful. It's..." He didn't get the chance to tell her the name of the traitor before the spell took hold and silenced the connection. Zhimosom cast his glance back at the traitorous wizard.

      The wizard smiled as he took a seat at the table. "I could only have dreamed that you would show up right in the middle of my trap."

      "Why are you doing this?" Zhimosom struggled to get the words out. The spell was growing stronger, dampening his will, draining his magic, and keeping him from speaking any words that might free him or weaken his prison.

      "It should be obvious." The wizard looked up at him. "All these years I've had to put up with your rules and your code of conduct. You're getting old, it's time you stepped down and let your successor take over.

      "When I discovered that you were planning to hand your legacy over to a foundling, a mere boy, well, that was just too much to bear. I can ill afford a young new wizard to rule the council." The wizard paged through the large tome he'd been examining when Zhimosom arrived.

      "I've had enough of your interfering ways," he shouted. He flipped through the pages of the book, tearing one of them. He stood up and leaned over the desk toward Zhimosom, his face red and hot. "This cannot be allowed. The Wizard's Council needs a strong leader, not a doddering old fool or an ignorant young boy."

      The wizard smoothed out the page he'd ripped. "No, I'm not going to lose my temper. This must be done calmly and with proper forethought." He stood, pushing his chair back, reached down, picked up his pack, and slung it over his shoulder. He grasped his staff and strode around the table to confront Zhimosom.

      "You should be safe here for a while. If you don't mind, I will leave you alone with your regrets. I have a priest to see."

      The wizard headed out of his study without looking back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sulrad waited for the traitor to arrive. He thought of the wizard as a traitor, for what else would you call someone who had turned from a faithful member of the Wizard's Council to an agent of the temple? He didn't for one heartbeat think that the wizard could be trusted, but the plan the traitor offered was too good an opportunity to lose simply because of a lack of trust. He would keep a watchful eye on him.

      "He has arrived, Father," Sulrad's assistant notified him.

      "Enter." Sulrad fingered the ornate knife that sat on his desk. He had nothing to fear from any of his guests, but it gave him some slight comfort to greet this particular guest armed.

      He waited until he was certain that the traitor was growing restless before he looked up. The traitor was a young wizard, too young to be this insolent, being barely a hundred summers in age. He had thick, dark brown hair and a neatly trimmed beard to match.

      Sulrad's was the only chair in his study, so his guests always stood. As the head of the temple of Ran, he preferred to keep his visitors standing, so he could dismiss them quickly once his business was complete. It was also easier to clean up in the event someone angered him and he had to reduce them to ash, a fact that was not lost on his underlings.

      "It's done." The traitorous wizard stood there in his arrogance.

      "You're certain that you have Zhimosom safely bound?"

      "I was able to access the power of the temple that you provided for that effort and found it sufficient. He should be safely out of your way for the foreseeable future."

      "At times, the foreseeable future is only a brief moment." Sulrad pushed his chair back and stood. He leaned over his desk. "It's not only my plans that are at stake here. You have much to lose if Zhimosom escapes. I'm certain his retribution will be swift and painful, should he escape your trap, especially now that he knows who you are."

      "I'm confident that he's safely bound. I could have killed him if you had not forbidden it. I think that would be a far safer course of action. It would have taken only a little more power than what you provided. I could have ended his interference forever."

      Sulrad struggled to keep his panic under control. He couldn't let the traitor suspect the consequences should he carry out such a threat. "The temple expended considerable effort to acquire the power you were granted for your task. The trap you sprang on Zhimosom was costly. Besides, his death would not have accomplished what you think.

      "If Zhimosom were to be killed," Sulrad continued, "the council would become suspicious. They would take it as an attack on them and respond in kind. This way they will simply think he has taken on a new quest and is in isolation, studying, or that he is off on one of his frequent journeys and does not wish to be bothered. By the time they realize what has happened, it will be too late."

      The traitor bowed his head slightly. "As you wish."

      "I have someone I want you to meet while you are here. You two will be working together, although you each have a different role to play. She is a powerful sorceress and a High priestess in the temple of Ran."

      Sulrad reached out his magical connection for Tass and summoned her to his study.

      Tass was a short woman with a slightly crooked nose and one eye that didn't quite follow the other. She looked more like an old serving woman than a High Priestess, a fact that had often led others to underestimate her, much to their detriment.

      "Tass, this is the traitor who is going to bring us the Wizard's Council."

      "I have a name, you know."

      "You are a traitor." Sulrad raised his defenses and gathered power to himself in case the traitor decided to make a foolish move against him. "That is what you are, and that is what I have named you. It will constantly remind everyone that you are to be trusted only as far as necessary."

      Tass stepped next to Sulrad and raised her hand. "Please, let's focus on our mutual success. We have much to do and shouldn't waste time and energy bickering over such insults."

      "You are ready to begin?" Sulrad asked her.

      "I'm ready."

      Sulrad looked back at the traitor. "I will never trust you. However, I am convinced that our current interests coincide and that I can depend on you to act in your best interest, which at this moment is also mine. Do not let me down, or there will be severe consequences."

      He dismissed the wizard with a wave of his hand and watched as the traitor turned to mist and dissipated.

      "Can we trust him?" Tass asked.

      "Most certainly not." Sulrad placed the ceremonial knife back in its ornate holder. "We must be vigilant. A traitor who turns against his own cause will just as easily turn against us. Be prepared to kill him at any moment."

      Tass bowed her head. "I will leave at once."

      "I await your success." Sulrad watched as Tass stepped into the open spot where the traitor had vanished, turned to mist, and dissipated. He paused for a moment, pondering the events he had set in motion. Deciding that there was nothing to be gained by worrying, he turned back to his work.
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      A sharp rap on the door interrupted Lorit as he finished packing for the journey to Amedon.

      He ignored it.

      Chihon threw him a questioning look, but he shook his head. "Don't answer it."

      Lorit shouldered his pack and stepped away from the door. "Let them think we've already gone. We don't need any more trouble." Lorit wanted nothing to do with anyone in Veldwaite. He'd done what he'd come here to do, kill the priest who'd murdered his sister, and now all he wanted was to get to Amedon and start training with the free wizards.

      The knock came again, this time more insistent. "In the name of the king, open up."

      "I don't think they're going to go away," Chihon said.

      "I don't care," Lorit said as he scanned the room for any missed belongings. He heard a key in the door and raised his power in anticipation of a fight. He glanced over at Chihon, who threw him a look of disapproval.

      "You'd better let them in," she said.

      The door opened and Lorit saw the innkeeper back away to reveal a castle guard. "Are you the wizard Lorit?" the guard asked.

      "Yes, I am." Lorit lowered his shields enough to allow the guard into the room, but he kept a wall of protection around himself and Chihon. He'd learned to be cautious and didn't trust anyone with a weapon.

      "The king wants to see you." The guard glanced at Chihon. "Both of you."

      "What is this about? We haven't done anything wrong," Lorit protested.

      The guard shrugged. "I was told to fetch you for an audience with the king. I don't ask why." He motioned for the door. "Please follow me."

      Lorit grabbed Chihon's pack and held it out to her. She took it and followed Lorit as the guard led them out of the inn and down the road toward the castle.
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        * * *

      

      Veldwaite Castle was dreary and imposing at the same time. The banners that hung from the main road had once been bright and festive but now were faded and somber. Lorit and Chihon entered the castle gate with trepidation.

      "What do you think he wants with us?" Lorit asked.

      "I don't know, but if we were in trouble, we would be under arrest. Let's hear what he has to say."

      "I wish Rotiaqua could have stayed. She'd know what to do. Nothing good ever comes of getting involved with the castle folk."

      "She had wizard's business to tend to," Chihon said as they rounded the final bend. The castle loomed large above them, and the gates of the keep were wide open, revealing the regal reception area.

      The guards escorted them into the cavernous expanse. The towering pillars that supported the ceiling far overhead were decorated with brightly colored banners proclaiming the king's mighty deeds. They were only slightly less worn and tattered than the ones that adorned the main road.

      Lorit and Chihon slowly walked from the imposing entryway along the plush carpet and up to the throne.

      King Orin sat there, stiff and formal. He was a middle-aged man with a neatly trimmed beard that matched the hair on his head. It was wavy and lightly peppered with gray. He held his scepter stiffly as if he'd rather be holding his sword.

      As they approached the throne, Lorit stopped and bowed deeply, just as he'd been taught. He watched as Chihon did her best to recreate the curtsy she'd been instructed was appropriate for one of her age before the king.

      "Rise," the Chancellor called out. Lorit and Chihon stood in unison. Lorit spoke the words he'd been told were expected of every supplicant who came before the king.

      "Your Highness," Lorit said. "How may we be of service?"

      "Are you the wizard Lorit?"

      "I am, Sire."

      "I was told that it was you who was responsible for the disturbance at the temple. Is that correct?"

      "I...Sire, I was only defending myself..." Lorit wasn't familiar with the local politics. He didn't know if the king was an adherent of the temple or not. He searched for any clue, but the king just looked at him expectantly. Lorit felt like he should say something, but he kept his silence.

      King Orin stared intently at Lorit and Chihon. Finally, he broke eye contact and looked around the audience chamber. Functionaries and bureaucrats lined the walls, waiting on the king's every word. The king heaved a heavy sigh. "I fear that what we have to discuss is better said in private."

      The king stood up, grasped the crown from his head, and tossed it onto the seat of his throne. He turned and walked briskly toward a door off to the side of the audience chamber. He glanced back at Lorit and Chihon. "Are you coming?"

      Lorit hurried to follow the king, glancing back to make sure Chihon was right behind him. They entered a large banquet hall that was small only by comparison to the main audience chamber. A long table and comfortable chairs filled the center of the room, and windows looked down on the city from one wall.

      King Orin pulled out a chair and fell into it. He gestured to the seats next to him. "Please."

      Lorit and Chihon took the indicated places and waited for the king.

      "I understand you're a powerful wizard," the king said.

      "I wouldn't say I'm a powerful wizard, but I am a wizard, yes." It felt strange for Lorit to claim that title, but he was a wizard now, even though he had not been formally trained.

      The king held up his hand. "You brought down the temple and slaughtered the priests. That's a powerful wizard. Besides, what I ask of you will not require any extraordinary use of your powers."

      The king leaned forward and lowered his voice. "I have a task that I require of you. It is important to me and has a great impact on the future of my kingdom."

      The king stood up, walked over to the window, and gazed down on the city below. He spoke with his back turned. "There is an unspoken truce between the Throne and the temple. I don't favor them, but they have influence with the nobles and could cause a lot of trouble for me if they wished."

      King Orin turned and sat on the window ledge. "My son, Prince Ghall, should be the next king of Veldwaite. He's spent his life learning the ways of the castle and preparing to take my place when I'm no longer able to rule the kingdom."

      The king stood up and paced the dining room. "Prince Ghall is a bright young man and learning his lessons well. I had grown confident in his abilities to lead the kingdom…until recently."

      King Orin took his seat once more. He motioned for the servants to bring him wine and waited while his chalice was filled. He offered some to Lorit and Chihon before continuing. "Over the last few moons, something has happened that cast doubt over his suitability as the next king."

      Lorit waited for the king to continue. He glanced at Chihon for any cue to speak, but she shook her head slightly.

      "The priests have been coming around asking about the prince." The king took a deep draught of his wine. "They think he has the wizard's power, and the boy has been having nightmares. Nightmares that become real, so it's not beyond the realm of possibility."

      The king pushed his chair back and walked back to the window. He grasped the window ledge and leaned deep into the window, his gaze fixed on the far horizon.

      "If he is a wizard, I don't want him going to the temple. I can survive his never becoming king, but I don't want him under temple control. I want you to take him with you to Amedon where he can be trained by the free wizards."

      "Has anyone tested him to determine whether he is a wizard?" Lorit asked.

      "The priests have repeatedly asked to examine him, but I have refused," King Orin said. "Can you tell me if he's a wizard?"

      "I may be able to." Lorit thought the king looked more like a worried father than a regal ruler. He should be able to tell if the boy had powers.

      "Where is the boy now?" Lorit asked.

      The king signaled to one of the guards, who immediately left the room. "He is near."

      The guard returned shortly with a boy that could only be Prince Ghall. He was fourteen summers in age, just the age when magic awakens in a boy. His hair and face were the king's, while his innocent smile and his soulful eyes could only have come from his mother. The boy stood at attention before Lorit, waiting to be addressed.

      "Sit down and relax," Lorit said. "I just want you to talk with me a little while. Explain what's been happening."

      The prince sat straight in his chair as if afraid to relax.

      The boy described the dreams he had been having and how sometimes things he dreamed about became real. As Lorit listened to him, he recalled his own awakening and how he had materialized an apple just by thinking about how good it would taste.

      "Close your eyes." Lorit raised a shield around the boy to protect him from discovery. "I want you to imagine a nice juicy red apple. Visualize it sitting on the table in front of you. Picture it in your mind. Make it real and describe it to me in as much detail as you can. Make me see it."

      Lorit spoke softly to the boy, instructing him to visualize a conjuration while he probed for signs of magic. As the boy spoke, Lorit saw small sparks of purple light appear, and just as quickly, die out again. He could sense magic around the boy but was not sure if it was originating with Prince Ghall or if it was residual magic. Perhaps it was a spell to protect the boy.

      "That's enough." He tapped the prince lightly on the shoulder to break his concentration.

      Prince Ghall slowly recovered. His eyes focused on Lorit questioningly.

      "He shows signs of power, but it's weak and unfocused," Lorit said.

      "You are certain?" King Orin asked.

      "I sense a slight trace of power around him, but I can't say for sure. I would like to have someone more experienced examine him. Normally I would call on the wizard Zhimosom for something like this."

      "Can you call him here?" The king gestured at an empty chair.

      "He doesn't leave Amedon."

      "If my son is a wizard..." The king got up and paced the chamber, pausing periodically to peer out the window at the city below.

      "Prince Ghall is my only son. Without the prince, the kingdom will be up for grabs to whichever family can put forth a suitable mate for my daughter."

      He grabbed his chalice from the table and downed its contents in one gulp, then threw it against the wall, where it struck with a resounding clatter. "This could very well ruin my kingdom."

      Lorit knew better than to answer.

      Finally, the king turned to confront his son.

      "You will accompany these two to Amedon where you will be tested by the wizard Zhimosom. If you possess magic...the burden of the kingdom will pass to your sister."

      The prince sat quietly, watching his father with tearful eyes, saying nothing.

      The king stared at his son and then turned his back. "Tonight, we will feast. Tomorrow, you'll be on your way."

      Lorit waited for more from the king, who stood silently, looking down at the city below. Finally, the king sniffed and spoke with a heavy voice, keeping his back toward them. "Go now."
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        * * *

      

      Lorit and Chihon were escorted to a room where they could prepare for the evening's banquet. The servants came to fit them for clothing, stating that proper attire would be provided.

      "You don't look very pleased," Chihon said as they were being measured.

      Lorit didn't want to admit that he was looking forward to spending time with her alone on the road. He fumbled for an excuse to leave the prince behind. "He'll only complicate matters, slow us down." He looked away from her, worried she would see the lie in his eyes.

      "He's only a boy. He won't be much of a bother."

      "Let's leave tonight. We can sneak out of the castle and be gone before the king knows we've left." He felt slightly guilty leaving the prince behind, but surely the king had resources to escort him to Amedon. Lorit didn't need to be the one to do it.

      "Lorit, you never wanted to abandon a boy to the temple before. Why not take the prince?"

      Lorit let the tailor lift his arm as he stretched the tape from Lorit's shoulder to his wrist. "Look how it turned out. Ardser killed by the temple, Chedel dead by my hand. The only one with power I haven't gotten killed yet is you, Chihon, and you're not exactly safe here." He worried more about her safety than his own. Lorit knew that he could take on any priest and survive. Hadn't he done just that in the temple?

      "Prince Ghall needs our help. You know you can't just abandon him."

      She was right. If he left the prince behind, the boy would either end up dead at the hand of some priest, or he would be turned. Lorit didn't like either of those choices, but he didn't want to take responsibility for the boy either. It seemed he had no choice, like so many things that had happened to him since his power had awakened. His life was not his own, and he just wasn't sure whose it was.

      Once the tailor left, Lorit turned to Chihon. "I need to talk to Zhimosom, see what he thinks."

      He sat at the table next to her and emptied his mind. He focused his consciousness on the old wizard, picturing Zhimosom sitting in the ornately carved chair in his study, his long white beard flowing down to cover the book habitually open before him.

      Zhimosom had always responded immediately to his contact, either accepting it or pushing him away with instructions to come back later. This time it was different, Lorit could not feel Zhimosom's magic. Since Zhimosom had shown Lorit how to recognize each wizard by their power, Lorit had always had a small touch of Zhimosom's magic with him. He searched for it.

      It was gone.

      He reached his hand out to Chihon. "He's not there. See if you can sense him."

      He felt Chihon's magic join his own, but still, there was no trace of Zhimosom. It was as if the old wizard had simply ceased to exist.

      "What's happened?" Lorit jumped up from the table. "He's never done this before."

      "I can’t feel him either, but I can still sense Rotiaqua. Let's try to contact her. She'll know." Chihon pulled Lorit back into his chair. He felt her reach out to the sorceress, dragging his consciousness along with her.

      He recognized the magic of the sorceress, but it was muted and dulled. They struggled to locate her. Lorit recalled her image picturing her in his mind. After a while, he located her in Zhimosom's study.

      He reached out, opening a conduit for their conversation. He was surprised by the weakness of the contact. Usually, it was strong and clear, but now it seemed feeble and insubstantial.

      "Lorit...Chihon," she said as the contact settled down.

      "Something has happened to Zhimosom!" Lorit blurted. "I tried to contact him, but he didn't answer. I can't find his magic, and he doesn't respond to my attempts at contact."

      "He went to confront a wizard that he believed is in league with the temple, the one who is behind your recent troubles. He left this morning and he has not returned." Worry lined the sorceress' face.

      "What happened? Where is he? What can we do?" Lorit fired questions at her, not waiting for her answers.

      "I don't know what happened. I can feel his power but only dimly. It's only because of our pairing that I can feel him at all."

      She leaned forward and looked Lorit in the eye. "The last thing I heard from him was a warning. He knew who it was, but he didn't get a chance to tell me."

      "We have to go. We have to save Zhimosom." Lorit didn't care how great the risk. He had to find Zhimosom.

      "Hold on, if this wizard was strong enough to harm Zhimosom, you're no match for him," Rotiaqua said.

      "I don't care."

      "How will you find him?"

      "Don't you know where he went?"

      "I do not, and even if I did, I cannot travel without Zhimosom's power. I'm afraid I am stuck here until we find him."

      "What do you want us to do?" Lorit tapped the table with his fingers. He wanted to get going, to do something, anything.

      "Just keep to your current plans until I know more. What were you doing before you contacted me?"

      "We have been asked to accompany Prince Ghall to Amedon. The priests have been inquiring about him. They think he has the wizard's power. I can see the signs in him so I wanted to have Zhimosom confirm this before we bring the boy with us."

      "Take the boy then and go to Amedon. Implore the council to join in the search for Zhimosom. With the combined power of the two of you, they may be able to find him before it's too late."

      The sorceress faded from view as Lorit dropped the connection.

      "Let's go." Lorit stood up and grabbed his pack.

      "We can't leave now. We have to take the prince with us, and the king certainly won't let him go before the banquet. It's his last chance to spend time with his son. We can leave in the morning."

      "This can't wait. Zhimosom needs our help."

      "What did Rotiaqua say?" Chihon placed her hands on her hips and looked at him.

      "To keep to our current plans, but we need to do something."

      "We are going to do something: stick to our plan."

      There was a knock at the door. The servants had arrived with a fresh dress for Chihon and a new robe for Lorit.

      "If the master will accompany me, we will bathe you and prepare you for the evening's banquet."

      "Are you sure about this?" Lorit asked.

      "Yes. I'll see you at dinner tonight." She pushed him toward the door. "Go get ready."
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        * * *

      

      Chihon was seated at the table next to Princess Ukina. She'd spent the afternoon being pampered and prepared for the banquet. She was dressed in the finest clothes she'd ever worn, although she was more at home in her travel cloak and hiking boots than the finery dictated for an official court function. She pulled at her dress, trying to get comfortable.

      She searched the dinner guests for Lorit. They had been separated by the servants who came to prepare them, and she didn't know where he was. She found him at the king's table, seated between the Chancellor and Prince Ghall. Lorit wore the rich, dark green robe that the king had bestowed on him, which made him look all the more like a wizard.

      She saw the ease with which he engaged the court in conversation and realized he'd grown in his confidence as he'd grown into his power during their travels.

      "Isn't he handsome?" the princess asked. When Chihon didn't respond, the girl gave her a sharp jab with her elbow and nodded toward Lorit. "Isn't he handsome?"

      "I guess so," Chihon replied offhandedly. She was more concerned with his behavior than his looks. He was usually so quiet and reserved, but tonight he seemed to be a little more flamboyant than she had ever seen.

      "You're so lucky," the princess continued. "You traveled with him across the Plains of Grass and over the mountains to get here, didn't you?" The princess turned to face Chihon clapping her hands together. "Did you get to see him do magic? Were you there when he brought down the temple?"

      They had agreed to keep Chihon's power a secret. Lorit didn't want word getting around that she was a sorceress, for fear that the temple would attack her directly, as they'd done with him. The princess didn't realize that Chihon was instrumental in bringing down the temple and that she shared her powers with Lorit.

      Before she could formulate a response, the princess was off again.

      "And you, you're so pretty. Not like me."

      Chihon didn't think of herself as pretty. She was just a girl who sold bread in the market, nothing special.

      "I wish I could travel with the wizard, just like you do," the princess continued.

      Chihon looked her over. The princess was slightly taller than Chihon but thin and spindly. She reminded Chihon of a bird with her bony arms and legs and a pronounced nose. Even though the princess had two maids to attend to her appearance, her hair was in a constant state of disarray with frayed ends poking out from her carefully built coif.

      "Princess, you have such a wonderful life. You live in the palace with all these servants around. You never have to sleep in the woods or walk for leagues every day just to get somewhere."

      She glanced over at Lorit. It looked as if he was enjoying the wine a little too much. He was talking loudly and gesturing wildly. She felt the power rise in him just as it did when he fought the priest. He was preparing to use his magic, right there in the middle of the feast.

      She reached out to him and tried to dampen his power, encouraging him to relax, and dissuading him from doing something he would regret. She felt him push her away as he released a spell.

      Suddenly, there was a loud bang and a large cloud of smoke appeared in front of Lorit. The crowd made appreciative noises as the smoke cleared. In front of Lorit lay a small pile of copper coins. He picked them up and handed them out to the servants who were attending him.

      Chihon had felt the energy drain from Lorit when he did the conjuration. She pushed a reproach at him, warning him that he was attracting attention that, surely, they wished to avoid.

      A sharp jab interrupted her efforts. "Did you see that?" the princess demanded.

      "Yes, I did." Chihon had to raise her voice to be heard over the sound of the band tuning their instruments.

      "Isn't he amazing? You're so lucky." The princess looked at her like a small child excited by a shiny new toy.

      "Lucky is not how I describe the situation," Chihon said sarcastically.

      Before she could finish, the princess was out of her seat and rushing for Lorit. She grabbed him out of his chair and hauled him to the center of the floor just as the band began to play a dance tune.

      Servants quickly cleared the tables and hauled them away, leaving the room clear for the dancers. Chihon stood back against the wall, watching Lorit dance with Princess Ukina. The girl held on to him as if he were going to escape at any moment. He was not a strong dancer so their dance consisted mostly of the princess dragging Lorit around the floor in time to the music. Chihon smiled, knowing how uncomfortable this made him, although he did seem to be enjoying himself.

      She had never seen Lorit behave like this. He was usually so serious and reserved. She wondered why he was allowing the princess to hang all over him when he could have done something to cool her ardor. Chihon steeled herself to wind her way through the crowd, cut into their dance, and remind Lorit that they had an early start in the morning when a strange voice interrupted her thoughts.

      "She's quite the dancer, isn't she?" someone said. She looked over to see a young man standing next to her. He was dressed in court finery and wore a sword. Only members of the royal family were allowed weapons at a gathering like this.

      "I'm Rothen, the king's nephew. My father was the king's brother." He offered her a chalice of wine.

      Chihon accepted the proffered drink and took a sip. The wine was tasty, but she felt the strength of it as it went down and knew it was much more potent than the ale she was used to. She took a second swallow, not wanting to appear ungracious, and set it on the table nearby.

      "Do you know the princess well, then?" she asked.

      "We grew up together, right here in the castle." He nodded toward the hallways adjoining the banquet room. "She's quite a handful. Your friend isn't going to get a chance to dance with anyone else tonight."

      "I was just deciding if I should try to cut in and rescue him," Chihon said, glancing over at the couple. The princess had a death grip on Lorit. He caught Chihon's eye and smiled a silly smile at her as they swirled by.

      "I wouldn't advise getting between the princess and her conquest. She's very protective." Rothen extended his arm. "Would you do me the honor of this dance?"

      Chihon considered his offer. She was only a slightly better dancer than Lorit and didn't actually feel comfortable around the royals. She considered making an excuse that she had to make an early start and was tired, but dancing with Rothen might give her the opportunity to intercept and rejoin Lorit.

      "I don't bite." Rothen looked at her with sad eyes that begged her indulgence.

      "I guess one dance won't hurt." Chihon took his hand and stepped into the throng.

      Rothen whirled her around the floor in time to the music until she thought her legs were going to give out. Chihon caught occasional glimpses of Lorit and Princess Ukina as they danced by, but she was unable to make her way over to them.

      She must have drunk more wine than she'd planned, or it was a lot stronger than it appeared, or maybe it was the whirling around the dance floor. Chihon felt dizzy and lightheaded. She leaned on Rothen more and more as the dance wore on.

      Finally, she bent close to his ear to be heard above the band. "I don't think I'm feeling all that well. Can we please sit down?"
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        * * *

      

      As the princess led Lorit around the dance floor, he caught sight of Chihon. She was dancing with a young man wearing a sword, one of the royal family, no doubt. Lorit felt a slight flush at the sight. Who was this man Chihon was dancing with?

      She didn't look like she was enjoying the dance. Lorit saw her slump down into the man's arms. He caught her and held her up. She was flush and sweaty and her eyes closed as she collapsed completely, held up only by her dance partner.

      Lorit pulled free of the princess and started for Chihon.

      "Where are you going?" the princess asked, grabbing his arm.

      "Chihon," was all he said as he shook free of her grasp. He pushed through the crowd of dancers, heedless of the fact that he knocked down a couple who hadn't seen him coming until it was too late.

      He reached Chihon and grabbed her arm, throwing it over his shoulder and lifting her weight from her dance partner. He pulled her off the dance floor and over to a chair, lowering her gently into it.

      "Chihon, what happened? Are you all right?" Lorit felt a cold sweat break out. She was barely breathing. He reached out to her with his magic. She was weak and unresponsive. He pushed his magic into her, trying to give her strength.

      She looked up at him. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused. "Lorit?" Chihon's eyes fluttered and closed. He felt her weight on him as she collapsed against his shoulder.

      Lorit looked at the man who had been dancing with her. "What happened?"

      "She was feeling a little dizzy and asked me to help her off the dance floor. Then she just collapsed."

      Lorit pulled one arm around his shoulder as he tried to help her up. He was unsteady on his feet from a little too much wine. Thankfully, the man helped him carry her back to her room. Lorit laid her on the bed. "Thank you for your help. Can you fetch a healer?"

      "I'll send one over." Rothen quickly left the room.

      A short while later a woman arrived with a jug of water and a few vials. "I'm Tass, the princess' maid and a healer."

      She knelt down next to Chihon and placed her hand on the girl's forehead, then she loosened Chihon's gown and propped her head up on a pillow.

      "So she can breathe easier," the old woman said. She looked up at Lorit. "You don't look too good yourself. Why don't you go get some sleep?"

      "I need to take care of Chihon." Lorit steadied himself on the bedpost. He didn't feel all that well himself.

      The old woman stood up and took Lorit's arm. She guided him to the door. "Go to bed. I'll come to get you if she gets any worse. I'm sure she will be well by morning."

      She looked Lorit over carefully. "Probably better than you will be in the morning. Now go."

      Lorit waited until he heard the door click shut behind him and made his way to his own room. He was unsteady and felt like he might not make it, but he found his room and collapsed onto the bed. He didn't even take time to pull off his boots before he was fast asleep.
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      The shaking of the earth woke Lorit. His head throbbed with every beat of his heart. His mouth felt like a horse had slept in it overnight. It took a moment for him to realize that it wasn't the earth moving; it just felt like it. He was being shaken in his comfortable bed. He opened his eyes to see a servant standing over him.

      "Come on, they're ready," the servant said.

      Lorit sat up slowly, but that only increased the pain and disorientation he felt. He looked at the young man through foggy eyes. "Who's ready?"

      Lorit was somewhat confused about where he was and who was speaking to him.

      "Prince Ghall and Chihon are ready. Your horses are ready. Everyone is ready for your departure except you." The young man laughed. Lorit looked up at him through eyes that ached with just the effort to focus them. He stood up and quickly sat back down before his stomach erupted or his head split open. He cradled his head in his arms, moaning.

      "What happened to me?" Lorit asked.

      "I think you had a little too much wine last night." The servant helped Lorit stand and guided him to the wash basin. He waited while Lorit made his morning preparations and then escorted him to the stables.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit arrived at the livery only slightly more awake than when he'd first been shaken out of his deep sleep. The fresh air did little to improve his condition. Chihon was already mounted and waiting for him. The king had provided horses and supplies just as she said he would. Lorit was happy that he could ride as he wasn't going to make it far on foot.

      "Come on," Chihon said. "It's time to go. Prince Ghall is waiting for us at the main gate."

      "I think I'm going to die," Lorit said as the servants hoisted him into the saddle, and he almost fell off the other side. It took him a bit to find his balance and settle into the saddle. He shook the reins, and the horse lurched into motion. Lorit hung on, hoping he would survive the rolling motion of the chestnut mare beneath him. What he really wanted was to be back in that large soft bed, sleeping.

      The horse plodded along the dusty road leading to the main gate. Lorit grasped the horn of the saddle until his knuckles turned white, trying to find a position where he wasn't in imminent danger of falling off.

      They arrived at the gate just as the sun was fully over the horizon.

      King Orin was there in his hunting garb, standing next to Prince Ghall. He was talking quietly to the boy as Lorit and Chihon approached.

      The king hugged his son and helped him mount his horse, then extended his hand and grasped that of the boy. He shook it briskly and released it.

      The king turned to Lorit. "Take good care of my son." When he saw Lorit's discomfort, he laughed. "It looks like someone needs practice at court dining. Don't worry, it will pass."

      Lorit tried to smile, but even that effort brought on a renewed burst of nausea.

      The king slapped Lorit's horse, and it lurched sickeningly forward. Lorit managed to croak out something unintelligible as they started for the gate.

      "Goodbye, Sire," Chihon called out. She turned in her saddle, looking back at the castle with tears in her eyes.

      Lorit wondered what had gotten into her. They'd only been in the castle for two days, and she had hardly spoken to the king. He wondered why she was sad to leave, but his own queasiness quickly pushed any thoughts of her out of his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit passed the day trying to stay upright in his saddle while holding the contents of his stomach inside. The morning sun was in his eyes until it moved off the horizon, and then it was just hot. There was no breeze, and the flies buzzed around his head in constant annoyance.

      As the sun set, Lorit gladly called a halt for the night. He pointed out a large oak tree along the banks of a stream that fed the river. Its branches created a canopy over a green pasture with a few large boulders strewn around it. The stream would provide water for the horses and refreshment for the weary travelers. Lorit looked forward to getting off his horse if only to stop the swaying.

      Prince Ghall led the horses to the stream and left them there while Chihon spread out a blanket and started laying out their dinner. Lorit took one look at the food and ran for the river, holding his stomach. He returned shortly, feeling only slightly better.

      Chihon handed him a skin and said, "Drink this. It will make you feel better."

      "What is it?" He didn't want any more wine. He'd had enough to last him a season.

      "It's water with a little lemon mixed in."

      Lorit took it and drank it slowly at first, but when it stayed put, he finished the whole thing.

      Chihon reached inside the pack and brought out a small bottle that held a brownish fluid. "Drink this too." She handed it to him. "The physician prepared it for you."

      "How did he know I would need this?" Lorit shook the vial, watching the thick dark brown fluid slosh around. He never trusted potions and always avoided them if he could, but he felt that anything was better than the way he was feeling.

      "Someone always needs it, and today that someone is you."

      Lorit drank the liquid. It had a strangely soothing effect on his nauseated innards, but he still wasn't interested in food. "I don't think I can eat anything yet."

      "That's all right. Prince Ghall and I are hungry. You should rest and let the medicine work."

      Prince Ghall returned with a skin of water. Chihon gathered rocks for a fire ring, filled it with kindling and small branches, and set out a pot of water above it to heat. She rummaged through the pack looking for something. "I thought we had matches."

      "What do you need matches for?" Lorit wondered why she didn't use her magic.

      "To light the fire." Chihon gave him a look of exasperation.

      "That's not how we light the fire." Lorit reached out his hand and flicked his fingers. "Incendo ignio."

      Nothing happened.

      He tried again, willing his mind to focus and bring the fire into existence. He'd done this countless times before, but for some reason, his magic was in no better shape than his head.

      "Can you use your magic?" he asked.

      Chihon just shook her head and kept looking in the pack. She found the matches and struck one, lighting the fire. She blew on the kindling and fanned the flames to life.

      "My magic doesn't seem to be working." Lorit tried to raise his shields but failed. He reached for Chihon's magic, hoping that hers was strong enough to accomplish that simple task. It was distant and muted, almost as if she were shielding herself from him.

      He pushed harder, trying to make contact with her, but she didn't respond. He looked at her, wondering why she was pushing him away, but she just sat there fanning the flames as if she was oblivious to his attempts.

      Why was she blocking him from her magic? She'd never done that before, except when he'd tried to take the magic from the priest. He didn't understand why she was so guarded with him now.

      "Is there something wrong?" Lorit asked.

      "I'm fine," she said without looking up from her task.

      Lorit decided that she must still be upset with him for his behavior at the banquet. He wanted to apologize and make it right. He hadn't meant to offend her; he'd just been enjoying himself. "Did I do something to upset you?"

      Chihon looked back at him with a look of innocence. "No. Why do you ask?"

      Before he could respond, Prince Ghall sat down on the blanket next to her and reached for the food. She poured a cup of tea and held it out to him, touching her elbow lightly with her free hand as she offered it.

      Lorit looked on slightly confused. Where had Chihon learned something like that? She'd only spent two days in the castle, and already she'd picked up the mannerisms of the nobles. He wondered what else she'd picked up.

      "My father is worried about me," the prince said. "He had my life all planned out, and now I've ruined it. He says he's not mad at me, but I know he is."

      "Maybe they will decide that you don't have magic," Chihon said. She leaned in and touched the prince on his knee. "It will all work out. Don't worry about it. Your father's not mad at you."

      "I can't help but worry. I was betrothed to a powerful family. The marriage would join a powerful house with ours. It would seal the peace between us.

      "Father needs that union. If I don't marry their daughter, my sister will have to marry their son, Honn."

      "He's a lout with bad breath and no sense of humor," Chihon blurted.

      Lorit watched her face sour as she spoke. How did she even know who the prince was talking about? He was growing worried about her.

      "He's not that bad," Prince Ghall said. He took another bite, chewing noisily as he continued. "Besides, Father will convince her that it's for the best. She really has no choice, she'll come around, or Father will make her."

      "He will not force me to marry that lout," Chihon shouted. She stood up, threw her cup on the blanket, and stormed off.

      Lorit tried to focus his thoughts. What was she talking about? Chihon didn't even know these people, yet she'd reacted as if she'd been personally insulted. He jumped up and ran after her, grabbing her by the arm.

      "What's going on here?" he demanded.

      "I don't know what you're talking about!"

      Chihon struggled to free herself, but Lorit held fast. He didn't care if he hurt her because this couldn't be Chihon. But if it wasn't her, then who?

      "You're not Chihon. Who are you?" he demanded, shaking her.

      "What are you talking about? Don't you recognize me? Just look at me."

      "If you are Chihon, who taught you to sew?" Lorit demanded. He focused his magic on her, but her shield was too strong and he could not touch her mind.

      "My mother." She twisted, trying to free herself from his grip.

      "Chihon's mother died when she was just a baby. She learned to sew by helping Yerlow." He shook the girl who was not Chihon again, harder this time. "Who are you? What have you done with Chihon?"

      He summoned his magic. He felt it rise in him even though it was muted, muddled by the fuzziness in his head. He pushed with all his might to try to reach through the fog in his brain. Chihon started to waver and shimmer, but he could not pierce through the illusion.

      "What have you done with Chihon?"

      Lorit pulled out his knife and held it to her throat. "Tell me the truth or I swear I'll slit you open right here."

      "What's the matter with you?" Tears welled up in her eyes. "I don't know what you're talking about. Don't you recognize me?"

      Lorit reached out for her magic. He could feel it weak and distant. "Let me see your power." Lorit shook her again. "Let me feel it, or I will kill you."

      The rage in him cleared his head and his magic returned in full force. He pushed his power on the girl who was not Chihon. She wavered slightly and he caught a glimpse of her true face. It was Princess Ukina.

      "Chihon is gone," she said. "They took her before we left the castle."

      "What have you done?" Rage welled up in Lorit. Were she anyone but a princess, he would have slit her throat for what she had done, but he knew he needed her help and spoiled as she was, she was still the heir to the throne.

      Lorit sheathed his knife and grabbed the princess by the arm. He raised his hand but restrained himself. He shook her. "What have you done?"

      The princess smiled a satisfied smile with Chihon's face. It was too much. He hit her with the back of his hand, knocking her to the ground, and felt an immediate flush of embarrassment even as it relieved his frustration.

      The princess looked up at him. There was a fresh gash on her cheek that dripped blood. Instead of the gratifying tears Lorit expected, she only laughed.

      "The spell that connects us goes deeper than you think. You hurt me, you hurt her," she said.

      She reached up to the bloody gash on her cheek, caressing it gently. She looked at the blood on her finger and turned it toward Lorit. "This is her blood," she said. "Still want to kill me?" With that, she licked the blood from her finger and smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Sulrad sat behind his ornate desk reading the report from one of his staff. A cadre of under priests kept a constant vigil on those who might prove troublesome to him. Earlier in the day, they'd brought him news about Lorit and the princess.

      It wasn't good.

      A knock sounded at the door. "Come!" he said without looking up.

      He heard the door creak open and then closed. It was followed by the sound of light footsteps as his guest crossed the polished marble floor. He recognized the visitor by the aura of his magic. It was the traitor.

      "So, you have failed?" he asked without lifting his eyes.

      "Lorit saw through the web we placed on the princess. He's headed back to the castle in Veldwaite to try to pick up the trail of his sorceress."

      "Will he find it?" This time Sulrad looked up at the man, piercing him with his gaze.

      "I don't know. I've tried to cover their tracks. I disposed of several servants who assisted in their departure but did not dare to eliminate too many. There is always the possibility that someone is left who could provide a clue to her movements."

      "Good, you're cautiously optimistic," Sulrad said. He liked that, but he still disliked the traitor.

      "I couldn't have anticipated that Lorit would be able to pierce the illusion so quickly. The power you provided me was insufficient."

      "We have had this discussion before. There is only so much power we can allocate to your task. I expect one such as you to be able to command enough personal power to assure that these spells are done correctly."

      "This Lorit is much more powerful than I expected. Where will you get the power to kill him?"

      Sulrad was not about to discuss where he planned to get power, nor to debate this with the traitor. "Soon, I may have a new source of power that could aid us. Until then, please keep to your side of the bargain. You have a plan, do you not?"

      "I do."

      "Then carry it out." Sulrad looked back down at his reports. "That's all."

      Sulrad listened for the door to close, signaling that he was alone once again. He pondered what he was going to do about Lorit. He could keep sending agents and underlings against him, but he realized that one day the two of them would have to meet face to face and determine who was the more powerful wizard.

      Sulrad smiled at the thought. He had a perfect score in his wizardly battles, as was evidenced by the fact that he was at the top of the temple hierarchy and remained alive.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit returned to Veldwaite Castle the following evening with the prince and princess in tow. Their ride was swift with Lorit leading the way despite his previous unease. He drove the horses hard as they pounded up the road to the gates. He saw the watch fires spring to life along the walls as the sun set and darkness overtook their path.

      The gate guards saw them coming and opened the gates, standing aside as they passed. People scattered from their path as they rode hard right up to the doors of the keep. Lorit jumped from his horse and ran for Chihon's room. He slammed opened the door with a resounding thud to find the room clean and empty without a trace of Chihon.

      He searched the room for clues to her whereabouts. He pulled back the heavy drapes with his staff and heard a muffled gasp. He yanked the drapes open to reveal a young girl of about ten summers. She stood there exposed, looking up at Lorit with fear on her face. She was dressed in the style of the local peasants, but she was clean, indicating that she was a member of the castle staff.

      "What are you doing hiding there?" Lorit asked softly. The girl appeared afraid of something more than being found hiding behind the curtains. He wanted to reassure her, hoping that she was a witness to what had befallen Chihon.

      "Please don't hurt me, Sire," she said. "I didn't do anything."

      Lorit lowered his staff and reached out his hand. "Come on out of there. I'm not going to hurt you." He led her to the bed and helped her sit. He pulled up a chair and sat down, facing the girl.

      "What's your name?"

      "I...I'm Endred, Sire." She grasped one of her braids and pulled it across her face as she spoke.

      "Endred, my name is Lorit," he said calmly. "It's nice to meet you. Are you the regular maid in this room?"

      "No, Sire. I'm just in training. My aunt is the regular maid."

      "Where is your aunt?"

      "I don't know." Endred tugged her braid. Her eyes watered and she looked down at her feet. "They took her away."

      "Who took her away?"

      "The guards took her away. We were cleaning the room when they came. I hid behind the curtain when they knocked on the door. I did that 'cause I'm not supposed to be here.

      "I heard them take her away." The girl sniffed back tears. "She told them that she hadn't seen anything, but they just dragged her off. I was afraid so I stayed hidden."

      Lorit rose from his chair and moved over to sit next to the girl. He put his arm around her and held her close. Her body shook with sobs, and she kicked her heels against the bed. Lorit could feel her heart race. "It's all right, you're safe now. Do you know the woman who stayed in this room? Her name is Chihon, and she's a friend of mine."

      "Yes." She kicked her heels against the bed as she spoke. "She's pretty."

      There was a thud as the door swung wide. Lorit looked up to see the fake Chihon standing there. "Where is my maid?"

      The girl cringed and drew herself tight. She peered up at Lorit in fear.

      "Don't worry. I won't let her hurt you."

      Lorit stood up and walked over to the princess. He grasped the door and started to shut her out of the room. "Please, let me talk to her in peace."

      "I am the princess," she insisted. "You can't treat me like..." all he heard after that was muffled shouting of the princess through the heavy door.

      "Was that Chihon?" Lorit asked Endred.

      "No. That woman looked like her, but it isn't her. Your friend was nice."

      Lorit laughed. "No. That's not Chihon, and she's not nice."

      Lorit sat down on the bed next to the girl once again. He gently pulled her braid away from her face so he could see her clearly. He held her hands in his. "Endred, did you see anything that could tell me what happened to Chihon?"

      The girl trembled but remained silent. Lorit could feel her hands shaking.

      "It's all right," he assured her. "I'll protect you from the bad woman. Why don't you tell me what happened?"

      "I was asleep when I heard them come in. It sounded like Chihon was sick because I heard another woman say she was going to take care of her."

      "Where were you?" Lorit asked. He felt her calm down as she explained.

      "I sleep over there with my aunt." Endred pointed to a short doorway that led to the servants’ quarters. "I looked through the knothole in the door when I heard them."

      "What did you see?"

      "It was a woman. I see her around sometimes. I think her name is Tass."

      "Go on," Lorit said, encouraging her. "What did she do?"

      "She did magic." Endred pulled her hand free of Lorit's and reached for her braid, pulling it in front of her face once again as she kicked the mattress.

      "You're doing fine, Endred. What did she do that was magic?"

      "She had a staff that she waved over Chihon. She kept doing it, and I could see the sparkles of the magic working. She said some funny words that I didn't understand. I don't know what it was all about, but when she was done, Chihon got up and packed all her things, and then they left."

      The girl tugged at her braid, sticking the end of it into her mouth as she continued. "She looked like she was still asleep. She moved sort of slow and didn't talk; she just packed up and left." The girl reached beneath the pillow and pulled out an ornate comb. "She left this behind." Endred handed it to him.

      Lorit recognized it as one Chihon had bought in a bazaar one day. He took it and placed it in his pack. "Did the woman...Tass...Did she go with Chihon?"

      "Yes. She was there all along, telling her what to do."

      "This was after the feast?"

      "Yes, Sire, after the feast. It was the middle of the night when they left."

      "Do you live in the castle?" Lorit asked her.

      "Yes, mostly."

      "Do you have a family?" At the mention of her family, the girl sobbed again. Lorit held her until she calmed down. If she had no family, he would have to find a safe place for her.

      "Just me and my ma," she said sniffling. "We live in a cottage near the forest."

      "You've been very helpful." Lorit reached into his pocket and pulled out a couple of silvers. He pressed them into the girl's hand. "These are for you and your ma. Take them to her and stay with her. You don't need to come back here, do you?"

      "No, Sire. With this, I can stay with my ma. This is more than my aunt makes in a season." She looked up at Lorit. "Will you find my aunt?"

      "I'll try," Lorit said. "But you better get on home to your ma, first thing in the morning. You've given me a place to start looking for Chihon."

      Lorit stood up to leave, but Endred grabbed his sleeve. "Wait, you should check the stables. I heard the guard say they were going to get their horses."

      "Which guard?" Lorit sat back down next to the girl.

      "His name is Bain. He usually works in the stables, but when there are guests, he guards that door. He's nice. He always brings me treats. He says he has a little girl almost my age at home."

      "Thank you, Endred," Lorit said. "Please run home as fast as you can once it's light outside. And don't talk to anyone about this, not even your ma."
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        * * *

      

      When Lorit reached the stables, there was no sign of Bain. He should have been back on stable duty, but there was only a guard named Naeck there.

      "Do you know Bain?" Lorit asked.

      "I usually stand guard duty with him. We work the evenings from sundown to dawn."

      "When did you last see him?"

      "He's been standing duty in the castle. He hasn't been down here for three, maybe four days."

      "When was the last time you saw him?" Lorit asked.

      "A few days ago, but his wife said he hasn't been home since the other night. She sent a boy here to check on him. She's mighty worried."

      "A maid in the castle told me that he was coming down here to get horses. That was the night of the feast. Did you see him?"

      "No, I haven't seen him since he was called up to the castle for guard duty. I never know how long he'll be gone when that happens."

      "He didn't show up here to get horses?"

      "No, I haven't seen him."

      "Did you see a young lady and an old woman here, late, the night of the feast?"

      Naeck lowered his eyes and kicked at the dirt with his foot. "I was asleep."

      "You were asleep? Do you always sleep when you are supposed to be standing your watch?"

      "No, I fell asleep that night. I don't know what came over me. I was standing guard, and the next thing I knew, I was laying on the ground fast asleep. When I woke up, I headed back into the stables to check on everything, to see if anything was wrong."

      "Was there anything else unusual about that night?"

      "Well...there was something. A couple of horses went missing. I figured they'd been stolen while I slept so I didn't report them."

      The guard eyed Lorit sheepishly and then quickly lowered his eyes. "I could get in a lot of trouble for something like that." He gave Lorit a plaintive look. "Please don't report me. I have a wife and two kids myself. They wouldn't fare too well without their pa."

      "I'm not interested in your falling asleep. I think my friend was taken captive that night, and she may have come through here. The maid said she heard them say something about horses."

      Naeck avoided Lorit's questioning stare. "They might have. Maybe that's where the missing horses went."

      Lorit reached his senses out to examine the guard. He could feel magic around the man. He probed further and found a glimmer of violet deep in the guard's head. He gently reached out with his power and touched it. The guard stiffened and then relaxed. He fell to the ground, asleep.

      Lorit tried to wake him, but Naeck was snoring. Whatever he'd touched, it was connected to the guard's memories. He probed it gently until he found what he wanted. There, in the guard's memories, was a conversation he'd had. It was an old woman talking to him.

      "We need these horses to take us to Relynn," the old woman had said.

      "You need to arrange this ahead of time with the livery. I can't just hand over these horses to anyone who asks. They're the property of the king."

      "I am the princess' maid," she said. "The princess has authorized this journey. You would do well to hearken to my words. You know the princess, don't you?"

      "Yes, I know the princess," Naeck said.

      "Well, she wants me to take this girl to Relynn as quickly as possible."

      The conversation continued for a while before Naeck relented and gave them the horses. He helped them saddle and provision their horses and wished them a safe trip to Relynn.

      Lorit sensed that there was something else, something deeper that the guard was hiding. He probed forcefully for it, hoping to open up deeper memories. He wanted to know if the guard knew what route they had taken or when they planned to arrive at Relynn. They had a two-day head start. If he could find out more, maybe he could head them off.

      There was something the guard was hiding. Lorit probed for it. He sensed a stronger spell surrounding some memories more closely than others. The violet haze around the man's mind started to yield. He was almost there when Naeck let out a sharp scream. He stiffened and fell silent, then went still. His chest moved twice, slowed down, and stopped. Lorit could feel the life force leave the guard as the violet fog dissipated.

      Naeck was dead.

      Lorit swore.

      He'd tried to be gentle. Someone must have placed a strong spell on the man, with an extra measure of protection so that he couldn't reveal his secrets. He looked down at the guard and shook his head. It looked like his children were going to have to grow up without their father after all.

      Lorit walked back to the castle, head hung low. He had accidentally taken the life of a good man. He was angry with himself. He'd been unable to protect his charges from the temple, and now he'd killed the innocent guard trying to get the information he needed. How was he any better than the priests who killed for their own needs?
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        * * *

      

      As Lorit drew near to the castle, a pair of guards ran to meet him. They were accompanied by a torchbearer to light their way. As they approached him, one of the guards stopped and lowered his spear. "Wizard Lorit, the king demands your immediate presence."

      He reached out and grabbed Lorit by the arm while the other guard stepped up and grabbed Lorit's other arm. They marched him to the castle, through the banquet hall, and into the king's private meeting room. King Orin stood looking down on the city below, waiting.

      "Where is my son?" King Orin demanded. He turned to look at Lorit. His face was red, and he spoke with a slight slur.

      "Where is my son, wizard? I left him in your care, and now he's gone."

      "I'm sorry, Sire. I don't know what you're talking about." Lorit had parted company with the prince when they arrived at the castle earlier that evening. He hadn't seen the boy since but assumed he was in good hands.

      "I entrusted him to your care, and you lost him," the king bellowed. "Where is my son?" The king turned to the guards. "Take him to the dungeon." He shook his finger at Lorit as they dragged him away. "And don't try any of your wizard tricks to escape."

      The guards hauled Lorit down a damp hallway that led to the dungeon. They threw him into a cell with a hard, wooden bench. The guard locked the door behind him and extinguished the torch, plunging the cell into darkness.

      Lorit sat quietly, searching for the link he shared with Chihon. He could still feel her presence, but she was muted and distant. He tried to contact her, pushing his power into the connection, trying to break through. He thought for a brief moment that there was a glimmer of recognition from her, but it faded almost as quickly as it appeared.
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      Chihon lay on a large, ornately carved bed with a rich, decorative canopy. The bed covering and canopy was made of finely woven silk, decorated with scenes of rocky hills set against the stark white of the Ice Father. Many of the scenes depicted Castle Gwitney standing proudly astride the ice floes and overflowing with abundance.

      The door to her room opened, and a woman crept in. Tass was short with a slightly crooked nose and one eye that didn't quite follow the other. She leaned on her staff as she made her way over to the bed, careful to avoid waking Chihon as she approached. Tass reached into the sleeve of her garment and withdrew a small vial of lavender liquid. She carefully opened the stopper, keeping the bottle far from her face, took a cloth, and splashed a few drops onto it. Tass rubbed the cloth to distribute the liquid evenly, placed it over Chihon's mouth and nose, and held it firmly in place.

      Chihon struggled, briefly coming awake at the touch, but quickly succumbed to the potion. Her breathing returned to the steady deep rhythm of sleep, and Tass withdrew the cloth. She sat on the bed and leaned into Chihon, whispering in her ear. She repeated the words over and over again, words that would replace Chihon's true memories with the ones she had planted there and cultivated so carefully.

      When she finished, she slumped onto the bench and sighed at the mirror. Tass carefully lit a candle and focused on it. Quickly, the flame turned to the image of a thin, bird-like priest sitting behind his desk. "Tass, I trust you have good news for me?"

      "I do, Father Sulrad. The potion has done its work. Tomorrow I will allow her to wake naturally, and we can begin the next step in the process. I am optimistic."

      Tass looked back at Chihon lying on the bed. She'd spent their travel time struggling to keep the girl under her spell so she would not wake fully. It had been exhausting. She was glad to be able to relax even a little bit.

      "Is she truly as strong as they say?" Sulrad asked.

      "Yes. Even with the web around her, I can feel her magic struggling to get out. Although asleep and drugged, she still emanates the power that she carries as if it were a beacon. We must be extremely cautious."

      "You are correct, especially now that Lorit has pierced the web around the princess. He knows that we have the girl, and he's coming for her."

      "How long before he gets here?" Tass knew the temple had arranged plenty of diversions for Lorit, but she still feared that he might see through them and arrive before her plans for Chihon were complete.

      "My report says he is ready to make for Relynn. When he gets there, he will find yet another diversion, and then another. We will try to distract him long enough for you to complete your work."

      "I will be most careful, Father." She bowed her head in supplication.

      "All you have to do is turn her. If you can, Lorit will come along with her, and that will end it. I have confidence in you, Tass. Don't let me down." With that, Sulrad faded slowly back into the candle flame and vanished.

      Tass turned to the bed and bent over Chihon, whispering softly as she passed a gnarled staff above the sleeping girl. She repeated her version of Lorit's adventures, again and again, reinforcing it with her magic, as she replaced Chihon's own memories with her tale.

      When she was satisfied with her efforts, she packed her bag and cleaned up the remnants of her craft. She cleared away all evidence of her magic and anything that might remind the girl of the truth. Satisfied with her efforts, she released the spell that bound Chihon in sleep, allowing her to wake naturally when the time came.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chihon woke to find herself in a large bed with a rich decorative canopy. She sat up and looked around the room. It was adorned with hangings depicting rocky hills with the Ice Father in the background. There were several showing a large and imposing castle sprouting from the peaks that withstood the face of the ice.

      She reached up to sweep her hair out of her eyes, only to find skin where her long brown locks should have been. She rubbed her head in disbelief. What had happened to her hair? She was clean-shaven and quite bald. She jumped up and rushed to the mirror, staring at her reflection in horror. She was completely bald and had lost weight. Her scalp was well tanned, indicating that her hair must have been gone for quite some time.

      There was a scar on her cheek that she didn't recall. Had she been injured in the fall of the temple? Was that why she couldn't remember anything? The last thing she could recall was when Lorit had defeated Vorathorm and brought the temple down around them.

      She remembered how Lorit had wrested her power from her against her will and used it to help him deliver the final blow to the priest, Vorathorm. Lorit had taken the power from Vorathorm and broken the link the priest had with the temple, bringing the structure down around their heads.

      She'd been charged with helping Lorit avoid that path, but she couldn't remember why. She just felt that when it had really mattered, she had failed Lorit. Things were fuzzy after that point.

      She reached out for Lorit. He would be able to explain what had happened. She could not locate him, his magic was heavily shielded, and even his location was hidden from her. She called to him, trying to strengthen the connection they shared, but he did not respond.

      She panicked. Lorit! she thought. Where are you?

      Still nothing.

      There was a knock at the door, and a voice called softly, "Mother, are you awake?"

      "Just a moment," Chihon answered. She tried again to reach for Lorit. Where was he? Why wasn't he answering her?

      She heard the door open and a woman entered. She was holding a kettle of hot water, and fresh clean towels were draped over her arm. She set them on the table and rushed over to Chihon.

      "What's the matter, priestess?"

      "Lorit. I can't reach Lorit. Where is he?"

      "It's all right, priestess. Lorit is on a mission. He is shielded so that the wizards cannot locate him. It's nothing to worry about."

      "What do you mean, on a mission?"

      "He's on a mission for the temple. He's carrying strong shields to protect you both until he's finished. He will contact you when it's safe. Don't worry."

      "Why did you call me priestess?"

      "Sorry, Mother. You are not yet a priestess. I know, but the ceremony is coming soon and you will be. I should not assume." The old woman bowed deeply then backed away. She opened the wardrobe and pulled out a long black robe trimmed in silver, which she hung on the end of the bed, smoothing the wrinkles out of it.

      Chihon had a vague recollection of heading for Calrick to be installed as the High Priestess there, but she couldn't remember more. Why Calrick?

      "My memory is a little fuzzy." She ran her hand over her shaved head once more, grimacing at it.

      "Don't worry about it. You were seriously injured when the temple came down. You took a pretty hard hit to the head. The healers say you should recover your memories, but it's going to take a while. Until then, I will keep filling in the missing pieces as I have every day for this past moon."

      The woman rummaged around in the wardrobe and came out with a pair of sturdy boots that matched the color and trim of the robe. She placed them on the floor next to Chihon and sat on the bed. She motioned Chihon to take a seat next to her. She grasped Chihon's hand and looked her in the eye while she filled in the gaps in Chihon's memory.

      "We're on our way to Calrick, where you're taking over as High Priestess. Lorit will be installed as the High Priest there at the same ceremony. The two of you will shepherd the temple and the surrounding kingdoms as chief servants of Ran."

      The woman released her hands and picked up one of the boots. She held it out and guided Chihon's foot into it.

      "We're about halfway through our journey there," the woman continued. "It won't be more than a half a moon before we arrive. There's no rush. Lorit is taking the southern route through Amedon so he can take care of a couple of meddling wizards before he joins you."

      She guided Chihon's other foot into the remaining boot and stood up. "Are you hungry?"

      She helped Chihon into the heavy black robe, pulled it tight, and tied it quickly. To Chihon's surprise, it fit her perfectly, even though she was sure she'd lost weight recently.

      Chihon reached back and pulled the hood over her head to conceal her face. It was heavy and she could feel the material rest against her bald head where the seam joined the cloth. She flipped it back and felt the slight breeze of its passing on her exposed skin.
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        * * *

      

      After breaking their fast, Tass took Chihon to see the market. Chihon was familiar with the market from her days spent with her grandma'am selling bread back home, but she was unprepared for the grand bazaar in Gwitney. It was so large that the whole of the market in Bebrook could easily have fitted within one of the specialty areas and still leave room for more.

      The market was divided up by product, gathering all of the tanners into one city block, all of the herbalists in another, and so on. As they walked, Tass explained to Chihon what was expected of her as the High Priestess.

      They stopped at the herbalist stall. The stalls were permanent structures, not the carts Chihon was familiar with in the Bebrook market. These herbalists were here day in and day out selling their wares. Tass purchased several herbs, explaining to Chihon that they were used in the potion she prepared to help Chihon heal from her injuries and regain her memory.

      As she completed the purchase, a woman approached the herbalist. She wore a peasant's rough homespun dress that was threadbare, stained, and dirty.

      "Please, kind sir. Do you have anything that can cure my daughter?" she asked. "She was taken with the fever six days ago, and I am afraid for her life. She has three small children and no husband. If she doesn't get better, what will I do?"

      "Does she cough?" the herbalist asked. "If she does, you want Fenugreek seed. You moisten it and grind it into a paste, then make a tea of that and have her drink it. It will help clear her cough. For the fever, I would recommend either Bloodwort, to cause sweating and release toxins from her body, or else Yarrow, to help cool the fever."

      The herbalist held up the vials of powder and seeds as he described each then restored them to their proper place in his display.

      "She coughs, and she has a fever. How much for the Fenugreek and the Yarrow?"

      "The Fenugreek is three coppers and the Yarrow is one." He held up the small vial that contained the seeds, showing her how much she could purchase.

      "Please, kind sir, all I have are two coppers. Can you see it in your heart to have pity on an old woman?"

      "I'm sorry, but this is my livelihood. I can't just give these herbs away; my sons work hard to collect them. This is how we feed our own children. The price is three coppers for the Fenugreek and one for the Yarrow." He returned the Fenugreek to its place on the cart. "Perhaps just the Yarrow then. You can afford that."

      "She coughs so hard, sir. Please, I beg you. I'm too old to bury my daughter and raise her children. How about half portions? Could you spare those?"

      "I'm sorry, but I can't." He placed the remaining vial back on the shelf. "Half portions won't work. You'll waste your money and be upset with me because they did not make her well."

      "Please, I beg of you. She's dying." The old woman dropped to her knees and grabbed at his hand.

      He pulled his hand free and pushed her away. "I can't do it. I have a family to feed too."

      Chihon rushed over to the stall. She bent down and helped the woman to her feet. She looked at the herbalist with a scowl, reached into her robe, and found a silver. She handed it to the herbalist. "Here, this should cover it."

      The herbalist touched his forehead and bowed. "Of course, Mother." He packaged up the herbs the woman had requested and handed them to Chihon.

      "Here, take these to your daughter." Chihon gave the herbs to the woman. "I hope she recovers." She turned back to the herbalist. "I believe you owe the woman some change?"

      The herbalist scowled at the woman as he counted out six coppers for her.

      "Thank you, Mother. Thank you so much." The old woman grasped her hand and touched it to her forehead. "I know it's a lot to ask, but could you please come to my house and bless my daughter? I know that would help her get well all the sooner."

      Chihon looked over at Tass, who shook her head. Chihon wondered why she shouldn't help this woman. She was clearly a good woman who wanted her daughter and grandchildren to have a decent life. She felt sympathy toward the woman.

      Her own mother had died while she was so young that she never truly knew her. Her grandma'am had raised her. She wanted the woman's grandchildren to grow up knowing their mother.

      "Take us to her," Chihon said.
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        * * *

      

      Chihon and Tass followed the old woman to her cottage, outside of the city proper. It was in the district where the produce dealers and hunters congregated. The cottage was small and poorly maintained. Chihon would have been surprised if it were even watertight in the rain.

      They entered and found a young woman asleep on a straw mattress in the rear. She was sweaty and feverish, and it looked as if she'd been neglected, as she lay there ill. Her shoulder-length brown hair was matted and wet from the accumulated sweat, and she had sores on her arms.

      "This is my daughter, Neuld."

      Chihon bent down and looked her over carefully. She reached out to examine the woman with her magic. She could feel the fever running through Neuld's veins, like a thick dark fluid that contaminated her blood.

      Chihon summoned her strength and visualized the dark brown coursing through the woman, willing it to change to a shade of light green. She imagined the color shifting to that of spring grass and forest leaves instead of the dead, brown, rotting color of the infection. She could feel her power flowing into Neuld as she concentrated.

      After a while, the color of the infection shifted toward a lighter spring green. Chihon relaxed, hoping it was enough. She was tired and slightly dizzy from the effort.

      "How is she?" asked the old woman.

      "I think it's working. I'm parched. Do you have anything to drink?" Chihon was hoarse and could barely get the words out.

      "Peyet, go fetch the Mother some water."

      A young girl about six summers in age crawled out of the dark corner of the cottage and skipped off. She returned quickly with a jug of water and a battered tin cup. She poured the cup full and handed it to Chihon.

      "Thank you," Chihon said as she drank thirstily.

      "Go fetch a rabbit for me," the old woman instructed Peyet. She handed her three of the coppers that the herbalist had returned as her change and swatted the little girl gently on the rear. "Hurry back and don't get lost or stop to play along the way."

      "Yes, ma'am," Peyet said and scurried out the door.

      "Let me make you something to eat. She'll be back soon and I will prepare you a meal." She stacked a few dried twigs in the fireplace and lit it, placing a pot above the flames.

      "I don't want to impose." Chihon was still dizzy, but the water helped. She was desperately hungry, but she didn't want to take any of the woman's scarce supplies.

      "It's nothing. You healed my daughter. A meal is the least I can offer you in return."

      Peyet returned cradling a forest hare. The animal was trussed with short cords so it could not escape. Peyet handed it over to the old woman. "Here it is."

      The woman quickly slit its throat and skinned it. She sliced the meat from the bones and dropped it into the pot of water boiling over the fire. She added a few vegetables and stirred the mixture. "It won't take long. You just rest up and let me take care of the cooking."

      Chihon sat back and relaxed. She looked at Neuld still lying there quietly. The woman's breathing was shallow, and she gagged out a thick, congested cough. Chihon reached out to see how she was recovering only to find the dark brown contamination had almost entirely returned. It was infecting her body again, just as a weed  returns a few days after being pulled in the garden.

      Chihon knelt down once more to minister to Neuld. She felt around for a source of power to draw on and fuel her magic. There was nothing nearby, so she reached deeper into herself and summoned up the last of her reserves to drive the magic.

      She focused on the infection, willing it to shift color and dissipate. She forced the dark contamination to leave the woman's body, replacing it with a bright, spring color.

      Slowly, the color of the infection shifted. At first, Chihon could feel it resisting, but little by little, it gave way. It varied slightly at first but changed faster as she labored. Finally, it settled on a bright spring green, and Chihon felt that she could relax.

      Chihon stood up but quickly sat again. She was dizzy, disoriented, and famished. Tass rushed over to steady her. "You need something to eat. You've used up your reserves, haven't you?"

      She led Chihon to the rickety table that served the family. The old woman ladled some stew into a battered wooden bowl. Chihon was surprised that the stew was ready so soon; the woman had only started cooking when Chihon had begun her second attempt at the healing.

      When she remarked on this, Tass said, "You've been locked in the healing spell all day. It's already mid-afternoon." She pointed to the shadow on the floor.

      Chihon felt as if it had only been moments, but she was even hungrier than before. As she ate, she recovered some of her strength. She was soon able to stand with confidence, but she still felt weak.

      She reexamined Neuld. No trace of the infection remained. The sickness seemed to be gone completely this time. Chihon was relieved. She didn't think she had it in her to try again.

      Little Peyet sat next to her mother, stroking the woman's hair and talking quietly to her. Chihon saw the little girl comforting her mother and felt a twinge of sadness that she had never really had a mother.

      The little girl was so loving and gentle, but something was amiss. Chihon probed her and realized that the same sickness she had just driven from the mother was present in the daughter. It was the lightest brown, but it was unmistakable. The infection that had almost taken Neuld afflicted Peyet, too. Not as completely, but it was there and it was growing.

      Chihon felt heartbroken for them. She couldn't stand the thought that the mother would recover only to lose her child. Chihon called to the girl. "Peyet, come over here."

      Peyet came and stood before Chihon, such an innocent little girl. Chihon lifted Peyet onto her lap and put her arms around her, hugging her close. She felt the infection in the girl and visualized it clearing, just as it had with the mother. Slowly, the infection lightened. It was almost gone when Chihon felt lightheaded and dizzy. She released the girl as her arms dropped by her side in exhaustion.

      "What are you doing?" Tass asked. "You don't have enough strength to heal both of them."

      Chihon tried to lift her arms in protest, but she was too weak. "I had to try. I couldn't let her die after I saved her mother."

      "Sometimes you have to choose." Tass put Chihon's arm around her shoulders and helped her stand. Outside of the cottage, a throng of people crowded around the door. They had heard what Chihon had done for Neuld. "Let's get you home so you can recover properly."

      "Please, Mother, heal my son," one woman begged.

      "My father was burned in the fire. He needs your help," another cried.

      "Please save my husband," came yet another voice mixing with the crowd until Chihon could not distinguish one from another. They grabbed at her robes as she pushed her way through them.

      Chihon was overwhelmed by the plight of these families. Everyone had someone who needed help, and she had not even had the strength to heal the woman's daughter.

      "Please help me out of here," she whispered to Tass as they pushed their way through the mass of people clamoring for her attention. "I can't help them all."
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        * * *

      

      Chihon woke late the next afternoon. She was still exhausted from healing Neuld and little Peyet and was barely able to get out of bed. Tass brought her a tray laden with a variety of breads, cheese, meats, and fruit. Chihon eagerly downed almost all of it before she started to feel even slightly like her old self. She washed the meal down with several mugs of strong tea and a flagon of watered ale.

      "Do you always get so hungry from a healing like that?" she asked, pushing back from the table. "I've never felt that way before when I did magic."

      "You never healed anyone, I take it?"

      "I never tried, no."

      "That's one of the areas where we disagree with the free wizards. They allow suffering to go unabated around them when they could do so much to help, should they only choose to."

      "I don't understand." Chihon felt a little stronger now and was eager to see more of the city. She looked in her closet to find several identical black robes trimmed in silver but nothing else. She shrugged and grabbed one at random.

      "The free wizards do not heal the people under their care," Tass continued. "They claim that these acts of healing are a trivial use of magic and beneath them. As the High Priestess, one of your duties will be to heal the sick and infirm that are brought before you."

      "I don't think I could handle too many healings myself. Not if yesterday was any indication."

      "That's why we're going to the temple this afternoon. It's time for a lesson. I think you're ready." Tass opened the door and held it for Chihon.

      "Now?" Chihon was planning to take in more of the market.

      "Yes, now. You need this lesson at the temple. It will restore your strength." Tass guided her out and closed the door behind her.

      The temple was only a few city blocks from the inn where they were staying. Chihon wondered why they weren't staying in the temple if she was a High Priestess. She asked Tass about it as they walked.

      "The High Priest and Priestess are special persons who have their own residences. They do not live in the temple. It would not be proper."

      "I've never had my own room, much less my own residence. My grandma'am and I lived in the bakery in a small bedroom behind the ovens."

      "When you get to Calrick, you will have your own residence. I'm sure you will like it."

      Chihon hoped her residence was near Lorit's. She missed him and had tried several more times to contact him. Tass said he was on a dangerous mission and would contact her as soon as it was safe, but she still tried.

      They strolled confidently up the avenue that led to the temple. The guard bowed, opened the door, and stepped aside, holding it open for Chihon and Tass. "Good afternoon, Mother," he said.

      "Good afternoon," Chihon replied. She wasn't sure of the protocol, so she said nothing further.

      Chihon and Tass crossed the main supplicants' area and entered the rear of the temple which was reserved for the priests. They passed through several identical passageways until they arrived at a heavy door. Tass knocked and waited. The door creaked open to reveal a priest.

      "Ah, Chihon. I was told to expect you. How good of you to come." He stepped back into the room and motioned Chihon to enter.

      Inside, there was a large stone altar. It was engraved with symbols along the sides and spattered with blood. The tiny window behind the altar allowed the afternoon sun to enter and illuminated the statue of a young woman. She was dressed in ceremonial robes and cradled a blade against her throat.

      Chihon stepped into the room and looked back at Tass, who remained outside. She shook her head slowly, reached out, and gently closed the door.

      "You're just in time," the priest said. "My name is Otana." He reached behind the altar and lifted a forest hare onto the blood-encrusted surface. It was trussed with thin leather thongs and squirmed but was not able to escape.

      Chihon stepped back. She had a vague memory of the temple taking magic, but it faded as she tried to remember what it meant. She shied away from the idea of sacrifice.

      "What are you afraid of? It's just a rabbit."

      "I'm not in favor of sacrifices, not even an animal." Chihon folded her arms across her chest.

      "Did you have rabbit for dinner last night?" Otana stoked the rabbit gently as he talked.

      "Yes, I did." Chihon wondered where this line of reasoning was going. She relaxed slightly.

      "When you eat a rabbit for dinner, you have to kill it, don't you?" he asked, still stroking the hare.

      "Yes, I do."

      "Did you kill it yourself?"

      "No."

      "Have you ever killed an animal and eaten it?"

      "Of course I have."

      "Tass told me that you ate a rabbit to gain strength after you healed those people yesterday, didn't you? So how is this different?" He continued to stroke the rabbit's brown fur. "You are going to kill the rabbit and take its life energy into your body directly. It's more efficient than eating it and waiting for your system to absorb the energy."

      "I still don't like it." Chihon looked at the hare. She had certainly eaten many an animal such as this before.

      "Well, it's clearly not the taking of the animal's life you object to. You don't have a problem consuming it for your own needs, so just what is it that you have difficulty with?"

      "I don't know." Chihon could see the logic of his argument, but she was still hesitant.

      "This is the same, only more efficient. You kill the rabbit and take its life force. No different from butchering the animal and eating it, just faster and more efficient."

      He lifted the knife from the statue and handed it to Chihon. "When the sun strikes the statue, take the knife and slit its throat. I'll talk you through the spell that you'll use to absorb its energy."

      He guided Chihon to the altar and grasped her hand that held the knife. He guided it to the throat of the rabbit.

      "When the sunbeam strikes the statue, there is extra magic. Just watch and wait. She stood before the altar, looking down at the rabbit as the sunbeam crept slowly toward the statue.

      Chihon thought about what he said as she waited. It was just like butchering a rabbit for dinner, wasn't it? Her heart raced as the sunbeam crept toward the statue.

      Otana stood beside her, whispering in her ear, speaking the words of the spell she would need to absorb the life force of the rabbit. She could feel his firm grip on her hand as he spoke. As the sun struck the statue, she felt him guide her hand, and she quickly pulled the knife across the animal's throat, releasing its blood.

      She could feel the life force seeping out. She spoke the words of the spell and felt the power surge into her. She was suddenly powerful, unbeatable. The exhaustion she'd felt earlier was completely gone. She felt as if she had enough magic to do anything. It was exhilarating and refreshing. She laughed with the pleasure of it.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Chihon returned to the market with Tass. She wanted to see more of the wonderful place that she'd missed when she'd been whisked away to heal Neuld.

      They entered an area of the market that specialized in small animals. There were cages of drab gray rabbits, snow-white rabbits, cats, dogs, turtles, and even snakes. There were even a few strange animals that Chihon did not recognize.

      A young woman was haggling with the proprietor over the price of a small animal that looked like a mink. She argued that she needed an animal with a fierce disposition and aggressive behavior to heal her son because he was going to be a warrior. As they approached, the woman fell silent. She looked at Chihon as if waiting.

      "Yes?" Chihon asked.

      "Mother, which animal is the best to heal my son? He is a little warrior, strong and proud like his father. He fell down from the tree he was climbing and broke his ribs. He struggles to breathe, and he is getting weaker every day." She pointed at the animals. "I want to purchase one of these to sacrifice at the temple so he will be healed. Which one is best?"

      Chihon was embarrassed because she didn't know how to help the woman. "I'm sorry. I'm just learning, I don't really know."

      "Can you heal him?" the woman asked.

      "No, I can't heal him. Take him to the temple. They will know what to do there." Chihon didn't want to think about healing anyone today. She brushed past the woman and continued on.

      "Get the mink," Chihon heard Tass advise the woman.

      The next stall she came to had a thick red curtain hanging behind a row of cages. The proprietor stood in front of it as if guarding it against thieves. When they approached, he bowed his head and held the curtain open for them.

      Tass motioned Chihon into the darkened interior. There were cages stacked along the wall of the tent that contained exotic animals of all sorts. Most of them looked fierce and snarled at Chihon as she peered into their cages. Back in the corner, there was one cage covered with a heavily embroidered red cloth. It stood out from the others, alone on a crate.

      Tass lifted the cloth to reveal the animal within. "Here, have a look. But keep your distance."

      Chihon peered into the cage. The animal looked like a thick weasel with twisted horns and short stubby bat wings. It lay curled up in the cage, flicking a forked tongue in and out of its mouth. Chihon leaned over to get a closer look, but Tass grabbed her arm and pulled her up short.

      The animal lifted its head and focused its eyes on Chihon. It drew in a deep breath and spat a stream of fire, almost a full span long. Chihon stepped back to avoid the flame, as the air filled with the smell of rotten eggs and swamp gas.

      "What's that?" Chihon asked.

      "That's a mini dragon," Tass said. "They come from high in the mountains that withstand the Ice Father. They live in caves and crevasses that are almost impossible to reach. They are enchanted and carry their own power and feed on the magic of the mountains, gathering the heat and steam born in the bowels of the earth. They are very powerful and very valuable.

      "They're not pets." Tass replaced the cloth back over the cage. "They're sacrificial animals. The young men hunt them as a test of skill and bravery. They bring them here to sell to the affluent, so that they may be used to power the strongest of spells."

      Tass turned to face Chihon. "One mini dragon can go for as much as a hundred golds. Only the wealthiest can afford them."

      "What type of spells do they need that they are willing to pay so much?" Chihon wondered at the desperation that would drive a family to spend such a fortune just to improve their chances at a healing.

      "The wealthy have more golds than they know what to do with. They desire power and success, or even love, and are willing to trade their golds for it. They often request spells to assure the birth of a son to carry on the family line or to improve the outcome of a business transaction. Some wish to encourage a liaison between youths that will seal a business arrangement and sometimes even to raise their dear departed."

      "Surely we can't do that? Raise the dead? Once someone is dead, they are dead."

      "No, we can't raise the dead. But I have heard of a spell that enchanted a slave girl to look and act like the departed spouse of a wealthy man."
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        * * *

      

      They left the market and hired a coach and driver to take them to the temple in time for lunch. Tass told Chihon she wanted her to practice her sacrificial techniques that evening in order to maximize the life force she could absorb. She'd felt so exhilarated by the last sacrifice that she was eager to experience it again.

      Tass and Chihon joined a number of young priests in the dining room. Two of them wore robes, much like her own, but trimmed in green, indicating highly ranking priests. The rest were robed in plain black with white trim; these were students. As she entered the room, someone cried out and the students stood up in unison.

      "Good day, Mother," they said in one voice.

      Chihon flushed with embarrassment at being called Mother. She was barely older than most of the students and younger than the priests.

      She took her seat at the head of the table, beside the chair reserved for the High Priest. The students waited until she had eaten before they started asking questions, all at the same time. She tried to answer those that she knew but was at a loss for many of them. After a while, they adjourned to their own studies.

      As the sunset drew near, Tass reminded her that she was to participate in the sacrifice soon. She entered the altar room to find a mini dragon trussed upon the altar and ready for her. Its mouth was tied shut to prevent a flaming expression such as the animal in the market had leveled at her earlier that day.

      Chihon could sense the magical aura around the animal. It had a slight gold glimmer to it. It was actually quite strong, stronger than many of the students, and undeniably powerful. She could feel it change tint almost imperceptibly as the animal sensed her movements around the room.

      The priest came in and bowed slightly to her. "Good evening, Mother. Tonight, you will learn how to take not only the life force of the animal but also its magic. This requires a stronger spell and much more concentration, but I'm confident you will master it quickly.

      "To take the magic of the animal you need to feel its life force and how that life force connects to its magic. It draws some of its magic from its home just as we, at times of need, draw magic from the temple.

      "You must locate the center of its magic and separate that from its life force. Once you have done that, you will wait for the sunlight to strike the statue and then quickly slit its throat, just as you did with the rabbit.

      "This time, you will draw the magic into your body as you strike. You will feel it separate from the animal as you make the stroke. Grasp the magic and draw it into you quickly, then return for the life force and absorb that as it seeps from the animal.

      "Do you think you can do that?" he asked.

      "I think so." Chihon felt the magic of the animal just as he'd described it. She could visualize herself separating it from the mini dragon, wrapping it up in a ball ready to pluck it from the beast.

      Chihon felt a twisting in her stomach that she could not explain. Something nagged at her about taking magic from a living thing. Vague memories of Lorit battling Vorathorm came to mind. There was something about taking magic that felt wrong.

      She struggled to remember what it was that bothered her about this, but she couldn't retrieve the memory. She wished Lorit was here. He would have the proper perspective on this, but she was on her own.

      As she reached out to take the knife, something deep inside her cried out. She tried to ignore it as the sunlight slowly approached the animal she was to sacrifice. When the beam of light touched the statue, she pulled the knife out of its holder and held it against the throat of the mini dragon.
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      Lorit reached out with his magic to examine the lock on the cell. A slight violet glow emanated from it. He felt out the mechanism, expecting to open it easily, but it was fuzzy and indistinct. He could not see it clearly, and he could not open it. He tried every spell he knew, but nothing worked. The king had strong magic placed on the cell, something Lorit had not yet learned how to defeat.

      Without the help of Chihon's magic, Lorit feared he would be stuck in the cell until his fate was decided. He was not optimistic about his future. King Orin was a vindictive and angry monarch.

      Lorit reached out for Zhimosom, but was still unable to contact him. He tried Rotiaqua and was barely able to establish a connection with her. She was still in Zhimosom's study.

      "They're all lost," he said.

      "Who's all lost?"

      "Chihon, Zhimosom, Prince Ghall. They're all lost. The king thinks I had something to do with Prince Ghall's disappearance. He threw me in the dungeon."

      "What do you mean, Chihon is lost? What happened?"

      "We were on our way, but Chihon wasn't Chihon. It was Princess Ukina. Chihon is gone and I can't find her magic."

      Rotiaqua held up her hand. "Slow down, Lorit. Explain what happened."

      Lorit told her how Chihon had grown ill at the banquet and the Princess Ukina had fooled him by looking like Chihon, how the prince had gone missing, and he had been thrown in the dungeon. He hung his head in shame. "I've failed them all."

      Rotiaqua shook her head. "It sounds like someone is trying to keep you and Chihon apart. This is what Zhimosom feared, that you would be prevented from reaching Amedon together. The last thing the temple wants is a new wizard and sorceress pair in Amedon."

      "I hoped you might be able to help me out of this," Lorit said. He grabbed the bars of the cell and yanked at them, but they held fast.

      "I have almost no power without Zhimosom. All I can do is offer you advice."

      "How am I supposed to find Chihon if I can't get out of here? The guard overheard someone say that she was headed to Relynn."

      "That sounds like a good place to begin your search, then."

      "But how will I get out of here?" Lorit gave the bars another yank and then sat heavily down on the bench.

      "You never seemed to have trouble with locks before. What's different about this one?" Rotiaqua chided.

      "It’s been spelled. I can’t get it open."

      "Surely by now you've discovered how to defeat a few simple spells. I suggest you keep trying. Failing that, you'd better convince the king that you're the best person to find Prince Ghall. If you promise to find his son, he may let you live."

      "That's not much of a plan," Lorit said.

      "It may be your only option." Rotiaqua's image started to fade.

      "Rotiaqua?" Lorit shouted, but it was to no avail. The sorceress was gone. He leaned against the cold stone and closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      There was a scratching noise at the door. Lorit reached out his senses and felt the lock turn. The door slowly opened and a shaft of dim lamplight spilled into the cell. "Lorit, is that you?" came a soft voice.

      "Yes." Lorit rose from the bench and headed for the open door, blinking at the meager light. Standing there holding a lantern was the Chihon who was not Chihon. Princess Ukina was the last person Lorit would have expected.

      "Princess, what are you doing here?"

      "We have to find Prince Ghall. I'm here to help you escape."

      "Why do you think I'd go anywhere with you after the way you've treated us? You tried to trick me. Do you know how much trouble you've caused me?" He hung back in the cell.

      "If I don't get you out of here, Father will have you hung."

      "I'm not sure that he won't if I go with you."

      "If you help me find my brother, he won't have a reason to hang you. I'm your only hope. Come with me."

      Lorit looked at Chihon's face. He would have to do something about that; it was a constant reminder of her absence. "How can you help?"

      "I know a way out of the castle that is lightly guarded. We can sneak out and get away before they come for you in the morning."

      "No more tricks?" Lorit was skeptical. How could he trust her after the way she'd behaved?

      "No more tricks." She waved him to follow her down the passageway. She had covered the lantern with a cloth to dim the light. There was a tiny hole in it so that only a small shaft escaped to light their way.

      The damp, dark passages all seemed the same to Lorit. They were built of stones pulled from the nearby river in the same manner as the rest of the castle. As they progressed, Lorit saw roots protruding from cracks in the mortar between the stones. Small white tentacles hung down to grasp at their hair as they walked.

      The princess pulled up short. "Quiet, I think I heard something ahead."

      Lorit stopped and reached out with his senses. He could feel a guard sitting at a table in a small room where the tunnels joined up ahead. He probed the room, examining it with his magic for any details. He wanted to find a way past the guard without leaving a trace of their passage.

      "Up ahead," Lorit whispered. "There's a room with a guard in it. Several tunnels join together. Do you know anything about it?"

      "These tunnels are old and unmaintained. They channel wastewater from the castle into the river. The guards stationed down here are usually being punished for some infraction. They're not the most attentive. Maybe we can sneak by him."

      The princess closed the lantern completely, and they crept slowly toward the room ahead. When they reached the end of the tunnel, Lorit stopped. He quieted his breathing to see if he could hear anything.

      There was a rustling noise followed by the repeated slapping of a hand on the table. Lorit could not identify the sound at first. Maybe the guard was doing something that Lorit might take advantage of as a distraction. He had just decided to step out into the room when he heard a second voice.

      "Deal me a hand, why don't you?"

      "Gladly. How's the stinkin' tunnel? Safe and sound as ever?"

      "Safe and sound, and wet, and cold. How did you manage to stay awake the whole time I was walking rounds?"

      "By telling my fortune, with these here cards."

      "Oh yeah? And what does your fortune say? You going to get rich and marry a beautiful girl? Or are you going to be stuck down in this murky hole with me for the rest of your life?"

      "They say I'm going to have a change of fortune soon."

      Lorit crept back to where the princess waited. "There are two of them now. It sounds like one of them just returned from his rounds."

      "I think I know how we can get past them," she said. "Come on back here."

      There was an opening to a side tunnel back the way they had come. After they had ducked into it, the princess opened the lantern just a crack to illuminate their surroundings. The side tunnel was smaller and steeply angled. Water ran noisily down the center as it made its way from the castle drains to the main tunnel.

      "I think I can get one of them to come down here," she said. "Then you can hit him with something and knock him out."

      "With what?"

      The princess looked around. She grasped a loose stone and wiggled it out of the side wall of the tunnel.

      "Here, use this." She held it out to Lorit.

      "You want me to use a stone to hit him over the head?" Lorit looked at her in disgust. "I'm a wizard. We don't hit people with stones."

      "Go ahead then." She folded her arms across her chest and looked at him, waiting. "Put them to sleep so we can get on with it."

      Lorit reached out with his magic. He could sense the two guards as they sat at the table playing cards. The lantern sitting on the table burned brightly between them.

      He stretched out his hand toward the men. "Somnum penitus et somniare," he said quietly, commanding them to sleep deeply and dream.

      The sound of their conversation continued. "Vigilare non es defessus," Lorit said, willing the two men to be so tired they could no longer stay awake.

      "I don't think it's working," the princess said. "The whole lower part of the castle is spelled to dampen any magic that acts against the king."

      "We may have to try it your way." Lorit picked up the stone to get a sense of the weight of it. It was heavy and cold in his hand. He hated to hurt the guards, preferring to put them to sleep and allow them to wake naturally on their own.

      The princess stepped back into the main tunnel and crouched down, making herself into a small bundle on the floor. She pulled her cape around her and started to cry.

      She wailed louder and louder until Lorit heard the guards' comments.

      "What's that noise?"

      "You go look, I just got back from rounds."

      Lorit heard the sound of a chair scraping on the rough floor. Footsteps echoed off of the walls as the guard approached.

      "It's some girl crying," he shouted back down the tunnel. "Nothing to worry yourself about. You can keep resting your weary feet. I'll take care of this."

      Lorit saw the guard bend over and examine the princess. He pulled at her cloak, trying to get a look at her face.

      "What are you doing down here, missy? You get lost on your way to meet your fella?"

      The guard pulled harder at her cloak until her face was partially exposed. He stood up and looked down at her with a sly smile.

      "Lucky you found me first," he said. "Lucky for me, that is."

      Lorit jumped from the side tunnel and swiftly hit him with the stone. He crumpled to the floor without a sound.

      "Hide," the princess said. She turned her back toward the guard room and shouted, "Help, come quickly. Your friend's been hurt."

      Lorit heard the sound of footsteps as the second guard came running to investigate.

      "Get ready," the princess whispered to Lorit.

      The guard approached and leaned down to examine his partner, then the princess. He helped her up and asked, "What's going on here? What happened to him?"

      "I did." The princess grabbed the guard by the wrists and shouted, "Now!"

      Lorit dispatched the second guard as quickly as the first. He disliked the violence and would much have preferred magic, but he couldn't see any alternative.

      "Come on." The princess grabbed Lorit's hand and pulled him down the tunnel. "We're not far from the exit."

      As they shuffled along the tunnel, it grew wetter, and the footing became treacherous. Moss and water mixed beneath their feet, and Lorit had to rely heavily on his staff to keep from slipping.

      Lorit soon heard the sound of rushing water ahead. The tunnel opened beneath the castle wall onto a gravel path that led straight down to the river. Lorit stepped into the moonlit night and made his way down the slope to the grass below. The castle walls loomed large behind him.

      "We're here," the princess said. "I've made arrangements for transportation and supplies just ahead."

      She headed for the trees that surrounded them, skipping lightly. Suddenly she came up short and fell.

      "What happened?" Lorit asked.

      "Magic. There's a wall around the castle."
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        * * *

      

      Lorit walked carefully to where the princess sat on the damp grass. He put his hand out to test the boundary. There was a firm resistance to his hands right in front of him. He reached out with his magic to see what it was. It appeared as a solid brick wall encircling the castle. He tried to push through it, but it didn't budge.

      Lorit reached his senses back to the castle, looking for anything that he could use to strengthen his magic. His reserves were still low, and without Chihon to lend her aid, he found himself falling short.

      He felt the castle walls behind him. Their stone mortared heights stood in stark contrast to the gently rolling hills covered with trees that extended for leagues in front of the castle. High up on one of the walls, Lorit found a large kettle of boiling oil. It was there for castle defense and was kept hot at all times. Underneath the kettle a small fire burned, the flames licking at the blackened pot.

      He grasped the heat of the oil and directed it at the barrier in front of them. "When it opens, get through as quickly as you can," Lorit told the princess. She stood and leaned against the invisible wall waiting for him.

      He gently undid the bricks from the magical wall using the energy from the boiling oil. Slowly, he was able to make a hole that they could fit through.

      "I'm out," the princess said, breaking his concentration. Lorit rushed through the hole in the wall just as it closed behind him. He could feel a weight lift off him as he exited the imaginary wall. His magic was stronger now that they were outside the defenses of the castle. High up on the wall, the oil had congealed into a solid mass of fat, as cold as the water in the river beside them.

      "Over here," the princess called out from the woods ahead of him.

      Lorit saw her standing there in the moonlight. He reached out his magic once more and probed the spell that made her appear as Chihon. It was rough but intricate. He examined it closely, looking for a loose thread or weak point.

      He still had reserves left from the oil. If he could find the right spot, he could remove the spell. He probed and prodded until he found it. He pulled at the colored thread that bound her in his mind's eye. She wavered and shimmered, finally transforming into the visage of the princess.

      "That's better," Lorit said. "At least you look like the princess again. Now we can go."

      Lorit and the princess struggled through the underbrush until they came upon a small clearing, where a man waited. It was Edaro, Princess Ukina's personal bodyguard. He stood beside a small campfire that did little to counter the chill of the night. Behind him, Lorit saw three horses tied up at the edge of the clearing. They were laden with heavy packs that Lorit assumed were the provisions for their journey.

      "Princess," Edaro said as they emerged from the woods. "You made it out safe." He looked up at Lorit and held out his hand. "You must be the wizard Lorit."

      "Yes, I am." Lorit took his hand. He was strong and stout and had a grip like a blacksmith. "Thank you for your help."

      "Do you know where Prince Ghall has been taken?" Ukina asked.

      "I learned that he was kidnapped by a priest of Ran. Rumor has it that they are headed to Relynn."

      "Relynn, that's where Chihon was taken." Lorit's heart raced. Maybe they would reach there in time to save Chihon from whatever fate they had planned for her.

      Edaro reached into the pack of the nearest horse and pulled out a large leather case. He withdrew a map, rolled it out before the fire, and showed Lorit where Relynn lay. It was almost as far north as the Ice Father and would be a good week's ride. At least the path to Prince Ghall and Chihon lay in the same direction.

      "When can we get going?" the princess asked. "I don't want to wait until morning. My father will have his men out in force. I want to get as far away from here as I can before they learn that Lorit is gone."

      Edaro looked at the ground, then back to the princess. He started to speak but stopped. He rolled up the map and placed it in the pack, then turned slowly back to the princess and drew his sword. "I'm afraid that's not possible, princess. With your brother gone, you will be the queen. If something were to happen to you, the throne will be up for grabs. A certain noble family has been paying me to keep an eye on you. When they heard that Prince Ghall was gone, they felt it was time to act."

      Edaro advanced toward the princess. His sword swayed from side to side as if clearing his path. "It's nothing personal, princess, but they paid me handsomely and promised me even more if I could arrange an accident for you."

      "How can you do such a thing?" the princess asked.

      "I was going to take you somewhere I could ransom you, but since you're not alone..." He started for her, glancing back at Lorit as if judging him a threat. "Go ahead," Lorit said. "I'm not going to stop you. I'd kill her myself if I didn't need her help."

      "Stop him," the princess screamed. "If I die, so does Chihon."

      Edaro took another step toward the princess. The moonlight glinted off the sword as he prepared to strike. The princess cowered in fear, holding her arms up to fend off the blow.

      Lorit had already gathered his power in preparation for the spell he would cast and raised a barrier around the princess. He raised his staff and projected as much menace in his voice as he could muster. "Leave the princess alone." He shook his staff at Edaro. "Do not make me kill you."

      As much as he despised what the princess had done to Chihon, he had to protect her. She was right—anything that happened to her also affected Chihon. He could not let her be killed.

      Edaro laughed and continued toward the princess. Lorit looked for an opening. He didn't have enough magic to stop the man, but perhaps he could slow him down. "Prohibere ubi sunt," he said and dropped to the ground, staff in hand. "Prohibere ubi sunt," he repeated, commanding the man to freeze in place.

      He slid the staff between Edaro's legs and twisted it, throwing him off balance. Edaro tumbled to the ground. Lorit jumped up and attacked the bodyguard with his staff, thrusting and jabbing as the wizard Gareb had drilled into him.

      Edaro rolled away from Lorit's blows and clamored to his feet. He came at Lorit, swinging his sword wildly. Lorit could hear the sound of the blade as it whistled through the air. He backed away to stay out of its reach.

      "Te sunt telis inermes." He commanded his attacker to drop his weapon and stay where he was. Edaro slowed, but he kept on coming. Lorit backed away, hands in the air, staff at the ready when his heel caught a root sticking out of the ground. He fell backward with a huff, the wind knocked out of him.

      Edaro laughed and advanced on him. Lorit only had time to raise his staff in the hope of fending off the sword thrust, as Edaro came at him for the final blow. Suddenly, he straightened, stiffened, and toppled sideways, Edaro's own spear protruding from his ribs.

      Princess Ukina stood there looking at Edaro as his life drained out onto the grass. Slowly, she tore her gaze away and turned it to Lorit. She reached out her hand and said, "We'd better get going before someone else comes along."

      They gathered the horses and headed out. The extra pack horse would come in handy as they made their way to Relynn.
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        * * *

      

      The next night, they made camp under an ancient oak tree. It was so old that the branches had arched down to the ground to sprout new trunks in a ring around the main body of the tree. It provided shade and let the cool breeze in.

      After they finished eating, Lorit stepped out of the branches to look for any signs of pursuit. Far behind them, he thought he could see a cloud of light brown dust heading skyward. He peered into the distance, trying to make out who was following them. He extended his magical sense back down the road. There were horses and men headed their way.

      "They're after us," Lorit said.

      "How can you tell? How many of them are there?"

      "I could make out about a dozen. They're your father's men and they're riding hard. Let's get the horses under cover. Maybe they'll ride right by us."

      They gathered the horses into the shelter of the tree and tied them up. Lorit kept his senses extended, watching the men ride toward them. As they approached, Lorit raised a shield around the princess and the horses to mask their appearance. Anyone looking in their direction would only see oak tree branches and small stands of grass.

      "They may pass us by," Lorit said. "I put up a shield to keep us from view.”

      "This is a convenient place for them to rest their horses. They will surely stop here. I fear that even with your magic, we will be discovered."

      The lead rider turned off the main road onto the path that led to the water. He wore the leather armor of Veldwaite Castle and carried the banner of King Orin. The dust rose behind him as he made his way toward the tree where Lorit and the princess hid.

      "That's Sir Adane, one of my father's knights. He is an outlander, but he's most faithful. He is responsible for locating and returning escaped prisoners and hunting down anyone my father wants found. He's very good at it."

      "Quiet, he's headed this way."

      Sir Adane pulled his mount to a stop near the path where Lorit and the princess had left it as they made their way to the live oak tree. He stooped down to examine the grass, removed his glove, and reached out, moving the grass aside to expose the ground beneath. He looked up at the oak tree and back down at the grass.

      "Iwori, come have a look at this," he said to a young boy riding with him.

      The youth dismounted and walked to Sir Adane. He knelt down in the grass.

      Sir Adane pointed at the grass, moving it aside once again and said, "See this? See how the grass is bent down and only just starting to spring back?"

      "Yes, Father. That means that someone has been here recently."

      "How long ago?"

      "They know we're here," whispered Princess Ukina.

      Lorit held his hand out to her. "Quiet, they may hear us. My shields are still weak."

      "I would say less than an hour," the boy ventured.

      "Good, and what else can we discover from these tracks?"

      "I make out three different sets of hoofprints. It's hard to read since the hoofprints are almost all identical. There were two people here, too."

      "What does that tell you about the horses?" the knight asked. He stood and stretched as he talked.

      "The horses were all shod by the same person," the boy said confidently.

      "Very good. What can you tell about the people from these tracks?" Sir Adane knelt down and put his arm around the boy, looking into his eyes as he spoke.

      "There was a man and a woman," the boy said.

      "How do you know that?"

      "By the depth and size of their footprints. These are a woman's." He pointed to one print. "These are a man's," he said, pointing to another.

      "And the distance between prints?" Sir Adane asked pointing to the grass.

      "It shows that they were walking. Leisurely, not running, not in a hurry."

      "What does that tell us about them?"

      "They either don't know we're following them or they aren't afraid of us," the boy said.

      "And what does that tell you?"

      "A man and a woman with horses are here, and they're hiding in the tree," he said triumphantly, pointing at the live oak.

      "So why do the tracks suddenly disappear like that?" Sir Adane pointed out where the tracks vanished behind Lorit's shields.

      The boy wrinkled his brow and looked closely at the prints once more. He rubbed his chin and finally said, tentatively, "Magic?"

      "And that settles it, doesn't it? The princess and the missing wizard must be hiding in that tree right over there." Sir Adane stood up and tousled the boy's hair. "You figured it out all by yourself.

      "Princess, you can come out now," he called. "No use hiding in there. And bring the wizard with you."

      The princess looked at Lorit. "What now?"

      "You heard him. There's no use in hiding, is there?"

      As the princess emerged from their hiding place, Sir Adane and his son bowed deeply.

      "Princess," Sir Adane said. "I'm so happy I have found you."

      "I'm not going back."

      "Go back? I was not sent to take you back. I was sent to escort you. The king sent me to find you and accompany you on your quest to find the prince."

      "You were not sent to bring me back?"

      "Your father was angry when he learned you had left, but he agrees that you and the wizard are the best equipped to find his son. He sent me to aid you."
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      Lorit saw Relynn appear across the plain early one evening after several days of hard riding. It first showed as a series of slender points sticking up out of the grass and brush ahead, slowly growing into a jumble of gray towers, lit by the setting sun.

      As they approached the city, the ground suddenly opened into a deep crevice, stretching across their path as far as the eye could see. It looked as if the land had been violently torn open, creating a deep chasm that surrounded the city.

      The road turned into a treacherous path that wound back and forth across the chasm, full of switchbacks. It was treacherous to cross even on horseback. As they wound their way around, Lorit looked down into the chasm. It appeared almost bottomless, but far off he could hear the sound of water running. A small stream splashed over the edge, the water falling into the chasm far below.

      He found a copper in his pocket and tossed it into the abyss. It clanged as it ricocheted off the rock on its way down, fading as it went. He did not hear it hit the bottom.

      Inside the confines of the chasm, the land was tilled and planted with alternating fields of corn, wheat, and vegetables. Farms occupied every square span of the land between the chasm's edge and the walls that surrounded the city. It was rumored that Relynn produced everything it needed inside the protection of the chasm and was unassailable.

      As they passed by, peasants occasionally stopped their labor to watch and wave. Lorit noticed the strange construction of the cottages and barns. Each building, no matter the function or size, had rickety, slender spires sticking out of its roof. Most of them were fabricated of the same thatch and rough-cut wood as the buildings themselves, though a rare few were made of mud glazed over brick. Each one had a small ring circling the outside of the spire near the top.

      Lorit wondered aloud what they were hoping to accomplish with the spires. Princess Ukina simply stated that it was a poor imitation of the grand city ahead.

      The walls that surrounded Relynn were tall and imposing even with the security of the chasm; its citizens took no chances. In front of the gate was another moat. This one paled in comparison to the grand chasm that surrounded the city but was impressive nonetheless. Crossing the moat was a stout drawbridge that could be pulled up against the portcullis in times of need.

      The king's banner got them past the gate guards and into the city proper with minimal delays. As they entered the city, Lorit could see for himself the proliferation of spires on every building in sight. The real grandeur was the spire of Keep Relynn. It stood against the sky, straight and true, lifting almost to the clouds themselves. Lorit could barely make out the figures walking on the encircling balcony far overhead.

      The streets were so crowded, they had to dismount. They walked their horses through the thronging masses as they wound their way through the busy streets.

      "Have we come on a festival day?" Lorit asked.

      "I don't think so," the princess answered. "Why?"

      "The crowds. Why are all these people here?"

      The princess laughed. "They live here. Relynn is one of the most crowded cities in the realm."

      "But why would all these people want to live here?" Lorit thought it was overcrowded. He would hate to live every day amidst the noise and bustle of these folk.

      "They feel safe. They're well fed and comfortable," the princess explained. "The great chasm, the rich fields, the sturdy walls, everything about Relynn makes it a safe and prosperous city.

      "And another thing you will appreciate—there is no temple here. They don't hold with the priests and have never let them take hold."

      "A city without magic?"

      "Not without magic—without priests. They have plenty of magic."

      "I don't understand."

      "You will. Come on, the keep is just ahead."

      They wound through the crowds, slowly making their way to the keep. Lorit pondered the princess' comment. Would the priests truly have taken Chihon and the prince here if there was no temple? He feared he might be following a false trail, chasing after a ghost while Chihon and Prince Ghall were taken further away.

      He almost stumbled over a farmer leading swine through the crowded street as they pressed their way through the mass of peasants and animals that crowded into the square. There was finally some relief when they reached the keep itself, as commerce was not allowed in the main square.

      Sir Adane approached the guards at the keep doors. As he made his way up the steps, the first guard straightened and tapped the other with his spear. Lorit thought that he tried to look menacing but was not very convincing.

      "The Princess Ukina to see Lord Draril," Sir Adane said.

      "Sir." The guard snapped to attention. "Please allow me to send a runner to announce you."

      "Never mind. We can see ourselves in."

      "Please, sir. The Lord will be displeased with me if I allow you entrance before he is prepared to receive her Grace."

      "Send a runner, then," Sir Adane said. "A fast one." He pushed past the guard and motioned Lorit and the princess to follow.
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        * * *

      

      With little advance warning, Lord Draril was flustered at being obliged to receive a royal guest. He looked as if he had been dressed quickly in a haphazard manner. His regal robes were wrinkled, he was unshaven, and looked slightly hungover. Despite his rushed preparations, Lorit thought he was an impressive figure. Lord Draril was a fighter, tall and strong, with the scars of battle showing on his face.

      He met them in the banquet hall as servants quickly prepared for the royal visit. Maids and servants rushed about, setting a table and decorating it with flowers and all the finery that the regal guest deserved.

      "Forgive my unpreparedness, princess," Lord Draril said, bowing low.

      "No, it is I who should ask your forgiveness. I should have sent a messenger ahead to advise you of our visit and allow you sufficient time to prepare, but alas, our need is great, and we have had to make haste."

      Lord Draril stood up and extended his hand to the princess. "What is your urgent need?" He guided her to a chair at the large table and sat her down. He pulled his own chair to face her.

      "My brother, Prince Ghall, has been kidnapped. We heard word that he was taken by the priests and that they were headed this way."

      "When did this happen?"

      "He was taken from the Castle in Veldwaite within the last moon. We have ridden hard to make it here as quickly as possible. They could not have arrived here much ahead of us, probably within the last two days."

      "Relynn is a large and populous city." Lord Draril leaned back in his chair as the servants brought them each a chalice of wine. "I'm afraid we don't keep track of everyone who comes and goes. Particularly if they don't want to be noticed."

      Lorit watched as they loaded the table with rich foods and drink. He was unaccustomed to such fare and had learned his lesson in Veldwaite. He located a pitcher of water and poured himself a chalice, drinking thirstily while he listened.

      "Please, there must be something you can do?" Princess Ukina asked. "Is there anyone we could talk to? Perhaps the gate guards or an innkeeper?"

      Lord Draril just laughed. "There are many inns in Relynn. The guards take turns at the gate as part of their rounds. There are dozens of guards who stand duty there each day. I'm sorry, princess, but there is almost no way to know if or when they entered the city."

      "Lorit is a wizard. He can use magic to read people. I saw him do it in Veldwaite."

      Lorit sat up, ready to offer a protest when Lord Draril interrupted her.

      "I do have a most powerful witch who helps with such things," he said, scratching his stubbly chin. "Perhaps magic is the answer." He looked over at Lorit questioningly. "Are you comfortable consulting a witch?"

      "I've never met a witch before," Lorit said.

      "That's not surprising," Lord Draril said. "Wizards and witches don't often get along."

      "If she can help me find Chihon and the prince, then I'm willing to try. Can you take us to her?"

      "I will make the arrangements. She sees people on her time, and it won't be today," Lord Draril said. "For now, let's enjoy our meal."
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        * * *

      

      It took two days to arrange the divination. Lord Draril was a gracious host, and after he'd had adequate time to prepare, he was a good-humored entertainer too. He explained to Lorit that witches needed time to prepare for any spell and that it took just the right combination of the position of the moon and stars. It also took time to gather the materials used in the spell.

      Lorit did not understand why and was impatient to get on with his quest. He wished again that he could contact Zhimosom, but in his absence, Rotiaqua was proving to be a good adviser. He lay back and relaxed, extending his sense out to her. The mist swirled around him, and the vision of the sorceress sitting in Zhimosom's chair started to form. Lorit could see her influence on the old wizard's study as the books seemed more orderly than usual.

      She looked up as Lorit's image materialized.

      "Lorit. How are you doing? Any progress in locating Chihon?"

      "Not yet. We've just arrived in Relynn. That is the last place we heard she was headed. It is a large city and very crowded. They could be anywhere. I still can't find her. Her magic is weak and distant, but at least I know she's still alive. It's as if there is a thick wall around her."

      "You've experienced the web," Rotiaqua reminded him. "You know how to break it. Is this spell like that one?"

      "I remember the web. Maybe if I were closer or had more power, I could break it, but I can't get through it from here. We're trying to track her down right now. Lord Draril says he knows a witch who can help."

      "A witch?" Rotiaqua abruptly shut the book she'd been reading. She placed her hand on the cover and looked sternly at Lorit.

      "Stay away from her," she said. "Witches are nothing but trouble, especially for a wizard." She reached across the table and picked up the skull that served as a candle holder. She slid it in front of her, absently picking at the wax that dripped down from the candle.

      "This is from the last witch Zhimosom encountered," Rotiaqua said. "He killed her and kept her skull as a decoration. Just a little reminder."

      "I don't see what harm can come of it."

      "Stay away from her," Rotiaqua insisted. "Even if she does know where Chihon is, she will lead you into trouble. Mark my words."

      "I need to find Chihon. Maybe the witch can help. Lord Draril seems to think so, and I am willing to take a chance."

      "Lorit, I know you want to find Chihon more than anything else, but be wary. Witches are trouble. They draw their power from the spirit world. It is evil magic."

      "Have you discovered anything about Zhimosom?" Lorit hoped that she knew more than the last time they'd spoken. "I still can't contact him, either."

      "Zhimosom still lives, but he is weakening. I can feel it."

      "Do you know where he is?"

      "No. I'm searching, but remember, my powers are diminished because of his imprisonment. It's part of the pairing."

      "Why aren't my powers diminished because of Chihon?"

      "Her powers are not diminished. They are just hidden from you. She must be well and strong, or else you would feel it too."

      "That's good, isn't it?" Lorit worried about Chihon more than Zhimosom. He had come to depend not only on her power to aid his own, but he missed her advice and had to admit he missed her company too.

      "It's a good sign." Rotiaqua raised her hand and pointed one aged finger at Lorit. "Stay away from that witch."

      "Thank you for your counsel," Lorit said, releasing the connection. He didn't want to argue with her about the witch. If the witch offered any hope of locating Chihon, he was going to see her.

      After the sorceress faded from view, Lorit fell into a troubled sleep. His dreams were filled with terror. He dreamed he had found Chihon, only every time he reached for her, she would shimmer and fade into the image of Princess Ukina, laughing maniacally.
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      When the witch was ready, Lorit and the princess were escorted by one of Lord Draril's servants to the less reputable side of the city. The witch lived in a rundown house adjacent to a graveyard. The old house had the obligatory spire, but it was crooked and weathered. Lorit worried that it would topple under the slightest breeze and crush them as they made their way inside.

      The witch's abode was no less run down inside. On the walls hung threadbare tapestries depicting mythical creatures and monsters that Lorit recognized from his childhood lessons. There was a smell in the air that reminded him of rotting corpses mixed in with burnt hair and berries.

      In the center of the room was a sturdy marble table with a large depression in the center. It stood on stout wooden legs, which were the only things in the room that appeared untouched by decay and degradation.

      An old woman carrying a large silver bowl entered the room. She placed it in the middle of the table and sat heavily in one of the chairs. "So, you have come to Kelnit to seek your love."

      "No," Lorit said. "I am looking for Chihon. She's my partner in magic, not my lover."

      "Not just partner." The witch pointed a crooked finger at him. "Your love." Lorit felt uncomfortable. The witch had seen something in him that he was not sure he was ready to admit to himself.

      She turned to the princess. "And you...are looking for your brother."

      "Yes, I am." The princess walked the perimeter of the room, arms folded, looking at each of the hangings with great interest.

      "Sit down, both of you," Kelnit said.

      Lorit and the princess took their seats across from each other. The witch leaned over the large glimmering silver bowl. "This will tell us everything we seek if we but ask properly." She sat up and looked at Lorit. "Do you have a personal item from the one you seek?"

      Lorit searched his pack for the comb the girl hid when Chihon left. He handed it to the witch. "This is her comb. It was left behind when she was abducted."

      "And you?" she asked turning to the princess.

      The princess rummaged in her own pack until she came up with a small dagger. "This is his."

      "Good." The witch called out to her apprentice to bring the water. A young girl came out, carrying a silver pitcher. She was about fourteen summers in age, wearing a dirty but well-maintained dress. She tipped the pitcher and poured water into the silver bowl. It stank of slime and decay as if it had been scooped from a stagnant pond in the graveyard.

      The water swirled around the bowl as she poured. Kelnit took the dagger and stirred the water violently, almost splashing it out of the bowl. She sat back and let the water settle down. The debris and contamination slowly sank to the bottom.

      The witch leaned over it and cackled. Lorit could see a rough pattern form in the sediment as it settled out of the water. It appeared vaguely like the map he carried in his pack.

      "I see a tall mountain peak, protected by a steep cliff and a solid wall of rock cut from the mountain itself. Banners fly from the walls, their golden trim awash in the sunlight that reflects off the snow. The mountain rises out of the Ice Father to challenge the spires of Relynn."

      The air above the water shimmered and took on the shape she described. High up in the mountains a city sat nestled against the sheer granite cliffs. Its walls were made of the same stone that formed the mountain, blending in almost as if the city itself had been formed right along with the craggy peaks.

      "In the city, there is a temple. Not to one of these new gods that are now in fashion, but the old ones, the real ones. There, one held under bondage may be released." The witch waved her hand over the water, wiping away the image.

      "What of Chihon?" Lorit demanded.

      The witch swirled the water in the bowl using the comb this time, setting the debris whirling about violently and once again allowed it to settle. "Let's see what the waters say about your love."

      She leaned over the bowl, searching the sediment in detail. She poked at the water with the comb, occasionally stirring up small local eddies that disturbed the sediment and allowed it to settle again.

      Lorit grew impatient as the witch repeatedly poked and stirred the water in different areas of the bowl, mumbling to herself.

      "What about Chihon?" he demanded. "Do you know where they've taken her?"

      "It's unclear," the witch said. "The signs are muddled. They don't show anything definite."

      "What do you mean, it's unclear? You had no problem locating the prince."

      "There is interference. The spirits are barred from speaking. They know, but they cannot reveal this." She spoke slowly and then looked up at Lorit. "But you already knew this, didn't you?"

      "I knew that she was being hidden from me. That's why I came here." Lorit was growing impatient with the witch. He had been warned that she might prove useless or even harmful.

      Lorit stood up and raised his magic. He leaned in toward Kelnit, grasping the edges of the bowl as he did. "You had better stop lying to me. If you know where they've taken her, or your spirits know, then tell me or I will make you wish you had."

      The witch laughed and sat back in her chair. "You can't command me or the spirits. Your magic is no use against mine. Try to harm me and you will only harm yourself."

      Lorit let his anger rise. He used it to fuel the spell he'd prepared for the witch. He reached out his hand toward her. "Precipio tibi quod mihi verum." He commanded her to tell him the truth.

      Suddenly Lorit felt as if he was falling, and the room went dark.
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        * * *

      

      "Lorit! Are you there? What happened?" came the voice of the princess out of the darkness.

      "I don't know. Are you hurt?"

      "No, but I can't see."

      Lorit felt a hand strike his face. It felt around until it reached his shoulder and latched on.

      "Is that you?" she asked.

      "It's me." His eyes should have adjusted to the dark, but he was still unable to make out anything. It was blacker than a storm on a moonless night.

      "Incendo ignio," Lorit called forth fire.

      Nothing.

      "What is that?" the princess cried out.

      "It isn't fire." Lorit peered into the darkness but saw nothing.

      "Over there." He felt her hand pulling his shoulder to point him in the direction she meant. Far off in the distance, he could see a small point of light. It grew slowly, almost achingly so, until it was about as large as a head of cabbage. It was a sphere of dark gray light, almost as black as the room, but shining faintly.

      The globe hovered in the air in front of him and stopped. He reached out to touch it, and it backed away. The gray changed into a swirl of color that twisted and turned across the face of the globe, growing progressively lighter. As his eyes accustomed to the faint light, it started to form an image.

      The image began as a swirl of red and yellow, slowly setting into the visage of a little girl in a red dress. She had light hair brushed neatly and tied in ribbons. She sat on a blanket underneath a tree next to a picnic basket.

      As the image grew clearer, Lorit felt fingernails digging into his arm. Suddenly there was a piercing scream. "No!"

      The globe fled into the distance fading away until they were once again left in the dark. The pressure on Lorit's arm released, and he heard the princess drop to the floor, sobbing. He felt around until he found her and sat down next to her. He reached out and took her hand.

      "What's wrong?" He could feel her shaking, and her skin was sweaty and clammy.

      "No!" was all she said between heavy sobs.

      Another globe appeared in the distance. It went through the same stage of clearing as the first apparition had, but this time the image was of a young boy. Lorit peered into it as the image sharpened.

      It was him.

      He was sitting at the table in the kitchen back home. The image drew him into it until he felt himself sitting at that table. It was larger than he remembered. His legs swung in the air as he kicked them freely. They were too short to reach the floor. He suddenly had an overwhelming sense of being alone. Totally and utterly alone. There was no one else in the world but him.

      The fear welled up inside of him just as it had on that day so long ago. His mother had left him sitting on the chair in the kitchen. She had been gone forever, and Lorit knew she was never coming back. Who was going to take care of him? Who would make his meals and help him get dressed?

      His lower lip started to tremble. He could feel the tears overflowing his eyes. He kicked his legs hard, but there was nothing but air. He fought back the tears when he heard a voice off in the distance say, "Is that you?"

      It was the princess. She had not been there the day that his mother had left him.

      "Lorit, is that you?" she asked again.

      "Yes, it's me. I was small, maybe five summers old. My mother left me all alone in the house. She said she'd be right back, but she was gone all afternoon. One of the kine had been in trouble with a birth. She had to run to help. She forgot all about me. I thought she had left me alone forever.

      "The dogs got in through the open door and growled at me. I thought they were going to eat me. I climbed up on the table and cried until she came back. It was getting dark, and the dogs growled at me every time I tried to get down and go find her.

      "When she came back, she was covered in blood and dirt. She saw me there crying, and she just scowled at me. She didn't even say why she was gone. She just went over to the sink and started washing up and told me to grow up; that I was being a baby.

      "I was afraid she had abandoned me. I was little and I didn't understand why she left me all alone that day when she said she would be right back or why she was so short with me. I learned later that despite her efforts, the kine and calf had both died. It was a great loss to our family."

      As Lorit told the story to the princess, the globe portrayed it before him. When he reached the end, it became brighter and brighter until it burst into a shower of sparks with a pronounced pop and plunged them into darkness once again.

      Lorit wondered what they had gotten themselves into when another sphere appeared. This one came on quicker and sharpened immediately. It hovered in front of the princess. Lorit could see her face by its light. She cringed in fear, throwing her hands up to hide her face. "No!" she shrieked, and the globe sped away, leaving them in the dark once more.

      Far off in the dark, another vision arose, this one was of a young woman. As it became clear, Lorit saw it was Chihon. She was sitting in a chair, looking as if she were fast asleep. A woman stood over her with a razor. The woman lifted Chihon’s curls in one gnarled hand and deftly sliced them away. She dropped them on the floor, adding to the accumulated tangle.

      Chihon soon sat there completely bald, her head white and angry from the abuse she had just suffered. The woman brushed her off and motioned her to stand. A priest in black robes entered the vision carrying a black robe with silver piping.

      Lorit saw Chihon slip her arms into the robe and turn to face him. She was impassive, emotionless.

      He reached out to her. "Chihon!" He tried to touch her magic, to call out to her in his mind, but she was far away and unresponsive.

      The image exploded in a shower of sparks, leaving Lorit and the princess in darkness once more. Lorit sat frozen. Was this reality, the past, the future, or just some ruse to anger him? He desperately wished he knew what had happened to Chihon and how to reach her.

      A new sphere appeared. There was a young woman of about ten summers portrayed in its light. It was the princess again. This time she was seated in a chair beside a large canopy bed.

      Lorit felt her hand grasp his. "Please, I don't want to watch this."

      "I don't think it will hurt you," Lorit told her. He squeezed her hand as the image came to life. A short fat woman in servants' garb entered from the side, carrying a large spoon. She approached the young princess, tapping the spoon in her hand as she did. When she reached the princess, she said something that Lorit could not hear, but the princess squeezed his hand even tighter.

      "What's happening?"

      "Please. I don't want to see this." The image of the princess held out her hand timidly. The woman struck it repeatedly with the spoon until it was red. She reached for the other hand and repeated the beating, finally storming off.

      "What happened?"

      "I was caught stealing treats from the kitchen. That was the cook. She beat me so hard, she broke one of the bones in my hand. I could not use it for weeks. I told everyone I fell down and hurt it. I was never so ashamed in my life. I hurt so bad, but I didn't want anyone to know that it was for being bad."

      As the princess explained, the globe became brighter and brighter. It popped and disappeared just as the earlier one had.

      Far off and faint, the next sphere appeared. It grew in size and intensity until Lorit could see that it was the little girl sitting under the tree. The princess grasped his hand so hard he thought it would break. She shrieked, "No!" and the globe sped away once more.

      "What is that?" Lorit asked. "What happened that day?"

      She turned and laid her head against his chest, crying. "I just can't bear it."

      Lorit waited for her breathing to settle down. "Maybe this is how we get out of here. These are our fears, and we have to face them."

      "Not that one." She shook as she cried.

      A sphere arrived showing Chihon in priestly robes. This time, she was standing beside an altar. Lorit recognized the altar. It was in the temple. A small animal was tied on the altar and Lorit could feel that it had its own magic. It lay there quietly as Chihon stroked its fur. Lorit saw the sunbeam moving slowly across the altar. He knew once it struck the statue, the sacrifice would begin.

      Lorit saw Chihon raise the sacrificial blade and lay it against the throat of the creature. "No!" Lorit screamed, but it had no effect. When the sunbeam touched the statue, Chihon drew the knife across the animal’s throat.

      Blood gushed forth, mingled with a purple sparkling cloud that swirled around Chihon. The cloud spun faster and faster and contracted until the magic was absorbed. He saw the figure of Chihon throw her head back and let out a silent shout of triumph.

      "No!" Lorit shouted. He reached for the sphere, but before he could touch it, it exploded into a shower of light and sparks and died out, plunging them back into the deep darkness.

      Lorit hung his head and cried. Had he just witnessed Chihon take the magic of a magical creature? Was this real? If she had actually done this thing, would he have felt it? He wanted to find her, and these images only fueled his rage at the witch for lying to him.

      Again, a sphere arrived. This time it was Lorit who appeared inside the glowing light. He looked much as he did now. The image showed him Chedel, the young wizard he'd rescued from the temple. It displayed his rescue and how Lorit had entrusted him into the care of the sorceress.

      He watched as Chedel snuck away from the sorceress to meet with the priests. His anger rose as the extent of the betrayal Chedel had engaged in was revealed to him. He knew the boy had turned out to be his enemy when he had believed him to be a confidant. The boy had been reporting their every movement to the priests from the time they had met.

      As the final conflict appeared, Lorit couldn't contain himself. He was shaking with rage at the extent of the betrayal. He felt fingers grip his arm. "What is this?" the princess asked. "What happened?"

      "That was Chedel. I rescued him from the temple and mentored him. I took care of him and made sure he was safe. All the time he was plotting against me."

      The image revealed Lorit bound to the table in the temple.

      "I was tortured by the priest and Chedel sat there taunting me all the while." His voice shook with the anger of the betrayal.

      "Then what?"

      "Then I killed him," Lorit said. The sphere stayed where it was. Lorit had thought that telling the story was what had made the sphere burst, but it just stayed where it was.

      The sphere showed the bright violet light emanating from Lorit. It twisted around the boy, drawing a dark purple light from him, twisting it into a sharp lance, and driving it into the priest. The scene froze at that instant and remained where it was.

      "Why doesn't it disappear like the last one? You told me what happened."

      "I don't know. I was being tortured. I used Chedel's magic to attack the priest. I'd protected the boy and worried about him, and he betrayed me."

      "Why is this important to you?"

      "It's the final battle with the temple in Veldwaite." Lorit recalled the day. He grew tense at the memory, his fists tightening until his fingernails bit into his own flesh.

      "You killed him? He looks like a kid. Surely he wasn't much of a threat to you."

      "He wasn't a threat; he was a betrayer. I was angry with him for turning on us. I was angry with him for sitting there taunting me while the priest tortured me. I was angry that he was a turncoat all along and that he lied to me from the very first."

      "So, you killed him out of anger?"

      "I...He...I," Lorit stuttered. Had he taken Chedel's life more because he was angry than because he needed his magic? Had he acted out of rage and not out of self-defense, as he had tried to convince himself?

      "I killed him out of anger," Lorit finally said, admitting what he saw. "I murdered a boy because I was mad at him and he was taunting me."

      The sphere brightened and shattered into sparks that flew everywhere and quickly died, plunging them back into darkness.

      The next globe to appear contained the image of a young girl sitting at a table, watching a woman cooking. It was Lorit's sister, Onolt. The girl got up from the table and left the room. Lorit could almost feel the room around him; the smell of his mother's cooking caressed his senses and brought him back to the home he'd left so long ago.

      The door burst open, and a priest appeared. He struggled with Lorit's mother, who fought back with her kitchen knife, landing a few blows, leaving the priest bloodied before he overcame her.

      "What is this, Lorit? Why isn't it showing you something you did?"

      "I don't know. This is my sister Onolt and my mother. This must be the day the priest killed them. Why is it showing me this?"

      The priest left the room and quickly returned, dragging the girl behind him. He lashed her to the kitchen table and pulled out a ceremonial knife, caressing it as he walked around her. Lorit cringed in anticipation. He remembered the pain, but why would the sphere show him this scene from his past?

      He felt the agony as the priest tortured the girl, slicing away at her tender flesh, carving arcane symbols into her skin like a whittler carving a soft piece of pine. The priest paused in his torture when Lorit's mother awoke from her beating. He pulled her up off the floor and pinned her against the table.

      Lorit turned his face away from the image. He didn't want to witness this. He knew what had happened. He knew he had caused this, but he didn't have to watch it unfold in front of him.

      "The image has stopped," the princess said.

      Lorit turned back to the sphere, and it resumed its gruesome depiction.

      With Lorit's mother, the priest had been mercifully quick. He made a few swift cuts and opened her throat and wrists letting her blood run across his sister and onto the floor. He held her there until the blood stopped spurting from her wounds, then he cast her back on the floor.

      Lorit turned away again.

      "It's stopped again," the princess told him. "I think you have to watch it." She reached out and put her hand on his arm.

      Lorit watched as the priest drew more symbols on the exposed flesh of his younger sister. He recalled how they had shared a bond of closeness that allowed him to feel what she felt and how it was severed that day. He watched, unable to take his eyes off the image.

      The priest smeared his mother's blood on the table, carefully drawing geometric figures on the polished wood. Finally, he lifted his staff and passed it over the girl. A heavy, glowing mist formed and contracted until it enveloped her, wrapping her in a dense tangle of mesh that formed from the retracting illumination. He felt her presence diminish as the mesh tightened about her. He could see the pattern of ropes that now bound her, and his heart sank in him.

      He screamed in rage and frustration.

      The sphere dimmed and started to back away.

      "No, wait. This is my sister. I was responsible for her death. The temple came after her because of me. I killed her. It was me."

      "How is that your fault?" The princess squeezed Lorit's arm tightly.

      "I infused my magic into her when I tried to heal her from the fever. She was not a sorceress by nature, but I turned her into one. It was my fault that the temple came after her. When this happened, I sought out the priest who did this and killed him."

      The globe brightened and burst into a shower of sparks.

      The sphere with the image of the little girl appeared once again. Lorit could feel the princess tense up as it grew closer and brighter. He put his arm around her shoulders and leaned in. "You have to face this," he said.

      "It's horrible." She was shaking so hard, Lorit was worried she wouldn't be able to face it.

      "What's happening? Why is this so terrible?"

      "This is the day my mother died. I was just a little girl. We were out for a picnic. She went down to the river to wash up before we ate. She left me on the blanket."

      The image drew back to show the tree, then the river. Lorit could see the woman walking toward the river. There were guards along the path, standing, shields up and swords at the ready. She strolled between them, making her way to the water.

      "She was fetching water to wash me when they killed her. We never found out who was behind it. The guards killed him. They never got a chance to question anyone," she explained.

      The little princess in the image watched as her mother scooped water from the river with a small pail. Her dress was white and shone with the noonday sun. It was almost as if she were lit from within.

      Suddenly, a red blossom appeared on her back, quickly followed by another. The red splattered and spread to fist-sized stains before the queen fell face forward into the river. The little princess jumped up and ran for the water. Before she could get beyond the confines of the shade tree, she was snatched up in the arms of one of the guards.

      "The guards tried to protect me. I thought he was trying to keep me away from my mother. I fought him with all my strength until he suddenly released me."

      The guard held her tight and turned his back to the river and her mother. She struggled to get free but was unable to break the grip he had on her. Without warning, he released her and fell to the ground.

      "That was when I got shot."

      Lorit could feel her shaking in his arms as he watched the little girl sit there screaming. A red splotch appeared on her tiny dress, and she fell to the ground.

      "I still have the scar. They never found out who did it, so they were never punished."

      The sphere glowed brightly and exploded into a shower of sparks.

      The next time the sphere appeared immediately. It showed Chihon once again standing over the altar. She held the knife in her hand in readiness. This time, there was no magical creature on the altar. It was a young boy.

      Lorit strained to see the boy who was tied to the altar just as Ardser had been when the priests took his magic. The sunbeam approached the statue, signaling the optimum time to make the sacrifice, and the boy cried out and struggled in his bonds. He turned his face to Lorit.

      It was Prince Ghall.

      Lorit and the princess screamed out in unison, "No." But it had no effect on the grisly scene being played out before their eyes.

      The sunbeam struck the statue and Chihon deftly slid the knife across the prince’s throat. Blood gushed forth, mixed with a cloud of purple and silver sparkles.

      "No!" Lorit screamed.

      He let the rage consume him and fuel his magic. He raged at the scene before him. Chihon would not turn. She would not take someone’s magic. She would not kill the prince.

      He felt his anger consume the magic of the witch, shattering the spell. The darkness exploded into light, and the tombstones of the graveyard appeared out of the thick mist.
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        * * *

      

      "That does it. She is going to tell me where Chihon is." Lorit picked himself up off the musty ground. "She's not going to get away with this."

      "Lorit, you can't beat her. She's a witch. Please don't. She could kill you."

      Lorit didn't let that stop him. He turned back to the witch's house. He used his staff to steady himself as he made his way. The trap had taken a lot out of him, and he was feeling drained. As he approached the house, he could feel the witch inside. Her magic was strange, different from his own. He reached out with his senses to locate her and raised fire.

      "Where is she?" he screamed. "What have you done with her?"

      Lorit hurled the fireball toward the house. It leaped from his hand and swooped, entering through an open window. There was a bright flash as the fireball struck something inside of the house. Lorit felt a surge in the witch's power as she fought off the flames.

      "Tell me what you have done with her."

      He raised another fireball. This time he imbued the fire with all the strength he had in him. It shifted from the familiar blue to almost pure white. He released it to chase the previous one, swirling and spitting sparks as it flew through the open window. This time there was a flash brighter than the sun that cast shadows across the graveyard, burning themselves into his eyes.

      Lorit thought that the witch must surely be dead after such a blast. He walked toward the house. The walls still glowed inside as he stormed up the stairs. He heard the witch from inside cackling with laughter.

      "You’re never going to find her."

      A beam of light struck Lorit where he stood, blinding him instantly. It was almost as bright as the flash from his last fireball, as bright as the noonday sun.

      He jammed his staff into the rickety floor to steady himself. He willed the light to bend into the jewel at the head of his staff. It took effort, but slowly Lorit could feel the light abate as it was drawn from his face and into the jewel.

      Soon the light emanating from the witch was streaming in a tight beam directly into the head of his staff. Lorit could feel the power building up in it. It felt as if it were about to explode.

      The witch stood back, her hand raised, showers of light funneling into the staff. She had closed her eyes as she blasted him. Lorit realized she could not see him, and she must have assumed the light was still striking him. He tried to sound weak when he replied, "You cannot defeat me, witch. I will have my answer from you."

      He left his staff stuck in the floor and got down on his hands and knees, crawling across the rough planks, shoving dead leaves and debris out of his way. He wiggled close to the witch and carefully reached for his knife. He drew it and stood up behind her.

      He waited until she relaxed the spell. As the light diminished, she opened her eyes to discover Lorit's staff standing in the middle of the room but no Lorit. He quickly stepped close and grabbed her by the hair. He leaned her head back and made one swift stroke that should have slit her throat so deeply it would have taken her head from her shoulders.

      She cackled like a chicken, laughing at him. "Well, wizard. You do have a few tricks up your sleeve."

      She raised her hand, and Lorit froze in place. She turned to him, looking him over. "You thought you could kill me?" She pointed one gnarled and twisted finger at him. "I'm a witch. No wizard tricks work on me."

      She traced down his chest with her fingernail, creating a large red welt wherever the nail touched. It burned like fire. Lorit screamed out in pain.

      "You will never find your love," the witch said. "She is lost, gone over to the temple. You cannot save her, and you cannot save yourself."

      The witch made a gesture with her hand, and Lorit was thrust into the chair. He landed hard and was unable to move a muscle. She bent over him, and Lorit smelled the putrid odor of her. She smelled as if she had been eating dead things from the swamp.

      "Let me see. What shall I do with you?" She rubbed her chin and stood up straight, which for her was still a stoop. She stood before Lorit, extending her fingernail once again and slicing his flesh with it. It burned as if a red-hot knife had been drawn against his skin.

      Lorit could see the princess sneaking through the doorway. He wanted to warn her, but he couldn't move a muscle. She quietly crossed the floor and grabbed his staff. She wrenched it from the floor where he had jammed it and advanced on the witch.

      The old woman was concentrating on torturing Lorit and did not see the princess as she snuck up and raised Lorit's staff. The princess swung the staff with both hands and struck the witch firmly on the head.

      Sparks flew everywhere at the impact. The jewel flared brilliantly, and the witch lit up along with it. She stiffened and blazed like the noonday sun, and Lorit could see her bones glowing through her skin.

      She let out a scream that Lorit thought would leave him deaf. Just when he could take no more, the glowing stopped. The witch turned to ash and blew away in the evening breeze. Lorit felt the bonds release him as she disappeared.

      He shook with relief as he struggled to stand. He walked unsteadily over to the princess and took his staff from her hands, examining it. The jewel in its head looked like it had been battered and melted. Its normal luster was gone, and it was chipped and scorched all over.

      "You're welcome," the princess said sarcastically. She took the seat that Lorit had just vacated with a heavy sigh.

      "I'm sorry. Thank you for saving my life." He glanced at the staff questioningly then back to the princess.

      "I saw your staff absorb her magic. I figured it would make a good weapon. It just sort of came to me while I was watching from outside the window. It didn't look like you were making any headway against her."
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        * * *

      

      Lorit and the princess made their way back to the accommodations Lord Draril had provided them.

      "I wish I knew where Chihon was taken. With her help, I could find the prince with ease," Lorit said.

      "The witch must have been referring to Friega. That's the only city that fits."

      "That's where she said Prince Ghall is, but I need to find Chihon."

      "You don't know where she is." The princess sat at the table, looking defiant. "You need to find my brother."

      "I need to find Chihon." Lorit was in no mood for an argument. He was frustrated that they could always seem to find the trail that led to Prince Ghall, but never to Chihon, although he was suspicious that the trail leading to Prince Ghall was too easy to find.

      "So, find her." The princess waved her arms toward the setting sun. "Go and get her, then come back and find my brother."

      "I don't know where she is!" Lorit was tempted to strike her again, but all that would accomplish would be to injure Chihon. And the princess had saved him from the witch.

      Perhaps Ukina's connection to Chihon could provide some insight. He reached out with his magic to the princess. He felt for Chihon's presence, muted and distant though it was, and examined them both at the same time. He felt the presence of Chihon's connection more strongly as he did.

      She was well, but she was still distant.

      Lorit got a sense that Chihon was west of him, but if she was in Friega or somewhere else, he couldn't tell. It looked like Friega was his best option.

      Lorit would have headed out immediately, but Princess Ukina convinced him that they should send the guard back to Veldwaite first. If not, Sir Adane would just track them down again until he caught up to them.

      She made the excuse that they were going to be crossing the Ice Father and that was no place for horses and knights. The trek across the Ice Father would be treacherous and dangerous enough with just the two of them. With the knights, their armor, and their horses, it was near impossible.

      Friega had never been conquered by an invading army. This was primarily due to its location as it was built on a high peak that stuck out of the Ice Father in defiance of the crushing snows that flowed around it.

      They would have to cross this ice to reach the castle and free the prince. Lorit wondered if the prince was even in Friega. With the way things were going, he was doubtful.
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      Chihon stood beside the altar, sacrificial knife in hand, watching the sunbeam creep toward the mini dragon. She could feel its power as a faint golden glow surrounding the animal. Its fur coat seemed to shimmer as she prepared to take its life, the tiny horns sparked with magical energy as the animal sensed its coming doom.

      She felt a faint memory push its way into her conscious mind. Something told her this was only the first step and that taking the power of this magical animal would be no different from killing a person and taking their magic. Something about this screamed out to her that human sacrifice would be the next step in her education.

      "No. This is wrong." She threw the knife down on the altar.

      Otana rushed over and grabbed the knife. He raised it above the animal and chanted the spell to take its magic.

      Chihon stepped back, reeling from her inner turmoil. Why did she have memories of the priests taking the magic of young wizards in this manner, just as she was preparing to take the magic of the mini dragon?

      "No. Stop," she shouted at Otana. "Don't kill it."

      He reached out to her without looking up from his sacrifice. Chihon could feel Otana's power surge at her, trying to bind her in place, to silence her. She felt the tendrils of it encircle her, squeezing tighter.

      "Vincula et libera me," she said softly, commanding the bonds to loosen. She relaxed and focused her own power, willing it to unravel the spell the priest had cast her way. The feeling of entrapment almost completely vanished, but she still felt a residual magic, almost as if something else were still holding her. It was tenuous, barely noticeable.

      She reached out and seized the knife from Otana, pushing the priest to the floor.

      "I said no." She sliced away the bonds that held the mini dragon. "Go on, get out of here," she said, pointing to the window.

      The creature spread its tiny wings, launched itself from the altar, and quickly darted out the open window.

      "Why did you do that?" Otana demanded. "Those animals are valuable. This was to be your inaugural sacrifice. It would have provided you enough magical reserve to heal a dozen penitents from their ills. How could you waste such a gift?"

      "Because it's wrong." She spoke slowly as if instructing a simple child. "I will not take the magic of another being for my own."

      "It's no different from taking a life to eat, just like you did yesterday with the rabbit."

      "I could feel its magic. I could feel its intelligence. It's not just a simple animal. It's more than that, and I'm not going to kill it and take its power."

      "On your head be it, then." Otana stormed from the room, shouting for the guards.

      The guards appeared and grabbed Chihon. They dragged her to the main door of the temple, preparing to throw her out onto the avenue. Tass was behind her, being treated no better. When they reached the entrance, Otana stood by the door, glaring at Chihon.

      "Throw them out," he instructed the guards. "I don't care if she's going to be the high priestess. She's not welcome here."

      He looked at Tass. "And you're not welcome here either. What were you thinking, bringing her here to desecrate my altar and commit sacrilege in my temple? Throw them out."

      The guard complied, thrusting Chihon out of the main door and onto the avenue. She stumbled and fell, scraping her knees on the stones. She shook off the pain as she stood and brushed off the dirt. She had just recovered her balance when they heaved Tass out, knocking Chihon down to the ground again.

      "Don't come back here," Otana shouted as the doors closed behind her.

      Chihon brushed off the dirt again. As she put weight on her foot, pain flared in her ankle. Tass had landed hard on her and twisted it. She put pressure on it and tested her ability to walk. The pain was stabbing, but she was able to walk with a little help from Tass.
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        * * *

      

      After their inglorious departure from Gwitney, Chihon and Tass spent the day on the road. Chihon's ankle still throbbed even though she rode. They stopped for the evening, making their camp under an ancient live oak tree.

      "Your ankle isn't getting better, is it?" Tass asked as she gently grasped Chihon's foot and moved it from side to side.

      "It's a little better."

      "Lie down and I'll unwrap it for the night."

      Tass made a fire and brewed some strong tea, along with the roasted roots and dried meat.

      "Drink this." Tass offered the tea to Chihon. "It will help you sleep. I am working on a potion that will help your ankle heal a little faster."

      "Thank you, Tass. I don't know what I'd do without you."

      Tass gave Chihon a paste of bitter herbs after she finished her tea. "I know it tastes terrible, but it will help you heal."

      Chihon lay down and was soon fast asleep. Tass retrieved the large candle from her pack, lit it, sat back, and waited for Sulrad to appear. Soon, the image of the High Priest formed in the candle flame.

      "She is resisting," Tass said. "I made the arrangements to have her take the mini dragon's magic. She readily sacrificed the rabbit yesterday, but when confronted with the mini dragon, she refused to perform the sacrifice and instead freed the animal. The priest made a big show of throwing us out of the temple.

      "He tried to use a containment spell on her, but she deflected it easily. I fear she recognized the web we have placed around her when she counteracted his spell. She appears to be recalling her real life more frequently than before.

      "Do you have any suggestions?" Tass asked.

      "The prince will arrive in Quineshua soon. If he does not turn, we can take his magic for this purpose. Royal blood and magic. It will be most powerful. Until then, though, we will have to make do."

      Sulrad thought for a moment. "I will send you a more powerful potion, one that will help strengthen the memories you have implanted in her. Do not fail me in this."

      "Yes, Father. I will take great care."

      The potion appeared shortly after their conversation. Tass poured some on the cloth she kept secreted away and placed it over Chihon's mouth and nose. She held it there until she was certain the girl had breathed enough for the potion to do its work.

      She settled down for the long litany of recitation that she used to reinforce the memories of the temple in Chihon. She kept it up almost all night, finishing just as the moon set and the stars faded. Exhausted, Tass gathered up her magical paraphernalia and lay down to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next few days, Chihon felt her ankle healing. Each night Tass would brew a cup of special tea and sit with her until she fell asleep. Chihon felt refreshed and rested each morning, and the pain in her ankle was almost gone.

      They made good progress on their journey, and the heavy wooded lands had gradually given way to the flat open prairie with the occasional stand of trees.

      The solid ice wall towered above them, stretching into the sky. Before it were piles of crushed rock and shattered ice. The cold kept the trees at bay and formed a corridor between the ice and the adjoining grasslands. They rode close to the ice, seeking the shelter of any nearby trees at night, to put some distance between them and the frigid air that constantly streamed down the face of the Ice Father.

      Across the plains, they could see the stark granite monument that was Derig. The city had been built on the sheer granite face of a solitary mountain that stood against the Ice Father. The ice split as it encroached the granite and divided itself into two separate, solid rivers that reached around the city, enfolding it in a blanket of white.

      High Derig was carved from the granite face itself, while low Derig was nestled below, fabricated from the huge slabs that were excavated to form the upper city. A large semicircular wall stretched from the vertical face, crowding the Ice Father and encircling the lower city. Outside of the wall was a wide moat filled with oil that could be lit to form a barrier of flame in times of great danger.

      The city guard of Derig was recruited from the most elite mercenaries in the land. It was said that the Guard Quarter was almost as opulent as the Royal Apartments, so well were they paid.

      As they crested the rise that revealed the city, Chihon saw a cloud of dust approaching down the road.

      "Let's get off the road before they reach us," Chihon said. "It's almost time anyway. We can camp for the night and enter the city in the morning."

      They pulled off the road and staked out the horses. Chihon found a convenient rock and sat. She placed her pack on the ground next to her and unlaced it to provide her easy access. She checked her sleeve for the dagger she kept hidden there. It was secured against her arm, the razor-sharp blade nestled snugly in its leather case.

      The dust cloud turned into a pair of horsemen. As they approached, she could see that they were flying a strange banner. She gathered her power around her just in case there was any hostile intent.

      As the men reached the spot where Chihon and Tass had pulled over, the lead horseman reined up and jumped down from the saddle. The second man took the reins from him but remained mounted.

      The first man approached Chihon and firmly planted the banner into the soft soil. He knelt down on one knee. "Good evening, Mother," he said, rising. "You are a priestess of Ran?"

      "Yes, I am." Chihon watched as the man approached her. Something in his movements made her suspicious or else her senses were working extremely well. She gathered her power, ready.

      The man quickly drew his sword and advanced on her. "Death to the Priesthood. Death to Ran." He swung his sword at her, trying to take her head off with his first thrust.

      Chihon threw herself backward. She rolled off the back side of the rock, putting it between her and the assailant. She reached out to him and called out, "Prohibere ubi sunt," commanding him to stop where he was. She could feel the power flowing from her, but the man was not deterred. He stepped around the rock and took another swing at her.

      Chihon rolled away, but he caught her robe with his sword. She could hear the cloth shred just before the sword clanged into the stone.

      She rolled to her feet, hunching down to make herself a smaller target and faced her attacker.

      "What are you doing?" she demanded. "The temple is a place of service and healing." She weaved from side to side, backing away from him while still crouching.

      "The temple is a den of thieves and purveyors of false religion." He lifted his sword over his head in preparation for another stroke.

      "Please grant me a moment to prepare myself," Chihon begged. "Let me say my final prayers before you take my head."

      The man hesitated. He looked down at her, sword held high. "Make it fast then." He held his position waiting while Chihon folded her hands and let her sleeves fall across them. She bowed her head and mumbled the quick prayer that Tass said over her every night.

      Under the cover of her sleeves, she carefully withdrew her dagger and prepared to throw. She planted one foot and tensed her body preparing to jump away from the oncoming steel. As she finished her prayer, she looked up at the man.

      "I'm finished."

      He pulled the sword back. "Now that you have said your peace, prepare for your eternal rest."

      As the sword started to move, Chihon burst from the ground. She moved like lightning, thrusting the dagger under the man's ribs, plunging it straight into his heart. She slid past his undefended side even as the sword whistled through the air. She fell to the ground behind him as he toppled over. The only sound was that of his final gasping breath.

      She lay there, breathing heavily, mentally checking her body for signs of injury. She appeared to be whole and unscathed. As she gathered her wits, she remembered that there were two of them and sat bolt upright, expecting another attack.

      She turned to see the second man lying on the ground. Tass stood behind him holding a knife and scowling. She was red with the man's blood. The rider gushed a crimson stream from the twin slashes in his back, deftly placed there by the old woman as he'd watched the fight.

      "Who are these men?" Chihon asked.

      "This is the banner of the Atenthi." Tass kicked over the flag the first man had jammed into the soft earth. She stepped on the decorated cloth and ground it into the dirt.

      Chihon opened the saddlebags on the lead horse. She found a parchment authorizing the horseman to represent the Royal Governor of Derig. "I thought Derig was a ruled by a council of free men."

      "It was. It looks like things may have changed."

      "It doesn't look like they favor the temple. I think I need to find a change of clothes before we head into the city."

      "These look like they may fit," Tass said, holding up a pair of pants and coarse homespun shirt. She kicked at the dead man. "I don't think he's going to need them."
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        * * *

      

      Chihon and Tass reached the city gates late in the morning. The sun did little to lift the cold gray of the granite walls that surrounded the towering city. The wind that blew off the Ice Father was thick with mist and biting chill. Chihon drew the borrowed shirt tighter around her and leaned into her horse as they drew close to the gate.

      "Halt," the guard called out. "Where from, and where bound?"

      "We're bound for Calrick and we've come from Gwitney," Chihon said. She tried to make her voice as low as possible, hoping the guards would mistake her for a man.

      "What's wrong with your son?" he asked Tass, rubbing his hand over his scalp, indicating Chihon's shaved head.

      "Nothing, Sir. He likes to feel the breeze on his scalp. It's the latest fashion in Gwitney."

      "He's not sick?"

      "He's fine. A little slow, but healthy," she added with a conspiratorial wink.

      He eyed their bundles. "If you're selling any goods in the market, you need to get a permit. If you're staying more than a moon, you'll need to register with the Magistrate." The guard stepped aside to allow them entry.

      "Thank you, we will certainly do that."

      Chihon followed silently behind Tass as they passed through the gates. Once inside, Chihon was surprised to see, not the usual gathering of houses and shops, but a crowd of lavish mausoleums. The polished marble and rich ornate carvings had been defaced by chips and slashes. Some statues were thrown over, others arranged in suggestive positions. Several had been hacked until they were no longer recognizable. Many of the mausoleums stood open, the doors smashed in and contents looted.

      "Tass, what happened here?"

      "These are the famed mausoleums of Derig. The city is known for its grandeur and opulence. They take great pride in their ancestors and treat them well. Someone must have invaded the city. This looks like the work of an invading army."

      "With such strong walls, I find it hard to believe that they were overrun," Chihon said.

      "The city is protected by a mercenary army. They are loyal and fierce, and they have never been overrun in the city's entire history." Tass shook her head at the desecration.

      The mausoleums soon gave way to more conventional buildings. There were homes and shops lining the street as they made their way and walked deeper into the city. Chihon noticed that many of the occupants looked up from their work as the two of them walked down the street, only to quickly return to their chores when she made eye contact.

      They came to an open square that served as a local market. It was small and crowded with stalls where the merchants displayed their wares. It pricked a longing in Chihon for her grandma'am and the market back home.

      "Let's rest over there." Chihon indicated a portion of the market that was open grass with a few shade trees breaking up the grounds. A group of noisy children darted around the trees, playing a game of “catch me if you can” and squealing with excitement as their parents scoured the market.

      They found a spot where they could water their horses and sat down in the shade of an oak tree. From there they could observe the market while they decided what to do next. The citizens were bustling around the market, haggling over the prices of everything from bread to beans.

      A young mother walked toward the park carrying a sack of vegetables and bread. She stopped and called to a little girl who reluctantly abandoned her game. Just then, a rider thundered up the street and came to a halt next to the mother and child.

      The rider was a large shirtless man with a long black braid running down his back and gold circlets around his massive biceps. He reined his horse to a stop and jumped off in one smooth motion. He walked over to the young mother, knocked the provisions out of her hand, grabbed her by the arm, and dragged her back toward his horse.

      The little girl cried as her mother was hauled away. The woman screamed and struck the man repeatedly, but he easily overpowered her, laughing as he pulled her along. When they reached his horse, he took a coil of rope and quickly lashed her hands together. He threw the free end of the rope across his saddle and made it fast.

      Chihon headed for the man. "What do you think you're doing? Leave that woman alone."

      "Mind your place, boy," he said turning his back on her.

      "I said leave her alone." This time Chihon held out her hand and focused her magic on him. "Prohibere ubi sunt," she said, commanding him to halt.

      She could feel the power flow out of her, but it didn't seem to have much effect on the man. She expected him to freeze in place, but he did not. He must have felt it because he turned to face her once again.

      "Who are you to command me?" he demanded. "I am Dendar of the Atenthi warriors. We own this city and all who dwell within it."

      He walked over to her, towering above her, and planted his hands on his hips. "Are you going to try to stop me? Go ahead, I'll wait."

      She reached out her senses again. This time she could feel his natural shields. He was no wizard, but he had magic and he had shields. Something impeded her ability to attack him directly, but she had to try something. She examined him with her magic, found a loose thread, and carefully unraveled the shielding he carried. It was easy, now that she knew what she was dealing with.

      Inside his shield, Chihon felt his life force and his magic. She carefully pulled at them, separating both from him. His magic was wild and crude, yet powerful. She imagined what she could do with power like this. She drew it cautiously away from him, preparing for that final pull that would sever it and make it her own.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, she heard her own thoughts shouting. "Don't do it!" She had a vague impression of Lorit fighting a priest, and her calling out to him not to take the priest's magic for his own. She hesitated. Why had that memory come up? Was it even real?

      She looked back into the warrior. She could see his life thread clearly, now that she had separated it from his magic. She reached for that instead and touched it as she'd seen Lorit do.

      The man toppled over into a deep sleep.

      "We'd better get out of here before he wakes up. I don't know how long he'll be out."

      She untied the young woman as Tass comforted the girl and shepherded her back to her mother.

      "You need to get out of here as quickly as you can," Chihon told her. "He'll wake soon, and he's not going to be happy about this. Do you have somewhere to go?"

      "I...I have a sister. She lives outside the city on a small farm," the woman explained.

      "Go there. Don't return. I have a feeling he'll come back for you if you do."

      "I will." The woman turned to the man lying on the ground and spat on him. "Filthy swine," she said and kicked him in the ribs.

      "These swine have been here since spring. They came when the snows melted and moved right in. It is said they bought off the city guard with enough gold to purchase the entire city. Certainly, they think they own it." She kicked the man again. "But not me!"

      Chihon watched as the woman and child left, hoping they would make it out of the city safely.
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        * * *

      

      Chihon and Tass booked themselves into the Broken Dagger Inn. It was constructed from granite blocks and was cold inside. The fireplace in the dining room did little to chase away the shivers that threatened to overcome her. They had chosen the Broken Dagger for its location, far from the park. They sat quietly at the table, listening to the conversation of the patrons, and slowly pieced together the events that had led up to the capture of the city.

      The Atenthi had bought off the mercenaries that made up the city guard. They'd found a rich seam of gold beneath the face of the Ice Father and used that gold to buy their way into Derig.

      They'd made the arrangements in secret and when the time came, simply notified the guard of their arrival. The guard had picked up their gear and departed, leaving the city wide open to the barbarians, who quickly dispatched the ruling council and took over in their place.

      The population had been subject to random raids by the Atenthi ever since. They frequently carried off young women for their pleasure and young men for their slaves. The whole city lived in fear.

      "How may I help you?" The serving girl was tall and thin and wore a clean white apron over her homespun dress.

      "Do you have any meat?" Chihon asked.

      "We don't often have meat in the middle of the week. But today we have lamb and fowl."

      "How is the lamb?"

      "Only a little tough," the girl answered with a wink.

      "I'll have the lamb then." Chihon looked over at Tass, who nodded. "Both of us."

      "Two lambs. That'll be five silvers."

      "Five silvers? That seems a little high."

      "Prices are high ever since the Atenthi have moved in," the girl said. "That does include ale for each of you and some bread."

      Chihon reached for the silvers and placed them on the table.

      "What are we going to do about these Atenthi?" Chihon hated to see anyone being taken advantage of. The Atenthi sounded like an intolerable evil. "We can't let these people become their prey."

      "We're not going to do anything about them," Tass said. "We don't get involved in local politics. You should not have interfered today in the park. It's not our fight."

      "Not interfered?" Chihon said. "That woman's life was about to be ruined and her child left to fend for herself. How can you just let that happen?"

      "We don't interfere. One ruler is much like the next. You'll see."

      "I don't see it that way," Chihon said.

      "I see that you are the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on," came a voice from beside her.

      Chihon looked up to see a young man standing there. He was about her age with closely cropped hair that looked like he had cut it himself with his knife. He pulled out the bench and sat down.

      "You are stunning. The most beautiful girl in the city, nay, the world," he said. "I'm smitten."

      Chihon blushed. She ran her hand over her head to straighten her hair only to recall that her head was shaved bare.

      "I think I'm in love. My name is Banuntu and I'm your new slave." He batted his eyes at her.

      Chihon smiled at that. He actually batted his eyes at her like a little girl.

      "Command me, Mistress." He placed his hands under his chin and looked directly into her eyes with a puppy dog look.

      "Sorry. I don't need a slave." His attention made her slightly uncomfortable, but she secretly appreciated it. In all the time she'd spent with Lorit, she'd come to care deeply for him, but he wasn't the attentive type, and certainly not in love with her. At least he didn't show it if he was. It was kind of nice to get a little attention, even from a stranger.

      The serving girl returned with their meals. Banuntu jumped up and took the plates from her as she approached. He swung them around through the air, holding a plate in each hand. Spinning quickly, he placed one in front of each of them with a flourish. He took the pot of mead from the server and grabbed her towel, folding it over his arm. He bowed deeply and gazed longingly at Chihon.

      "Ale, Mistress?"

      "Please," Chihon replied, smiling at his antics.

      He poured the ale starting with a thin stream. As the amber liquid spilled into the cup, he raised the pitcher high in the air and quickly brought it back down with a flair, and without spilling a drop. He repeated the process with Tass and set the pitcher on the table. He grabbed the loaf of bread and deftly sliced it back onto the plate.

      "Enjoy," he said, sweeping his arm across the table.

      "Please, sit," Chihon said.

      "Bring him an ale," she said to the server.

      "Thank you, Mistress. It gives me great pleasure to simply sit and bask in the radiance of your beauty."

      Chihon blushed at the attention, thinking about how she could get used to it, given time. If only Lorit had a little flair for the romantic.

      She thought of Lorit and his quest, how he was shielded even from her. His extended absence left her lonely, and she missed his counsel. She hoped it would not be much longer until he contacted her. They were paired, and that meant she would spend the rest of her life working by his side. They would learn to master their powers and eventually take their place...A strange confusion arose in her mind at the thought. Where would they take their place? When she imagined them working together in the temple, something seemed wrong. She wondered why that was.

      "Mistress, you looked unhappy," Banuntu said. "Don't let anything trouble your beautiful head."

      Chihon ran her hand over her bald head once again, more self-conscious about the lack of her hair. "I'm not unhappy, just thinking about something."

      The door opened, letting a shaft of sunlight into the inn's interior. A young woman not much older than Chihon entered. She wore a dirty man's shirt and tattered pants. Her hair was unkempt and hung about her in strands of black.

      Banuntu jumped up from the bench, almost knocking over the table. He rushed to the girl and took her hand guiding her to a table.

      "Surely the gods have smiled upon us today," he said to her. "They have seen fit to grace us with one of such beauty that my eyes will never need to see again. Should I go blind today, your loveliness will be a memory, sufficient to last me the rest of my life."

      He rushed back to Chihon's table and grabbed the empty mug and pot of ale the server had left for him. He sprinted over to the girl's table and placed it before her. "Please, my princess, allow me to pour you a mug of ale that you may wash away the thirst from your beautiful throat."

      He filled the mug, repeating the expansive gesture with which he'd filled Chihon's own mug. He sat down next to the girl and placed his chin in his hands, staring at her just as he'd stared at Chihon.

      Chihon frowned at him. She was just starting to appreciate the attention, and now she'd simply ceased to exist for him. She cleared her throat.

      "Mistress," he cried out and jumped up, running back to her table.

      "What's going on?" Chihon asked.

      He sat back down and pulled in the bench. He looked at Chihon with his sad eyes and said, "Your beauty is like the warm sun on a cool morning. It touches my soul. It fills my heart with its radiance and makes my day complete."

      The girl whose attention had caught his eye turned and looked at him. He jumped up again, rushing to her side. Chihon reached out her foot and deftly caught his as he turned. He fell to the floor like a sack of root crop, bounced once, and lay still.

      "What's going on here?" Chihon demanded.

      The girl came over and shoved Banuntu with her foot, then took the bench across from Chihon.

      "I'm Enmeld," she said as she sat. "This one"—she delivered another kick to Banuntu—"is smitten with everyone he sees. He's done it to himself."

      "What's he done?"

      "He tried to mix up a magic potion to make the Atenthi love us. Where he got the formula is a mystery. It does appear to work, but only on him.

      "He thought that if the Atenthi loved us, they would treat us better, so he bought a formula and mixed up a batch of love potion. Silly fool." She shoved him once again.

      Chihon could tell the girl had some affection for him by the way she looked at him, even while she was berating him for being a fool. She reached out to Banuntu with her magic. She could see the spell wrapped around him. It was weak and would eventually wear off on its own.

      She looked at Enmeld, who was gazing down at the boy. She saw a thin thread of the spell, reaching out from Banuntu to the girl, along with one reaching to her. She sensed the spell, and how it was constructed.

      She carefully pulled at a thread here and there, untangling them from one another. She found the one stretching to her and snapped it. She found other loose ends waiting for some other unsuspecting woman to arrive and cauterized them, preventing the spell from acting on anyone further.

      As she worked, an idea popped into her head. Could she tailor the spell to keep it contained and directed until it eventually faded? Yes, it would work. She knew she could do it. She carefully rearranged the threads of magic until she was satisfied.

      When she was finished, she pushed a little energy into the man, just enough to rouse him.

      He stood up and looked at Chihon, then over at the girl.

      "Enmeld," he said. "How nice to see you." He extended his arm to her.

      She looked at Chihon and back to Banuntu.

      "Banuntu?" Chihon asked. He looked at her as if this was the first time he'd seen her. "Do you know who I am?"

      "No, ma'am."

      Enmeld started to rise. He reached out to her. "Please allow me." He grasped her arm and gently helped her stand. He folded her arm in his own and escorted her over to the table where he had first deposited her.

      Chihon cleared her throat to get his attention. He didn't even turn to see what the noise was all about. He sat next to Enmeld and leaned his head in to whisper in her ear.

      "That was a foolish waste of magic," Tass said. "It would have worn off eventually; you didn't need to do anything."

      "I thought what he was trying to do was noble. I also know he likes her, so I wanted to reinforce that a little before the spell completely wears off."

      "It's still a waste."

      The door burst open and a man walked in. He was so much like the one in the park that Chihon wondered how he'd found her. He walked into the dining room and locked eyes with the patrons until everyone bowed their heads. When he came to Chihon, she stood her ground. She looked him straight in the eye and refused to look down.

      He placed his hand on his hips, challenging her, but she still refused to look away.

      Chihon reached out with her magic, probing for his life force just as she had done to the Atenthi in the park. She slowly separated the threads of power around him until she could reach inside and touch his life force. What she saw inside him made her pull back in disgust. The man's life thread was a putrid brown.

      Chihon drew back in shock. How could one so ill still live? She reached out to him once more to examine him. Not even the Atenthi invaders deserved something like this.

      While she watched, the man crumbled to the ground and red foam spewed from his mouth. He shook uncontrollably.
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      The path was rough, strewn with the same jagged rock fragments that formed the hillside. The peaks on the horizon were blurred by distance and mist. Lorit could just make out the castle sticking to the side of the mountain, like a goat perched on a crag high above them. Lorit was happy to be off the ice and onto solid ground once again, but the steep trail with its constant switchbacks and loose rocks was starting to wear on him.

      He found a spot where the trail opened onto a wide patch of flat rock where they could make camp for the night. "Let's stop here."

      He looked down into the valley that separated the peak from the one that housed the castle. The ice sheet that pushed its way through the depression was streaked with dirty brown and looked rough from this height.

      "One more trek across the ice and we're there. If I never have to see that again, I will be happy."

      The princess followed his gaze. "It's only ice."

      Lorit frowned at her. "Only ice? I've seen enough ice for a while."

      "I think it's rather pretty. Just look at the beautiful patterns it makes as it winds its way through the valley." The princess pointed out where the Ice Father twisted around the steep mountain peaks.

      "I can do without the cold." Lorit laid out the gear that would become their campsite. He gathered a few dry branches from the woods around the trail and stacked them in a small pile. "Incendo ignio," he said and the fire burst to life.

      Lorit placed a pot of water to boil above the fire next to the meat of a small goat he'd brought down earlier in the day. The meat was just starting to smell like dinner when he heard a sound up ahead. He grabbed his staff and stood ready.

      A short stout man ambled around the rocks ahead. He was no taller than Lorit's shoulder but wider by quite a bit. He wore a green hat with a feather sticking out of it. He pulled up short as he saw Lorit and the princess.

      "Well, what have we here?" he asked. "Visitors on the mountain? Don't get many of those." He raised his hand in greeting and paused. He wrinkled his nose at the princess, then looked at Lorit with a quizzical look. "She's not what she seems to be, is she? Then I suppose you already knew that, being a wizard and all."

      "Why do you say that?" Lorit asked.

      "Say what? The truth?"

      "That she's not what she seems to be? And what makes you think I'm a wizard?"

      "So, you want to play games with the truth?" the stranger said. "Suit yourself, find your own way." He turned to leave.

      "Wait! Who are you?" Lorit called out after him.

      "I'm Hanuwar." The man paused, waiting for Lorit to respond.

      "I'm Lorit, and this is Princess Ukina of Veldwaite."

      He looked her over and whistled. "Wizards, witches, and priests. You must have really made a lot of folks angry."

      "Why do you say that?" Lorit looked over at the princess. She appeared as she always had, now that he'd broken the spell that had made her look like Chihon. He didn't think the link between her and Chihon was visible to anyone but him.

      Hanuwar stepped closer to the princess and peered into her eyes. He stretched his hand out to touch her hair, but the princess pulled back.

      "You sure have made enemies," Hanuwar said. "Come on, break this camp, and let's get you inside the mountain before the storm hits." Hanuwar pointed to the dark clouds peering between the mountain peaks ahead. He grabbed the roasting goat. "Don't mind if I carry this, do you?" Without waiting for an answer, he grabbed it and took a large bite out of it.

      Lorit stretched his hand toward the fire. "Incendo exstinguere," he commanded, and the fire died instantly. He quickly repacked their things and hurried after Hanuwar.

      They wound their way around a few more switchbacks until they came upon a pile of rubble that had been thrown down the side of the mountain. It came from a mine shaft that was framed in stout wooden beams.

      "Here we are," Hanuwar said. "Come on in."

      Lorit had to duck to enter the mine, but once inside, it opened to well above his head and he was able to stand straight. The interior of the mine was dark but clean. The shaft had been cut and polished to a mirror finish.

      Hanuwar held out torches to Lorit and the princess. He paused when Lorit took the torch from him, and Lorit wondered what he was waiting for. Finally, Hanuwar shook his torch and said, "Wizard?"

      Lorit realized that Hanuwar expected him to light the torches with magic. "Incendo ignio." As Lorit spoke, all three torches sprang to life.

      "Thank you, wizard." Hanuwar turned his back and headed down the passageway.

      "How did you know I was a wizard?"

      "Because you smell like one. I have a gift for smelling magic and I can see some spells, but I'm not a wizard." He turned to look at Lorit. "And I'm not a dwarf either. I'm just a little short for my height." He laughed at his own jest.

      "You can smell magic?"

      "Yup. Not many can, so that makes me sort of special."

      "What good does that do?" Lorit asked as they made their way down a long series of steps leading into the darkness.

      "Because we mine magic down here. Deep in the earth is a special place. It contains concentrated magic. Some say it's really ancient dragon magic trapped beneath the earth and turned to stone. Others say it's the raw stuff of power that the ancients used to create the magic we employ today."

      "What does it look like?"

      "It looks exactly like ordinary rock. That's why you need the nose," he said, tapping the appendage he was so proud of. "We're almost there."

      They turned a corner and descended a flight of stairs. The passageway opened into a large room filled with tables. Each long table had a dozen benches seated on either side. The tables were loaded with plates full of nuts and berries, vegetables, and steaming platters of meat. Hanuwar handed the goat meat he'd been carrying to a woman in a white coat, who rushed it away.

      "Come, it's just time for dinner. You must join us."

      They placed the torches in holders along the wall. Hanuwar inclined his head toward the burning torches and looked at Lorit. "Don't think we'll be needing the torches any longer."

      "Incendo exstinguere," Lorit said, and the torches went cold, leaving the room lit only by the fireplace that did little to chase away the gloom.

      Hanuwar led them to a bench along one of the tables near the center of the room. He pulled it out and gestured to them to have a seat. As he slid the bench back in, Lorit noticed that there were several unlit candelabras on each table.

      He heard a loud whistle off in the distance. It seemed to come from all of the exits to the banquet room at once, reverberating off the polished granite walls. Soon a crowd of people poured into the room. Men and women dressed much like Hanuwar and about his stature pulled up at the tables and waited.

      As the room filled, Hanuwar excused himself. He walked to the end of the dining hall and raised his voice. "Good evening, Brothers and Sisters," he said in a loud, booming voice. "Tonight, we have the special pleasure of entertaining guests from outside." He gestured to Lorit and the princess. "We have with us the wizard Lorit and the Princess Ukina.

      "Please make them welcome," Hanuwar said.

      The crowd applauded, turning to look at Lorit and Ukina, and then took their seats. Hanuwar headed back to sit beside Lorit. He extended his hand and touched the dark candle before him, favoring Lorit with a questioning look.

      Lorit glanced around the room at the scores of unlit candles and back to Hanuwar. Hanuwar nodded, smiling. Lorit wondered why the dwarf wanted him to use his magic. Was he showing off the fact that his guest was a wizard?

      Lorit reached out to light the candles. As he did, he felt a surge in his magic that he'd never felt before. It was exhilarating and liberating. He felt that he could accomplish anything he put his mind to. The room suddenly came to life with the light from a thousand candles reflected through the cut crystal glasses and decorations on the tables.

      A pronounced sigh came from the entire room as the hall lit up.

      "Thank you," Hanuwar said. He peered closely at Lorit. "You felt it this time, didn't you?"

      "I felt something," Lorit said. "What was it?"

      "That was the magic we mine. You drew on it to power your spell. You are connected to the earth now and to us. You will be able to draw on this power whenever you wish.”

      Hanuwar leaned into Lorit. "I don't want to spoil your dinner, but as soon as you eat, I'd suggest you use some of your newfound power to untangle a few of the spells that have been placed on this young lady." He gestured to Princess Ukina.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, the miners congregated around Lorit, seeking news of the outside world. They seldom left the mines but were most interested in what was happening in the world at large. They marveled at the tales of his travels with Chihon and their battles with the temple. After the affair wound down, only Lorit, the princess, and Hanuwar were left in the large dining room.

      The staff cleared the tables, removed the food, swept the floor, and departed. Only the three of them remained. The light of the fireplace and a few candles on their table were all that lit the room.

      "We must begin." Hanuwar looked at the princess. "It's time to unmask you. Please lie down right here." He passed his hand over the freshly cleared table, and the princess reluctantly climbed up.

      "Remember the connection," the princess reminded Lorit. "You hurt me, you hurt her."

      "No one is going to hurt you." Lorit firmly pushed her down until she lay flat on the table. He brought out his staff and carefully examined her, letting the magic flow through him, focused by the jewel in its head. He felt the cords of the spell that bound her as he had before, only this time they seemed more pronounced.

      He could see the different colors of the spells. There was a unique texture and flavor to each one. He could see that there were several spells that had been laid upon her.

      "You can see it now, can't you?" Hanuwar asked. "A sorceress, a wizard, a priest, a witch, they've all put spells on her. I've never seen anything like it before."

      Lorit tried to unravel one of the spells. As he did so, the princess arched her back and screamed in pain. Lorit quickly released the thread. She collapsed on the table and lay there, breathing heavily.

      "You may need to put her to sleep while you work. Those spells smell pretty nasty to me," Hanuwar said tapping his nose.

      "Somnum penitus et somniare," Lorit said as he waved his staff over the princess. It took several passes, but eventually, she drifted off into a sound sleep. Lorit hoped it was filled with pleasant dreams.

      Lorit was ready to try again when Hanuwar placed his hand on Lorit's arm to stop him. He turned and shouted, "Saefusk!"

      A young dwarf wearing a leather apron and a pair of thick glasses arrived. He walked over to Lorit and reached out his hand, looking at Lorit's staff. He flipped his glasses in place and examined the jewel in the head of the staff. He shook his head, clicking his tongue. "Be right back," he said, speeding away with it.

      Lorit lurched after him, but Hanuwar held his arm. "He's going to replace the jewel. The one you have is low grade and damaged. I'm surprised it does much of anything for you."

      He sat on the bench next to the princess and waited. Soon, Saefusk returned with his staff. The jewel in its head had been replaced by one that glowed with a steady bright greenish-gold light. It was the same size as the old one but more refined; the cuts were regular and the light caught it in a dazzling display.

      He passed the staff over the princess once more. This time he could feel the separate layers of threads that bound her. The outermost layer was rough and coarse. It was as if it was made of rope that had been braided from vines and plants. He carefully isolated it from the rest and drew them out.

      "Witches' magic." Hanuwar smiled and touched the side of his nose. "It has that rotten vegetation smell to it, doesn't it?"

      Lorit could almost smell what Hanuwar described. The spell did have the distinct flavor of rotting vegetation, like vines that hung from the trees deep in the swamp. He carefully unraveled the threads from around the princess, peeling each one carefully away and discarding it until there were no more.

      Lorit almost expected to see a pile of rotten vines on the floor when he finished, but they were magical bonds, not physical ones. He looked at her as she lay sound asleep. She looked much the same to him as she always had.

      "Sit and rest a while. This is hard work, I know." Hanuwar patted the bench next to him.

      Lorit took a seat and rested. He leaned on his staff. He felt drained by the effort.

      "That was witches' magic," Hanuwar said. "Did you encounter a witch lately?"

      "We were tricked by a witch in Relynn just before we came here. She said she could tell us where Prince Ghall and Chihon were, but she lied. I could tell just by looking at her." Lorit explained about the room where they had been trapped and how they had come to end up in the graveyard.

      After he'd rested, Lorit turned back to the princess. This time the bindings looked a lot like the cords he'd cut to reveal her true identity. They felt like they were made by the same wizard. He could taste the flavor of the spell. This one was more like rough old rope, the kind you find in a stable.

      Lorit carefully searched for a free end or somewhere to grasp and separate the strands. He finally found one loose end and started to pull on it. Again, the princess arched her back. Her face contorted but this time she didn't cry out.

      "I think it's hurting her." Lorit relaxed the pressure on the thread.

      "Saefusk!" Hanuwar shouted again.

      This time the young dwarf entered the dining hall carrying a knife. The blade was made of the same jeweled material that Lorit's staff contained. It shone greenish gold with a bright inner light.

      "It's sharp," he said as he handed it over. "Be careful not to cut her with it."

      Lorit searched the strands of magic again. This time he carefully lifted each thread and deftly cut them with the knife until they started to unravel of their own accord. He kept it up until all of the threads that tasted like old rope had been severed.

      He looked at the princess as she slept quietly. Lorit could have sworn that she looked more peaceful than before.

      "The priest this time, am I right? They have a certain mustiness to their magic," Hanuwar said.

      "Yes, it did feel a lot like the spell the priests once used on me."

      Lorit rested yet again before he tried to unravel the next layer. He carefully used the knife to lift and separate the threads from one another. It looked like there were more than just the two Hanuwar indicated. They were intertwined and tightly woven across one another. He could not find a handle on any one thread to start unraveling them.

      "This one is very complicated. I can't find a loose end to break the spell." Lorit sat down and heaved a heavy sigh.

      "Maybe another day. You should rest, and then you can try again," Hanuwar said.

      Lorit looked at the princess and the spells that bound her. After the first one came off, he was eager to free her completely. He was disappointed that he could not clear them all, but he knew he would do better after he'd rested and replenished his reserves.

      "I think you're right, friend." Lorit passed his staff over the princess. "Vigilans a somno," he said, commanding her to wake from her sleep.

      He watched as her eyes fluttered underneath the closed lids, but she did not wake. "Vigilans a somno," he repeated, this time pushing the words into her with the magic of his staff.

      Her eyelids fluttered again and slowly opened. "What happened?" She looked over at Lorit. "Who are you? Why am I here? Where is here?"

      Lorit explained to her what had happened. She had no memory of anything since well before he had appeared at the castle, and that included him.

      The princess was shocked at his story and appeared angry with him for his part in it. As he explained about the witch's magic and how she had defeated the old woman, the princess smiled. She was still in disbelief, but the tale of her heroics seemed to placate her.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, Lorit and the princess had their breakfast with Hanuwar in the same room as before. This time the room was empty and quiet, with only a few people silently eating their morning meal.

      "I will take you to Friega today," Hanuwar said. "We will stop along the way. I have something that may be able to help you with those spells."

      They headed down a passageway formed by more of the polished marble. The floor gave way to a steep set of steps that led down into the heart of the mountain.

      "Why are we going down?" Lorit asked.

      "We'll stay below ground until we get to Friega. It's a lot nicer weather underground than above. Besides, you'll get to see the mines."

      As they moved deeper into the mountains, the walls of the tunnel became less and less polished until, finally, they were rough-hewn raw rock. Timbers were erected in places where the ceiling was loose.

      They descended for most of the morning until Lorit wondered if they were below the valley that they had passed on their way in. The tunnel remained rough and started to show more and more of the fragile ceiling than the earlier sections. They came upon side tunnels more often as they descended. At one of these tunnels, Hanuwar stopped and pulled Lorit aside. He put his torch in a sconce and ushered Lorit and the princess deep into the side tunnel.

      As his eyes adjusted, Lorit noticed small flecks of golden light deep in the dark. These tiny specks flickered on and off, peppering the floor, the ceiling, and the walls of the tunnel.

      "Do you see them?" Hanuwar asked. "You see them, don't you?"

      "The flecks?" Lorit pointed to small glowing specs embedded in the walls of the tunnel.

      "Yes. The flecks. I knew it, you can see them."

      "What are they?"

      "This is the raw magic of the mountain. This magic is everywhere down here. It's in everything. This," he said waving his arm in a grand gesture, "is what you are connected to now."

      "What do you see?" the princess asked. "I only see darkness."

      "Alas, I only see the darkness myself," Hanuwar said. "It is Lorit that can see the magic."

      "Is this what you mine?" Lorit asked. The tiny flecks of magic certainly didn't amount to much. Certainly, they were not toiling away for such small stock as this.

      "No, there are occasionally larger nuggets than these. These are remnants, leftovers from the real magic. We search for the large stones, like the one in your staff."

      "How large are the stones you usually find?" Lorit asked.

      Hanuwar held up his hand and touched his thumb to his pinkie. "About that big."

      "Those are rather small." Lorit thought back to the stone they had replaced in his staff. "Surely you find more of the larger ones?"

      "If only that were true. The stone you received is so rare that we come across one only once in a generation."

      Lorit stopped and stared at the dwarf. "Once in a generation? How can you give me something so valuable? I'm just a young wizard. I'm no one."

      "You are mistaken," Hanuwar said. "You are one of the Mighty Ones."

      Lorit handed his staff to Hanuwar. "I can't take this. I'm not a Mighty One."

      "Yes, you are," Hanuwar said, refusing the staff. "You just don't know it yet. You have power beyond most that have come before you. I could smell it as soon as you set foot on my mountain." He put his finger aside his nose to emphasize the point.

      "Come on, we will be heading back up soon. We'll make it to Friega by nightfall so you can sleep in a nice warm inn aboveground."

      Hanuwar led them through tunnels that wound in and out of the mine shafts. When they came to a particularly small shaft, he motioned Lorit to follow him. Lorit had to squeeze between the oak pillars to get in, but he made it.

      "Here." He pointed to a stone larger than the one Lorit had been given. "This is my life's work. I've been loosening this stone for almost my entire life. In a few more years, it will be ready to slip from the grasp of the mountain.

      "This is the stone that replaces the one you now carry. It is even larger and more powerful, and I found it. I only hope that someday, I will have a son who is so fortunate to find one such as I have."

      Lorit could feel the power in the stone. It was amazing, lit from within with a faint blue gold glow.

      "It's wonderful," Lorit said.

      The dwarf beamed with pride. "Come on. We need to make good time." He turned and led them back.

      As they followed the path upward, the floor turned to dirt and then sand. The roof of the tunnel was shored up more often until they were in a shaft that was entirely encased in wood.

      "We're almost there," Hanuwar said. "It's just up ahead. You can almost smell the fresh air."

      They emerged onto a small path, much like the one where Lorit and the princess had first met the dwarf. "Here is where I leave you to your own devices," he said.

      Hanuwar pointed up the path. "Take that path up the hill. In a few turns, you will strike the road that leads to the castle. Follow it."

      "Thank you for your help," Lorit said. "If there is ever anything I can do for you..." Lorit wondered if he would ever be able to repay the dwarf for his hospitality.

      "Thank you, Lorit. It is not often we meet one of the Mighty Ones. It has been a great honor, one that we will cherish for the rest of our lives." He bowed his head deeply.

      "I'm not one of the Mighty Ones." Lorit was embarrassed by Hanuwar's attention. He was just trying to make his way through life without getting into trouble and making a real mess of it. He was not a mighty wizard.

      "As you say. We will tell stories of your visit to the children as they sit beside the fires at night. This way. You have a journey to complete." Hanuwar led them to a path that intersected the roadway just ahead.

      The castle loomed overhead. It was built of the same gray granite that lined the tunnels, but somehow it was dull in comparison to the splendor of the dwarves' tunnels. Hanuwar shook Lorit's hand in farewell, drawing him close as he did.

      "Beware, Lorit," Hanuwar whispered in his ear. "Until you remove the remaining spells from the princess, she is a great danger to you. Do not let your guard down."
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      They arrived in Friega and secured lodging by sundown. In the morning, Lorit rose shortly after sunrise. He'd left the princess in her own room and had slept fitfully, worrying about Chihon. If he were successful in removing the remaining spells from the princess, would he be able to locate Chihon?

      He reached out to contact her. Her magic was still there, but it was weak. He pushed harder, trying to break through the shield around Chihon, but it was no use. He had to try to free the princess. He was more convinced than ever that Princess Ukina was the key to finding Chihon.

      He decided to take a walk to clear his head and started down the street. Soon he came to a park that overlooked the sheer drop-off. There were no walls to keep invading armies out. Here, only a small stone wall to remind the inhabitants of the edge. The cliffs upon which the city was built were stronghold enough in most places.

      As he stood at the edge of the precipice, he could see the valley far below. The dirty white streak of the Ice Father scarred the landscape, dredging up rocks and dirt to mix with the snow. A breeze rose up, bringing with it a chill. It froze Lorit to the bone, and he pulled his robe tighter around him. Lorit had taken to wearing the robe the king had given him. He thought it made him look more like a wizard. At the moment, he would have traded it for a good thick coat and a pair of pants that tied off against his legs.

      A few children dashed about the park, playing their games as an orange-robed monk watched over them. Lorit could hear their screams of enjoyment as they scampered about.

      Suddenly Lorit was overcome with a sense of loss. Something was happening to Chihon. He could feel it over the weak and tenuous connection they still shared. He fell to his knees, his head in his hands. She needed him, and he was unable to reach her. He wanted to cry out, but he bit back his rage.

      He felt a hand on his shoulder. "Are you ill, my son?" It was the monk in the orange robe.

      Lorit didn't want to explain. It was too painful. "It was the memory of a lost friend that troubled me," was all he said.

      "That is understandable. This is called the Point of Beautiful Memories."

      "Why do they call it that?"

      "Just watch," the monk said, gesturing to the precipice. "The cliff brings memories, and it brings beauty."

      As he stood there, a shaft of sunlight burst through the clouds and lit the cliff face. He could see the bright light and almost feel its warmth. It was beautiful, so beautiful that it blunted his pain and worry over Chihon.

      As he watched, a bright orange butterfly flew up from the face of the cliff to circle the park. It gently settled onto the branch of one of the trees. Soon another joined it, then another, then more. They came on in greater and greater numbers until the park was filled with bright orange wings wafting about on the breeze. Lorit could not see the sky beneath their crowded masses. They blanketed the trees in the park.

      One landed on Lorit's sleeve. He reached out but stopped before he touched it. He looked over at the monk. "Is it safe to touch?"

      "Gently, don't rub the color off its wings."

      Lorit reached down and lightly touched the fragile wings as the butterfly slowly opened and closed them. Its tiny black head watched him passively. The wings were as smooth as silk and as dainty as a kerchief. He wondered at it. The sight did bring him relief. This was a memory he could cherish.

      He heard a child scream and turned to look. Something flew over the edge of the cliff amidst the cloud of butterflies. He'd seen one of these before in his vision of Chihon in the temple. It looked like a thick short weasel with twisted horns and short stubby bat wings. It swooped and dove, chasing after the butterflies, and then it turned toward Lorit. He wanted to duck or shield himself, but the hand of the monk resting on his shoulder tightened, warning him to hold still.

      "A mini dragon," he whispered. "They are rare even here. They chase the butterflies sometimes. I think the color attracts them."

      The mini dragon landed on Lorit's arm. He felt the weight of it as it sunk its claws into his robe.

      The tiny twisted horns looked sharp and dangerous. The animal tilted its head and looked him straight in the eye. Lorit felt the touch of magic, and he was surprised at its strength. It was wild and powerful, something that Lorit had not encountered before.

      "Hello, little fella. What's your name?" Lorit didn't know why people always asked pets what their name was. He always did but felt a little foolish in this case since there was no owner to answer on the animal's behalf.

      "Kal'ryni," the dragon said.

      Lorit was not sure if the creature spoke or he had heard it in his head.

      "You can talk?" Lorit blinked at the mini dragon in amazement.

      "They don't talk," the monk said.

      "This one does. He just told me his name."

      "He told you his name?" The monk turned to Lorit. His eyes were wide, his hands fidgeting.

      "Yes, he said his name was..."

      The monk held his hand up. "Do not speak it aloud. The name of a dragon holds much power."

      The monk pulled at Lorit's arm. "Come with me. We must take you to the Senior. He will know what to do."

      Lorit held out his arm expecting the mini dragon to fly away, but it sat there contentedly. "I think it's tame. It seems to like to sit on my arm."

      "Mini dragons cannot be tamed. Only the bravest, most cunning, may capture one. They are creatures of magic and not to be treated like common pets."

      "This one seems pretty tame to me." Lorit looked at the animal as it clung to his arm, its tiny claws digging into his robe. "You wouldn't hurt me, would you?"

      Lorit hoped the mini dragon was going to speak again, but it just sat there silently.

      "Come, we must go." The monk tugged Lorit's free arm.

      The mini dragon hissed at the monk's touch. It tilted its head away from Lorit and let out a hissing sound that was quickly followed by a stream of fire. The monk released Lorit's arm but urged him onward.

      As they walked through the streets of the city, dragon perched on Lorit's arm, children came running out of their homes, pointing at him. Some of them would spot him and rush back inside only to reemerge with a younger brother or sister in tow.

      By the time Lorit and the monk reached the temple, there was a crowd of children following close behind them. The children pushed and shoved and squealed with glee as they followed Lorit down the streets. At the temple door, another monk halted the children and had to restrain them from following Lorit inside.

      The front room of the temple was large and open. It was decorated with rich silk tapestries stitched with scenes of the mountains. In some of them, dragons were perched on the mountain peaks. Not the mini dragon but the large beasts of legend.

      The monk led Lorit into a smaller side room. He retrieved a large silk pillow from the corner and slid it before Lorit. "Please have a seat."

      Lorit lowered himself onto it. He was careful not to upset the mini dragon that perched upon his arm. The dragon shifted its weight as Lorit sat. He lowered his arm to the floor, and it dismounted to take up station next to Lorit's crossed legs. The mini dragon curled itself up and lay its head down. Soon Lorit could hear its light snores.

      An elder monk entered the room and stopped, staring at the mini dragon. He looked from the animal to Lorit and back to the mini dragon. He slowly lowered himself onto the cushion, never taking his eyes off of the animal.

      "Wizard," he stated simply.

      "Yes," Lorit said.

      "How did you get here?"

      "Up the mountain."

      The monk frowned. "We watch the pass."

      "From the inside."

      "How did you get inside?"

      "We were invited in." Lorit was growing impatient. "Why do you ask these questions?"

      "We want to know if you are a wizard to be trusted. Would you rather tell me your story so I might judge?"

      Lorit explained how they had been mistreated by the witch in Relynn and how the dwarves had taken them through the mines. He explained about the spells on the princess and how he was able to remove some but not all of them.

      As Lorit finished his story, the monk leaned over and patted him on the shoulder. "I'm glad you're here. I have waited long. Since my wife passed into the great beyond, I have been almost powerless. The monks need a new leader."

      He stood up and motioned to Lorit to do likewise. "We have much to prepare. This brother will escort you back to your inn so you may rest before tonight's feast."

      With that, he rose, bowed his head, and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit returned to his room, dropped his pack, and lay flat on his back on the bed. It was comfortable, more so than he was used to, sleeping on the road. He closed his eyes and focused. He reached out with his power and sought the sorceress. He could feel the power of the mountain still with him, but this time there was more. He felt a strong glow emanating from the mini dragon. It was offering him power, just like Chihon did. Freely given, he absorbed the power into him and used it as he did his own.

      The wizard's study materialized around him almost instantly. It was much more solid than he had ever experienced it. The sorceress stood beside the bookcase with a large volume open in her hand. She turned as Lorit appeared.

      "Lorit. I wasn't expecting you."

      "I need to talk to you. I've been able to get a stronger connection to Chihon, but I still can't reach her. I have a vague notion of where she is but not enough to find her yet."

      The sorceress nodded to an empty chair. "Please sit."

      Lorit moved over and took a seat where she had indicated. It felt solid and real, not the insubstantial ghost of a chair that it usually was when he had visited before. He reached out and touched it. It was solid. He slid it back and sat down. It was real, as was the table.

      "Still expecting it to be insubstantial?"

      "It always was before. Why has it changed?"

      The sorceress looked him over. She lifted her staff and waved it between them. "If I had to guess, I'd say you have met some interesting folks along your travels. You are maturing in your power. You will be able to travel at will soon." She continued to look Lorit over. "But that is not why you came to see me, is it?"

      "No. I have discovered that the princess was ensnared in several layers of magic. I was able to undo some of them while in the mountain, but not all. I know that she is tied to Chihon and think that if I could break the spell, it might reveal where Chihon is."

      "Why do you think this is?"

      "I met the dwarves in the mountain. They showed me the power beneath the earth and how to harness it. Today I met a mini dragon, and it shared some of its power with me, too."

      "That sounds encouraging. Maybe you will be able to cut through the remaining spells. Here, maybe I can find a suitable counter-spell." Rotiaqua placed the book on the table and sat opposite Lorit. She paged through it until she found the one she wanted.

      "This one. It may help." She turned the book so Lorit could read it. The spell was one of release and freedom. Lorit carefully memorized it.

      "I'll try that one." Lorit stood up to leave. "Have you located Zhimosom yet?"

      "Not yet. I am still searching. He is alive, but I know not where."

      "I know you're doing all you can to find Zhimosom and Chihon," Lorit said. "Please let me know if you learn anything that might help."

      "I will."

      He dropped the connection and lay back on his bed to rest. The mini dragon sat quietly on the table, curled up, asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Early in the afternoon, two monks in orange robes knocked on Lorit's door and invited him to the temple. They stopped at the princess' room. "You must attend too," they told her. "You are his partner."

      They escorted Lorit and the princess to the temple. The way had been decorated with paper lanterns and colorful streamers. People stood along the streets to watch them as they walked.

      "What's the celebration for?" the princess asked Lorit.

      "I don't know. They brought me to the temple this morning when the mini dragon came. They think it's some kind of sign."

      They arrived at the large entrance chamber where Lorit had met the monk earlier in the day. It was packed with tables, each one overflowing with produce, fruits, nuts, steaming vegetables, and pitchers of wine, mead, and water.

      "Please, if you will," the monk said. He ushered Lorit through the banquet room, navigating the tables, and back to the side chamber where he'd met the senior monk earlier.

      The old monk was seated on a pillow in the center of the room. Lorit lowered himself to the floor, taking a seat across from him.

      "Please forgive me," the ancient monk said. "I never properly introduced myself earlier today. I was so overwhelmed that I forgot my manners." He bowed his head to the floor and rose. "My name is Tormu. I am the senior monk at the temple here, in Friega."

      Lorit bowed in a similar manner. "Pleased to meet you. My name is Lorit, and this is Princess Ukina of Veldwaite."

      "I am glad you are here. We have arranged this celebration in your honor. It's not every day that a dragon chooses a new master." He inclined his head to the mini dragon still perched on Lorit's shoulder.

      Lorit reached out his arm, and the mini dragon crawled down his sleeve and onto the floor. It curled up next to him on the pillow, tucking its head beneath its body, leaving only the tiny horns sticking out.

      A gong sounded, and Tormu looked back toward the banquet room. "It appears that they are ready." He stood up with an agility that Lorit had not expected out of such an old man. Tormu stretched out his hand. "Come with me."

      Lorit grasped his hand and rose. He could feel a strange wizard's power in the old monk as their hands touched. He was startled, but not surprised; the monk had indicated that he had some power. As they headed for the banquet room, the mini dragon woke and sped through the air after him, taking up its perch on Lorit's shoulder.

      Tormu led them to the head table. There were three oversized chairs there. The center one loomed larger than the other two. It had a high back that was made of rich dark wood with the seat covered in red silk. The chair was adorned with intricate carvings that depicted the mountains, the forest, and animals that Lorit did not recognize. The two on either side were similar in construction, only slightly shorter.

      Tormu directed Lorit to the center chair. He seated the princess to Lorit's right and took the other open chair. As soon as they were seated, a second gong sounded and the room began to fill. Monks in their orange robes filed into the room and took their seats. A gong sounded, and people streamed in until the room was filled to overflowing.

      They were dressed in finery the likes of which Lorit had not seen even at the court in Veldwaite. Families with children large and small entered and took their places around the tables, seating themselves.

      The noise grew to such a level that Lorit could barely make out what Tormu was saying. The guests laughed and told jokes and stories, some gesturing wildly with cutlery and crystal. They appeared to be having a pleasant time.

      "What is all this for?" Lorit asked.

      "To celebrate," Tormu said.

      "To celebrate what?" Lorit shouted to be heard over the din.

      "To celebrate you and the princess."

      "Us?"

      "Yes, you. You are our special guests tonight. Don't worry, there is nothing you need to do. Just sit back, enjoy yourself, and have a good time. There will be plenty of time for business tomorrow."

      A server arrived with a pitcher of wine and reached for Lorit's goblet. He stretched out his hand and placed it over the top. "Water for me."

      "But…this is a very good vintage. We serve it only on special occasions, I am sure you will enjoy it." She reached for his goblet again.

      "Please," Lorit said. "Just water."

      The server looked over at the monk, who nodded. She smiled and walked away to return quickly with a pitcher of water. She poured a clear stream into his goblet in a flashy manner, lifting the pitcher high in the air as she did so that everyone could see that Lorit was drinking water instead of wine.

      Lorit reached for his goblet and took a taste. It was clear and refreshing. He probed it with his magical sense and found that it was simply water, nothing more.

      As he set his goblet down, the entire table raised theirs to him. He looked around at the monk and the princess. They both nodded to the guests so Lorit picked up his goblet and raised it high in salute. He brought it to his lips to take a drink when Tormu put his hand on his arm to stay him.

      "You should say a few words," he whispered.

      "Say a few words? What should I say?"

      "Thank them for coming. Thank them for honoring you."

      Lorit sighed and stood. "I would like to thank you all for coming tonight. I would also like to thank you all for honoring us in such a manner. I am overwhelmed." He quickly sat down taking a drink from the goblet.

      "That was perfect," Tormu whispered. "Not too long, just enough to let everyone start eating."

      The clamor of the crowd died down as they dug into the feast before them. The stories and jokes were muted now by mouths full of food.

      "Why are they celebrating us?" Lorit asked around a mouthful of roast fowl.

      "Because you two are to be the new masters," he said simply.

      "The new masters? Masters of what?"

      "Masters of the temple. When a wizard and a sorceress are chosen by a dragon, it is a sign that the new master has arrived."

      "I'm not the new master. I am a wizard, but the princess is not a sorceress."

      "How can that be? The magic about her is strong, almost as strong as yours," he explained. "I could feel it on you even this morning. Once I met her, I was certain. She has the sorceress power about her. It is quite distinct."

      "She was bewitched by a sorceress, but she is not a sorceress herself."

      "She is not your partner?"

      "No, she was enchanted to look like my partner, but she is not. She is tied to my partner, but that's all. She's bound by a spell that I've been trying to break, so I can find Chihon. Chihon is my partner. Chihon and I are paired. Not the princess and I."

      Tormu looked at Lorit in shock. "This is terrible."

      He stood up, clapped his hands once, and waited. The din in the room muted but did not fall completely silent. He clapped them again. This time the room fell silent.

      "Please excuse me, but there has been a terrible mistake," he said, bowing low.

      "These are not those we were to expect. This girl is linked to the sorceress, but she is not the one." He bowed his head again, almost touching the table as he did, then he turned and strode out of the room without looking back.

      Lorit looked at the princess. "Now what?"

      The princess shrugged.

      Lorit looked around the room. The celebrants were still seated in shock. No one moved. "Do you think we should go?"

      "That would seem like a wise choice."

      Lorit stood and slid the heavy chair back. He reached down to take the princess' hand. As she rose, the crowd started howling in derision at them. They slid their chairs back and grabbed food from their plates, hurling it at Lorit and the princess.

      Lorit raised his shields before any of the food reached them. It stopped in mid-air and slid to the ground. The mini dragon hissed on his shoulder. He reached up and stroked its head between the tiny horns. "It's all right. We're safe behind my shields. Come on. Let's get out of here."

      They walked through the crowd, flinching as the remnants of the celebration were hurled at them from every direction. They exited through the ornate doors and headed down the street. People were pulling down the decorations and burning them in the street. They looked up and hissed or spit at Lorit and the princess as they passed by.

      "Word spreads fast," Lorit said.

      "It sure does. I don't understand why they thought I was your partner."

      "I think they saw the spell that connects you to Chihon and thought that you were her."

      "I thought you took the spells off me in the mines."

      "Some of the spells I was able to remove. There are still more that I cannot. Rotiaqua thinks that with the help of the mini dragon, I may be able to remove them. Once we get back to the inn, I can try again."

      By the time they reached the rooms, the crowd had thinned. There were no more people lining the streets, no one calling out to them or throwing things at them. They reached their rooms to find their possessions piled on the floor in the hallway. There was a large brass lock on the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As Lorit tried to probe the lock and open it, an orange-robed monk came running down the hallway. He was panting and out of breath. He stopped and put his hand out to steady himself as he caught his breath.

      "Please forgive us," he said. "We were wrong, not you." He dropped to his knees and bowed his head to the floor, rocking back and forth. "Please forgive us. Please forgive us. Please forgive us."

      Lorit reached down and grasped his shoulder. "I forgive you. Stand up. There is no need for this."

      "We were wrong," the monk said again. "It was not your fault. You were treated unkindly because of our mistake. Please forgive us." He raised his eyes to Lorit but remained on his knees looking up at him.

      "I forgive you," Lorit replied. "Now stand up."

      The monk arose. "My name is Asule. I have been asked to beg your forgiveness. The Senior wishes to personally apologize. He has made a grave mistake."

      Lorit picked up his pack and shouldered it. He reached for the princess' pack and handed it to her. "Let's go back to the temple."

      They walked down quiet streets as the people cleared away the debris from the decorations. Some looked up at them and then quickly turned their heads away in shame. There was no more name calling or food throwing as they made their way back to the temple.

      They entered the banquet room that was being cleared and cleaned. The monks that swept the room looked away in shame as they passed through and into the anteroom where the Senior waited. He bowed his head low, touching the floor as they entered.

      "Please, I beg your indulgence. I have made a grave mistake. I was upset. I have waited for so long for a wizard to take up the burden so I can retire that I did not properly examine you both. Please forgive me."

      "Get up," Lorit said.

      The Senior sat up but bowed his head deeply to Lorit as he did.

      "Let me try to make it up to you. I believe that we may be able to help you."

      "Help me how?"

      "With the princess." He stood, once again with a fluid grace that amazed Lorit, and held out his hand. "Come with me."

      The monk led them down a long hallway to a large golden door. He pushed it open and gestured for Lorit to enter. The mini dragon launched itself from his shoulder and flew into the room, zipping around before finally coming to roost on a perch beside the open door.

      "This room concentrates power that a wizard may draw upon," the Senior said.

      The room was made of polished marble. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all made of the same material. In the center of the room was a raised marble dais that was trimmed in gold. The symbols and markings on it were in a language Lorit did not know, but he recognized them as ancient wizard's script. It reminded him of an altar.

      "The room will help you focus your magic," the Senior said.

      Lorit could feel the energy in the room. It was the same as he'd felt in the mines below. He wondered if this room had been built above one of Hanuwar's jewels. There was something more, though. A pulsing, golden energy that felt exhilarating. He looked around the room until he saw the mini dragon. It was ablaze with golden light and appeared to be pleased with itself if that were possible.

      "Please." He gestured to the princess and then the altar.

      "You want me?" the princess said. "To get up there?"

      "Please."

      "No," she said. "I am a princess, not a sacrificial animal." She turned toward the door.

      Tormu stepped in front of her. "Please." He held up his hand.

      She brushed his hand aside and headed for the door. His diminutive form sprang into action, moving almost too quickly for Lorit to see. The monk grabbed her hand and twisted it behind her. Before Lorit could react, the princess was laying on her back on the altar. The Senior had her bound hand and foot to the stone.

      "There," he said, stepping back and reassuming his elderly stance. "That should hold her while you work."

      "What do you expect me to do?" Lorit asked.

      "Break the spells that bind her," he said as if that explained it all, but Lorit had already tried to break the spells; he didn't know how.

      Lorit approached the altar. He extended his staff over her and examined her as he had deep in the mines. The web of twisted magic was still there. He could see the different colors and textures of the spells that bound her. He reached for them again, pulling at one that looked loose.

      The princess screamed in pain.

      Lorit looked at Tormu. "Last time I did this, I put her to sleep."

      "That may be why it failed," he said. "Keep trying. Find the power that you need to work through this. She will be grateful if you succeed, even if she is not now."

      Lorit kept trying. He located the thread again. This time he pulled it gently away from the others. He reached into the altar and found the source of power deep in the earth. He drew from it, focusing it through the jewel in his staff. He felt the power emanating from the mini dragon. He wove that together with his own magic and that of the earth. He fashioned them into a knife, imaging it sharp as a razor. He carefully guided it to cut away the threads that bound the princess.

      She screamed, but it was not as intense as earlier. Lorit could feel the threads breaking away as he worked. They frayed and snapped as his lance of magic cut through them. Finally, he was left with only two layers of magic surrounding her.

      As he cut away the outermost spell, Lorit felt the connection with Chihon strengthen. He was always aware of her, but they had not been fully connected since Veldwaite. Now he could feel her strongly, and he knew where she was. She needed his help. He channeled the magic from the room to Chihon, feeding her his magic, helping her break free of the spell that separated them.

      Lorit turned to the monk. "There is one spell remaining. But she is disconnected from Chihon. I can feel it now. I need to go to her."

      The monk examined the princess. "Please, there is yet one spell around her. You may be able to remove it. You must try."

      Lorit reached out for the remaining spell. It was intricate. He was unable to distinguish the threads of magic that bound the princess from her own life force. He dug for a loose end to the spell to use to unravel it, but he only succeeded in making the princess scream out in pain.

      "This last thread is woven around her life thread. If I keep trying, I may kill her. I can't take that chance. I must go to Chihon."

      "What of the princess?"

      "I cannot break the last spell. Can you escort the princess back to Veldwaite? Once I find Chihon, we will return there and try to break the last spell together."

      The monk bowed his head. "As you wish. I will take care of the princess. Meet us when you can."

      Lorit reached out with his magic. He gathered the power from the earth, the altar, and the mini dragon and combined it with his own. He oriented on Chihon and pulled with all his strength. The monk, the room, and the princess faded away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      The inn turned into a mass of voices as the Atenthi invader fell to the floor. No longer did the patrons fear the man, now they feared the disease he carried.

      Chihon examined the fallen invader with her magical sense. He was filled with the dirty brown color of decay. She could feel it in him, running through his veins, coursing through him where the bright green should have flowed. He spasmed and spit up, foam coming from the corners of his mouth.

      The serving girl screamed. "Plague. Fear for your lives."

      Chihon held up her hand. "Please don't panic. He is sick, but you are safe. None of you has the plague. I am a priestess; I know about these things."

      "How can you say that? He's sick, spewing his disease onto all who come into contact with him."

      "Please," Chihon said. "I am a priestess. I can heal anyone who gets sick if you come to me as soon as you see the signs. Please don't panic."

      She leaned down and examined the man. He had stopped shuddering and lay there quietly, his chest heaving. His breathing labored. She touched his flesh; it was as hot as an oven. She quickly withdrew her hand. He coughed once more, then stopped breathing. She reached out her senses to see how the disease was progressing, where it was ravaging his body, and where she could make adjustments to ease his pain if nothing else.

      The man was beyond her help.

      "He's dead," cried the serving girl. The patrons pushed and shoved their way toward the door.

      "Please don't run," Chihon said. "I can help you if you stay here. If you go, you will only spread this disease to others."

      They disregarded her in their rush to get out. Only a few stayed behind, including Banuntu and Enmeld, and soon the inn was empty save for these few.

      Chihon bent to examine the body. She could sense a familiarity in the disease. It felt like the love spell she had released Banuntu from only a little while earlier.

      She looked up at him. "Did you spread your love potion to the invaders?"

      "Yes, I did, only in small doses. I didn't want it to seem obvious. I put it in the wells all over the city."

      "Do you have any more of your love potion left?"

      "I have some back at my home. I'll go get it." Banuntu rushed out the door.

      Chihon bent to examine the man's body. It did feel a lot like the love potion, only there was something more. She probed for it, searching the pestilential brown that had invaded his system. She found the love potion flavor. She could see it was the same, but lurking behind it was something more powerful. It felt like a wizard magic, not the chance potion that the boy would have been able to make.

      This had to be the work of a powerful wizard. She was certain of it.

      Banuntu returned with an old jar with a small amount of an amber-colored liquid. Hanging from the lid was a parchment covered in spindly writing. She read it to herself, noting the ingredients. Most of them were common enough. They could be purchased at any herb seller or apothecary. She examined the liquid with her magic. She could see the evidence of most of the ingredients in the liquid, but there was something strange.

      "Where did you get this formula?" Chihon pointed to the parchment.

      "I bought it from a man in the market. He said it was very powerful."

      "Where did you get the ingredients?" She shook the jar at him.

      "From the market...I got most of them from the market."

      "Most of them? What about the rest?"

      "The old man who sold me the formula also gave me a couple of the ingredients. He asked me if I knew what each of these was. There were a few I didn't know, and those he gave me."

      "Which ones?"

      "This one." He singled out one of the ingredients. "And this one." He identified the two ingredients she knew were things one could not normally purchase in the market.

      "What else?" Chihon demanded.

      "What do you mean, what else? That's all. He gave me those."

      "Did he ask to see the finished formula?"

      "Yes. He said he wanted to check to see if I had it right."

      "Did he take it out of your sight, even for a moment?"

      "No, well...maybe. He had to examine it carefully, so he put it under his glass. He had to go into his shop to get that."

      "So, he had the formula away from you?" she demanded. "For how long?"

      "Not long. He had to check it carefully, but he gave it right back. He said I had done it correctly."

      "Take me to him," Chihon pocketed the potion and turned the boy around, shoving him toward the door.

      Banuntu led Chihon along the market until he came to a series of shops that lined the street. "It's over there." He pointed out the Apothecary. "That one."

      Chihon entered the shop. It was a typical Apothecary shop with bottles of liquid and powder lining the shelves. The chemist was a middle-aged man with short gray hair and a neatly trimmed beard and mustache. He wore a splotched white apron to protect his expensive clothes.

      He turned to her as she entered, the jolly smile sliding off his face. "May I help you?"

      "You may." Chihon made her way to the counter. "Is it not customary to greet a new customer with your name?"

      "Hatther," the chemist said. Chihon noticed he made no move to extend his hand in greeting.

      Chihon held out the parchment. "Did you sell this man this potion?"

      He took it and looked it over, squinting at the printing. He reached under the counter and brought out a pair of thick lenses, which he placed on his long and crooked nose. He hitched the arms behind his ears and held up the parchment once again.

      "Yes, I recall this." He looked over Banuntu. "How did it work for you?"

      "Did you sell him the ingredients?" Chihon interrupted before Banuntu could answer.

      "Some of them. I had extra, and they are difficult to find. Especially this time of year."

      Chihon reached out her magical senses to examine him, trying to read if he was telling the truth or lying. She felt a rigid shield about him, stronger than Lorit usually held. She pushed and probed harder, looking for any kink in his magical defenses, but she found none.

      He looked at her without concern. She knew he was aware of her probing, but he acted as if nothing unusual was happening. She pushed harder but got nowhere.

      "What did you do to the potion?" Chihon demanded.

      "I may have improved it a little, made it more effective on the Atenthi, less so on our own people."

      "One of the invaders just fell over dead at the inn." Chihon stood with her hands on her hips, glaring at Hatther. "He had a strong scent of your potion running through his veins. Did you have anything to do with that?"

      "I may have. These Atenthi overran the city and threw out the laws. They trampled on the rights and security of these folks. Someone had to do something about it."

      "Will this affect the residents?" she asked. "Or is it tailored just to the Atenthi?"

      "It should only affect the Atenthi. I prepared it especially for them." Hatther looked at Banuntu. "How did you deliver it? Did you put it in their water supply?"

      "I did just as you instructed. I put it in the wells and water supplies around the city."

      "And when did you do this?"

      "Last night, just before dark." Banuntu shifted from one foot to the other. Chihon thought it was dawning on him what he had done.

      Hatther looked over at Chihon. "And when did you say the first of them fell ill?"

      "Just a short while ago. He walked into the inn and started to shake. He fell down and died right there."

      Hatther laughed and turned to Banuntu. "Perfect, you did just as you were asked. These Atenthi should be falling dead all over the city about now. All we have to do is clean up the bodies and hire a new troop of mercenaries to guard the city."

      Chihon grabbed Banuntu by the arm. "Come with me."

      She turned back to the chemist as she held the door, urging Banuntu ahead of her. "You and I have unfinished business."

      "I quite expect so," Hatther said as the bell on the door rang, signaling her departure.
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        * * *

      

      Chihon left the Apothecary and headed back to the inn, where Tass was waiting with Enmeld. They had moved the body and swept out the dining area.

      "We went to see the chemist," Chihon said. "I think he's a wizard. He enchanted the potion so that it will work on the Atenthi but not on the locals. He knew it was going to kill them."

      "I care little about the Atenthi, but we can't have a wizard loose in the city when the priests are all gone," Tass said. "We’d best get to the temple."

      "You two stay here," Chihon told the young couple. "We have to protect the temple."

      When Chihon and Tass arrived at the temple, the main doors were open and the place had been looted. The statuary had been pulled down, and the windows were broken out. The place stank of urine.

      They made their way through the debris to the back of the temple, where the altar was located. The magic that protected the altar had withstood the attacks of the Atenthi. The altar door remained in place and securely locked.

      Chihon probed the lock with her power and quickly opened it. The ceremonial room was inviolate. The statues and potions were in place, and the sacrificial knife was as sharp as a razor.

      "Wait here," Tass said. "I'll see what else we can salvage." She departed the room and quickly returned with a cage covered with a cloth. She set it on the altar and removed the cloth. The mini dragon inside regarded her with suspicion and breathed fire.

      Tass opened the cage and reached inside. "You have to be careful with these, they're stronger than they look. They bite and the horns are sharp as a razor." She deftly pulled the animal from its cage and tied it to the altar.

      "This will give you enough power to defeat the wizard," Tass said. "Quickly. If he knows you're here, he'll try to stop you."

      She pulled the sacrificial knife from the statue and handed it to Chihon. "It would be best to wait for the sunset, but this will have to do. You recall the words you were taught?"

      Chihon took the knife. "Yes, I recall the words." She placed her hand on the mini dragon. Its fur was smooth and soft. Its breathing was fast, its heartbeat rapid. She tried to soothe it as much as she could. That, too, was part of the ritual. A fearful and panicked animal was not as strong as one that was calm and quiet.

      Once again, something welled up in her. She had memories of stopping Lorit from taking the magic of another. Tass kept reminding her that those were false memories caused by her injuries, but they kept coming back.

      She reached out to Lorit. She could not find him, but she tried anyway. She begged him to answer her. She wanted his guidance and advice. She felt a small flicker from him, as if he knew she needed him, but no more. She steeled herself to follow through with the sacrifice.

      She reached out to the mini dragon. It had a warm glow about it. It was stronger than most of the wizards she'd met. She wanted to touch that magic, not take it from the animal. She leaned close to it and whispered, "I don't want to do this any more than you want me to, but I have no choice."

      She got the strong impression that the dragon was trying to communicate with her. She bent down again, placing her hand on its body to comfort and sooth it. Its breathing steadied as it calmed down. "You are a lovely creature," Chihon said to the mini dragon. "I am sorry for what I must to do you."

      She lifted the knife over the animal and glanced at Tass. The old woman was watching with a slight smile as Chihon prepared to strike the blow that would not only kill the animal but also free its magic so that she could take it for her own.

      Chihon started speaking the spell that would draw the magic out of the creature so that she could cut it free along with the stroke that would end its life. She repeated the refrain over and over again, raising her own power, ready to accept the new source of magic as her own.
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        * * *

      

      Just as she was about to touch the knife to the mini dragon, the door flew open and someone shouted, "Stop that!"

      Chihon looked over to see Hatther standing in the doorway. He no longer wore his white apron and glasses. He had donned the robes of a wizard. He raised his staff and pointed it at the mini dragon on the altar. A golden beam of light rushed from the staff, engulfing the mini dragon and releasing it from its bonds.

      He glared at Chihon. "I said stop this sacrifice!"

      Chihon stepped behind the altar to put something between herself and Hatther. She raised her shields and focused her power in the palm of her hand. She could feel the heat as the fireball sprang to life and began to spit and spin. She threw it at the wizard with all her might.

      He deftly deflected it, even as Chihon prepared a second blast. She focused even more energy into her palm, waiting for the fireball to grow so hot that she could barely hold on to it. She sent it sailing for the wizard and pressed it with as much power as she was able to summon.

      Again, he deflected it, but this time it caressed his head as it passed by. She could feel the waves of his pain as it seared his face and ear in passing. The room was filled with the unmistakable odor of burnt flesh. The wizard was on the defense now. Only a few more attempts, and he would be defeated.

      She pulled back again, preparing to push all her energy into the next fireball. She reached out to throw it, but her arm froze in place. She was unable to release the spitting, spinning ball of lightning. It grew hotter and hotter in her hand until she could smell her own flesh burning.

      She reached out for Hatther's magic. She probed his defenses looking for a weakness, anything that she could use against him. She found a gap in his shield. There was a weak spot in the threads that covered him.

      Chihon separated the strands and reached inside. She found his life thread and grabbed it, pulling at it with all her might. She hoped he would fall down dead or incapacitated, but the only effect was her regaining the ability to release the fireball she held in her hand. It streaked toward him as the others had. He dodged it once again. It singed his hair but left him otherwise undamaged.

      Hatther retaliated. Chihon felt him probing her shields, digging for a weakness or an opening. He poked and prodded, slowly opening a gap. She could feel it start to widen. She pulled her power in and tried to force the shield shut. Chihon felt her own shield close, but there was something else. She could feel a layer of other magic around her. It was as if she were enclosed in someone else's shields, not only her own.

      It was those shields he attacked now. She tried to stop him, but she had no control over them. She struggled to close her own shield around the hole he’d made, but he was too strong. A hissing noise erupted from behind her. The air was filled with the smell of rotten swamp gas, and suddenly she felt a blast of heat.

      The mini dragon was breathing fire.

      Chihon struggled harder, hoping the mini dragon blast would unbalance the wizard and leave him open to a counter attack. She pushed at him with all her strength even as he pummeled her shields. The mini dragon hissed again as it prepared for another blast. She waited, gathering her strength to attack just as she heard the hiss of the mini dragon. How long until the fire?

      This time the fire did not pass by her. It rushed over her, spreading around the shield as the wizard attacked, washing around her, surrounding her in flame. She felt the heat of it and smelled the odor of swamp gas. She felt her shields weaken and prepared to be exposed.

      There was a pronounced snap as the shield broke. Suddenly Chihon felt access to a power that was unmistakable and so much greater than it had ever been before.

      It was Lorit.

      All this time he'd been but a weak memory of a dim connection. She'd grown accustomed to the idea that he was not around, not connected to her, not available to her when she needed a friend or a little extra power.

      His magic was stronger now than it had ever been, not as she remembered it, and she did remember it. All of it. The battle at the temple, the battle in the park. All of it came rushing back to her in one gigantic blast. It was almost physical in its impact. Behind her, she could feel the magic of the mini dragon; it was pure, clean, and crystal clear. That was what she felt coming from Lorit.

      The wizard stopped pressing the attack, and Chihon watched him, waiting to see if he was just pausing or he had accomplished what he came for. He stood there, as if searching for something on her person, and then quietly spoke. "It looks like we have a Free sorceress once again."

      He lowered his hands and stood smiling at her, no longer attacking, but watching her carefully. "I’m glad I did not have to kill you."

      "What's going on?" Chihon was disoriented by the sudden recovery of her memory. Why was she here in the temple? Wasn't she here with someone?

      Chihon felt a burning pain on her back that reminded her of the fireballs she'd just thrown. It hit her from behind and stuck there, spitting sparks, trying to work its way through her shields. She turned to see Tass standing behind her with her hand out. Another fireball was spinning and contracting in it.

      "What is the meaning of this?" Why had Tass suddenly turned against her?

      "If I can't turn you, then the next best thing is to kill you," Tass spat. "I've spent all this time trying to get you to take the magic of one of these creatures. If you won't do that, I'm not letting you get away alive."

      Tass threw another fireball. This time, Chihon was ready. She raised her hand and deflected it easily. She felt a surge of power from Lorit. Their connection was back, and she could feel him as if he were by her side. She drew on his power just as she had since they met. With the combined force of the two of them, it was almost child's play.

      She reached for the life thread of the old woman who had been her companion and guide for all this time and pulled. Tass should have dropped like a sack of roots, but instead, she vanished in a sparkle of light.

      "Did you kill her?" the wizard asked.

      "No, I don't know what happened. She just disappeared." Chihon looked from the light cloud of smoke that stood where Tass had been and over to the wizard.

      Hatther walked over to the spot where Tass had vanished. "She's gone. There's a lingering feeling of a travel spell. I wonder where she went."
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        * * *

      

      Hatther escorted Chihon back to the inn. She was tired and wanted someone to talk to, now that she was free of the spells. She explained how she had lost her memory from the time they were at the castle in Veldwaite. Her memories since then were vague and indistinct.

      "Tass put a compulsion spell on you and a memory spell. The compulsion kept you from remembering your true past. The memory spell made you think the memories she was feeding you were real."

      "How did you break the spells?"

      "I didn't. I was prepared to kill you." He took a swallow from his glass.

      "What?" Chihon was confused.

      "When you walked into my shop, I recognized you for a sorceress and a powerful one. I was intrigued about why you were masquerading as a priestess. I had to find out. I followed you and observed."

      "And what did you find?" Chihon asked.

      "I found out that Tass is a priestess, and you were under her spell. I had to set you free or kill you. While you were under her spell, I could have killed you easily, but I wanted to see if I could free you.

      "I wasn't making much headway with you, and I was going for the kill when the mini dragon blasted you. Just then, I felt a surge in power. It was like you were suddenly connected to something else." He shook his head. "Something very powerful."

      "That's Lorit, my partner. I was unable to find him since Veldwaite, but suddenly he was there."

      "You're free now."

      "I remember everything. I have to get in touch with Lorit."

      "I'll leave you to it," Hatther said. "If you need anything, you know where I am." He stood to leave. "May fortune smile on you."
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        * * *

      

      Back in her room, Chihon reached out to Lorit and soon felt the familiar tingle of contact. He had felt the power drain as she fought the wizard. She told him she was safe now and that she missed him. She smiled at his concern. Now that they were back in touch, it looked like everything was going to be better.

      His image appeared in the room before her. It solidified and filled out as if he were actually there with her and not leagues away. She wished he were there in the flesh so she could tell him everything about her adventure and catch up on his.

      His image was so real that she felt she could reach out and touch him. She tentatively extended her hand. When her hand touched his, she felt not the misty ethereal contact, but flesh and bones. It was him. He was here.

      "I learned how to travel," Lorit said as he turned to her.

      She rushed to him and threw her arms around him. "Lorit! I'm so glad you're here, you won't believe what I've been through." She was so relieved to see him.

      She caught him off guard, and he almost lost his balance. She squeezed him so hard she thought she was going to break his ribs.

      He hugged her back, his hands grasping her thick temple robe. It felt good just to hold him and realize they were finally reunited.

      She leaned forward and whispered in his ear, "I missed you so much. I never felt right without your magic. It was like a part of me was missing."

      Lorit's hand found its way to her clean-shaven head. He caressed her scalp. To Chihon it called up the guilt at everything that she'd done. Her bald pate was a symbol of all of that. "A part of you is missing," he said.

      "Don't. It reminds me of what I did," was all she could say as she pulled his hand away.

      "That's over now," Lorit said. She felt him dig deep for his magic. He lifted his hand to her head again, and she felt a tingling that grew into an itch. Her scalp prickled, and she felt the warmth as her hair quickly grew out and down to touch her shoulders.

      She ran her fingers through it, reveling in its thickness. She held him tightly once again. "I really missed you." She was content just to hold on to him, hoping that they would never be separated again.
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      Lorit and Chihon stopped in Nebrook as they made their way to Amedon. They hired a room at the Humble Plumb, a moderate inn with reasonable accommodations. They planned to stay there for several days and then depart.

      Lorit was still worried about Zhimosom. He wanted to secure the council's help, but he didn't know how to contact them directly. He asked Rotiaqua to gather them in Zhimosom's study so he could make his plea. At the appointed time, Lorit sat at the table in their room and focused his will. He appeared in Zhimosom's study almost without effort and felt the power draw from him as Chihon appeared beside him.

      "Ah, there you are," Rotiaqua said. "We've been waiting for you."

      Lorit looked around the room. It was filled with wizards, many of whom he had yet to meet.

      "These are Maomran, Awbelser, Neussul, and Koaleing." As Rotiaqua introduced them, each nodded his head at the mention of his name.

      "Pleased to meet you all," Lorit said. "I am grateful to be here."

      "We are extremely pleased to see the young sorceress back with us," Awbelser said. "I trust she is well after her adventures?"

      "I am well," Chihon answered for Lorit. "We have had a chance to rest up and are now eager to be on our way."

      "We have determined that it was a priestess who was behind your abduction," Rotiaqua said. "The woman you know as Tass is a highly placed priestess in the temple."

      "Did she get away?" Lorit asked. He had heard the story from Chihon and worried that she might try something else if the woman was still alive.

      "We presume so," Rotiaqua said. "We don't have spies in Quineshua itself, but we would have heard if a high-ranking priestess had been killed. Priestesses are just as rare as sorceresses are."

      "Have you located Zhimosom?" Lorit pressed them. "Is he all right?"

      "We are still searching," Neussul said. "We will contact you if your help is needed."

      "We want to help in the search. What can we do?" Lorit wasn't going to let anyone dismiss him that easily.

      "We feel the best course of action is for you to take a ship to Wradon, then travel overland to Midian. We have contacts there that can provide you with assistance before your final leg to Amedon," Rotiaqua said. She drew the route out on a faded map in the book before her.

      "You want us to travel by ship?" Lorit asked. "The last time we traveled by ship we didn't have such a pleasant voyage."

      "Do you have a better idea? Do you want to make the trip across the Plains of Grass?" Neussul asked.

      "Why can't we travel there by magic? I made it all the way from Friega to Derig. We could go straight to Midian by magic." Lorit was already upset with their tight-lipped explanations, and now they wanted him to take the risk of traveling by ship, where he would be weak and vulnerable.

      "Go ahead and travel, then," Neussul said. He looked at Lorit defiantly. "If you have the power, then by all means travel." He folded his arms across his chest.

      Lorit reached out to Chihon and tried to visualize their destination. He had no idea where they were going besides a point on the map.

      "Where are we going? How do we get there?" Lorit asked.

      Neussul chuckled and Rotiaqua held up her hand. "You can only travel somewhere you have already been or have seen. You have never been to Midian, so you can't travel there."

      "Why was I able to travel to Chihon, then?" Lorit demanded.

      "You have a connection to Chihon. That was what guided you to her. You could not have traveled to her without that. You will need to make your way to Midian over land. There's a wizard there who can help. He is closest to your path as you make your way to Amedon."

      "Why don't we just come to Zhimosom's study?" Lorit asked. He'd seen Zhimosom's study often enough. He could travel there.

      This time it was Rotiaqua who laughed. "Zhimosom's study is a lot farther from Amedon than you could imagine. You'd never make it to Amedon from his study."

      "So, we have to travel by sea." Lorit didn't like the way the council always had a reason for him to follow their plans.

      "You must. Magic, after all, has its limitations." Rotiaqua glanced at him with a stern look. "I trust this time you will build up enough reserves to handle whatever comes along?"

      "I will spend the time until we embark storing what energy I can. I don't like it, though." Lorit remembered the pain and humiliation he'd endured at the hands of Captain Bukelach, on their last voyage. He did not want a repeat of that incident.

      "I'm confident that you have grown stronger and wiser, and you should have no problems on this trip."

      "What are you doing about Zhimosom?" Lorit demanded. "What about the prince?"

      "That is why we are gathered here," Rotiaqua said. "We are looking...for both of them."

      Neussul interrupted, giving Rotiaqua a sharp look. "The council has business."

      "There is one more thing before you go," Rotiaqua said. "Awbelser?" Rotiaqua nodded to the wizard in dark blue robes.

      "The princess has begun her journey home to Veldwaite," Awbelser said. "She is still under a spell that we have not been able to penetrate."

      "I was not able to remove that final spell."

      "It still surrounds her," Awbelser explained. "She is acting contrary to her free will while under its influence. She must be freed of the spell that ensnares her. It is unclear what part she may yet play in your endeavor."

      "What do you mean?" Lorit asked.

      "The princess you met and traveled with was acting under a compulsion. She was not herself," Rotiaqua explained. "If we can lift that final spell, she will be free to exercise her own will once again. Until then, she will continue to act as an agent of the temple. The final spell must be broken."

      Lorit looked around the table. He saw their resolve. He didn't think he was going to get any more out of them, but he had to try. "What about Zhimosom? There must be something you can do."

      "We are doing all we can," Neussul said. He waved his hand and broke the connection. With a sudden jerk, Lorit found himself back in the inn.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Lorit inquired about ships headed to Wradon. There were none in port at the moment, but the harbor master told him that ships arrived every few days, depending on weather and the wind. If a ship ported that was heading to Wradon, he would send a boy to let Lorit know.

      Lorit and Chihon decided to spend some time touring the city. On their last trip, they had been in a hurry and missed out on the sights. Nebrook was famous for its tourism. The city had avoided any conflict through its strict neutrality position. It sold its textiles to any and all buyers and did not favor any one kingdom over another.

      In the center of the town was a large bell tower. It rose high above the city, to stand above even the tallest buildings so that one could look down on the entire city and surrounding countryside. It was claimed to be sixty-five spans tall, requiring twenty flights of stairs to reach the balcony at the top. Every five flights there was a different dining establishment or a shop catering to the locals and guests.

      Lorit and Chihon climbed the stairs in bursts, resting at each level to admire the view and the scenery below. When they reached the top, Lorit could almost make out a distant city across the Freshen Sea.

      There were several large spy glasses near the wall that would afford the tourist a closer look at whatever caught their eye. One of these could be hired for only a small fee. Lorit wanted to see if he could recognize anything across the sea and approached a young boy sitting next to one of the unoccupied glasses. "How much for a look?" Lorit asked.

      "Four coppers for a half hour of viewing."

      Lorit reached into his pocket and pulled out the requested coins. He handed them to the boy and stepped up to the glass.

      "I'll go get us a drink," Chihon said. "All that climbing has made me thirsty."

      Lorit looked through the glass at the town below. He could make out the inn where they were staying. He located the wharf where the ships would port. The long wooden docks stretched out into the water, sheltered by the thick stone walls that made up the breakwater. The harbor was deserted at the moment, but when a ship arrived, it would be bustling with activity.

      There was a tap on his shoulder. "Sir, the bells are about to ring," came the voice of the youth.

      Lorit was engrossed in the view and ignored the youth. He could see for leagues across the land or sea. He searched the mountains to see if he could find one of the cities perched on the stone cliffs.

      "The bells?" came the voice again. "Sir. You'll want to cover your ears when the bells ring."

      Lorit swung the glass out over the water, heedless of the warning. This high up, he could just make out the buildings in the city across the Freshen Sea. It really wasn't that far across the sea, he reminded himself. It was just slow going when the winds weren't in your favor.

      The unexpected peal of the bells tolling was so loud, it was painful. Lorit threw his hands up and covered his ears. The bells rang a short phrase and then tolled the hour. It seemed to go on forever.

      When the sound died down, Lorit's ears were ringing, but he returned to his viewing, not wanting to miss anything before his allotted time ran out.

      "Where's your staff?"

      Lorit could hardly make out what Chihon said, having yet to recover from the assault of the bells. He was preoccupied, gazing out at the landscape below. He waved his hand off to his left. "It's over there."

      "No, it's not."

      Lorit pulled his eyes away from the glass. His staff was gone and so was the youth who had rented him the glass.

      He panicked.

      Where was the boy? He'd only taken his eyes off his staff for the briefest of moments. "Where did he go?" Lorit looked all along the wall that guarded the edge of the tower.

      "I didn't see him. I was getting drinks," Chihon said, holding up a flagon of watered ale.

      Lorit looked around frantically for the youth, but there was no sign of the boy or Lorit's staff. He tried to relax and extend his senses. He saw a faint trail of magic leading toward the stairs. It had the same color as the magic of his staff.

      "He stole my pack," someone cried from around the tower. Lorit ran over to find a woman pointing toward the door. "He stole my pack."

      The youth who had rented Lorit the glass disappeared down the stairs. Lorit dashed after him as fast as he could, pushing his way through the tourists. As he crossed the threshold and began the descent, he could just make out the youth ahead of him. The boy rounded a turn of the tower and disappeared below.

      "Prohibere ubi sunt," Lorit said, holding his hand out, willing the boy to stop. He heard footsteps continue and raced after the boy. He rounded the bend to find an old couple sitting against the railing. The woman was tending to the man who had a gash on his head.

      "He just shoved him down and ran right over us," the woman said.

      "Are you all right? Do you need help?"

      "My husband's been injured," she said.

      Lorit looked ahead at the stairs. He knew if he stopped to help the man, the boy and his staff would soon be out of the tower and gone. He looked at the old man. Blood seeped from beneath a rag he held against his forehead.

      Lorit looked once more down the stairs. He didn't want the boy to get away. He turned back at the man. "Here, let me see."

      The wound was bloodier than it had a right to be. The old man had hit his head on the brick and cut it, but the wound was not as serious as it appeared. Lorit held his hand over the man's head and let the power flow from him into the injury. He pictured the blood stopping and the skin knitting together to close the wound.

      A slight golden glow emanated from beneath his hand as he imagined the healing process progressing. The skin was clean now and the scar fading. He probed the man for evidence of further injury. He had been bruised in a few places, but nothing was broken, and there were no more cuts or scrapes that needed attention.

      He reached down. "Here, let me help you up."

      The man was light as a feather and no trouble for Lorit to lift. He steadied himself against Lorit, accepting his help.

      "Come on. The top's not far," Lorit had resigned himself to help the man and allow the boy to escape with his staff. He was worried about it, but the man had been in danger, and he knew he could track down the thief and his staff later.

      "Thank you so much, young man," the woman said.

      "Don't mention it. I was after that thief. It seems he has as little regard for people as he does for their possessions."

      The top was only one flight of stairs away. They reached it quickly to emerge on the platform. Chihon stood near the doorway as they stepped onto the deck.

      "What happened? Did you catch him?"

      "He got away." Lorit helped the old man sit at one of the tables and pulled out a chair for his wife. "He ran this poor old man over in his haste to get away. I had to stop and render aid."

      "Are you all right?" Chihon knelt down to examine the old man. She passed her hand over his forehead, lightly tracing the faint scar that had recently been a bloody wound. She stood up and patted the old man on the shoulder. "You'll be just fine. Lorit did a good job on you."

      She looked at the woman seated next to her husband. "Let me take a look at you." Chihon reached out and took her hand, but the woman pulled it back.

      "I am fine, no need to worry about me."

      Chihon leaned down next to her and reached out her hand once again. "Please let me take a look. You may have been hurt in the fall, too. It's better to be sure."

      The old woman tentatively stretched out her hand. Lorit noticed the contrast between them as Chihon grasped the fragile wrinkled hand in her own. He could see Chihon relax and let her senses roam, examining the old woman. Lorit felt it himself as he was connected to her and knew what Chihon was experiencing. The woman had a disease that had invaded her entire body. He was amazed that she was still alive.

      Chihon let her hand fall.

      "See, dearie, I'm just fine," the woman said. She looked over at her husband when she spoke, and Lorit knew it was for his benefit that she hid the fact that she was dying.

      Lorit and Chihon sat at the table with the elderly couple.

      "What brings you up here?" Chihon asked the old couple.

      "We live on a farm a few leagues out. Every year on the first day of spring and the first day of fall, the shadow of the bell tower falls on our doorstep. We always wanted to see the view from the top, but we never had the time or money. This year, we finally made it." The old man reached out and patted the woman's hand.

      "I won't be around much longer," he said. "I'm not getting any younger, and Momma deserves to see this before I die and leave her all alone."

      "The view is breathtaking," the old woman said. "I don't know why we waited so long to come up here. You can see the whole world from up here."

      "Tell me about your farm. Is it just the two of you, then? You must have children, and grandchildren," Chihon said.

      The old woman proceeded to tell Chihon all about herself and her husband, how they met and how they had been married, how their kids had grown up and now they had grandchildren and great-grandchildren. They sat on the balcony listening to the two old folks talk until almost sunset.

      Lorit listened as Chihon drew the happy memories out of the woman by skillfully questioning her at just the right time and listening to her life's story.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit watched Chihon reach across the table and take the old woman's hand in hers. He could feel her draw power from him. She focused it into the old woman. Lorit felt her probe for the sickness and slowly, carefully, replace the putrid decay with a fresh, spring color. Chihon worked at it while they chatted away. She occasionally looked over at Lorit. He let her know that he was aware of what she was doing and shared his power with her freely so that she could do this for the woman.

      At one point, Chihon rushed the process a little and the old woman said, "I feel strange."

      "How so?" Chihon asked.

      "I don't know, strange. Like I was young again. Isn't that silly, an old woman like me feeling young?"

      "You are young, Mother," her husband said. "You always were and always will be. Why, when I'm dead and gone, you'll be out there with the lads dancing and having a ball. You're as young as the day I met you."

      Chihon kept it up, carefully removing every trace of the disease. Lorit knew it was hard work, and it drained her.

      "You look like you haven't eaten in a moon," the husband said to Chihon. "You must have been starved."

      "I'm fine," Chihon said. "I'm just a little tired. We've had a long day."

      As the sun set, Lorit and Chihon made their way back to their inn. Chihon fell onto the bed and lay there exhausted as Lorit plopped himself into a chair. "That takes a lot out of you, doesn't it?" Lorit asked.

      "It sure does. I learned those healing spells in the temple. They taught me how to sacrifice animals to speed my recovery after I healed a young mother and her child."

      "You sacrificed animals in the temple?"

      "Yes, to speed my recovery. I was totally exhausted after healing a young mother and her child."

      Lori had been so excited over finding her, that he'd forgotten the images of her taking magic through sacrifices. It came back to him in a flash; first she took the magic of the mini dragon, then of Prince Ghall. He felt betrayed. He had almost lost her over his attempt to take the priest's power, yet here she sat calmly telling him how she had used temple spells and accessed temple magic.

      "I can't believe you would do that!" Lorit looked away. He didn't want her to see the anger in his eyes.

      "Do what? Heal a sick child?"

      "No. You accessed temple magic to heal a sick child. You know how dangerous that is. You know where that leads." He tried to control his anger as he turned to look at her. All the rest of the visions had been true. Had he already lost her to the temple? Was this just another trap they had set for him?

      Tears welled up in her eyes, and Lorit could see the hurt he had caused her. He wanted to reach out to her and tell her it was going to be all right, but he couldn't bring himself to. She had flirted with certain disaster. That one simple act could have cost her everything, cost him everything.

      "Lorit. I didn't access temple magic. I used a healing spell they taught me. I never took magic from the temple. They tried to trick me, but I refused. Somewhere deep down inside me, there was something telling me not to."

      She reached out, but Lorit pulled his hands away before she could touch him. He didn't want to feel her touch.

      "Lorit. It was you. Your words kept coming back to me, breaking through the spells. I heard you tell me not to take the magic of the temple. It was your words that gave me the strength to resist, and that's what finally broke their spell on me."

      She reached out for him once again. This time he didn’t pull away from her touch. "You have to believe me. I never touched the temple's corrupted magic."

      "But you sacrificed an animal on the altar in the temple."

      "I did." Chihon hung her head.

      "How is that different?" Lorit asked. He felt for her magic. It was still pure and clean, there was no trace of the temple in her. He knew that whatever she'd done, it had not touched her soul.

      She was sobbing and she hid her face from him. He reached down and gently took her chin in his hand and lifted her head. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she gasped for breath.

      He recalled the way she looked when they were reunited. The bald head and thick temple robes. She had really believed that Lorit had turned, and they were following the temple religion, yet she had fought it at every turn. He wasn't sure he would have been as strong.

      He looked into her tearful eyes and whispered, "I'm sorry. I know you did nothing wrong. I believe you. I was just afraid I would lose you to them if you had. I know how strong the pull of their magic can be, the temptation to take power is hard to resist. I know that more than anyone."

      Chihon looked back at him. "I would never. You know that. Never."

      "I know." Lorit held her until she was quiet.

      Finally, she dried her eyes and said, "I'm drained. Maybe a little rest will help us both recover. I can see it in you, too."

      She curled up on the bed and pulled the blanket around her.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, Lorit and Chihon headed to the Market. Under Chihon's guidance, they located the section of the market where the less reputable merchants were located.

      "How did you know where the Thieves' Market was?" Lorit asked as they walked the cramped aisles between stalls.

      "There is one in every market. Some folk don't mind that the merchant did not come by his wares honestly. They only care about the price. I learned a lot working with my grandma'am." She reached out and laid a hand on his arm. "Just keep your hand on your pack. If you're not careful, it will be on sale before we get to the end of the aisle."

      "Sir. Madam. Let me guide you to the finest weapons that money can buy," cried a young boy, tugging at Lorit's arm. "I can take you. You will see. The best weapons at the best prices. There is no one better than me to show you."

      "No, thank you," Lorit said, pulling his arm from the boy's grasp. As he did, he bumped into a girl not much older than the boy. She cried out in pain and knelt down. Lorit knelt down next to her, to see what had happened. As he bent over, he felt a tug at his pack and jumped to his feet, expecting to confront a thief.

      Chihon had the young boy by the arm. She nudged the girl with her foot. "Get up." When the girl didn't move, she nudged harder. "Get up, I said. We'll have none of your tricks."

      The girl stood. "A thousand apologies, Mistress. Our father, he will beat us if we come home empty-handed."

      "I would worry more about the Patrollers than your father," Chihon said. She made a big show of looking through the crowd. "I think I see one coming now."

      The boy struggled to free himself as the girl lurched to get away, but she wasn't fast enough. Chihon had the two of them by the arm, one in each hand.

      "I will let you go, but you have to do something for me," she said. "I need to know where the magical items are sold in the Thieves' Market. If you take me there and keep the rest of your friends away, I'll let you go."

      Chihon leaned down and spoke quietly to them. "Don't even try to run. I'm a sorceress and you won't get far." She released them and pushed the boy in front of her. "Let's go."

      Lorit followed Chihon and the children until they reached a rundown warehouse on the edge of the market square. It was guarded by a pair of large disreputable men, who were well armed. The girl said something to one of the men, and he stepped aside to let them pass.

      The interior of the warehouse was no better than the exterior. The building looked to be on the verge of collapse, its supporting beams sagging under the load of years of decay and rot. The aisles between stalls here were not as crowded as they had been in the main marketplace.

      The children guided them to the back. It was dark and dingy. In the corner was a small stand full of twisted, melted figurines and dusty amulets. Lorit looked around the stall for his staff, but he didn't see it, and he could not feel its magic.

      "We're looking for a staff," Chihon said.

      Lorit let her do the talking. She had more experience in the market, and she seemed to be able to get answers where he got only silence. He probed the stall for his staff, but it was not there.

      "Then you have come to the right place, my friends," the proprietor said. He was a young man about twenty-five summers in age. He had a charming crooked smile and a swagger that bespoke his confidence. He reached behind him and pulled back a hanging rug that Lorit had taken for the back wall. Behind it were several staffs, all made of polished gnarled wood. None of them was Lorit's.

      Chihon released the children as soon as they'd entered the stall, allowing them their freedom. She leaned in to get a closer look. "I don't see anything here that interests me." She handled a staff made of a light wood with a poor-quality violet gem embedded in it.

      "Ah, that is one of my better ones," the proprietor said. "It is made of fine wood harvested at the peak of its potency, and the jewel is most rare."

      "Hmmmm," Chihon said. "No, I'm really looking for something better than this. What have you received lately? Anything new, these look rather old and worn. The jewel is poorly cut."

      Chihon reached into her pocket and pulled out a pair of golds. "I'm looking for a real high-quality staff, not this load of rubbish. Surely you have better, or maybe you can take me to someone who deals in real merchandise, not these child's toys."

      "I can take you to another who deals in precious artifacts. He does not sell his wares here in the market. He has his own shop."

      "For this, we would reward you," Chihon said. "Please take us."

      "Follow me." He closed up his stall and headed deeper into the warehouse. He took the staff Chihon had been inspecting and led the way. The place was even more dark and gloomy than before as they penetrated the depth of the structure. He watched Chihon trailing the young man while trying to keep an eye out for any suspicious activity.

      As they squeezed through a tight corner and into a dark aisle, a voice came from above. "That's far enough. Drop the packs and let's have your valuables. Don't try anything and you might live."

      Lorit looked up to see two men hanging from the rafters. One held a knife in his free hand, the other held a dagger in his teeth. The young man who had been leading them turned to face Chihon. "Please hand over your pack. I don't want to have to hurt you."

      Lorit watched to see what Chihon would do. He didn't want to hand over their packs, but he felt that they were outnumbered, and without his staff, he was at a disadvantage.

      Chihon laughed at the young man. She reached out and pushed him. "Don't—mess—with—me," she said, tapping him on the chest with each word. "I'm not in the mood for this."

      He swung the staff at her and shouted. "Get them."

      Chihon reached out and grasped the staff. She dove under it and twisted it out of her attacker's hand, quickly disarming him. "Catch!" She tossed the staff to Lorit. She reached up toward the men in the rafters before they had a chance to react. "Prohibere ubi sunt," she said, commanding them to freeze.

      Too late for them; both men had already released their grip on the rafters. Their bodies were immobilized in mid-fall, and they hit the floor with a thud.

      Lorit advanced on the young man with the staff. "Is there really a shop? Or was this just a ruse to get us alone so your friends could jump us?"

      "There is a shop." The young man cowered, holding his hands before his face.

      "Then take us to it before I have to use this on you." Lorit shook the staff at the young man, who stood up, turned, and headed deeper into the warehouse. Lorit prodded him in the back. "Go."

      As they passed Chihon, she whispered in his ear, "Nice staff-work."

      "You saw that coming, didn't you?" he asked.

      "Yes. He looked dishonest. The deeper we got, the more suspicious I got. I had the spells ready to go and just needed to trigger them."

      "I'm glad you were ready. I was a little unprepared. I feel naked without my staff."

      They worked their way out of the warehouse and a few blocks over. The shop was better maintained than the market. It contained instruments, powders, and more intricate and better-fabricated figurines than the ones in the market. Lorit felt the power of his staff as soon as they walked into the shop, but he remained silent.

      The proprietor was a middle-aged man with a beard split in two. The spiked ends were twisted and waxed together. He wore a pointed hat that Lorit thought looked silly.

      "Welcome, welcome," he said. "What is it you seek? Wait, don't tell me. Let me guess."

      The young man from the market tried to ease his way to the door while they were occupied with the proprietor. "Don't be so fast to run," Chihon said. "We may need your assistance yet."

      "I was just trying to get a bit of fresh air," the young man said.

      "No. Stay where you are," Chihon ordered.

      Lorit walked up to the proprietor. "I'm looking for a staff. This one is poor quality, and I want to upgrade it."

      "Well, you've come to the right place. I have an excellent selection. What price range are you looking at?"

      "Price is no object," Lorit said. "Show me your best merchandise."

      "I have just come into possession of a very fine staff. Let me fetch it. It's exquisite." The proprietor disappeared into the back of the shop and quickly returned. The staff was made of dark wood and had a finely cut jewel in the head. Lorit didn't even need to look at it to know it was his.

      "Do you trade in these items often?" Lorit asked.

      "Not as often as I'd wish." The man laid the staff on the counter atop a large velvet cloth to show off the jewel. "Have you ever seen such a beautiful thing?" He ran his hands over the length of polished wood. He caressed the jewel in the head of the staff. "A staff like this is worth fifty golds at least."

      "How long have you had this?" Lorit wanted to see how badly the proprietor would lie about it.

      "I only just acquired it." He lifted it from the cloth and started to put it back.

      "Can I hold it?"

      "No. Such a fine instrument should only be handled by the one who will wield it. If you are going to purchase it, then you can handle it."

      "Where did you get it from?" Lorit asked.

      "I purchased it from a very powerful wizard. Just this very day. It's a sad tale. The wizard lost his wife, and with her death, he lost his magical powers. He could no longer use such a staff. He left it with me to sell to someone who would give it a proper home."

      Lorit could feel the magic inside him rising. He felt Chihon gathering power to herself, borrowing from him. He tried to act as if nothing was happening while he continued the conversation.

      "I think that I could afford twenty golds."

      "Twenty golds? Why? This is worth a hundred, and I am doing you a great kindness offering it to you at fifty. I could never part with it for less than forty."

      "Forty? Look at the misshapen jewel in the head. It is poor quality, and you're trying to sell it to me as if it were perfect. What do you take me for?" Lorit demanded. He could feel the power in Chihon reach a level he had never felt from her before. He watched as the proprietor started to sweat.

      First, the man's forehead glistened. Soon a few beads of sweat ran down his neck. He reached for his collar and tugged at it. He looked around the store as if he were searching for something, then back at Lorit.

      "Thirty. And not a copper lower. This is a fine staff and well worth the price I asked of you."

      Lorit stood there bantering as the man's skin turned red. He dropped the staff and started to wave his hands about, blowing on them and shaking them through the air. "What's happening?"

      "Getting a little warm for you?" Chihon asked.

      Chihon stood there calmly, leaning against the display case. She had a blue ball of fire in her hand that was spinning and spitting sparks. She held it up and looked at the proprietor.

      "Where did you get that staff?" she demanded.

      "I bought it. From a wizard, I told you."

      "A wizard? Or a thief?" She raised her hand and extended it toward the man, displaying the glowing fireball.

      "All right. I got it from a thief."

      "Good. Now you're being honest. For that, I'll spare you." The fireball slowed and vanished. Chihon reached out her hand, and the staff flew over the counter and into it.

      She handed it to Lorit.

      "Here you go. Try to hold on to it next time."

      Lorit looked at her with appreciation. She had always had a better way with the merchants and market folk, which he admired, but now that her powers had grown, she amazed him. He wondered what other surprises she had in store for him now that they were back together.
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      The next morning there was a knock on the door. "Sire, there's a ship you might be interested in."

      Lorit opened the door to see a young boy standing there. "There is a ship, Sire. They just made port. They're planning to transfer their cargo and ship out tonight for Wradon," he said, breathing hard. "The harbormaster said I should run down and tell you."

      "Do you know the name of the ship?"

      "No, Sire. He did not say."

      Lorit reached into his pocket for a coin. He pulled out a battered copper, dropped it into the boy's sweaty palm, and patted him on the shoulder. "Thank you. Tell the harbor master we appreciate his letting us know."

      Lorit and Chihon headed for the wharf early in the afternoon. If the ship was transferring cargo, they would likely be busy. Lorit wanted to wait until after they had finished before approaching the captain.

      Tied up at the pier was a large sailing ship identified by a mermaid holding a silver globe in her hand. Lorit pointed to it. "Look familiar?"

      "It's the Silver Sun," Chihon said. "I can't wait to see how Captain Darves is doing."

      They hurried along the pier to find a sailor sitting behind a rickety table at the foot of the plank. He was dirty and unkempt, his long hair stringy and oily. He looked up at Lorit as they approached.

      "Something I can do for you, young'uns?"

      "Is Captain Darves aboard?" Lorit asked.

      "Why you asking?" He peered lazily at Lorit.

      "Because we're old friends of his and we want to talk to him."

      "Old friends, you say?"

      Before Lorit could answer, a voice came from the deck. "Let them up, you lazy bum. Didn't you hear? They're old friends. Besides, he's a wizard and you don't want to get on his bad side."

      "A wizard, you say?" The sailor sat up a little straighter. "Go, ahead with you, then."

      Lorit and Chihon made their way up the plank and onto the deck. Captain Darves greeted them as they stepped onto the worn wooden planks. "What brings you two back to the Silver Sun?"

      "We need passage to Wradon," Lorit explained. "I was told that you were headed there next. Do you have room for the two of us?"

      "Of course I do. We sail with the setting of the sun. The winds turn round about then and we can take advantage of them to help us out of the harbor."

      "What is the fare?" Lorit asked.

      "For you, nothing," Captain Darves said. "Not a single thing. You can have my old cabin again. I've moved up top."

      The last time they were on the Silver Sun, Darves had given up his quarters as first mate. As captain, he was kicking his first mate out to make room for them.

      "You don't have to do that," Lorit said.

      "The Silver Sun has treated me well, and I have you to thank for that. I pay my debts."

      "Have you been a good Captain, then?" Chihon asked.

      "Yes, I have." He smiled at her. "You will be my guests, no fare, no fee, and no work. Just enjoy. We should be across in about a half a moon. The winds have been good to us this season."

      "Thanks," Lorit said. "We'll stow our gear. I think I remember the way."

      Lorit and Chihon dropped their packs below deck, in the First Mate's cabin. They ate dinner in the mess and returned to the deck. Lorit watched as the sailors scrambled up the tall mast and unfurled the sail. Even though he was not expected to help, Lorit hurried around the deck, picking up the small ropes used to lash the sails. He rolled them up and stowed them, just as he'd been taught on their first voyage.

      The ship rocked as it caught the breeze. The sail filled and snapped tight with the start of the evening wind as the sunset painted the high clouds from beneath with streaks of red. They slowly pulled away from the pier, turned, and headed for the open waters. The ship pointed her bow into the setting sun and rolled gently as they cleared the breakwaters and headed out to sea.

      "This is nice." Chihon looked over the railing at the setting sun. "Much better than our last trip."

      "In a few days, we'll be in Wradon. I wish we could have traveled overland; I still get a little nervous out here," Lorit said.

      "Relax and enjoy the ride." Chihon patted his hand where he grasped the railing a little too tightly.

      Twilight gave way to the shadowed light of night as the sunset was mirrored in black and white by the rising of the full moon. They stayed on deck until the moon was off the horizon and the cold breeze made it uncomfortable.

      In the morning, Lorit rose in time to watch the moon set. The sky was just starting to lighten and take on the glimmer of sunrise. The high clouds were still there and lit from beneath by the coming sunrise.

      Chihon joined him on deck just as the sun poked over the horizon. Far out to sea, Lorit could see a line stretching across the surface of the water. It looked like a roll of white cotton had been placed on the surface of the sea, reaching from horizon to horizon. Above the white roll, the sky turned dark gray and stubbornly refused to change as the sunrise hit it.

      "What's that?" Chihon asked. "I've never seen anything like it."

      "I don't know." Lorit reached out with his power and tried to probe it. His powers were muted, his reserves low, and the water dampened out his ability to draw on the earth. All he could make out was a roll of clouds stretched out before them, damp, cold, and foreboding.

      "Storm ahoy," someone yelled from above.

      Lorit looked up to see the sailor in the crow's nest peering out into the distance. He was pointing in the direction Lorit had been gazing. "Storm ahoy. Batten the hatches and prepare for the worst. It's a bad one."

      Lorit watched the clouds on the horizon. The weather was warm and calm where he stood. It was hard to believe that a storm was coming on such a peaceful morning. The sun shone calmly down on him as the ship gently rocked in the shallow waves that rolled past her.

      The deck came alive with sailors as they scrambled up the mast to furl the sail. They quickly had the sails disconnected from their lines and wrapped. The roll of clouds started to take on a more ominous form, growing tall and dark as it approached, even though the sea was calm and the sun warm.

      "Grab on to something," one sailor said. He tossed a rope to Lorit. "Lash yourself to the rail, it's going to be a big one, and it's almost here."

      Lorit made a loop and tied it around his waist. He did the same for Chihon, feeling a little foolish making such a drastic preparation on a warm sunny morning, but the clouds were approaching fast, almost as if the wall of dark gray were alive.

      The cloud wall grew taller and darker, falling on them like a thief, stealing the warmth and light of the sun. The temperature dropped and Lorit thought he was going to freeze in place. The sea grew restless beneath them and the ship pitched violently as the waves rose, crashing over the deck.

      Then the rain came.

      As if on command, the rain pelted down on them with such intensity, it hurt where the large drops hit. Hail struck the ship leaving ice rolling around the deck, making the wet wood even more treacherous than it already was. The wind whipped around the deck, throwing sprays of icy water into his face.

      He wanted to go below, but the ship pitched too violently in the raging waters, and the deck was slippery. They were trapped out in the deluge.

      Lorit tried to cover his eyes, but it didn't help. The hail and rain curled around his arm and into his face. His hair was soaked and icy.

      The wind whipped the sail around, breaking the lashings free until it snapped and cracked in the wind. Lorit feared that the ship was going to roll over and dump them into the icy water. He reached out with his magic to see what power he could draw on to save the ship. The tall mast groaned under the assault. The hull creaked and shuddered, threatening to come apart under the continued battering of the waves. Water splashed across the deck and only the closed hatches kept the flood from entering the hull and filling the ship with water.

      Lorit could sense the mast starting to yield under the stress. He worried that it would crack with the next hard gust. He reached out his magic and poured his energy into it. He visualized it as a tall willow tree, able to bend in the wind but not break. He willed it to flex and give, not break and shatter. He could feel his efforts bear fruit but he wasn't sure how long he could hold on. The storm raged across the deck for an eternity as Lorit poured his power into the mast to keep it strong. He felt Chihon join his effort. She added her magic to his, giving him enough strength to hold out even as he felt the mast start to crack.

      Aided by her power, he was able to hold the mast together while the storm raged. After an eternity, the mast flexed and returned to its normal shape as the storm finally abated. The hail stopped and then the rain turned to a light mist.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sea grew calm but the sky stayed a dark impenetrable gray. The sun was obscured by the haze. So much time had passed, Lorit could not tell if it was night or day. Sun, moon, stars? They were hidden behind a thick layer of cold dark mist. He probed with his magic but wasn't able to reach beyond the haze. The sea was calm, with only the lightest of breezes to tug at the fluttering sail.

      "What now?" Lorit asked.

      One of the deck hands came over and looked down at the water near Lorit. "No use in putting up the sail until we know where we are. We could end up on the rocks or who knows what."

      "So, what do we do?" Chihon asked.

      "We wait it out," the sailor said. "You may want to get below deck and get some sleep. These can last for days."

      The ship rocked gently in the calm waters, as the slapping of the waves resounded with each new crest that struck the hull.

      "We'd better get below. I'm drained after all that magic. Maybe once we eat and rest we'll be able to see through this fog," Lorit said.

      They went below and found the galley, now that the ship was no longer threatened. The cook had begun to prepare the meal. No doubt, the rest of the crew would be as hungry as Lorit and Chihon.

      "Let me help," Chihon called to the cook.

      "Aye, who's there?"

      "It's me, Chihon," she shouted back to him.

      "What?" he asked again.

      Chihon stood up. "I'd better get in there. Maybe he'll remember me when he sees me."

      Lorit could hear Chihon shouting her side of the conversation at the cook. Fortunately, the man's cooking skills were much better than his hearing. In no time at all, the galley was crowded and the meal was ready.

      The Captain sat next to Lorit. "Where's your lady friend?" he asked.

      "She's in the kitchen."

      "I told you, 'no working off the fare.' You're my guests. By the looks of that mast, I owe you even more. That storm should have snapped it like a twig, leaving us stranded here, not just blind in the fog."

      "It was nothing," Lorit said. He had felt the magic in the storm, it was not a natural phenomenon, but he didn't want to admit that magic had been involved. He saw Chihon helping serve the sailors before she took her seat next to Lorit.

      "Captain, what now?" she asked. "How long do you think this will last?"

      "Could be hours, days, even weeks. I've seen fog like this last for weeks. You can get stuck out here, becalmed, and lost. That wind could have driven us almost anywhere. Until we get our bearings, the safest thing is to stay put. This haze will eventually blow over, it always does."

      "What if there's another storm?" Lorit was worried that more bad weather would overpower his dwindling reserves. He was not sure he could hold out against anything more.

      "Storms don't follow one another too closely. That one was moving fast. You could see it come at us across the water. They always run like that when they're bad, and that one was one of the worst I've ever seen. There won't be another one right away."

      "How can you find your way out?" Chihon asked. "Surely you know which direction is north. Can't you figure out where you are from there?"

      "Yes, I know which way is north. I have a compass. But where are we? How far did the storm blow us? We can't take a chance that we run into something while we're blind." He stood up. "Go get some rest. It will clear up eventually, and then we can figure out where we are."

      Lorit and Chihon left for the cabin. Lorit slept well, after the exhausting day of magic. He woke to the same hazy gray of the day before. He knew it was day because it was slightly lighter than pitch dark, but no sun, no moon.

      "Looks like we're still lost in the fog," Lorit said. "Another dreary day at sea."

      "I think I can sense where the sun is through this fog." Chihon sat on the bed. She held Lorit's staff in her hand and gazed skyward, closing her eyes and concentrating. "Yes, I think I can feel it."

      "Let's go see the Captain." Lorit held the door for her and followed her out.

      Chihon knocked on the door to the Captain's cabin.

      The captain was partially dressed and looked like he had not slept in days. "What can I do for you?"

      "Haven't you slept?" Chihon asked.

      "Can't sleep until I know where we are. Wouldn't do for the Captain to be asleep in his quarters when the ship ran aground, now, would it?"

      "I think I can help," Chihon said. "I can sense where the sun is. I can find out where we are."

      "Navigation is a complicated art. It's not something you can just pick up."

      Chihon looked over the sextant on his desk, atop the maps. She picked it up and looked through it, pointing it toward the wall.

      "You need to see the sun," he said. "That's why it doesn't work now. No sun, no navigation."

      "You don't need to see the sun. You need to know where it is." Chihon moved around the cabin. "There." She made adjustments to the instrument and set it down. She looked over the charts and started asking questions of the Captain. Soon Chihon and the Captain were in deep discussions about radians and longitudes and the like. Lorit decided to head out onto the deck while she worked.

      After a while, Captain Darves came on deck and started shouting orders. The sailors climbed the mast and unfurled the sail. The wind was light, but it caught and the sail billowed out, stretching tight. The ship lurched and they were underway once more. Lorit felt the ship lean as the Captain set a course for their destination.

      Chihon joined him on deck. The sky was still dingy gray but Lorit felt better now that they were moving. She grasped his arm and looked off into the haze.

      "Did you find out where we are?" Lorit asked.

      "We're off course quite a long way. But we're not far from land. We can make port by morning."

      Lorit knew the ship was damaged and badly in need of repairs. That meant they had to put into port as soon as possible, any port. He hoped they were not too far off course. "Where are we?"

      "We're almost to Trickby," she said.

      "Trickby? That'll put us a long way out of our way. We can't make it Wradon?"

      "Wradon is six days' sailing from here. We can make Trickby in one, even with these light winds. That's where we're headed."
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        * * *

      

      The fog lifted early in the evening, just as they made port. The wharf was bustling with activity, and buzzing with talk of the unseasonably destructive storm that had hit. Several ships lay badly damaged at the docks, such was the power of the storm.

      The Silver Sun anchored in the harbor to await an open slip. Some of the wharves were damaged in the storm, and those that were not housed battered ships. The Silver Sun was fortunate to have weathered the storm in as good a shape as it had.

      Two sailors rowed Lorit and Chihon ashore in a small boat. When they reached the rock wall that outlined the harbor, Lorit helped Chihon out of the boat.

      Captain Darves was standing there, talking with the harbor master. "The harbor master says we have no right to be here," the Captain said. "He says that storm should have snapped the mast and sent us to the bottom, along with the half a dozen ships that have gone missing. I think I owe the two of you a debt of gratitude for my ship and safe navigation."

      "I'm sure it was all due to your excellent skills as a Captain," Lorit said with a smile.

      "You're too modest. I know you had a hand in it. You're welcome aboard any time we're going your way." The Captain held out his hand and grasped Lorit's. "I can never repay you."

      "There is no need to repay us. We are just happy to be ashore again." Lorit turned and walked along the rocky wall that led to the shore.

      He looked back at the carnage as they left the wharf district. The jumble of ships with broken masts, missing sails, cracked crossbeams, and other storm damage, was a sickening sight. The Silver Sun had indeed fared better than most.

      Lorit and Chihon found the inn near the wharf. Lorit wanted to try to contact Rotiaqua, now that they had a change of plans. They found the dining room packed and just starting to wind down. The crowd was noisy with news of the storm.

      "Do you think it was aimed at us?" Chihon asked.

      "I felt magic in the storm. It was targeted at us. Someone is trying to keep us from getting to Amedon."

      "Could you tell who?"

      "A wizard and the temple. I could sense the mix of powers in the storm." Lorit was more worried than before. Without Zhimosom's counsel and with a wizard and the temple on their trail, things were not looking good.

      The server came over and took their order. She returned quickly and deposited a freshly roasted fowl on the table.

      "What do you think of that storm?" she asked.

      "It was quite something," Lorit said. "We were just out of Nebrook when it hit. It tossed us around pretty bad."

      "You were out to sea when it hit?" She pulled out the bench and sat, leaning her head on her hand.

      "Yes, we were. We were on the Silver Sun."

      "You're lucky to be alive if everyone here is to be believed. That was the worst storm in generations. Almost every ship that was out to sea was lost, from what I hear. How is it that you survived?"

      "We had a great Captain."

      "Girl! What are you doing?" came a voice from the kitchen.

      The serving girl quickly jumped up and ran for the kitchen. "Just yell if you need anything," she called over her shoulder.

      They finished their breakfast and headed back to their room. Lorit sat back and relaxed, reaching out for Rotiaqua. The contact formed and he found himself in the wizard's study. The sorceress was seated in Zhimosom's chair. Rotiaqua held up her hand. "A moment, please." She was studying a large volume open on the table.

      There was a shimmer in the air and a violet cloud formed. It solidified and Chihon appeared beside him. Lorit noticed that Rotiaqua was looking frailer than before.

      The sorceress had always looked old, but as long as Lorit had known her, she had been vibrant and energetic as if she were a young woman inside an old body. Now she had an appearance of frailty that she had never shown before, and the worry showed on her face.

      "The ship was in a storm that almost sank us."

      Rotiaqua looked them over. "I perceived as much."

      "We could have been killed," Lorit blurted. "It took all of our strength to hold the ship together in that storm. If Chihon had not been able to locate the sun using her magic and navigate us out, we would still be stuck in the fog, hoping not to run aground."

      "But you survived," Rotiaqua said.

      "We survived, but something about that storm felt wrong," Lorit said. "I could feel a wizard's magic in it, and the temple."

      "Wizard's magic, you say? And the temple?" Rotiaqua wrinkled her brow. "I am not able to sense as much as I used to. I did feel the scent of a wizard about that storm. It's somehow familiar, yet strange at the same time."

      "What should we do?" Lorit asked.

      "Continue on. Keep heading for Midian. You should be able to get the help you need there."

      "Any luck finding Zhimosom?" Lorit was concerned. If Rotiaqua was growing weaker, so was Zhimosom. He didn't know how much longer the pair could last.

      "Nothing of Zhimosom, and I fear I may not be much help either. My power is fading fast."

      With that, the sorceress turned to mist and dissipated, leaving Lorit sitting in the room with Chihon.
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      Princess Ukina and the monk Tormu arrived in Mistwind late in the afternoon. Tormu guided her to the temple, where he made himself known to the monks. They were seated on cushions scattered about the floor of an ornately decorated room. An old monk wearing the orange robes of his order entered, leaning on his staff. When he saw Ukina, he stopped short. He looked at her strangely and then glanced over at Tormu.

      "Just so," Tormu said.

      Princess Ukina wondered what they were talking about, but she had learned not to ask too many questions of the monk. Tormu only quoted parables, riddles, or more of his enigmatic koans in reply to her questions.

      The old monk hobbled over to her. As he approached, a young boy ran over and placed a cushion on the floor. He folded his rickety legs as he lowered himself into position next to her. Princess Ukina was impressed that he was so flexible. Her own legs were sore from all the walking and climbing they had done to reach the temple.

      The monk tossed his staff down next to him. It clattered as it hit the polished marble. He slowly turned his attention to Princess Ukina and looked into her eyes, his ancient face frowning. She could see the milky film covering his light blue eyes and wondered how well he could actually see her.

      "I am Kour," he said, reaching out toward her. He touched her face gently. His wrinkled hands were rough, almost like leather on her skin. He turned her head slightly, looking into her eyes the whole time; gently, he moved her head from side to side until he appeared satisfied.

      "Indeed," he said to no one in particular.

      She was getting tired of the cryptic monks and their tight lips. "What is it?" From their lack of response, Ukina thought they might as well have been deaf. They carried on as if she had remained silent.

      "It is true? Has the holy one taken on a new form?" Tormu asked.

      Kour motioned off to the side. Another monk entered, carrying a large book. He sat down across from Princess Ukina and opened it. He searched through it for a while, eventually settling on a drawing of a mini dragon. He turned the book so that they all could see it.

      "Are you certain?" Tormu asked. He shook his head. "So soon?"

      "Just so," Kour replied.

      "Forgive my disbelief." Tormu bowed his head toward the monk holding the book.

      "According to my visions, it has only just come to pass. We have not yet checked for ourselves," Kour explained. "Would you be so kind as to accompany us?"

      "I would be honored."

      "Wait a minute! What's going on here? Why are you ignoring me?" The princess demanded.

      Kour reached out and touched her cheek with his dry leathery hand. He turned her head to face him. She could see those milky eyes coming closer until all she could see was him. "This could be your salvation. Be patient, my child. All will be well."

      She relaxed almost against her will. Something about the old monk was soothing and comforting. He stood again nimbly without the aid of his staff. He reached down and helped her up, then retrieved his staff and bent over it.

      "Come."

      Princess Ukina followed them out of the temple and down streets lined with homes and shops until they reached the cemetery. Crypts of varying sizes and construction lined the winding path. Deep in the cemetery was a large marble structure with golden doors. The monk walked up to it and examined the doors. One door bore an engraving of a short stout man. The other one had an intricate depiction of a mini dragon.

      Kour ran his hand over the seam between the doors. It looked as if it had been sealed by heat, the gold flowing together in ripples piled one atop the other. Down the middle of the seam, a deep gash had been cut to break the seal.

      He pulled at the door, and it opened effortlessly. Inside was a small casket sitting atop a marble pedestal. Dried flowers covered the floor and were scattered everywhere.

      Kour stepped up and ran his hands along the edge of the intricately decorated casket. He found what he was looking for and pulled. With a pop, the casket opened.

      It was empty, save for a small scroll tied with a green ribbon.

      Kour reached inside and retrieved the scroll. Carefully, he untied the ribbon and unrolled the paper within. There was only an elaborate pictograph on it, nothing more.

      "What does it say?" Princess Ukina asked.

      "It's the name the holy one has chosen to use in his new incarnation. He has chosen a mini dragon for his next life."

      "What does it say? I can't read the words."

      "One does not speak the name of a dragon aloud," Kour said. "It is magic. Strong magic."

      He ran his hands over the symbol. Princess Ukina watched as his lips moved soundlessly. She could have sworn she heard him mutter, "Kal'ryni."
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Princess Ukina and Tormu returned to the temple. Tormu insisted that they had to see the head monk before they departed. She was eager to get back on the road. Veldwaite awaited her just at the foot of the mountains, and she was anxious about the trip home.

      Kour was sitting on his cushion in the reception area when they arrived. He nodded to her, then to the cushion beside him. "Please sit a while."

      She took the cushion and waited. He watched her quietly, and just when she felt she could wait no longer, he spoke.

      "Enlightenment is like the moon reflected on the water. The moon does not get wet, nor is the water broken. Although its light is wide and great, the moon is reflected in a puddle of water but a single digit wide. The whole moon and the evening sky are reflected in one dewdrop sitting quietly on a single blade of grass in the morning.

      "We seek but enlightenment. To learn the truth. We make no judgments about truth. There is no good or bad in truth, it just is." He shook his head at her. "You, princess, are not truth. You are a lie."

      She started to get up, but he held up his hand. She felt as if a blanket had been wrapped around her that bound her in place. She struggled but was unable to move. Two monks came, lifted her off the cushion, and carried her into the next room, where they laid her out on her back on a large marble dais. She struggled again but still was unable to move her arms and legs.

      "What are you doing? I demand you release me!"

      Kour leaned down to her and whispered in her ear, "We are going to release the truth." He placed his hand over her mouth. When he removed it, she was no longer able to speak.

      "Have you called the holy one?" Kour asked.

      Tormu stood next to Kour. He nodded. "He comes.

      "Forgive my immodesty," Tormu said. In his hand, he held a ceremonial knife. The blade gleamed silver, the handle was made of ivory and fashioned in the likeness of a dragon's head with the wings forming the guard. He grasped her arm, slid the knife beneath her sleeve, and cut through the cloth, leaving her exposed. He worked quickly, slicing through her garments, pulling the remnants from beneath her and dropping them to the floor.

      The marble dais felt cold on her skin as she lay there defenseless. She struggled, trying to escape, fearing the sudden plunge of the knife into her heart.

      Tormu leaned over and peered into her face. "Please don't struggle. This will be painful, but I assure you, it will be over quickly, and the memory of the pain will fade in time."

      He started with her feet, cutting a thin line along the top of both of them, leaving a small trail of blood behind. She could feel it trickling down her body as he cut. He worked his way up each leg and made a series of cuts across her belly. He drew the knife up her stomach and between her breasts, leaving a thin trail of blood as he went. The cuts hurt like fire, but she was helpless to cry out or escape the pain.

      She heard a screeching sound and tried to see what had made it, but could only see the ceiling above her. She felt the touch of claws on her feet, followed by the caress of soft downy fur. The screech repeated itself, but this time it was followed by a low soft voice.

      "I am Kal'ryni," it said. "I have come to free you. No longer will you be under the control of another."

      The princess struggled but was unable to move or cry out. What was this creature going to do to her as she lay there exposed and helpless?

      All around her, a sound erupted. It sounded as if there were dozens of monks gathered in the room, humming a short phrase that lasted only a few bars and then repeated itself. As they droned on, she smelled the scent of rotten eggs followed by a burst of heat. The creature was going to burn her alive.

      She struggled all the more, but it did no good. She felt the flames lick at her feet and legs. She could feel the skin peel back along the lines the monk had cut. The burned skin separated and curled back, exposing raw flesh beneath.

      She wanted to cry out, to scream at the beast to stop, to threaten the priests, but the pain was so great that she could only scream, and her screams caught in her throat, making no sound at all. She wept silently as the pain moved up her legs and onto her belly. As the pain seared along her chest and down her arms, she was sure death would follow shortly, but it did not.

      She felt claws sink into her stomach and chest as the mini dragon clamored across her burned and bleeding body. The beast leaned in closer and looked into her eyes. "Are you ready to be set free?"

      Her heart raced at its words. Surely, this was it. The beast drew back its head and inhaled. She could feel the fire as it burst from the mini dragon and washed over her face. Her skin blistered and bubbled in pain as she tried in vain to cry out.
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        * * *

      

      The princess awoke in a large comfortable bed. Birds sang outside the window as the sun streamed in on her. It was warm in the light, but still chilly in the shadows. She sat up and looked down at her skin, recalling the dream of fire and knives and monks.

      She ran a hand along her arm, recalling the cuts and seared flesh, and shuddered at the memory of it. She thought it must have been a dream, but it was so real, so fresh in her mind.

      There was a knock on the door, and it opened to reveal an old man in orange robes. His head was shaved, and he walked slowly, leaning on a staff. He shuffled over to the bed and took a seat on the foot of it.

      Ukina pulled the covers up to her neck. "Who are you and why are you here, in my bedchamber?"

      "Your bedchamber?" He looked slowly around the room, then back at her.

      She scanned the room quickly. She was not in her bedchamber. It was a strange room. "Where am I? This is not my bedchamber."

      "Just so." The old man sat there watching her as she took it all in. What was this place? How did she get here? She just stared at the old man, waiting for an explanation.

      "I see we were successful. No more falsehood shrouds you. You are now truth."

      She gulped. "What happened? How did I get here?"

      "You were bewitched. You have been under a binding spell that we were barely able to break. You are in Mistwind. You are safe."

      "How did I get here?" The princess was confused. She vaguely recalled a wizard and a dragon, but little else.

      "Mostly, you walked." The old man laughed at his own jest. "We will explain everything soon. Do you feel well enough to eat?"

      She shook her head.

      "Come, now. You need to eat, and then we have more work to do. You have some memories to retrieve before you return to your father." He stood up and turned his back. "Can you dress yourself or should I send in a maid?"

      The princess saw a neat pile of travel clothes on the chair next to the bed. "I can dress myself."

      "I will await you outside."

      "Who are you?"

      The old monk paused at the doorway and turned back to her. "I am Kour," he said. "I will take you home." He closed the door softly behind him.

      She dressed quickly and found him waiting for her outside her door. He explained that she had been under a spell and traveling with a wizard. They had parted ways, and now she was on her way home.

      After the meal, he guided her to a chamber where there was a large marble dais. He asked her to hop up on it so he could help awaken her memories. She felt vaguely afraid but couldn't say why. Something from her strange dream lingered in the back of her mind.

      "It will be well." He gently guided her onto her back. "Relax. This will not hurt."

      She shuddered as he passed his hands over her. He hummed a phrase over and over again and spoke to her quietly. Her eyes grew heavy and she started to relax. She could smell flowers, off, in the distance, but growing stronger. Soon she was asleep and dreaming, but the dreams were strange. She was in the company of a wizard. A young man, about her own age. She was trying to convince him to take her along as his companion. She dreamed of a young woman who was a sorceress and how she had handed this woman over to the temple priests.

      As the dreams progressed, she became more and more embarrassed by her actions until she could bear it no more. She jerked awake and sat up in a cold sweat. She looked over to see Kour standing next to her.

      "That was real, wasn't it?" She remembered it all. How she had tricked Chihon and how she had tried to fool Lorit. She remembered each and every moment of their time together. She hung her head in shame. "What have I done?"

      "You have done nothing." Kour helped her off the dais and onto her feet.

      "Why did you free me?"

      "Because you are important to us. The dragon informs us that you must hurry to Veldwaite."
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      Rotiaqua sat behind Zhimosom's desk. She lit the ceremonial candles with a flick of her finger. She reached out and traced a path for the wax as it dripped down and across one of the skulls. It comforted her to imitate Zhimosom's behavior. The small things meant a lot to her.

      She waited a few moments while the council gathered. Each wizard appeared in his usual spot around the table.

      "Thank you all for coming. I know this was short notice. We have a serious problem on our hands." She searched the assembled faces for any comment or hesitation.

      When no one spoke, she continued. "As you know, Lorit and Chihon have been plagued by a wizard that we have yet to identify. Earlier this moon, they were put at risk by a storm at sea. They should have been safe. I viewed the weather before they left port.

      "There was nothing in their path but fair seas and a following wind. A freak storm rose up and almost sank their ship. Lorit and Chihon were able to preserve it, and through sheer force of will, keep it from being torn to shreds in the storm.

      "Unfortunately, several other ships were not so lucky. Seven ships were lost." She paused to give that time to sink in.

      "Who could have raised a storm like that?" Neussul asked. "It would take a talented and powerful wizard. Did this come from the temple? Is Sulrad behind this? He's the only one in the temple who comes close to that kind of power."

      Rotiaqua waited for any further response. When none came, she started to reveal what she had divined. "It was a powerful wizard, not just the temple. I believe it is the same wizard that Zhimosom went to confront."

      The sorceress pulled at her robe and sat on the edge of the table. She was tired and wanted to convey her distress by breaking out of the usual formalities.

      "I believe he is holding Zhimosom captive somewhere in Javier Chase. I can feel Zhimosom's power, and it's located somewhere in that forest."

      "Captive?" Koaleing asked. "Zhimosom captured. How is that possible? Are you sure he isn't off on one of his secret quests? Surely no one would dare attack such a powerful wizard."

      "He's not on some quest. Even when he is, I can still feel his full power," Rotiaqua insisted. "He's under some kind of spell that is sapping his power."

      "Surely the temple is not foolish enough to take on a wizard such as Zhimosom?" Koaleing asked.

      Rotiaqua heaved a heavy sigh. "He believed they were up to something."

      Awbelser held up his hand. "What do you expect us to do about it?"

      "I'm unable to travel to Amedon or take any strong action on my own. Since I no longer have access to Zhimosom's power, I'm very limited. I ask your help in finding him and bringing this rogue wizard to justice."

      Neussul laughed. "You expect us to take on a wizard who was strong enough to defeat Zhimosom?"

      "Surely several of you working together could handle one wizard."

      "This is a serious matter, not one to be taken lightly. We will confer at the next full meeting of the council." Neussul stood up to take his leave. "In Amedon."

      "Amedon!" Rotiaqua blurted out. "I can't travel to Amedon while Zhimosom is indisposed."

      Neussul gave Rotiaqua a sarcastic smile. "The full council meets in Amedon. If you are not able to attend the meeting in Amedon, then clearly you no longer have the right to a voice."

      Before Rotiaqua could make her protest, Neussul was gone. She looked around the room at the remaining wizards. They looked ashamed and fearful but remained silent as they vanished one by one.

      Rotiaqua glared at the empty seats where the wizards had so recently sat. Were they so fearful of this unknown wizard that they would refuse to help Zhimosom?

      "Cowards!" she spat at the mist that was all that remained of the last wizard to disappear.
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        * * *

      

      In Trickby, Lorit and Chihon stayed with their friends Gareb and Yerlow to rest and recuperate for several days, but Lorit was restless and anxious to get going.

      Their next stop was Chihon's home town of Bebrook. She was eager to see her grandma'am, so she left Lorit with instructions to find them a room at the Prancing Pony. Chihon wound her way into the market, glad that nothing much ever changed. She spied the cart where her grandma'am sold bread.

      She raised a shield of obfuscation and walked down the aisle, trying to look like any other customer. She approached the cart and stopped, looking disinterested in the wares.

      "Can I help you, miss?" The old woman squinted at Chihon as if trying to clear away something obscuring her vision.

      Chihon picked up a loaf of travel bread. It was heavy and still hot to the touch. "How much for these?"

      The old woman squinted at her again. "You remind me of my granddaughter. Don't know why. The girl ran off with a boy last fall, and I haven't heard from her since."

      She rearranged the wares on her cart, and kept speaking, carefully avoiding Chihon. "Did you really think I wouldn't be able to tell it was you?"

      She regarded Chihon. "You may have the gift in its fullness, but every woman in my family has a little of it. I raised you since you learned to walk. Did you think I would miss the way you walk, the way you talk, the way you handle a loaf of bread? Just because you look different?"

      Chihon was surprised. She had never suspected that her grandma'am had magic. She probed the old woman with her power and sure enough, small sparkles of wizard's power shot through her. It was weak but unmistakable.

      "You just going to stand there gawking or you going to give your grandma'am a hug?"

      Chihon dropped the spell and smiled. The old woman was gruff and stern, but she was the only mother Chihon had known. She was excited to see her again and couldn't wait to fill her in on all her adventures. She squeezed between the carts and hugged the old woman.

      Her grandma'am held her out at arm's length. "Let me get a look at the real you. Your hair is nice, and you finally put on some muscle."

      Chihon felt the old woman working her shoulders, testing her muscles. Grandma'am had always chided her about being too bony and asking when she was going to fill out properly. She said a baker needed strong arms and shoulders. Grandma'am had plans for Chihon to take over the bakery, but when the magic awoke in Chihon, she had known that it was not to be. Chihon could see that it saddened her grandma'am that she would not be there to take over the bakery, but they both knew that her destiny had been changed and there was no going back.

      "I missed you, Grandma'am. We've been through so much. You would never believe it all."

      The woman gave a delightful laugh. "Girl, I would believe anything. You always did have a knack for getting into trouble. How is that wizard treating you?"

      "He's treating me just fine." Chihon went on to explain how they were paired, and how she and Lorit had come to share a power that would make them stronger than any single wizard could hope to be. She filled her in on her capture and eventual release.

      It was lunchtime before she wound down. Grandma'am threw a cloth over her stand and stretched. "You want something substantial for your lunch?"

      Chihon flushed. "Grandma'am. It's been so long. I'm out of practice."

      "You never forget. Come on." Grandma'am took her by the arm, leaning on her as they made their way down the aisle until they came to a large tent straddling two aisles. It was filled with tables and bustling with patrons. At the far end of the tent, a hole had been opened in the roof to let the sunlight pour onto a raised platform. A boy stood in the light with his hands behind his back and recited a poem. The patrons laughed at him and he soon left the stage, head hung in dejection.

      "Come on, get up there before someone beats you to it."

      "Grandma'am. Please." Chihon resisted, but the old woman hauled her to the stage and shoved her out into the sunlight. Chihon looked into the gloomy interior of the tent. She could make out a few of the patrons, but most of them were obscured in the shadows.

      Someone yelled out to her from the darkness. "What have you got for us?"

      She gripped her hands behind her back and cleared her throat. "This is a song about loose women." She cleared her throat once again and started to sing.

      

      Women, women, lots of women,

      Make bare purses of some men,

      Some be nice as a nun's hen,

      Yet all, they be not so.

      Some be lewd,

      some be shrewd.

      Go see where they go.

      

      Some be nice, and some be foolish,

      And some be tame, misunderstood,

      And some can take bread out of a man's hand,

      Yet all, they be not so.

      Some be lewd,

      some be shrewd.

      Go see where they go.

      

      Some can part with-out hire,

      And some make bait in every shire

      And some checkmate with our Sire,

      Yet all, they be not so.

      Some be lewd,

      some be shrewd.

      Go see where they go.

      

      She sang her heart out, describing the attributes of the loose women and their suspect behavior. As she sang, people stopped to listen and stayed for lunch, finding a seat in the rapidly filling dining area.

      The song went on and on, getting into more and more graphic detail as she extolled the antics of these women. When she reached the final verse, she sang even louder. She jammed her thumbs into her pants and swung her hips in time to the beat, finishing to a rousing round of applause.

      Chihon looked out to see the dining tent packed with patrons. She turned red and rushed off the stage, found her grandma'am seated at a table near the steps, and took her seat next to the old woman.

      "Quite a show." Grandma'am smiled.

      "I wasn't sure I could still do it." Chihon didn't want to appear immodest even though she was secretly proud of her singing.

      "Your wizard doesn't like the way you sing?"

      "I've never sung for him." Chihon squirmed in her seat. She knew what was coming. Thankfully, the server arrived with a platter piled high with roasted meat, cut into steaks almost as thick as her hand. They were so large they almost overflowed the platter. The server set it down in front of Chihon.

      "Glad to have you back, Chihon. You sure can pack them in." The girl nodded to the packed tent and rushed back to the kitchen.

      "See what you can get for just a song?" her grandma'am said as she tore into the thick juicy steak. "I haven't had meat this good since you left with your young wizard."

      Chihon dug into hers, eating without saying a word. Her grandma'am often dragged her to this place and encouraged her to sing for her lunch. Even though she secretly enjoyed the attention, she would never admit that to her grandma'am. It would just encourage her and soon Chihon would be nothing but a singing minstrel.

      She avoided eye contact while she ate, hoping her grandma'am would do the same.

      "So why have you not sung for your wizard?" came the inevitable question.

      "It's not like that," Chihon said. "We're just working together, nothing more."

      "Nothing more?"

      "Nothing more," Chihon said. "We just work our magic together. That's all we do."

      "But?"

      "But what? That's what we do." Chihon wished this conversation would end.

      "I know you. There's a but coming. Out with it."

      Chihon smiled at the old woman. "I do like him. He seems to notice that I am alive once in a while."

      "Once in a while?"

      "On occasion, he has actually noticed that I am a girl," Chihon sat up straight and tried to busy herself with eating. "Once, in the mountains when we were dressed up nice for a funeral, and once right after he found me back. I thought he was more than happy to see me."

      "You should know what to do about a young man," her grandma'am said. "I've seen you handle tougher cases than your wizard."

      "Yes, but this is different. We're paired. That means we work our magic together. Our life forces are becoming more and more entwined. We are becoming one and the same, inseparable. We share our magic already. I can draw on his and he can draw on mine. We can feel what the other one feels. It's complicated."

      "So, he can feel what you feel?" the old woman asked.

      "Yes, he can."

      "So, what are you going to tell him about this afternoon?" She smiled at Chihon and laughed. "Think he felt that bawdy little number you sang? Did he feel the crowd going wild over it? Did he feel your appreciation of their attention? What do you think?"

      Chihon felt her face grow warm at the thought. She knew it was bright red. She tried to control it, but she could not.

      "And what do you think he's feeling right about now?" her grandma'am asked as she pushed the cleaned platter away and stood up. The old woman looked down at Chihon and smiled a crooked, mischievous smile that had teased her as long as she could remember.

      "Yes, I wonder what he is feeling right about now." She laughed again, turned, and headed out of the tent, leading an embarrassed Chihon back to the cart.
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        * * *

      

      The market was busy, as usual. Chihon and her grandma'am kept busy selling bread and chatting with the patrons until late in the afternoon. They closed up the cart and headed to the inn.

      "I'm eager to meet your young wizard. Last time, the two of you lit out of here like you had the temple on your tail. I never got a chance to properly examine him before I handed you over."

      "Grandma'am, you'll like him. He's brave and fiercely loyal to his friends. He's a powerful wizard, but he's still humble."

      "Is he going to make an honest woman out of you?"

      Chihon blushed. "Grandma'am, that's something for the future. Right now, we have to free the wizard Zhimosom and locate Prince Ghall. Once things settle down a little, and we're in Amedon, then we'll have time to think about such things."

      They arrived at the inn to find Lorit in the dining room relaxing with a mug of watered ale.

      "You remember Grandma'am, don't you?"

      Lorit jumped to his feet and grasped the old woman's hand. He bowed and touched his forehead to the back of her hand. "It's an honor to see you again, Ma'am."

      Grandma'am looked Lorit over, carefully taking in his appearance from head to foot. "You're taking good care of my granddaughter?"

      "As best I can, Ma'am."

      She sat down with a sigh. "She's a handful. Not causing you too much trouble, is she?"

      "No, Ma'am. She's no trouble at all. She's been a great help." Lorit looked closely at Chihon's grandma'am. "I see a resemblance in the two of you. Not only your appearance but your magic as well."

      Grandma'am snorted. "Not much of either, I expect. I'm an old woman and haven't had much in the way of looks in more years than you've been alive. As to magic? I have just enough of that to get a sense of truth or lie in a person. Not much more. Otherwise, I'd be living a life of luxury and ease, not slaving over a hot oven every morning to bake bread for the market."

      Chihon patted her hand. "We can leave you some silvers to help you out. Can't we?" She glanced at Lorit, who nodded in agreement.

      "How long will you be staying?" Grandma'am asked. "Do you have to run off right away?"

      It was Lorit who answered her. "We have to leave in the morning. We're searching the wizard Zhimosom and a missing prince. We don't have much time to spare. If it weren't for the storm, we wouldn't have even made it here. We were blown off course, and now we have to take the long way around."

      "Well, at least I get a chance to see my granddaughter for a little while before you run off."

      "I'm glad we are here, even if it does mean a slight delay," Chihon said.

      She missed her grandma'am and her home more than she'd thought, now that she was back. When Lorit asked Chihon if she wanted to eat dinner, she politely refused. The lunch she had shared with her grandma'am was enough to last her all day.

      "What did you do today?" Lorit asked, sharpening his dagger in preparation for the meal.

      "We had a big lunch," Chihon admitted.

      "What else?" Lorit placed the dagger on the table.

      Chihon caught the serving girl's eye and motioned her over. She hoped to avoid the question by distracting Lorit with his order.

      "So?" Lorit said. "I felt something strange this afternoon. I'm not sure what it was, but it came from you."

      "I sang for my lunch," she admitted with embarrassment.

      "Was it a good lunch?"

      "It was superb," Grandma'am said. She smiled and encouraged Chihon, who carefully described the events of the day.

      "I would like to hear you sing. Are you any good?" Lorit asked.

      "She's good enough to get a free lunch out of it. I haven't eaten so well since she left," Grandma'am said.

      Lorit grinned at her. "If being a sorceress doesn't work out for you, you still have a career as a minstrel to fall back on." He mimicked the motion of a minstrel strumming a lute.

      Chihon hit him on the arm. "How dare you say that? I'm no minstrel. I'm a sorceress, and a fine one at that."

      Lorit laughed and rubbed his arm. "That, you are."

      Chihon listened to Lorit describe their travels to her grandma'am. From the way he told it, it was she who had won the day for them whenever they were in trouble. Lorit finished his meal and begged his leave. He wanted to contact Rotiaqua and see if she had been able to discover anything more about Zhimosom.

      Chihon relaxed with her grandma'am, enjoying the feeling of being home. Somehow, she felt safe and comfortable here.

      "He's quite smitten, isn't he?" Grandma'am interrupted her reverie.

      "Who's smitten?"

      Grandma'am reached out and gently thumped the back of her head as she used to do when Chihon was a little girl. "Pay attention, girl. I said he's smitten. Your wizard. He's quite taken with you."

      "Lorit? No, he's just my partner in magic. Sure, we get along fine and I know he likes me—but smitten?"

      "Did I miss something? I just heard him tell a tale of how he crossed half the world looking for you. He braved a witch and defied a king just to find out where you were."

      "He's just trying to make me look good in front of you. His only concern right now is finding the wizard Zhimosom. He has no time for anything else."

      "You just keep telling yourself that." Grandma'am patted the back of Chihon's hand. "It looks like you two are going to be spending a lot of time together. You might want to decide how you want that future to look."
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      The next morning Lorit and Chihon said their farewell to her grandma'am and caught a ride on a barge headed down the river from Bebrook. The barge dropped them off a few days south along the Forest.

      From there, they trudged through the Muistur Forest. Their travels had gone without event for almost a moon, but Lorit was becoming more and more worried about Zhimosom.

      "I can feel Rotiaqua getting weaker," Lorit said one afternoon.

      They picked up their pace, and soon the wooded paths gave way to fields and gently rolling hills as Moriver Tye loomed ahead.

      The Mighty Bard House was located near the center of town, but away from the temple. Lorit thought it looked like a good place to stay. The dining room was larger than most inns with a vacant platform at one end that rose above the floor.

      Lorit found seating near the back of the room, and soon the serving girl arrived to take their order.

      "My name is Kiall, and I will be serving you tonight." She was young, about fourteen summers, with long blond hair done up in a single braid that stretched halfway down her back. She spoke so softly that Lorit could barely make out what she said.

      "What do you have that's good?" Lorit asked.

      "We have a pork pie and roast fowl."

      "We'll have the pork pie and watered ale, and we'll split a loaf of white bread with butter," Chihon said before Lorit had a chance to respond.

      "Yes, Ma'am. I'll fetch it right out." Kiall rushed off to get their order.

      "I know what you like to eat," Chihon said when Lorit looked at her questioningly. "Besides, I saw the fowl on the spit as we came in. It can't be very good. It looks like it's been there all day."

      Kiall returned with their dinner and placed it on the table. As she turned to leave, one of the patrons grabbed at her. "Why you so shy, girl? Come here and sit by me for a while."

      The girl twisted in his grip, freeing her arm. She started to back away, but the man stood up and grabbed for her again. She broke free of his grasp but fell to the floor with a thud.

      Lorit reacted almost without thinking. He reached his staff out and cracked the back of the man's hand. "She's not on the menu. Keep your hands to yourself."

      The stranger turned toward Lorit. "Who are you to tell me what I shouldn't handle?"

      "I'm just a traveler who respects a hard-working young girl." Lorit stood leaning lightly on his staff. He waited for the man to lunge at him and shifted his weight. His staff swung in an arc, whistling in the air as it struck the man in the head, this time with enough force to daze him.

      The man stepped back and reached over his shoulder. "Watch out," Chihon shouted. "He's got a knife."

      The knife came hurtling through the air at Lorit. It hit his magical barrier and stopped dead in mid-flight. It clattered noisily to the ground.

      The man swore and ran for the door, slipping on spilled ale as he collided with a seated patron in his rush to get away from Lorit. He disappeared out of the door as the other patrons broke out in laughter.

      Kiall picked herself off the floor and came over to Lorit. "You have my gratitude, Sire. I scarce can repay your kindness."

      "No payment is necessary." Lorit took his seat once more.

      "I cannot thank you enough. If there is anything I can do for you, just ask."

      "We're looking for someone and we don't know the town very well," Lorit told her. "Where is the best place to get information? Is there a wizard around here?"

      "No wizards, but there is a library down the street. When there was a wizard here, he used to spend his time there. Maybe you can find something to help you there?" She waved to her left. "Just go to the left three blocks, then turn right. It's the big building with the sign of a book out front. You'll know it when you see it."

      "Thank you for your help."
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        * * *

      

      The library was an unassuming building that would have blended in with the rest had the sign not been where Kiall had said it would be. They entered the building to find an ancient woman seated behind a desk. Her arms were folded, and her head was down. She snored loudly.

      "Excuse me?" Lorit said. When the woman did not stir, he tried again.

      Still no response. He reached out to shake her, but Chihon restrained him. She shook her head, indicating that he should just leave her sleep.

      They roamed the aisles, looking for maps or city reference books. A layer of dust had to be brushed off many of the tomes before their titles could be read.

      "I don't see anything useful," Chihon said.

      "Maybe around there." Lorit pointed to an area where a pair of globes stood on stands astride a doorway.

      There was an inscription over the doorway. Lorit reached up and dusted it off so they could read it. "Habere scientiam et potentiam trans fores," Lorit muttered.

      "Pass through these doors to obtain knowledge and power," Chihon translated.

      Lorit reached out and tried the door. It was locked. He probed it with his power, feeling the intricacies of the mechanism. He could feel the tumblers and springs that prevented it from turning. He pushed selectively on the tiny components, trying to line them all up in order to turn the lock.

      They didn't budge.

      "Let me help." Chihon grasped his hand and raised her power, adding it to his. He could feel the parts start to shift little by little until the lock finally emitted a sharp click and the door sprang open.

      Chihon held onto his hand as Lorit stepped into the room. It was dark and gloomy. All he could make out was a low table centered in the room, piled high with books. He felt around the room with his magic until he located the wall sconces with their unlit candles. He touched them with his magic and they sprang to life, illuminating the room.

      Lorit blew the dust from book after book until he found one of interest. It was a book of spells for finding people and things. "This one may have something."

      He turned page after page as he and Chihon read the titles of the incantations. There were spells used to locate all sorts of lost things.

      "Stop," Chihon said as he turned a page, not really paying attention to its contents. "This one is for locating hidden things."

      Lorit looked the spell over. It was an old spell to find hidden or stolen items. The wizard wasn't a stolen item, but he had surely been taken and was now hidden.

      "I think we can do this one. It takes a diagram. Do you see anything we can write with?" Lorit asked.

      Chihon shifted a few of the dusty tomes around on the desk until she came up with a slate board and a piece of chalk. It was so dusty that the chalk lines were not going to show against the grime, so she wet a cloth from her pack and washed the surface until it was black and glistened. "Here." Chihon handed it to Lorit.

      He waved it away and held up the book. "You have a neater hand than I do. Here is the symbol we need." He traced it out for her, holding the book up so she could see it.

      When the diagram was complete, Lorit sat next to Chihon and grasped her hand. Together they spoke the words of the spell, chanting the refrain over and over again until the figure Chihon had drawn on the slate came to life. It began to shimmer. It shone silver, pulsing as if with an internal fire. It started to lift off the slate until it was positioned in front of them in the air.

      It tilted until it made a vertical gateway. Inside the center, a silver pool formed. It grew more and more solid until they were looking into a mirror. The mirror became transparent enough to reveal a figure.

      Chihon let out a gasp. It was Prince Ghall.

      Lorit peered at the scenery behind him, trying to see where the prince was being held. He was in a small room made of large stones piled carefully on top of each other. There was a window behind him that stood open to the sky.

      Lorit willed the mirror backward so he could see the entire room. It was furnished with a modest desk and chair. A tray of bread and cheese sat on the table along with a pitcher of water or wine.

      Lorit pulled back even further. The view slid through the wall until they were seeing the outside of the room. The door was made of heavy wood planks held fast with iron bands, but it bore no lock. Beside the door stood a man dressed in the familiar garb of the temple guard.

      "The temple!" Lorit said. "The priests have him."

      "We already suspected that," Chihon said. "But where are they holding him?"

      Lorit pushed the mirror forward, rushing first through the door, then the exterior wall. He stopped just outside of the window and looked around. The room sat on the edge of a steep cliff that ran down to the crashing sea below. Shadows cast on the water showed the tower. He was on a cliff facing west, overlooking the sea.

      "Quineshua," Lorit said. "He's in Quineshua!"

      Chihon leaned in to peer into the mirror hexagram herself. She moved it around and examined the landscape. The grounds were covered in rich green grass that ran right up to the edge of the cliff that plunged straight down to the raging waves beneath.

      "Why wasn't he in chains?" Chihon asked.

      "I don't know. Can we travel there, now that we've seen it? Can we just go get him?"

      "I don't think that's a good idea. We don't know what's going on with the prince. Maybe they have set a trap for us just as they did for Zhimosom. If we go charging in there, we could be walking right into one."

      "But we can't just leave him there," Lorit said. "They'll kill him just like they did with Ardser."

      "They've left him alive all this time, they must have some reason. Maybe because he's royalty, they don't dare to kill him. We have to get Zhimosom's help. Prince Ghall may have already turned, as Chedel did. We have to be careful."

      "I'm worried about the prince, but you're right. This may be a trap. We'd better find Zhimosom first."

      Chihon took the damp cloth and wiped the symbol from the slate. The mirror shimmered once and then disappeared.

      "Now that we know where Prince Ghall is, we can travel there when we have found Zhimosom. We will need his help. We can't just go storming into the temple asking for the prince."

      "Maybe we can locate Zhimosom," Chihon said. She redrew the hexagram, focusing specifically on Zhimosom. This time it shimmered and turned a deep violet mixed with crimson. The colors chased themselves around the diagram until they finally lifted from the slate and hung in the air.

      The view through the center of the diagram showed Zhimosom standing in a circle of light and sparks. He seemed to be asleep or dead. Lorit looked closer. No, he was breathing, slowly, but unmistakably. At least he was alive.

      He pulled back to get a view of the room. It was quite similar to Zhimosom's own study. Books and candles littered a large table. The wizard was trapped in a spell that kept him bound. He was standing adjacent to the large empty chair.

      Lorit could see a figure on the floor where the wizard stood. He endeavored to memorize the hexagram. He dared not write the symbols down for fear of recreating the spell himself. It was complex and seemed to be made of more than one hexagram laid atop another.

      He pulled back to get a better look at the building. The wizard was being held in a small house that sat in the middle of a forest clearing. The thatch roof was green with lichen and moss and littered with leaves that had fallen from the trees around it.

      "Where is he?" Lorit asked. "Do you recognize anything?"

      "Those trees could be anywhere," Chihon said. "Did you get a good look at the drawing on the floor?"

      "Yes, I think I'll recognize it if I see it again." Lorit paced the library floor. They had more information about Zhimosom, but how would they narrow their search down? He turned back to Chihon. "Let's see if we can contact Rotiaqua."

      Lorit relaxed and reached out to the sorceress. Her usual crisp clear image was indistinct, somehow less substantial than usual, but they were able to make contact.

      "The council has excluded me," Rotiaqua said. "You are going to get no help from them. Neussul has insisted that the council meet next in Amedon. He knows I can't travel, so he is using a technicality to keep me from the meetings. What have you been able to find out?"

      "We saw Zhimosom, but we're not sure where he's being held."

      Rotiaqua looked tired, even frailer than she had at their last contact. "I may be able to guide you there. I don't know where he is, but I have reestablished my connection to him. You can follow it, but I caution you. Be careful."

      Rotiaqua held her hand out to Lorit. In it was a tiny star of silver. "Take it," she said. "It will guide you to Zhimosom."

      Lorit reached out his hand and felt the star take on weight as it transformed from the ethereal vision into a solid piece of silver barely larger than a coin. He rubbed it between his fingers and pocketed it.

      She took a shaky breath. "You are walking into the lair of a powerful wizard and you'll need your strength and wits to survive the encounter. The wizard may have his reasons not to kill Zhimosom, but make no mistake. He will kill you if you interfere."

      "We will take care. I will contact you again before I leave," Lorit said. He dropped the contact and turned to Chihon. "Let's get some rest, and then head there in the morning."

      He turned to leave and felt power rise up around him. It was like the web the temple had used to capture him once before. He looked down at the floor. There was a hexagram drawn there in silver. On each vertex, a different symbol was inscribed.

      The lines glowed with increasing intensity, shedding a crimson light that rushed around the figure. Lorit could feel the spell rising up, getting stronger and stronger. It contracted around him until he could barely move. He glanced at Chihon only to find her similarly encased in crimson threads of light.

      Lorit searched for something to help them, but there was nothing handy.

      Lorit heard a laugh. Standing in the doorway was the man he had beaten in the inn. The man pointed to him and stepped back. A priest appeared, head shaved, black robes trimmed in silver. He stood there, watching as the spell took hold.

      Lorit tried to speak but found he could not. He tried to signal to Chihon. He could see her mouth move but heard nothing.
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        * * *

      

      The priest leaned against the doorway, watching Lorit try to escape. "Better wizards than you have tried to escape this spell. Struggle all you want. You won't get loose."

      The priest turned to the man standing behind him. "Thank you for your help. This one is indeed a wizard." The priest reached into his robe and pulled out a silver, which he tossed to the man.

      "Thank you, Father." The man bit the coin, pocketed it, and backed away.

      The priest walked up to confront Lorit and Chihon, eying them as he circled the trap. "Those spells look pretty solid. I think they should hold you for a while."

      He turned to leave and glanced back over his shoulder. "I have to make a quick trip to the temple to inform my superiors about the little fish I've caught in my net. Don't go anywhere." He laughed as he turned and departed, closing the door behind him.

      Lorit heard the door click shut. He turned his head to look at Chihon. She was no more able to speak than he was.

      He probed the spell, getting a feel for the threads of magic that bound him. He could sense the cords that wrapped around his body, holding him firmly in their grip. He examined them carefully, looking for any weakness, any spot where he might separate them, fray the ends, untangle the net.

      "Chihon," he tried to say, but the words caught in his throat.

      He reached out to her with his magic, following that slender thread that connected them. He traced the route through the mess of binding magic until he had a path to her. He reached out to join his mind to hers. It was as if she were leagues away, muted and distant.

      He struggled to make himself understood. "Chihon," he projected to her. He quieted himself and listened for her response.

      "Lorit, I can't move. I can't speak," came her reply, distant and soft, yet understandable.

      He tried to reason his way out. If only they could call up the spells of escape, but they could not speak. He wracked his brain, trying to come up with a solution. He could remember the words of the spell of release, he just couldn't speak them.

      "Tell me the words," Chihon's thoughts came. "I have an idea."

      Lorit showed her the words, repeating them over and over again until she had them memorized. "What are you going to try?" Lorit asked.

      "Just a moment, be ready to join in." Chihon took a deep breath and sang out the words of the spell. Her voice wavered at first but grew stronger as she sang. Lorit could feel the spell weaken, but it did not release.

      "Join me," Chihon thought to him. "Sing with me."

      Lorit tried to sing as best he could. He had never been a good singer, but he started to catch the tune. She had woven the words of the spell into the tune of the bawdy song about loose women and their antics. It seemed to work at first. The spell became less restrictive, less substantial.

      Lorit's heart leaped. They were going to get free. They sang the same refrain over and over again. Lorit poured all of his energy into it, but it was not enough. Soon, his voice grew tired, and he started to falter. When he did, the spell tightened again, threatening to undo all his efforts.

      As the spell started to close in on him, Lorit panicked. He felt just like he had when Zhimosom had trapped him in the web to teach him how to escape. The fear overcame him and threatened to drive out every thought from his head. He soon forgot what he was trying to do. Why was he trying to sing the spell?

      A voice came to him in his head, but it was not Chihon. Something clearer, more powerful than Chihon. It said, "You have access to more power than you realize. Draw on it freely, do not fear."

      "Kal'ryni?" Lorit thought.

      "Yes, it's me. You have access to my power, to the power of the mountains and so much more, should you but choose to call upon it."

      Lorit felt the power surge in him as he reached out to draw on the magic of the mini dragon and the earth itself. His singing became clear. His voice improved. The spell began to weaken. Lorit felt the flood of power reflected back from Chihon as he channeled it to her. It swirled and surged around him, ripping apart the threads that bound them both.

      The bonds were torn asunder. The sparkling, dancing light that had held them faded until it was only a dim memory. Lorit took a breath and relaxed. He uttered a hearty, "Thank you," to the mini dragon even as he felt the power he had drawn from it subside.

      Lorit looked at the diagram on the floor. It was very similar to the one that held Zhimosom trapped in Javier Chase. Lorit knew he could free the wizard. It was time he paid the old wizard back for all the times he had saved Lorit in the past.

      "I have to go to Javier Chase," Lorit said. "Now."

      "Lorit, you're too tired. You don't know what you are getting yourself into."

      "Zhimosom needs my help. Now that I know where he is, I have to go. He's in trouble. I can draw on the power of the mini dragon. I'm ready."

      "I don't have the energy to make the trip. I can't wait here for you. The priest is sure to return. What do you want me to do? I don't want to lose you again."

      The last thing Lorit wanted was to leave Chihon behind. They had just been reunited, and he knew she couldn't come with him, but Zhimosom needed his help, and the sooner he could free the wizard, the sooner they could get back to their normal lives, whatever normal meant. He was looking forward to getting to Amedon and settling down to study.

      "I don't like it either, but I have to free Zhimosom. We're going to need his help, and I can't leave him trapped like that. He's fading. He may not have much more time.

      "You take the spell books and meet me later. Get out of Moriver and head for Midian. That's the next place we can stop on our way to Amedon. Once I free Zhimosom, we will head straight there and see if they can help us free Prince Ghall from the temple."

      "I will wait for you outside the city. You can come to me when you're done," Chihon said.

      "I'll find you no matter where you are." Lorit took her hands and looked Chihon in the eyes. "Get out of here quick, before the priest comes back."

      "I know you'll find me." She squeezed his hands, and he could feel her strength. He shook her hands and then released them. He stepped back and prepared to depart.

      "Be careful," Chihon said. "I don't want to lose you when I have just found you again."

      "I'll be careful," Lorit said. He gathered the remaining strength into himself and reached out for the small silver star that Rotiaqua had provided, and then he spoke the words that would transport him to Javier Chase and the old wizard.
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      Tass sat quietly, waiting for Sulrad to enter her study. It was rare that he came to see her; he usually summoned her to him and kept her standing there until he got around to acknowledging her. She thought his firm insistence that his guests stood while in his study was inappropriate for a priestess of her standing, but she'd long since given up on trying to change his mind on the subject.

      He entered shortly, his gaunt frame looking even more worn and ragged than usual. He plopped himself unceremoniously into the chair and let out a heavy sigh. His eyes wandered around the room until finally settling on her.

      "I take it from your demeanor that you were not successful," Tass said. While the High Priest didn't have any real friends, Tass was a close substitute. She had earned the right to speak frankly with Sulrad in a manner no one else ever would—well, no one who wished to continue living.

      "Not entirely, no." He shifted uncomfortably in the chair. His utterance was as close as he would come to an admission of failure.

      "I see," she said simply. He would eventually tell her what was on his mind if she refrained from speaking.

      "The storm was rather more far-reaching than I had planned. I fear temple revenues may be down around the Freshen Sea this season. A few unintended ships were caught up in the storm."

      He sat up straight and looked her in the eye. "The lad is strong, strong enough to withstand a storm at sea like that.

      "I'm not entirely certain where he's getting the power to defeat my efforts. If I didn't know better, I'd think it was the wizard Zhimosom. But he's safely away from this conflict. It doesn't feel like the sorceress either."

      "And?" Tass worried about Sulrad. He seemed to have a blind spot where the sorceress and wizard were concerned.

      "I've planted a few agents along the false trail I set for him. Lorit still thinks he is going to find the prince. In fact, he's walking into a trap. Several of them, actually. I think I'm going to enjoy this."

      He stood up quickly and turned for the door. Tass wanted to warn him that he still seemed gaunt and exhausted, but she refrained from commenting. He had that look about him. He had a plan and he was going to carry it out if it took all of his strength.

      "I'm going to study and prepare." He turned and strode out of her office without another word.
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        * * *

      

      Shortly after Sulrad departed, there was a rap at her door.

      "Come," Tass said without looking up. She had that uneasy feeling she got around danger, even before the traitor walked in. He eased himself into a chair and smiled. He was always too familiar in his speech and his mannerisms for her taste. She looked forward to the day when his usefulness was over, so she could show him exactly what she thought of him. "What brings you back here?" Tass asked without looking up from her papers. When there was no reply, she lifted her head. "I asked you a question," she repeated.

      "I am aware of that. I was simply waiting for the common courtesy of your full attention. I'm not one of your under priests. I'm a full member of the Wizard's Council, after all. A little respect, if you don't mind."

      "You're a traitor. Why should I respect that?"

      "Because I'm going to rid you of the wizard Zhimosom."

      "Your orders are to detain him while we deal with this upstart Lorit. That is all. Detain him. Nothing more. Or do you have bigger plans than leading the Wizard's Council?"

      "My orders?"

      "Your orders. Do you think we're simply asking favors of you? Remember, you came to us for help in securing your place at the head of the council."

      Tass was losing patience with his impertinence. She stood up to dismiss him, but he remained seated.

      "I understand that a young prince is missing," the traitor said. "Royal blood with magic in his veins. That's quite a prize."

      Tass sat back down. Where had he gotten that information from? She wondered if he had an informant in the temple.

      "How do you think we plan to facilitate the final binding on Zhimosom?" Tass asked. "He's more powerful than you will ever be. If it were not for us providing you with power, you would never have been able to hold him, even temporarily. You certainly wouldn't be able to imprison him permanently.

      "You will follow your orders and stay with the plan we have agreed. Is that understood?"

      The traitor sat there silently, as if in thought. He looked down at his fingernails, examining them for the answer. Finally, he looked back at her.

      "I have the wizard bound just as we agreed. Soon, I will deliver him to you for your more permanent disposition."

      "And then?" Tass prompted.

      "Then I will rid both of us of the upstart Lorit."

      "Thank you for your cooperation." Tass stood up. "If you will excuse me, I have an appointment that I must keep."
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        * * *

      

      Tass entered the training room where the priest Garsh worked to turn the prince. He stood above the boy he had labored over for days without success. She leaned over him and looked into his bloodshot eyes. She waited for them to focus.

      "Tass. What are you doing here? Why am I here?" He struggled to get free, but the bonds were tight and all he did was manage to chafe his already raw wrists.

      "You are here to learn, Your Grace." Tass rested her hand on Prince Ghall's forehead. "To learn about pain."

      She raised a spell similar to the one the priest had been using on the boy. His body convulsed as he tensed against the pain that wracked through him.

      He let out a scream that pierced her ears. She placed her hand over his mouth to silence him. "Here, here. None of that. It won't help, anyway. The only way to make the pain go away is to give in to it, release your will, and let Ran take over."

      She recalled her own training. The first test was the ability to withstand the pain. Most young wizards failed in that, giving up their power rather than pushing through the pain.

      "Why are you doing this?" the prince gasped.

      "To make you stronger...or kill you. The choice is yours. You're strong enough to push through the pain if you want to. Let it soak into you. Let it become a part of you. Let it in and yield to it. That's what we all did. Once you do this, you will be one of us."

      "Will the pain stop then?"

      "No—no, it won't." She stroked his forehead, cooing like a mother over her infant. "The pain never goes away; it just gets a little more tolerable with time." With that, she invoked the spell that drove him into spasms once more.

      "He's coming along just fine," she told the priest. "Garsh, you're doing an acceptable job here." She smiled inwardly. She'd remembered his name, so she wouldn't have to think of him as the short, balding priest.

      She stood by as he passed his staff above the prince. Again and again, waves of pain wracked the boy's body, and his screams split the air. She leaned in to whisper lovingly in his ear, "Just give in to the pain and release your spirit. It will all fade after that. In the end, we will have your magic—either with you, after you join us, or without you, after your death. I'd prefer that you join us."

      The torture continued well into the night with Tass and Garsh taking turns. Prince Ghall fought against it for a long time, but by the middle of the night, he started to yield. Tass could feel it. He was weakening, letting the pain transport his consciousness to the next level.

      "I think Ran is about to take him," she commented, looking into the prince's bloodshot eyes and noticing their glaze. She nodded encouragement to Garsh, who continued his ministrations.

      The prince convulsed once more and cried out, not in pain this time, but in victory. It was a deep-throated yell, primal and animal, but unmistakable. He relaxed, no longer straining at the bonds as the priest passed the staff over him. It looked as if pain no longer emanated from the staff, but Tass knew better. The pain was probably worse than before, but having yielded, it no longer mattered to him. He embraced it. It was a part of him, who he was now.

      "He's ready. Go fetch the sacrifice." Tass bent down once more to whisper in Prince Ghall's ear. "Are you ready?"

      He moaned and opened his eyes. The old glint was gone, replaced by a hard-steeled look. He nodded ever so slightly.

      Garsh came in bearing a cage that contained a mini dragon. The creature was listless and tired-looking. They had kept it caged ever since they had captured the prince, waiting for this moment.

      The priest reached into the cage and carefully pulled the animal out. It barely struggled as he trussed it up and laid it on the table next to Prince Ghall. He took out his sacrificial knife and stood over the mini dragon.

      "Ready?" he asked as he laid the knife against the animal's exposed neck.

      "Ready," Tass said.

      She leaned in once more. "I will help you channel the power into yourself as he dies. You will find this enlightening."

      She nodded to the priest who deftly made the cut, loosening the precious blood of the mini dragon and releasing its magic.

      Tass whispered the words of the spell in the young prince's ear. "Pull it into you," Tass said. "Take this magic and make it a part of yourself." She could feel him grow stronger as he absorbed the magic.

      The prince inhaled sharply and let out a yell of pure joy.
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      Lorit materialized in the forest outside of the wizard's abode. It was in a small clearing in the woods. The house was formed of logs and roofed with thatch that was aged and spotted with moss and lichen.

      Lorit could feel the spell that held Zhimosom. He knew he was in the right place. He probed around, looking for another wizard, but there was none. The wizard who had set the trap must have departed, leaving Zhimosom alone. Lorit breathed a sigh of relief and crept to the window. The ground was soft and spongy beneath his feet as he lifted himself up to see inside.

      He almost had it when he heard a noise behind him. It started as a deep grumble and then escalated to a growl. Lorit turned to see a pair of wolves walk out of the woods to face him. They were large and menacing. Their eyes shone with the reflected light of the moon. One of them paced back and forth while the other slowly advanced on him.

      The lead wolf was larger than the other. It was dark gray and smelled like a bog; bits of green hung from its rich thick coat. It growled louder this time, taking one cautious step after another, slowly advancing until it stopped, crouched down, and snarled.

      Lorit was not fooled. The animal had not stopped its advance because of fear, nor did it decide Lorit wouldn't make a good meal. It stopped advancing because it was within striking distance. Lorit could see it rock back slightly on its rear legs in preparation for the leap that would land it right on top of him.

      Lorit tried to gather his power, but he was weak and tired from the traveling spell that had brought him to this place. He reached for his dagger and grasped it in his hand. He shifted his weight onto his foot and planted his staff, getting ready to dodge the inevitable lunge.

      He stared the wolf in the eye. "I'm ready if you are. Come and get me." He tried to project fear into the wolf, but it had no effect.

      He watched out of the corner of his eye as the other wolf set itself up for the secondary attack. It was prepared to leap for him if for some reason the leader missed his chance. Lorit watched carefully, planning his moves, waiting patiently just as the wolf did.

      He saw it come. Almost imperceptibly, the wolf scrunched up his haunches. It leaped at Lorit like lightning, but Lorit was ready. He pushed off with his staff, twisting to one side just before the wolf struck. He thrust his dagger at the snarling wolf as it hit the wall where Lorit had been. The weight of the wolf drove the dagger deep into its chest, twisting Lorit's arm as it impacted the wall.

      Lorit wrenched the dagger free and stabbed at the wolf's throat, rolling away before it had a chance to slice him with its claws. Its growling turned to a whining whimper as the wolf expired.

      Even before Lorit had a chance to breathe, the second wolf jumped into action. He barely had time to get his staff up and fend off the teeth and saliva that brushed his arm before he turned the momentum of the wolf into a twisting fall. He swung his staff and caught it on the head full force.

      Startled, the wolf backed away, preparing for a second attack. It crouched down and shook its head as if that could erase the impact of Lorit's staff.

      Lorit took the time to crawl backward and reach behind him for his dagger. He could feel the life had run out of the lead wolf. He patted the blood matted fur until he grasped the handle of the dagger. He pulled it free of the wolf's throat just as the second wolf launched itself at him.

      Lorit's arm came around in time to get the dagger in between himself and the wolf, but not fast enough to avoid the impact altogether. Like the first wolf, this one started to whimper and howl as the blade slid home. It collapsed on top of Lorit, trapping him between the two bodies.

      Lorit struggled to free himself from beneath the wolf. He retrieved his dagger and cleaned it on the fur of the lead wolf. He looked down on his kill and wished he had the time and energy to gut and pelt them. The fur would make great winter clothes, but he had a wizard to free.

      Lorit left the wolves behind and crept around the house, searching for the front door. He crept silently around the bushes to find a well-worn path that led out of the woods right up to the front door. He headed for it, dagger in one hand and staff in the other.

      When nothing further threatened attack from the woods, he relaxed a bit. He heard hooting overhead and looked up to see an owl sitting in the tree. Its large eyes tracked him, its head swiveling to follow his path.

      As he approached the house, the owl screeched. Lorit turned to see what had upset it. It spread its wings and screeched again, its eyes never leaving Lorit.

      From behind him, Lorit heard a hissing sound. He froze in place, not moving a muscle. He knew that sound and it meant that at the slightest provocation he would be struck by the snake. He turned his staff to catch the light of the moon in the jewel. Slowly, he moved the head of the staff between himself and the snake, turning his body to get a look at it.

      A large cobra lay curled up on the front step. Its thick body was easily as large around as Lorit's arm. Its head swayed from side to side as it watched him. Lorit looked the snake in the eye. He knew that as long as he held its attention, it would not strike, but if he looked away, he would not be fast enough to avoid it.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Lorit saw the jewel glowing in his staff and knew it was almost ready. Just a little more, but would it be enough?

      Lorit released the light he'd been holding in the jewel. A beam of bright gold light shot out, striking the snake in the eyes. Lorit knew it was blind, but it could still hear and sense his body heat. He stepped to one side and watched as the snake followed his movements, wondering how he was going to get past it.

      The owl screeched overhead and launched itself from the branch. It swooped between Lorit and the snake, its wings touching his face as it passed. It struck the snake with a resounding thud as the sharp talons dug into the snake's thick body. The snake curled around but was unable to break the owl's grasp as it flew off into the night.

      Lorit shook the tension out of his arms and legs as he watched the owl disappear into the night. He carefully opened the front door. It was pitch dark inside and he couldn't see anything as he stepped across the threshold.

      Lorit felt a tingling of magic rise up from the floor twisting around his leg as he placed his foot inside. He quickly repeated the words of the spell he and Chihon had used, hoping that he could complete the utterance before the trap impeded his voice. The spell was effective in slowing down the progress of the trap, but it did not reverse it. He pulled his leg, but it was stuck fast.

      He held out his hand and said, "Incendo ignio." A small flame appeared in it, illuminating the room. There was a candle on the table near the door and another one in a sconce. He threw the flames toward both of them.

      Lorit tried to find a way to free his leg. He repeated the spell that they had used so successfully, but it had no effect.

      He reached out to Chihon. "I'm stuck."

      "Is it as bad as the library?" Lorit could feel the alarm in her voice.

      "No...Well, maybe...I was able to get the counter spell out before it completely ensnared me. Only my leg is caught." He tugged at it again, as if explaining his situation would somehow change it.

      He waited to see if she had any ideas. When she did not respond, he continued. "I hate these hexagram spells. They just lay there until some fool like me steps on them and then, snap, you're caught. I can't believe I succumbed to a hexagram spell twice in the same day."

      He sensed Chihon's laughter even without her words. "What's so funny?" Lorit was frustrated and getting angry. More at himself than her, but he wasn't in any mood for humor.

      "Your hands are free?"

      "Yes, my hands are free," he snapped.

      "You have your staff with you?" Lorit could feel her smirking through their shared link.

      "Yes, I have my staff with me," he spat back at her. What was she thinking? He hefted his staff to emphasize the point when it dawned on him. He looked down.

      The diagram on the floor was outlined in silver. Crimson light intertwined with the silver. The light chased around the diagram, throwing off tiny sparks as it shot from vertex to vertex. The light reached up off the floor almost to his knee, wrapping him in a deep violet glow.

      He took his staff and carefully slid the point next to the diagram. He infused the staff with as much magic as he could raise. When he was ready, he dragged the end of the staff across one of the lines in the diagram.

      A shower of sparks flew up from it as the staff broke through the line. The violet and amber lights raced back and forth as if trying to find a new path through the diagram. Each time they hit the break, they bounced back around the perimeter only to try again and fail with no way to traverse the gap he had just made.

      Lorit scratched again, obscuring more and more of the diagram. The lights sputtered and died, unable to find a path to complete their circuit. He felt the grip on his leg relax, and in no time at all he was free.

      Lorit could still hear Chihon giggling. "Your leg wasn't stuck in it," he complained.

      "At least you figured it out. Is Zhimosom there?"

      "I don't know yet. I still have to check the rest of the house."

      "Watch where you put your feet." Chihon was still laughing when Lorit cut the connection, silencing her.

      He searched the house, carefully extending his magical senses out before him. He located and defused several more traps before he finally found the study where Zhimosom was being held.

      The old wizard stood frozen in a pool of shimmering light that changed in color and intensity as Lorit watched it. The diagram on the floor was complex, much more complex than the one that had trapped him at the threshold.

      Now that he was close to Zhimosom, he could feel the wizard's power even through the encasing spell. He reached out to Zhimosom, trying to communicate with him as they had done over a distance so often before.

      The wizard's eyes flew open, and Lorit took a step back.

      "What happened?" came the old wizard's voice in his head.

      "You are caught in a trap spell." Lorit reached out with his staff to scratch away the diagram and free the wizard. "I'll cut away the diagram like I did with the last one. That should free you."

      "Don't do that," the wizard shouted in his head.

      Lorit stopped just before his staff cut the first line of the diagram. Zhimosom appeared to be staring off into the distance.

      "Sorry, but this is a very complex spell," Zhimosom said. "There are several different spells operating all at once. Some trap, some kill, and some counteract each other. If you break one, it may be the one counteracting one that would kill me. You have to study the designs and figure out what each spell does and defuse them one at a time."

      "Where should I begin?" Lorit got down on his knees and examined the diagram on the floor. It was comprised of several hexagrams laid over the top of each other, almost obscuring the ones that had been laid down first.

      "Can you share your vision with me?"

      "I'm not sure." Lorit knew they could communicate through their magical connection, but not how to share his senses.

      "Just relax and let me see what you see. I will guide you through it."

      Lorit calmed himself and concentrated on strengthening the connection between them. He tried to focus on his vision, willing the wizard to see what he saw.

      "There, that's it." He could hear Zhimosom's voice in his head more clearly now.

      He examined the hexagram closely under the wizard's direction until his eyes grew tired. They felt dry and scratchy. Lorit blinked back tears, fighting to keep his vision clear for the wizard.

      "It's no use, son," Zhimosom's voice came to him. He sounded weary and tired. "I just can't focus. The spell takes a lot out of me, and it is draining me even more when I fight it. I don't have the strength to think clearly right now."

      "I understand."

      Lorit reached out his sense to Chihon. She was awake and anticipating his contact. He saw her sitting beneath a sheltering pine tree beside a small fire.

      "Did you find him? Did you free him?" she asked.

      "I found him, but I can't free him yet. There are spells laid one on top of the other. If I defuse them in the wrong order, they'll kill him. They're draining him of his power. If I don't free him, he will die.”

      "Do you have the books?"

      "I have them." Chihon gestured to her pack that sat beside the fire.

      "Where are you?" Lorit asked.

      "I'm just outside of the city. I ran from the library until I was out of breath. I barely had time to light the fire."

      "I need your help," Lorit explained. "I need to see the spells in the book and compare them to the ones on the floor." He described one of the hexagrams for her.

      Chihon opened the book and paged through it. She wrinkled her brow as she squinted at the pages, looking for the spell. "Lorit. It's just too dark. I can't make out the spells by the firelight."

      He felt her raise a spell of fire to illuminate the book. She scanned the pages looking for the spell, but Lorit could not maintain the contact. The effort was too much for him.

      "Maybe we should rest up and try this in the morning," she said. Lorit could feel the weariness in her voice, too.

      "You're right, I'm too tired to do this tonight. We can't afford to make a mistake." He cut the connection to Chihon.

      "I'm sorry," he thought at Zhimosom, but he got no response. Lorit lay down to sleep at the foot of the old wizard.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit woke the next morning to the sound of birds singing in the trees outside the window. He sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He was in a strange room. Nothing looked familiar. Then the memories came back to him. He was in the wizard's study, in the forest. Something about Zhimosom.

      He turned his head to see the old wizard standing there amidst a blaze of colored lights that swirled about him. He was still staring off into space, eyes unfocused.

      Lorit felt the tug of contact. He opened himself to it. It was Chihon.

      "Lorit, are you awake?"

      "Barely." Lorit stood up, trying to shake the sleep from his mind. "Where are you now?"

      "Still in the woods outside of town," Chihon said. "Get some water, wake yourself up, and let's get Zhimosom out of that trap."

      Lorit dragged himself to the kitchen and pumped water into the sink. The ice-cold water struck his cupped hands, sending spikes of pain shooting up his arms. He quickly splashed the water onto his face. The cold shot through him, causing his heart to quicken. His eyes flew open and his head cleared.

      "That's better," Chihon said. "You were going to share your vision with me so I can look for the spells."

      "Yes. That was it." Lorit headed back to the study and carefully got to his knees. He leaned as close to the colored lights as he dared and examined the intricate overlay of spell diagrams.

      He focused his attention on his vision, pushing his sight to Chihon just as Zhimosom had shown him. He looked closely at one of the diagrams, trying to memorize the key features of the symbols that had been used and how the light zipped around it.

      "I think I can remember it."

      Lorit let the connection drop. He headed back to the kitchen and rummaged in the pantry to locate something to eat. He knew that, failing all else, he could step outside and get himself a chunk of wolf meat.

      He found some travel bread and a hunk of hard white cheese. It was tough to chew and swallow, but it filled the hole in his stomach. Just as he finished, Chihon reached out to him again.

      "I think I found it. Look at this."

      Before Lorit could react, his vision clouded over, and he found himself looking at a book of spells. The hands that held the book were not his own and the colors seemed slightly off, brighter, more distinct than he remembered, and the diagram was slightly fuzzy.

      The hexagram matched one of the ones he had identified in the mix that trapped Zhimosom.

      "What does this one do?" he asked.

      He saw Chihon's finger trace out the words below the diagram. They indicated that this was the spell to keep a person in a sound sleep. It sounded like a promising place to start.

      "Anything else?"

      "Yes, there's another one." He saw Chihon's hand reach out and turn the pages. The next diagram was close to what Lorit remembered, but he couldn't be sure. The words beneath it said that it was used to suffocate the victim. It could be used by an assassin who wanted to kill his victim but leave no trace.

      "That one looks dangerous."

      "Yes, but here's the counter spell." Chihon flipped a few more pages. The diagram looked familiar, but Lorit wasn't sure.

      "I think I need to take a closer look at the actual spells before we try anything," Lorit said. "I would hate to pick the wrong one because my memory is faulty."

      Lorit tried bringing his own vision back, overlaid on top of Chihon's sight. It took him a while to adjust, but he was soon able to see not only what she saw but through his own eyes as well.

      He lay on the floor, sliding close to the diagrams, but making sure to keep out of its light. "Can you see what I see?"

      "Yes, I can," Chihon said.

      "I think I recognize the second one. Turn the book a little so I can match them up." Lorit thought the diagram was the same, but he wanted to be sure.

      Chihon rotated the book, and Lorit compared the image with the marks drawn on the floor. They matched. She had found one of the spells and the counter spell.

      "Let's try the easy one first." Lorit reached out with his dagger, searching for the first diagram. He found the one he wanted and traced its lines until he located a spot where it wasn't crossing any of the other spells. He used the tip of his dagger to scratch through the markings on the floor.

      As he broke through the line, the light coursing around that figure came to a halt. The diagram changed from brilliant green with flashes of gold, to a dim violet, and eventually faded completely, leaving nothing but scratches on the floor.

      Lorit looked up to see the distant look in Zhimosom's eyes clear. They came into focus and darted around the room, settling on him where he knelt. He saw the barest of twitches from the old wizard's mouth as if he were trying to smile.

      "That did it," Lorit said. "How about the next one?"

      Carefully, she guided him to the next spell. The one they chose was the one that bound the speech of the victim. Chihon had defeated this one earlier by singing. If Zhimosom could speak, it would make the whole process move along even faster.

      Lorit reached for the symbols. It was difficult to find a spot where the spell was not inscribed over or under another one. Lorit pondered his options until he found a spot where the color of the spell was brilliant and distinct. He could not see anything beneath or above it. It looked safe, so he reached the point of his dagger out and sliced the markings, lifting them from the wood of the floor.

      "Well..." Zhimosom's voice came, but he was cut off almost as he began to speak.

      Lorit looked at Zhimosom. His lips moved, but no words came out. It looked like he was saying something. Lorit watched his lips.

      "He can't breathe!" Lorit cried out. "We need to locate the suffocation spell. I must have nicked the counter spell when I cut the last one. Quick, find that spell back."

      He could see Chihon paging through the book. She quickly landed on the diagram for the spell that bound the breath of the victim. She rotated it until it overlaid the glowing pulsing matrix. Lorit looked for a spot where this spell was clear of interference and having located a section that was relatively free, he quickly reached out with his dagger and cut through it. The marking came away from the floor and parted.

      The colored bursts that had pulsed through the lines stopped. Lorit heard the old wizard take a deep breath.

      "That was a close one," Zhimosom said.

      Under Zhimosom's guidance, they carefully defused spell after spell until, finally, the wizard slumped to the floor. He was exhausted and weak.

      "Are you all right?" Lorit asked.

      "I am better now that I am out of that. Help me up, I need to find his stone."

      "His stone?"

      "His sorcerer's stone," Zhimosom said. "It will help recharge both of us and let me travel back to my study. He may be after Rotiaqua. If he's watching her, he'll know that I am free. We don't have much time."

      They searched around the clearing and in the forest near the house until Zhimosom called out to Lorit. "I've found it." He stood atop a large flat rock that was partially exposed, nestled between two sturdy trees. Zhimosom looked years younger as the magic of the stone rose up and wrapped itself around him.

      Lorit watched as Zhimosom turned to mist and vanished. He stepped on the stone himself, feeling the power within it. He marshaled that power into himself, reached out for the link to Chihon, and pulled.

      He found himself in the woods beside the fire where Chihon had made camp. He reached out for Zhimosom. The wizard should have been in his study with Rotiaqua. His vision wavered and the study appeared shrouded in mist. Rotiaqua sat at Zhimosom's table, looking tired.

      "Isn't he there?" Lorit asked.

      "Zhimosom never appeared. I felt his power surge briefly after you freed him, but he never appeared here, and his power was damped even further almost immediately."

      "I freed him," Lorit said. "He said he was going back to his study to protect you."

      "He never arrived," Rotiaqua said and laid her head back down on the table.
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      Princess Ukina rushed home to Veldwaite Castle. She left the monk at the foot of the mountains and continued on alone, arriving just before sundown. The castle gates were closing when she approached, out of breath and exhausted.

      "Stop! Don't close the gates," she yelled as she jogged closer. The guards who stood astride the gates took notice of her and stepped into the road to bar the way.

      "The castle is closed. No one is allowed in or out between dusk and dawn." The guard dipped his spear menacingly at her.

      "You will open the gate and let me in!" She stopped in front of the guard, hands on her hips. The guard towered over her, but she was in no mood to be trifled with. "Don't you know who I am?"

      "No, miss, I'm afraid I don't. Should I?" He looked down at her with a smile but didn't move a muscle.

      "I'm the Princess Ukina."

      "Sure you are, and I'm the Prince Ghall." The first guard laughed and slapped his knee. He leaned down to look straight in her eyes and said, "Sure you are, honey. Sure you are."

      He stood straight and tall and spoke once more. "The castle is closed. No one goes in or out from dusk to dawn."

      "Why? They never used to bar the gates before. Why now?"

      "Haven't you heard? The princess has been spirited away by them wizards. The king has the castle on tight security. He don't know who might attack next or what they want."

      "I need to see him." The princess stepped toward the guard who lowered his spear once more.

      "I said..."

      "I know what you said, but I must see my father."

      "And who would that be?" the guard asked.

      "My father, the king!"

      "Oh yes, that's right. You're the princess." He laughed again but stood firm.

      "How do you know I'm not the princess?"

      "I told you, the princess is dead, killed by them wizards. The king's been secluded in his quarters since she left and won't come out. With all the men he's had out looking for her and having no luck, you expect me to believe that she would just walk up and ask to be let in?"

      More folk arrived on the road while she was engaged with the guard. They set up camp off the road and were working at starting a fire. The woman called over to her.

      "You're welcome to share our fire and supper with us. They don't open the gates for anyone anymore. Tomorrow, come sun up, we can all go inside. Come on over. Might as well get some food in ya and warm up a bit."

      The princess shot the guard one final look and turned to the campfire that was just starting to warm the chilly night air. The woman nodded toward a split log next to the fire and she sat.

      "My name's Belsh, and that's Jeem," she said, nodding to a boy about twelve summers in age. "Over there's Kimt."

      The man nodded in her direction as he prepared the pot for the fire. He cut meat and vegetables into the cast iron pot and set it on the rocks that surrounded the fire. He sat down on the last split log.

      "You look as if you've traveled far," Belsh said. "Where are you from?"

      "I've been traveling around a lot. I am behind on the local goings-on."

      "Such a tragedy," Belsh said. "Prince taken by the temple, the princess captured by that wizard. No wonder the king's ill."

      "The king is ill?"

      "He's taken with the melancholia, they say. Won't come out of his chambers. Don't see anyone no more. Just sits there all sad, they say."

      Princess Ukina jumped up to try to persuade the guard to let her in. If her father were ill, she needed to be by his side.

      "They're not going to let you in," Belsh reminded her. "You might just as well sit back down."

      "I have to see my father."

      "Sit back down. No one will let you in."

      She sat and resigned herself to the wait. She shared the meal with the family and learned that they were staying with Belsh's sister, who owned an inn called the Running Bull.

      "Why are you so concerned about the king?" Belsh asked her as they washed up after the evening meal. "Them royals have their own ways, but they don't affect the likes of us much. Only when they make rules, like closing the gates on us. Otherwise, they don't much matter."

      "I told you, I'm the princess."

      Belsh peered at her face. Princess Ukina knew she was dirty and smudged with soot from numerous campfires along her route, but that should not have masked who she really was. The spells were gone. Surely, they recognized her.

      "I wouldn't know the princess if I tripped over her." Belsh shook her head. "I've never seen the royals, not up close, not even from a distance. You could be the princess for all I know. For tonight, though, you're sleeping out here with us. Don't matter much who you are."

      They bedded down for the night. The princess tossed and turned, worried about her father, until she finally fell into a restless sleep.

      She dreamed that she was standing over her father's bed. He was sick with the fever and muttering. He reached out his hand and grasped hers. His bloodshot eyes looked up at her, and he smiled. His body was wracked with coughing, and he wheezed until it finally subsided. She watched slowly as the life drained out of him.

      Just then, the bells started to toll, waking her from her fitful sleep. The sky was a deep dark shade of purple, and the last of the stars were fading as she sat up.

      "What's happening?"

      She ran to the guard who stood in the road before the gates. "What happened?"

      The guard tilted his head and listened to the tolling of the bells. "Sounds like someone important died."

      "You have to let me in!" she demanded, dropping to her knees. "Please, I beg of you. Let me in. I have to see him."

      The guard looked down at her and then peered toward the brightening horizon. "I suppose I can open a little early today."

      He stepped to the gate and pulled at it, straining. Princess Ukina stood close to the gate, and as soon as there was enough room, she squeezed herself through the widening crack.

      She sprinted up the stairs to her father's bedchamber. She brushed aside the startled guards and ran to his bed. He lay there, still and silent. No movement from his chest, no sound of his breath. She reached out and touched his wrist.

      It was cold and lifeless.

      She hung her head and sobbed. "Oh, Father. I was just outside the gate. I was too late. I didn't know." She bowed her head over the cold hand and let the tears roll from her face onto that still waxy skin that had been full of warm comfort to her when she was young.

      "Ukina!" came a voice from behind her. "We...We thought you were lost."

      She turned to see who was calling her. He was out of focus, rushing toward her. She wiped her eyes on her sleeve and looked again.

      Rothen ran to her, arms outstretched. He scooped her up in his arms and held her while she cried. "I was gone so long. I didn't know where I was. I didn't even know who I was. I didn't know he was ill..."

      "Quiet down," he said as he held her and gently rocked her.

      "What happened?"

      "He was sick for a long time. You disappeared, and he thought he'd lost you. No one knew where you went. They found the body of Edaro in the woods and decided you'd been captured, but when no ransom demand came, he feared you were dead.

      "He sent search parties out for weeks, but nothing turned up. He would not sleep in his bed but stayed on the throne in case word came back. When they brought news of your brother's predicament, it was just too much to bear. He grew tired and sick. Soon the flux took hold of him, and he started coughing. He grew weak even faster after that until he was no longer able to sit on the throne. They moved him to his bed, and that is where he remained until he died.

      "I'm so relieved that you're here," he said.

      She looked at him through her tears. "I should have been here before he died. At least I could have said my goodbyes."

      "If you had not shown up, there would have been a fight for the throne. The country is already divided up and starting to take sides. We don't need a war on top of everything else that's happened. You must be crowned queen, and quickly."
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        * * *

      

      Princess Ukina argued against holding the coronation so close to her father's death. She was more than willing to wait the customary year before the ceremony and didn't want to look like she was dishonoring her father. Rothen pressed on her the need for urgency to solidify her right to take the throne immediately before there was too much unrest. The people needed to see the grand show to let them all know she was still alive. There was too much opportunity for some ambitious noble family to try to convince the people of their claim to the throne.

      "But Father? What about the funeral? Surely we won't hold the coronation before the funeral."

      "The arrangements are already in motion," Rothen said. "The crypt is being prepared. You will lay him to his rest this very evening. Everyone will know that you still live when you honor your father. Tomorrow, the coronation will show the whole realm that you are the rightful queen."

      There was a knock on the door. The chambermaid opened the door to one of the guards, who bowed deeply when he saw her.

      "Your Grace," he said, "I have found the woman you asked for. She is here."

      He stepped aside to reveal Belsh standing there, looking frightened.

      "Come in, please," the princess said.

      Belsh entered the room, eyes averted.

      "Please look at me. You had no problem looking at me outside the gates."

      "My apologies, Your Grace, I did not know it was you. Forgive me." Belsh looked at the floor as she curtsied.

      "I didn't bring you here to punish you. I brought you here to reward you. You were kind and helped me, even though you had no idea who I was."

      "It was nothing, Your Grace." She kept her head bowed.

      Princess Ukina walked over to the woman and lifted her chin. She looked into her eyes. "Belsh, I need goodhearted people around me, especially now that my father is dead and I'm responsible for my people. You are kind and wise. I want you around me as a constant reminder of the people I am to care for and protect.

      "Please say you'll stay with me. I have work for your husband and son here in the castle. You'll be on my personal staff. Please say you'll stay."

      Belsh looked back into her eyes. The princess could see her fear fade, and a slight smile appeared. The woman's eyes sparkled. "As you wish. You still look like you can use a friend."

      "You can go now," the princess told Rothen. "We'll be down soon."

      "Your Grace." Rothen bowed and backed out of the room with a broad smile on his face.

      "Let's get ready for the funeral," the princess said. "There is a black dress over there that they want me to wear and those stuffy gloves and boots. I'll need help getting into them."

      Belsh came back with the dress and helped her into it. "You look very regal, Your Grace."

      "You don't have to call me Your Grace. Ukina is my name. You can call me that when we're alone. Save the other for when we're in public."

      "Oh, I could never do that. Can I call you Ma'am?"

      The princess inhaled as Belsh drew the dress tight. She wanted Belsh's honest opinion and feedback about the realm and her people. She knew that was always the danger for even the most enlightened monarch losing touch with the people. She inhaled one final time as Belsh drew the dress tight and deftly fastened it.

      "Not Ma'am, either. I'm not an old woman," the princess said.

      "Mistress, then? How would that be?" Belsh prodded the princess' hair into some semblance of order.

      Ukina sighed. It was going to take some time for Belsh to get used to her. She decided to work on that.

      "Belsh, you may wait here for me if you wish, or you may go tell your family that I have invited you into my service. Your husband and son are already being shown their jobs in the castle. After you have all become acquainted with your jobs, you will be shown to your quarters."

      "Thank you, Mistress."

      "Guard! I'm ready to go," called the princess.
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        * * *

      

      Rothen escorted the princess to the audience chamber. He walked her to the throne and seated her on the seat where so often her father had presided. She felt alone and empty sitting there in that huge chair. Her legs barely reached the ground. Surely, this was made for one grander than she.

      She turned to the casket sitting on the ornate wagon in the center of the room. The casket was completely black, yet gleamed like a mirror. It was adorned with intricate carvings of her father's accomplishments. The lid was carved into his likeness. The king with the sword in his folded hands looked like Orin's younger self, not the gaunt sickly form she had witnessed lying on his bed.

      A loud fanfare of dour trumpets sounded their mournful call, and the crowd rose. The princess stood and walked toward the casket, stopping behind it as they wheeled it out of the reception room. She followed slowly behind as it made its way out of the hall and down the streets lined with throngs of mourners weeping and wailing. She could hear the crowd grow louder as they approached.

      Rothen had told her that the people needed to see her here today. She wished to be anywhere else with her father still alive. She thought of the golden crypt, up in the mountains of Mistwind, and how the one lain within that tomb had returned in another body. She wished with all her heart that it was true and that her father would return to her one day, even if it were in the guise of another.

      The procession wound its way along the streets until they reached the crypt of her forefathers. It stood large above the crypts of the nobles that surrounded it. It was adorned with carvings representing the realm. Mountains, forests, fields of grain and crops, herds of cattle and armies competed for space to decorate the walls of white marble that towered over them.

      The procession stopped, and six knights took station along the casket, lifting it from the cart. The trumpets blared one last fanfare, the notes echoing off the walls of the surrounding crypts. They entered the marble gates and descended the stairs that lead to the tomb that would be the final resting place of King Orin.

      As they walked past the caskets of her forefathers, Princess Ukina silently noted their names. Each one had made some great contribution to the realm and was enshrined in songs and stories that the common folk sang on royal holidays.

      They reached the end of the crypt. A tunnel carved from the rock beneath the earth, it was cold and dark save for the light of the torches that had been stuffed into the sconces along their way. There was just enough room for the knights to carry the casket through the deep catacombs and deposit it on the dais prepared for it.

      The princess witnessed them rest the casket and back away. She walked up to it and leaned over the likeness of her father. She gently pressed a kiss to the stone-cold lips of the image of the man within.

      "Father, I'm sorry I was not here for you. I don't want to be queen. I never wanted to be queen."

      The princess wrapped her arms over the cold casket and wept. The memories of the past tragedies came flooding back to her. Her mother's death hit her the hardest now that she was an orphan. The way she had acted with Lorit gnawed at her. She would never have thrown herself at the wizard or helped the temple trap Chihon unless she was under their spell, but it didn't help assuage her shame.

      She wept over her father. The temple healed people all the time. Why had they let him die? Was this their way of paying him back for the destruction of the temple by Lorit? She made a vow with herself to rule fairly and find a way to erase her shame with the wizard Lorit and the sorceress Chihon.

      The thing that saddened her the most was that she was alone. Totally and utterly alone, and she was going to have to bear the burden of being queen all on her own without her father's guidance and advice. She was not sure who she could trust.

      She remained draped over her father's casket until the emotions inside of her ran their course. She dried her tears and turned to Rothen. "It's done."

      She turned back and kissed the stone-cold lips of her father's statue one final time.
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      Belsh entered the dressing room and stopped short. The woman looked around, slowly taking in the rows of opulent dresses and royal garb. She froze in place, staring at something that the princess couldn't see. She knew Belsh would be a little overwhelmed by the royal wardrobe, but she didn't expect this.

      Ukina quietly stepped behind Belsh and placed her hands on the woman's shoulders. "What is it?"

      "That's the crown of the realm!"

      "Yes, it is. Isn't it beautiful? It's also heavy and gives me great pain in my neck after wearing it all evening."

      She could feel the tension in Belsh. "It's magnificent."

      "Pick it up and see how heavy it is."

      Belsh lifted the crown from its velvet cushion. The princess could see her judging the measure of it and the weight. She turned it around and examined it carefully as the gems sparkled in the sunlight streaming in through the windows.

      "Such a thing would feed my family for generations."

      "Belsh, you will never go hungry again. You and your family after you will always have a place here, in the castle. You have nothing to worry about."

      "It's just such wealth. I never imagined such wealth existed, and to hold it in my hands..."

      "Just be glad you don't have to wear it on your head," the princess said.

      Two more handmaidens appeared to help with the task of dressing the princess in the royal regalia. Half of the coronation was about the attire she was now donning. They stripped her quickly down and started layering the royal vestment on her one by one. The shroud tunic came first. Silk from far off lands had been spun into the shimmering layer that felt cool against her skin. The lace was as fine as anything she had ever seen.

      Next, came the crimson surcoat made of finely woven wool from young sheep without blemish. It wrapped her tightly as the handmaidens pulled at the laces. She drew her breath in as they tightened it one more time. She could hardly breathe, and she worried about passing out in the middle of the ceremony.

      Over that, they draped the Robe of State, fabricated from rich ermine, and dyed a brilliant purple. It trailed behind her on the floor, reaching almost as far back as she was tall.

      Gloves and boots specially made for the occasion were fitted to her hands and feet. Layers of jewelry were placed around her wrists and neck until she feared she would collapse under the weight of it. They bustled around her, wrapping her hair around her head and pinning it up into a magnificent coif. Finally, the handmaidens stepped back and pronounced her ready, just as someone knocked on the door.

      One of the maids rushed to open it. It was Rothen.

      "My, don't you look regal!" he said as he saw her.

      The princess tried to turn, expecting her dress to flair out, only to find herself wrapped in the royal robes. Rothen quickly reached out to steady her before she fell.

      "These really are impractical."

      "Thankfully you only have to wear them on special occasions. Let's go over the day's events again, shall we?"

      "Must we?" She wanted nothing less than to suffer through this day, but he was insistent that she had to show the people she was alive and in control.

      "You must. We start with the anointing here, in the castle. That is done by the royal family. All of your relatives will gather around you and bless you while my great uncle pours the oil on your head. That symbolizes our acceptance of you as our queen.

      "Then you travel to the throne room and take the throne. A procession of knights will pass by you and swear their oath to serve you and the realm. There are...let me see...almost a hundred of them. That part is going to take a while."

      The princess groaned.

      "Hold on, after that it's the coach ride to the temple of Ran."

      She scowled at that. "I don't like those priests. They're responsible for my brother's disappearance, I know it."

      "Nobody likes the priests, but everyone has to tolerate them...including you."

      "I thought Lorit brought the temple down around them."

      "He did, but they have rebuilt it. They have been very busy, and it's all back in shape just in time for your royal visit. You will visit the temple where the priest will bless you and sprinkle the ashes from his altar on you." He held up his hand. "Before you ask, I don't know what kind of ashes. Some things are better left unasked.

      "After he blesses you, you will return to the throne where you will receive the oaths from the Lords and Barons. There are more of them than there are the knights.

      "After the Lords and Barons, you will finally receive the crown. You will remove the crown of the princess and take up the crown of the queen. You will be Your Grace, and there is nothing you or anyone else can do about it.

      "Once you have the crown on your head, you will receive foreign dignitaries and then the landowners and merchants. They will all bring gifts and swear their oaths."

      She sighed. "How many of them will there be?"

      "Too many to count."

      The princess gave another heavy sigh, dreading the day.

      It wasn't until well into the evening when things got more exciting. During the procession of merchants and landowners came a man leaning on a gnarled staff. He wore a brown robe tied in the middle with a plain cord. He shuffled his way to the throne, head bowed in reverence, awaiting his turn.

      When he reached the throne, the guards stopped him with their spears. He grasped one of the spears and used it to help him to his knees. As he sank to the floor, he let out a piercing whistle and looked up at the princess. Their eyes locked as he waited patiently for whatever he had summoned.

      The princess saw the sharp intellect behind his penetrating eyes as they waited. Far off she heard a screech followed shortly by another, coming closer. Something flew into the audience chamber to take a seat on the old man's shoulder. It was a mini dragon. She was stunned. She was not sure if it was the same one that had broken the final spell on her or another like it.

      The crowd fell silent, and a chorus of gasps rose from the royal family gathered behind her. A mini dragon was a rare and special creature, and they seemed to have an affinity for her. As far as she knew, none had ever graced a coronation before. She continued to look at the old man, who reached up and stroked the mini dragon between the tiny twisted horns.

      It shot out a short burst of fire and let out a screech that set the crowd all atwitter. When the commotion calmed down, the princess looked questioningly at the wizard.

      It was not the wizard that spoke, but the mini dragon. Its voice was deep, yet thin and airy. "Queen Ukina. Long may you reign. I have come to bless your coronation and to beg your help."

      "How can I help one such as yourself?"

      "Lorit needed you...needs you...will need you...I ask you to find him and help him."

      "Why should I help him?" She thought of the way Lorit had struck her and abandoned her in the mountains of Friega.

      "If he dies, you die. Your life force is intertwined with Chihon and she is tied to Lorit. Even though the spell is gone, you are connected. For life. If one of you dies, so do the others."

      She blinked in astonishment at the dragon. Was she really connected to Lorit and Chihon for life? How was that possible? "How could I help them?"

      "You are the queen. You have an army. I fear this time magic alone may not be enough to save them. They need your knights. When I ask your help, you must go to their aid. In return, I swear to help you in your darkest moments."

      The princess hesitated, recalling her shame at the way she had treated Lorit and Chihon. As the queen, she had a responsibility to her people, yet, if they were connected, how could she refuse? "And how will I call you?" she asked.

      The mini dragon leaped from the wizard's shoulder. Its wings beat twice, and it landed on the royal robe, crawling up her arm. Ukina could feel the pinch of its claws as it progressed. She shuddered, remembering the dragon climbing on her in Mistwind when it freed her. Its breath was hot on her ear, but not burning, as it whispered to her. "Speak my name and I will come to your aid. I am Kal'ryni."

      With that, the dragon leaped from her shoulder and into the air. It headed for the large ornate doors that sealed the hall, but halfway to the exit, it simply vanished as if it had never existed.
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        * * *

      

      Queen Ukina endured the rest of the parade of merchants as they passed before her, promising their undying fealty. She was sure that she saw murder in at least a few of the faces as they made their vows. Rothen was correct, there was trouble brewing in the realm.

      By the time the banquet started, her mind drifted back to the dragon's request, and she recalled how she'd acted when under the spell that connected her to Chihon. She was ashamed of her behavior and wanted to avoid any further embarrassment. If there was one person she wanted to see less than Lorit, it was Chihon. How could she face the sorceress after all she had done? Unwittingly, she had helped the temple capture the sorceress.

      "You seem worried," Rothen said, leaning over to her as the banquet progressed. "Heavy is the head that wears the crown?"

      "No. It's not that. It's Lorit. The dragon said he needed me. That we are still connected through Chihon."

      "Dragons, wizards, priests...what are you getting yourself into? Don't you think you have enough to worry about in the Realm without getting mixed up in wizards' affairs? Those never end well for anyone, including the wizards."

      Ukina glanced around the room at her guests. She was going to have her hands full dealing with the intrigues of the court. She didn't need to add to her burden by getting mixed up in the affairs of wizards, but if the dragon had spoken truth, she had no choice. If Lorit and Chihon were in danger, so was she. She had no alternative. Besides, there was something about Lorit that intrigued her.

      It was not that silly little girl infatuation she had felt under the spell, but appreciation for the man she had come to know during their travels. He was wise beyond his years and powerful, yet compassionate and unafraid to take action where it was required.

      "Your Grace?" Rothen interrupted her reverie.

      "Sorry. It's just that the wizard and the sorceress are honorable. They're not like the priests. I'm certain it was the temple that abducted my brother. Someday, I'll have to avenge him."

      "Ukina, you know the temple can make more trouble for you than you can handle. You must respect them, even if you don't like them. Your father funded the rebuilding of their temple after Lorit destroyed it, just to stay on their good side." Rothen looked around the table. "You should stay out of that fight. It's one you can't win."

      "It seems I don't have a choice. If the dragon was telling the truth, our fates are intertwined. For my own safety, I must join the fight."

      "What will you do?"

      "When the dragon calls, I will march my army to wherever I am summoned. I will do what it asks." She felt the call of destiny on her now more than ever before. She could see a future for her realm that did not live in fear of the temple.

      "Are you not the queen? Do you answer to a dragon now? Why are you contemplating this madness?" Rothen leaned close to her and lowered his voice. "Beware of the temple. They have spies everywhere."

      "Of that, I am well aware. My own maid was one of them. For years, she attended me and I had no idea who or what she was. I am certain that she had a hand in the abduction of my brother. The temple is behind the death of my father as surely as if they had killed him themselves. They are expert healers, yet what did they do to help him when he fell ill?"

      Her hands clenched at the memory. "They let him die, hoping to have a new monarch more favorable to their cause. I will show them. I will help Lorit and Chihon destroy not only a single temple, but the whole religion of Ran. Mark my words."
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning a guard informed Ukina that a wizard was waiting to see her. He was the wizard who summoned the mini dragon to her coronation.

      She pulled the bedclothes up around her. "Don't keep him standing there. Let him in."

      "But, My Lady, you are not dressed. He can wait your pleasure."

      "My pleasure is to see him now." Ukina scowled at the guard. "Send him in."

      The wizard entered, bowing his head. "Your Grace."

      "Yes, yes, what news?" Ukina was eager to hear any news the wizard might have. He surely knew what was happening to Lorit and Chihon, or perhaps he had word of her brother.

      "Your Grace, I am Hatther, a free wizard. I am afraid I bring bad tidings." He bowed his head even deeper.

      "Out with it. What news?"

      "Your brother. He has been turned by the temple."

      Her heart quickened at the thought of her brother being alive. She had thought him dead. "How do you know this?"

      "We have spies. One of them reported that he has seen the prince in the temple of Ran in Quineshua. He was dressed as an under priest.

      "We were not able to trace him before, but it is quite certain that he has turned. He has the taint of the temple about him."

      "And you did nothing?" Ukina demanded.

      "Your Grace. What would you have us do? We only learned this last night. It was too late to do anything about it."

      Ukina sat up letting the blanket fall in her eagerness to get to the truth. She snatched at it, covering herself again. "Can you not free him from their spell as your monks did for me? You have a dragon, surely you can redeem him."

      "Alas, I am sorry, Your Grace. Once someone has turned to the temple and absorbed the magic of another, there is no return. It corrupts the soul in a way that cannot be undone."

      "What shall I do?" Ukina's anger rose in her. What good was a wizard if he could not use his magic to restore her brother?

      "There is nothing you can do. He is a priest now. He has forfeited his rights to the kingdom. You are the rightful queen."

      "I don't care about the kingdom. There must be a way to restore my brother. We have to save him."

      "I do not have that power." Hatther bowed his head.

      "Maybe Lorit can free him." She remembered how the dragon had broken the spell on her. "He knows the most powerful wizard there is, Zhimosom. They can work together, with your dragon. They have to do it."

      "But the wizard Zhimosom is missing. Lorit seeks him even now. Perhaps if Lorit can find Zhimosom, he can free your brother. I do not know. We do not always get what we wish. No priest has ever been redeemed."

      "Thank you for your news," Ukina said. "Please keep trying. Maybe there's more you can learn. If you do, please come and tell me."

      "Yes, Your Grace." Hatther bowed and backed out of the room.

      "Get Sir Adane," Ukina said once the wizard was gone. "We need to prepare the army to move on a moment's notice."
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      The journey from Moriver Tye to Midian was an easy trip, but longer than Chihon had hoped, as it was made on foot. Chihon wished they could have ridden, but they had been advised to bring no horses to Midian.

      The forest gave way to meadow and then to low rolling hills that abruptly ended in a series of low, sharp, jagged mountain peaks. The trails through the mountains had been easy to find and follow, and within the span of a few days, they'd reached the other side.

      They rounded a mountain peak to look down on an expanse of dry sand dotted occasionally with a stubborn bush that sprouted from the barren desert. They were hard and harsh, covered with sharp spines and tough dark leaves. They looked as if they were dead, but Chihon could sense the thread of life within them.

      The middle of the second day in the desert, they came across the statue of a horse standing by the side of the packed dirt road. The sun was directly overhead, and the heat was almost unbearable. They were going through their water faster than expected.

      "I hope we are getting close to Midian," Chihon said. "We had better start watching our water." She took a sip and handed the water skin to Lorit.

      "That horse statue must mean we're close. I don't think they'd put them too far from the city."

      Chihon looked ahead. She could see another statue, just at the limits of her vision. She looked back and saw a cloud of dust heading their way. It rose from the path, trailing behind something traveling their way in a hurry. She heard the sound of hooves and pulled Lorit by the arm, dragging him off the roadway.

      A dozen riders on horseback galloped their way. As they drew abreast, the leader raised his hand in the air, palm open. He curled his hand into a fist, and the party came to an immediate halt. "Are you headed to Midian?"

      "Yes, we are." Chihon had to shield her eyes from the sun as she looked up into his face.

      "Jump on." The leader reached down to her. "You don't have much time."

      "Time for what?"

      "Time to get to cover." He shook his hand holding it out to help her mount. "Get on quickly or we'll leave you here to die."

      Chihon grasped his hand and let him pull her up. He was strong enough to lift her into the saddle without the use of a stirrup. She landed hard and leaned forward as he urged his mount on. She grabbed onto him for fear of falling as the horse resumed its full gallop.

      Chihon looked back to see Lorit. He was seated behind a woman dressed similar to the leader. He looked decidedly uncomfortable. It made her smile.

      Farther behind them, Chihon could see a cloud of dust rising from the desert floor. It was dark and thick, reaching from the sand up into the sky, where it diffused into a menacing gray blur.

      They rode hard until they reached the city gates, which stood open as they approached, but were hastily shut behind them. The leader pulled his horse up short and leaped down to help her dismount.

      Before she could thank him, the sky turned dark and visibility dropped. She choked on the dust, coughing with the dryness. Someone placed a cloth across her nose and mouth and pulled it tight. She squinted through the dust and saw Lorit similarly protected.

      The leader tapped her shoulder and pointed to a building nearby, motioning her to follow. They entered the Crooked Water Inn and took a seat in the dining room. Once inside, they dropped their masking cloths and breathed freely once again.

      "Thank you for your assistance. I'm not sure what would have happened to us if you hadn't come along," Chihon said. "My name is Chihon and this is Lorit."

      "I am Ulera," said the man. "This is Yaleu." He gestured to the woman on whose horse Lorit had ridden to safety.

      "You have my gratitude," Chihon said. The serving girl came by and dropped mugs and a pitcher at their table. She poured them each a full measure, thumping them down on the table and rushing away.

      Chihon took the proffered mug. It was ice cold in her hands. She raised it to her lips and took a careful sip. It was water, pure clear cold water as if it had just been melted from the first snow of the season.

      Yaleu watched her expression. "Good, no? That water comes from deep wells that are fed by the Ice Father. The melt runs underground all the way from the north to rise for us, here in the middle of this wasteland. It's what allows us to thrive amidst so much desolation."

      "It's very refreshing after the heat of the desert," Lorit said. "How did you know the storm was coming?"

      "Yaleu's a witch," Ulera said. "She can sense the weather before it's upon us."

      Chihon saw Lorit flinch at the mention of witches.

      Yaleu slapped Lorit on the arm. "Don't look so worried. I'm no witch. Everyone who lives in the desert or travels it regularly knows how to tell when a storm is coming."

      "How did you know we were on the road?" Chihon asked.

      "We didn't know you were out there," Yaleu said. "We pick up stragglers all the time just before the storm. You never know what bad luck might befall someone and strand them out in the desert."

      "What would have happened to us if you hadn't come along?" Chihon asked.

      "If you know what to do, you can easily survive one of these storms," Yaleu said. "If you are ignorant or foolish, the wind and sand will strip the meat from your bones leaving nothing for the scavengers. You were fortunate we came along when we did.

      "You don't look foolish, but you are ignorant of our ways. What brings you out in the middle of the wasted lands?"

      "We're looking for a wizard and prince who was captured by the temple," Chihon said. "We're headed to Amedon to try to get help in locating them. We were told there were people here who could help us."

      "Then it's a good thing that you made it," Yaleu said. "We have the wisest and best-educated advisers in any land. In our isolation, we have ample time to investigate the wonders of the physical universe, study the ways of magic, and ponder the imponderable mysteries of life. You will find that three of the most prestigious universities in the entire world reside inside our walls. We will take you to them. They will be able to help you."

      "Do you think they can help? No one else has," Chihon asked.

      "I am certain they can help," Yaleu said. "The school of science is very advanced. They have machines that can do things you have never even dreamed of. If they cannot help you, the school of magic has discovered ancient and powerful spells that are unknown outside of their walls. And if they both fail you, there is always the school of mysteries."

      "The school of mysteries?" Chihon asked. "What do they teach?"

      "Oh, they don't teach anything, they only ask questions. Let's hope you get the answers you seek."

      Yaleu stood and bowed to Chihon, then Lorit. "Please be our guests. The inn keep has been paid. You are our guests for as long as it takes to get the answers you so desperately seek."
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        * * *

      

      Lorit woke just as the day was beginning to brighten. He saw that Chihon was still asleep and decided to break his fast alone. As he snuck out of the room, Ulera rushed down the hall toward him. He raised his hand in salute.

      "Good morning," Lorit said. "Would you like to join me for the morning meal?"

      "No time. I have come to escort you to see the Master of Magic," Ulera said. "He sent a runner to me asking that I find you and bring you to the Academy as quickly as I could."

      Ulera led Lorit outside and down the street until they reached the Academy. It was a large marble building adorned with crystals and gemstones. Along the entryway were carvings and statues of ancient wizards leaning on their staffs. A pair of large wooden doors stood open offering entry into a massive foyer.

      Inside the foyer sat a young man in a dark blue robe that was decorated with small white stars. He wore a short, pointed hat of the same material that folded back, dropping to his collar. He had a short dark beard and wore spectacles. He was reading a thick book.

      The young man jumped up and came around the desk, grasping Lorit's hand. "You must be Lorit. I was told to expect you. The Master is awaiting you. Please follow me."

      Lorit and Ulera followed him down a series of wide hallways filled with young students dressed much the same as the one at the desk. Their only distinguishing factor was the length of their hats and the number of stars on their robes. The young man told Lorit that the length of the hat indicated the level of mastery for the student. The stars represented a specific area of study that they had mastered.

      They soon came to a door with a sign above it that read simply "The Master." The young man knocked once, paused, knocked twice, and then opened the door. He gestured to Lorit and Ulera to enter.

      The room was filled with bookshelves packed from floor to ceiling. In the center of the room were several tables stacked high with implements of magic. On one table sat a rack containing all manner of powders and liquids. Each rack and bottle was neatly labeled. Lorit scanned the contents, recognizing many of them from his lessons with Zhimosom.

      Another table had an inlaid ivory circle and a set of ancient, worn bones used for divination. Next to that was a large silver bowl and a pitcher of water. Sitting on a ledge above the bowl was a bottle of black ink. Lorit remembered this from the witch, and he hoped this was not the method the master proposed to use.

      Behind another table stacked with books and charts was an old man in a dark red robe. His was decorated with so many stars, it was almost white. Lorit expected to see a very tall hat on his head, but it was bare. His white hair spilled down onto his shoulders in waves.

      He stood and reached over the table to take Lorit's hand. "Glad you could make it. Please have a seat."

      He gestured to a place in front of a plate that was laden with fruits, bread, and sliced meats. Next to that was a mug of tea and a glass of fruit juice.

      "Sorry to ask you over so early. I have taken the liberty of having our morning meal brought in so that we can talk while we eat."

      "Thank you, this looks very delicious."

      "Don't wait on me. Please go ahead and eat while I fill you in. I know you are looking for the wizard and prince who were taken and are now hidden. The divinations I undertook last night were informative."

      "Have you located Zhimosom?" Lorit took a handful of grapes and popped them into his mouth one at a time while he listened. He hoped that the master had some good news.

      The Master waved his hands in the air. "We'll get to that later. For now, I want you to consider this." He leaned over and passed his hand in front of Lorit's face.

      Lorit just stared at the master. He wondered why he was waving his hand around like that. He must have a good reason, so Lorit just relaxed and waited for the master to explain himself. The Master looked over at Ulera and nodded as Lorit ate his fruit, patiently waiting for the master to continue.

      "Consider this," the master began again. His voice had a singsong quality to it that Lorit found quite pleasant. He tried to listen, but all he could focus on was how relaxing the voice was and how tired his eyes were.

      "Consider this. You are looking for the wizard Zhimosom so that you can learn from him in Amedon. You wish to learn the ways of magic and obtain power.

      "You are eager to learn magic and increase your powers. You don't need to travel to Amedon to do that. You can do that right here. You can learn magic from us. You can reach your goal of learning the ways of the wizards right here.

      "You think you are paired with this woman, Chihon," he explained. "But she is holding you back."

      Lorit considered it. Was Chihon holding him back? He didn't think so, but she had prevented him from taking the magic of the priest back in Veldwaite when they fought in the park and then again in the temple. She was always trying to get him to restrain himself, not use his full power, and keep it hidden.

      "That's it. Consider that you could reach your potential a lot sooner if you worked with us, here at the Academy. We are all students here. We all help one another. You don't need to go to Amedon to become a wizard. You are already a powerful wizard. You can stay right here and learn with us."

      The Master went on, explaining to Lorit why he should remain in Midian and study at the Academy. Chihon was holding him back. Let her go ahead to Amedon and learn from the wizards there. They were stingy with their knowledge. Here at the Academy, he would be free to learn and advance as quickly as he wanted.

      He told Lorit that there was no wizard Zhimosom, there was no sorceress, and there was no Chihon. He had only imagined them in a dream. Here at the Academy was where he was meant to be. Here at the Academy was where he could grow and flourish. Here at the Academy. Here at the Academy.

      Suddenly, there was a wrenching inside him. Lorit felt the spell that the master invoked trying to reach into his mind and extract his memories. He had a hold on Lorit's memory of Chihon and was trying to rip it from his head.

      He fought as it dug at the memories of Chihon as he had first met her. The spark of magic he felt when their hands touched. The way they shared their power. How she had looked in Mistwind when they had dressed her for the funeral. How she had loaned him her power to fight the priests. How she had stopped him from making the biggest mistake of his life when he was about to take the magic from the High Priest.

      He hung on to the memories as they threatened to slip away. Was this what it had been like for her when she had been abducted? The idea of losing her overwhelmed him with grief. He cried out her name, calling to her with his magic.

      Lorit felt Chihon's presence and power push through their connection as he called to her. She was in the Academy of Science, but she responded immediately to him and loaned him her power to help break the spell.

      He grasped at it and combined it with his own, as they had learned to do. It was enough to stop the ebb of memories and reverse the damage. Lorit could feel the images settling back to where they had been, but now they were somehow more vivid. He could see more clearly. Without Chihon, he was just another young man with a long journey ahead. He would be no more than these students who walked the halls of the Academy. He would be nothing and nobody.

      He tried not to let his awakening show as the master droned on. It no longer sounded sensible, but almost laughable. Who had put him up to this? Why was he trying to keep them apart and away from Amedon?

      Lorit fashioned a web similar to the one that had been used to capture him. He tied in some of the spells that had been used on Zhimosom. He recalled one that was of particular use on a wizard. One to dampen his magic and bind it away from his use.

      Lorit wished he had his staff with him. That would have made the task he contemplated a little easier, but he persevered.

      When Lorit had the spell ready, he cast it at the master. The master wizard stopped in mid-utterance. He reached up to his throat and grabbed it in distress. Ulera stepped back from the table, knocking over a stand with a large globe on it.

      Lorit kept his focus on the master, not wanting to let up until the spell had set. Once it was complete, he looked around to see a path of destruction where Ulera had rushed out, careless of knocking over everything in his way.

      "Tell me. Do you know where the wizard Zhimosom is or not?" Lorit looked with his sense into the master Wizard to see if he was telling the truth. He released the spell that had kept him silent, ready to choke him off again if he tried to cast another spell.

      "He was taken by the wizard who opposes you," the master said.

      "And who is that wizard?" Lorit pushed again. He was almost at the limits of what his magic could do. His reserves were dangerously low, but he needed to know.

      "His...name...is..." the master choked on his words. He struggled to get them out but all that came out of his mouth was gray foam. His eyes flew wide open, and he doubled over. Lorit could feel his power dissipate as he died.
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        * * *

      

      Chihon awoke that morning to find that Lorit had already left, so she decided to break her fast alone. Before she reached the dining room, Yaleu arrived to escort her to the Academy of Science. Since Lorit had not returned, Chihon decided to go with Yaleu. She could find Lorit after her visit.

      "Men do what they will most times," Yaleu said. "We will seek the Master of Science. She is a woman. Who needs men?"

      They made their way to the Academy of Science building. It was a large marble hall adorned with brass fittings on every door post and window. The brass shone brightly in the morning sun, casting reflections everywhere.

      "We're here to see the master," Yaleu informed the young man sitting at a large brass desk just inside the main entrance.

      "Yes Ma'am, right away," he said and scurried away. He returned soon and sat. He looked up at Yaleu. "The Master will be here shortly. She is in the middle of a sensitive experiment that cannot be interrupted."

      He pointed to a comfortable bench along the wall. "You may wait there if you wish. Can I get you some water or perhaps a cup of tea while you wait?"

      "No, thank you." Chihon took a seat on the bench.

      "The Masters of the Academies wait for no one, not even the ruling council. Everyone waits for them," Yaleu said.

      After a while, a woman burst through the doors. Her auburn hair was long and kinky, sticking out from beneath a brown leather helmet that she wore strapped beneath her chin. A pair of rose-colored goggles rode atop her forehead, one lens slipping down, which she pushed up, only to have it fall down again.

      She wore a device that covered one ear. It appeared to be the bottom of a brass mug with a stick protruding out of the top. It was attached to her head by means of a brass band that ran from the cup, across the leather helmet, and down to her free ear.

      "Welcome, welcome," she said breathlessly. "Yaleu has informed me that you seek that which is hidden. We are experts in coaxing the secret knowledge out of the universe. We will certainly be able to provide you the enlightenment you seek."

      Without waiting for an answer, she turned and headed back the way she had come. Chihon was deciding whether to follow her or wait for an invitation when she stopped and looked back.

      "Coming?" the master said. Once again, she turned without waiting for an answer.

      "We'd better hurry," Yaleu said.

      They followed the master down a long hallway and into her laboratory. Benches lined the walls and stood in rough lines throughout the room. On one table, glass bulbs were bubbling over flames, their contents emitting steam which curled through more glass tubes and into waiting beakers. The fluids so created ranged in color from a bright green to muted violet.

      Another bench held machines of unimaginable function. On one bench, two large wheels spun in opposition to one another. Long brass arms extended from each side and ended in silver balls. The Master walked over to the machine and placed her hand near the silver balls. Her hair frizzed and stood out from beneath the leather helmet, only to fall back into its disorderly place once she removed her hand.

      "Here, try it." She reached for Chihon's hand and pulled it near the silver balls. A strange feeling overtook her as she neared the device. She could feel it tugging at her hair and tingling in her fingers as she held them close.

      Yaleu laughed. She grabbed a silvered tool that could be used as a mirror and held it up so Chihon could see her hair flare out of her head like the master's had.

      "Will this help us in our search?" Chihon asked.

      "Oh, no. This won't help. It is fun, though, isn't it?"

      She led Chihon over to another bench. On it, there was a long box that started out about a span square. It tapered down to about a hand's width on each side. The larger end was connected to a device that had more spinning wheels.

      Chihon saw flashes of light coming from the apparatus that blinked and shifted color at random. She probed it for any signs of danger but found none.

      "Here it is. This is the one I want you to try. This will help you." The Master patted the device almost lovingly.

      The Master dragged a chair in front of the box. "Sit here and put your head against this." She indicated an oval made of dark black wood that had leather padding on it. It had a groove in it to allow her to place her face in it and achieve a tight seal.

      Chihon settled into the chair and leaned into the machine. At first, it was dark, but her eyes soon adjusted to the dim light revealing a faint glow coming from the interior of the box.

      "Ready?" the master asked.

      "I guess so. I don't see anything."

      "It takes a moment to warm up. Be patient. It also helps if you slow your breathing," the master said.

      "Just relax, let your cares fade away, watch the lights, listen to the sound of my voice," she continued. A door opened in the device, flooding Chihon's vision with a pattern of lights that slowly changed from one color to the next as it shifted.

      "That's it, just relax and listen to the sound of my voice—you're so relaxed—you just want to look at the pretty colors. They're so relaxing. You can feel the cares of the day melt away. You're so relaxed, it's as if you're floating. Floating on the water, the gentle waves caress you and wash away all your cares. You're so relaxed. All the cares of the world are gone, released from your body, and washed away by the gently rolling waves."

      Chihon did feel relaxed. She could hear the sound of the waves rolling in. Soon the voice of the master started to fade into the background. Chihon watched the slowly changing lights and listened to the sound of the surf. It was very soothing. She felt herself fading away, the cares of the journey slipping away. There was just the surf, and somewhere off in the distance someone was speaking softly.

      She was vaguely aware that the person speaking in the distance was asking her questions and she was answering, but she was so relaxed that the effort to pay attention was just too much, so she let it go.

      Softly, the voice told her that she didn't want to go to Amedon. That there was no sorceress, that the wizards were just a dream and that she wanted to stay here. Right where she was. She would be a student of the sciences and eventually become a Master herself. She wondered why the voice was saying such things, but it was far off, and the surf was so relaxing that it was too much bother to pay attention. She let the thought go as she relaxed even further.

      A smell intruded into the surf. Chihon wondered what it was that disturbed her relaxation. It smelled like something burning, like a cross between wax and rope. It grew stronger and stronger, pulling her back from the seashore. She became more aware that the master was whispering in her ear. She was telling Chihon that she wanted to stay there and abandon her quest.

      Suddenly the beautiful colors turned to a bright white light shining directly into Chihon's eyes. The sound of the waves turned into a screeching, and her tranquility burst. Chihon found herself seated at the apparatus that was now emitting a thin thread of black smoke and screeching like an injured animal.

      She pulled back from the device and looked at the master. "What happened?"

      The Master and Yaleu stood there, looking like they'd just been caught sneaking cookies from their mother's kitchen.

      "It appears that the apparatus has malfunctioned. I don't think we will be able to help you locate your missing wizard after all," the master explained. "For this, I am truly sorry. Some days Science is more reliable than others. This must be one of the days when it is less so."

      The Master rushed her out of the room and back to the entryway. "I apologize for the failure of my machine. I had so wished to be able to help you, but I must determine what went wrong. Perhaps I can discover the source of the failure and we can try again...Possibly tomorrow...Definitely tomorrow." She was already looking back toward the doorway.

      Chihon turned to Yaleu. "That was strange. I thought I heard her talking to me, but it was far off in the distance."

      "Many strange things happen with her machines, I am told. I wouldn't let it bother me if I were you."

      "I could swear she was trying to convince me that I wanted to stay here. Isn't that the strangest thing?"

      "I am sure it is nothing to worry about," Yaleu reassured her. "Nothing at all." She grasped Chihon's arm and directed her to the door that led to the street.

      "Are you sure you can trust her?" Chihon asked.

      "Yes, I would trust her with my life, and I have."

      "Why? She seems rather odd."

      "Yes, but I trust her. I always have. She is my sister," Yaleu said.

      As they stepped into the noonday sun, Chihon realized she had been sitting at the device most of the morning. She raised her hand to shield her eyes from the glare and felt a sharp prick in her shoulder. She turned to see the master standing behind her, holding a glass tube with a shiny pointed needle.

      "That should hold you for a while," the master said. "No more magic from you."

      Chihon turned to her and tried to raise a fireball, but nothing happened. Two men emerged from the building with rope and quickly bound Chihon's arms behind her back.
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        * * *

      

      Before Lorit could get up from his chair, he heard crashing behind him. He turned just in time to see four large men charging through the room. They had a complete disregard for the equipment and books, overturning the tables rather than going around them.

      They were quickly upon him. They tied his arms behind his back pulling the ropes so tight they almost cut off his circulation. They lifted him in the air and carried him out the door. The halls were lined with students who stepped out of the way of the men as they dragged him out.

      Lorit could hear the students murmuring as he was hauled through their midst and out the door. Outside Yaleu sat on her horse. Lorit was hauled up behind her and lashed to the saddle. He had hardly settled in when she snapped the reins and galloped off down the avenue toward the gates.

      As they approached the city gates, Ulera arrived with Chihon bound behind him. He raised his arm in salute and turned toward the gate, galloping side by side with Yaleu. After they passed through the gates, they turned and headed out into the desert, driving the horses faster.

      As they rode, Ulera emptied first Chihon's pack, then Lorit's, leaving the contents spread across the sand. He threw Lorit's staff as far as he could out into the dry desert sand and dropped the packs. They rode on for a while and reined up.

      It was late in the afternoon, and they were in an expanse so wide that Lorit could no longer see the city.

      "Here is where you die." Ulera jumped down from his horse. He pulled Chihon from the saddle and dumped her roughly on the sand. He did the same to Lorit and climbed back on his horse.

      "When one of our own commits a capital crime we leave him out here with a cup of dirty water and a knife. For you, we have been gracious. There is enough water in there to last a whole day." He threw a sack on the sand next to Chihon and turned without a word. "The rest of your supplies are out here with you. All you have to do is collect them up and you should survive."

      He snapped the reins and galloped off into the setting sun.

      "Are you all right?" Lorit asked Chihon. He could see her facedown in the sand, her hair spread out around her in disarray.

      "I think so. Nothing is broken or injured too badly."

      She was bound as he was with her arms behind her.

      Lorit crawled over to the sack and prodded it with his foot. "I think I can shove this over to your hands, so you can untie the sack. If there really is a knife in there, we should be able to cut these ropes free."

      "And then what? We have little water, no food, no maps, nothing."

      "I'm not just going to lie down and die. We have to get free. After that, we can decide what to do next." Lorit hooked the sack with his foot and pushed it toward her hands. He guided it to her so she could get her fingers on the ropes.

      "There, try it. See if you can get it open."

      Chihon worked at the knots, picking and pulling until she had the cord loosened. She pulled the sack open and tried to reach inside.

      "I can't get my hands far enough inside."

      "Here, let me help." Lorit pushed the sack closer to her with his foot. He could feel her hands digging around for the promised knife.

      "I can feel it," Chihon said. "I'll have to cut the ropes off your wrists first."

      With nothing to do but try, he rolled toward her until he could feel her hands. He scooted down to offer her access to the ropes.

      She sawed at them for what seemed like an eternity but made no progress. "It's no use. The knife is too dull."

      "See if you can untie me instead," Lorit said. "Use the knife to loosen the knots and see if you can work them free with your fingers."

      He readjusted his body so she could reach the knots. She worked them with the knife. At one point, she slipped and the knife stabbed him in the arm. Fortunately, the knife was so dull, all it did was bruise him.

      Lorit could feel the tingling of blood rushing to fill his hands as the binding came loose. He rubbed them and slapped the flesh trying to get the feeling back.

      "Now me," Chihon said.

      Lorit worked the knots free with the rusty knife. He soon had the ropes off her. They sat with their backs to a low rock that was the only break in the long expanse of sand they occupied.

      "Where to now?" Chihon asked.

      "East, we head east. We need to get out of the desert, and we don't want to bump into the city."

      "How far is it?"

      "The map showed Midian as halfway across the desert," Lorit said. "It's a three-day walk to get to the grasslands around the river. We better get started."

      "Now? It's almost night." Chihon said.

      "No better time to walk than at night." Lorit reached down to help her up and started in the direction opposite of the sunset.

      They walked until they were both too tired to continue, then dug shallow pits in the sand and covered themselves. Lorit wanted to spend the whole day underneath the sand to keep them out of the sun, but well before noon, the sand was so hot it burned their skin.

      They left their meager shelter and started off again. The sun beat down on them, and Lorit's skin blistered. He was thirsty, so thirsty the dirty water started to look appetizing. They had gone on all day, but he could take no more.

      Lorit dropped to his knees. Chihon fell beside him. He looked around. Desert stretched in every direction without a landmark in sight. The sand just went on endlessly. No matter where he looked, it was the same.

      He buried his head in his arms and let go. Lorit wanted to cry, but he was so dehydrated that there were no tears. He felt Chihon weak and tired beside him. She no longer responded to his magical connection. He tried to lift his head and look at her, but he was too tired. He dropped his head into his arms and let the darkness overtake him.
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      Tass stood before Sulrad, once again summoned to his office. He ignored her, looking through his ledger until finally glancing up. "It seems some of us have completed our tasks while others have not."

      She waited patiently. There was nothing to say that wouldn't simply ignite his anger further. She held her shields at the ready.

      "Neither one of them was turned, then, I take it? No, you don't need to tell me, I would know it if they had." Sulrad looked at her, the disappointment clear on his face.

      "No, neither one turned, and they made a mess of my carefully cultivated plans." Tass shifted from one foot to the other. She hated being grilled almost as much as she hated standing before his desk being lectured. "The Master of Magic died before giving up any information."

      "At least we have one thing to be glad of. And after that?"

      "They've been treated as all criminals are treated in Midian," Tass explained. "They have been left in the desert to die with nothing but muddy water and a rusty knife. Only the strongest of the Midianites ever survives that trial, and even for those who do, it's a harrowing experience.

      "I hardly expect they will survive the desert." Tass tried to look penitent.

      "And if they do?" Sulrad bent again to his ledger. He dipped his pen in the ink well and wrote carefully, ignoring her growing discomfort.

      "There are other surprises set for them along the way." She had negotiated a few more traps for them before they reached Amedon. They would not find it easy going. It had cost enough in temple gold, but she was confident of her connections.

      "Pray to Ran that they work," Sulrad said. "Maybe without the wizard and sorceress to help them along, they will finally fall prey to one of your traps."

      "Zhimosom has been permanently disposed of, then?" Tass hoped that their partnership with the traitor was over. She was growing weary of his smug attitude.

      "He's bound safely out of our way."

      Tass had no idea if Sulrad could take power from one such as Zhimosom. It would be a great benefit to the temple if he could. "Will you take his power?" she asked.

      "I don't want him dead. I want him out of the way. He's fine where he is. I don't need his magic."

      "How about the traitor?" Tass asked. She was eager to get word that the traitor was no longer needed. She had plans for him. She hoped to take his magic for herself as she did with the young ones who failed to turn.

      "What about the traitor?" Sulrad picked up the knife he kept on his desk and caressed the edge of the blade as if bored with the conversation.

      "Are we done with him yet? I grow weary."

      "He still has a part to play. Once Lorit is out of our way, then you can treat the traitor as he deserves."

      "What have you planned for the prince, now that he has turned?" Tass wanted to claim recognition for turning the prince. She had served the princess for years as she'd wormed her way into the palace. Tass looked forward to paying the new queen back for the many slights she had endured over the years.

      "He will be sent to distract the queen. He is not yet powerful enough to travel, and he needs an escort. He won't be of much use until he grows into his powers."

      "I understand," Tass said.

      "You may go." Sulrad nodded his head in dismissal, placing the knife back in its decorative holder.

      She turned and left his office, thinking about the wizards of Midian and the Master of Science. She would have to pay them a visit one day and personally thank them for their failure. She wasn't about to let their ineptitude make her look bad.
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        * * *

      

      Late one evening, as she was preparing for sleep, Queen Ukina heard a scratching sound at her window, followed by an insistent ticking. She pulled back the curtains to see the mini dragon sitting on the ledge, tapping the glass with its horns. As the light from the room illuminated it, the mini dragon turned to the queen and bowed its head.

      Before Ukina could open the window, the dragon vanished from the ledge. She turned to find it perched on the mantle above the fireplace. It watched her with its tiny eyes, wings folded neatly against its body.

      "It's time," the dragon said.

      "Time?"

      "Time. You must take your army to the field and save Lorit. He needs you. Without your help, he will be damaged, the sorceress will be killed, and you will die with her."

      "Damaged, not dead?" The queen was confused. What was the dragon going on about? What was going to happen to Lorit?

      "Not dead, but defeated...made useless...rendered impotent to meet the threat that faces him and your kingdom." The dragon seemed to struggle for the words.

      "What do you mean?"

      "Lorit will be damaged. I do not know how, but without your help, he will be rendered impotent. The future that awaits him will not come to pass. I cannot see more than this."

      The dragon shifted its weight on the mantle as if impatient. "There are many paths but only this one is open to my influence. If you render aid to Lorit, this path may yet be open. If you do not, it is certainly closed."

      The dragon took a step toward her. "I have pledged to come to your aid in times of great need. This is all I ask of you, that you take your army and help Lorit. It is of great import with consequences far beyond any you can imagine."

      "You sound like a wizard." Ukina sat down in her chair, facing the fireplace and the dragon. "Why should I believe you? Why take my army out against an unknown foe at your word alone?"

      The dragon curled his head around and breathed fire into the fireplace. "Witness the paths that lie ahead."

      The fireplace shimmered and sparkled as the dragon's breath mingled with the fire that already danced on the burning logs. The queen could see the city of Veldwaite take shape in the flames. The castle stood tall above the city, but it looked somehow different. Light came from within, but not the usual light of the castle folk about their business. This light was brighter, flickering, casting strange shadows on the ground behind it.

      Flames licked out of the windows high atop the towers at first, then gradually working their way down to the lower reaches of the castle. The stones themselves started to glow, a dark red at first, but growing brighter as she watched.

      The tower turned a brilliant yellow, almost as bright as the sun, and then exploded in a massive wave of destruction. It cast fiery stones down onto the city below. Wherever the stones fell, the buildings shattered beneath the impact and burst into flames until the city was ablaze and the castle a pile of shimmering rubble.

      Ukina held up her hand to ward off the sight. "Tell me this is not certain."

      "It is not certain. But it is possible. If you fail to save Lorit or arrive too late to prevent the harm that is to befall him, this will be the fate of your realm." The dragon inhaled once more and blew a second burst of flames.

      This time the flames revealed the castle as she knew it today. She was sitting in the reception room. Beside her was a young boy about five summers in age. Somehow, she knew it was her son.

      Two figures in robes approached, knelt, and then stood before her. They drew back their hoods to reveal Lorit and Chihon. The boy recognized them and ran to Chihon, giving the sorceress a hug. Chihon lifted the boy in the air and twirled him around, laughing.

      "What is this?" Ukina asked quietly.

      "Another path. The one I am trying to bring about."

      "How can I bring this to pass?"

      "Save Lorit."

      She nodded. "How will I find him?"

      "You are connected to Chihon; follow that connection. When you get to the red city, prepare for battle. You will know what to do when the time comes."

      With that, the dragon leaped from the fireplace and flew toward the window, but it vanished in flight.
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        * * *

      

      Queen Ukina called for her personal guard. "Go find Sir Adane and bring him to me."

      The knight arrived shortly. He was dressed in the hard leather armor he wore on the battlefield. He dropped to one knee. "Your Grace."

      "Sir Adane, the dragon tells me that the wizard Lorit is in desperate need of our assistance. How quickly can you get your men assembled and ready to leave?"

      "They can be ready by morning, Your Grace."

      "Provision the army for a month in the field. We head out at first light."

      "May I ask where to, My Grace?" Sir Adane rose, towering over her.

      Ukina always felt a little safer when Sir Adane was close by her. It comforted her to know that her faithful protector was near. "To save Lorit," she said.

      "And where might Lorit be?"

      "I don't know, but I am assured that I will know in time. We must move quickly, the fate of the Realm rests on our actions this day."

      Sir Adane bowed his head. "My Queen. You know I have sworn to protect and serve you, but are you chasing fancy? Following the word of a dragon?"

      "You question my word? So soon after pledging your allegiance to me?" She smiled up at him, knowing he was as faithful a knight as there ever was, but she didn't want a long discussion about her decision to help Lorit.

      "I do not question your word, Your Grace. I question the dragon."

      Ukina was disturbed by his question, but she knew he would understand. "That dragon broke the spell that the temple had placed on me. That dragon saved my life more than once. Without that dragon, I would not be here."

      The queen reached out and laid her hand on his shoulder. His armor was stiff beneath her hand, but she was sure he could feel her touch. "Adane, I have always trusted you. You have never given me reason to doubt you. My fate is intertwined with the wizard and the sorceress. I must help them or I myself will be destroyed along with them. I ask you as your friend, not as your queen. Please help me in this."

      Sir Adane looked down at her. "I understand. Wizard's business frightens me more than a clean battle. I do not know how to fight a wizard, but I do know how to fight men. I will do this for you, and if you need me to stand before a wizard, I will do that for you, too."

      Sir Adane raised his hand in salute. "Your Grace. I will have the men assembled and ready for your command at first light."
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        * * *

      

      Rothen woke Ukina while it was still dark. The fire warmed her room, and the candles lit the table where her clothes had been laid out. There was a rough but serviceable set of hiking boots, pants suitable for riding, and a shirt of the same material.

      "I don't think it wise to advertise the fact that the queen of Veldwaite is running around the countryside with her army. It's quite unbecoming." Rothen held up the shirt.

      "I see what you mean." Ukina grabbed the shirt and pants and stepped behind the dressing screen. She quickly donned the travel clothes. "We're leaving at first light."

      "So I heard." Rothen sat down on the floor and held out one of the boots.

      Ukina grabbed his shoulder to steady herself and pushed her foot into it. She repeated the same motion with the other boot.

      "Do you think it wise?" Rothen asked.

      "Do I think it wise?" Ukina laughed. "No, I don't think it's wise. But I do believe I have no choice, so wise or foolish, we leave at first light. Come see me off."

      Queen Ukina finished dressing for the road, adding a heavy cloak to keep her warm until the sunrise. She grasped Rothen's arm and walked with him to the stables. She shared her concerns with him about the trip, and he shared his support of her.

      When they arrived at the stables, the wizard Hatther was waiting for her.

      "Are you coming with us?" she asked.

      "No, I have other tasks. I just came to see you off and to remind you to be careful. Lorit and Chihon are in dire danger. You will be, too. Do not take this lightly."

      "Do I have a choice?" she asked.

      "Not really, no."

      "Then let's get moving. The sun is almost up."

      There was a flash, and a pillar of smoke formed in her path. It coalesced into a figure in a robe. The figure took on shape and definition, becoming solid. It was a young man dressed in priestly robes. He tossed his hood back to reveal his face. "Good morning, sister."

      It was Prince Ghall.

      Queen Ukina felt her heart race. She was glad to see her brother alive, but he was dressed in temple robes. She worried about what that meant. He was such a sweet brother. Had the temple changed him? Would he be the same as she remembered or was he someone else now?

      "What are you doing here?"

      Ghall ran his hand over his shaven head. "As you've probably already guessed, I am now a priest of Ran. I came here to see you and to let you know that I am well. I also came to caution you. Turn back from this. Do not do this thing. Lorit and Chihon are not your concern. Leave them to the temple."

      "I owe them my life," Ukina said. She looked at the harshness in the boy's eyes. He had changed and not for the better.

      "They're not worthy of your help. Let them be, they are nothing to you."

      "No. I owe Lorit my life. Lorit removed the spells that the temple placed on me. That your priests laid on me."

      Ghall took a step toward Ukina. She could see the coldness in his eyes even more clearly. She was filled with sadness to see that the brother she had known and loved was gone. The eyes that so reminded her of her mother's, were as hard as ice. No trace of her beloved brother remained in them.

      Hatther stepped between them and lowered his staff. "Be gone."

      Ghall stepped back and raised his hand to cast a spell. Before he could complete it, Hatther spoke words that froze him in place. He turned to Queen Ukina. "Go now, before the spell wears off."

      "What did you do?" Ukina demanded.

      "I simply froze him. He won't be able to hurt you."

      "You haven't hurt him, have you?"

      "No. I'll release him as soon as you are on your way. I will prevent him from interfering with you while you are on the road, but you'd best get going."
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      It was dark and empty, and Lorit dreamed of water, cool clear water, but he knew it was a dream. There was no water here, he was in the desert. The burning sun had raised blisters on the back of his neck and exposed arms, and only the frigid cold of the desert at night gave him any relief as he lay there exhausted and defeated.

      He felt Chihon beside him. Her magic was weak and insubstantial, but at least she was alive. He wondered if she was in better shape than he was. He reached out to her, but he could not rouse her. He wanted to let her know how sorry he was that he had failed her, but he didn't have the energy. He lay his head back down in the sand and felt the cool of it on his blisters.

      As he lay there wondering what it would feel like to die, Lorit felt something land on his back. It was light, almost insubstantial, but it was there. Had some desert animal decided to make an evening meal of him, thinking him dead? He tried to lift his head and look, but he was too weak.

      He heard a hissing sound and smelled the stench of rotten eggs, then the fire came, hotter than the sun on his back had been. It burned so hot that it peeled the skin from him. The agony of it was mixed with a pleasure so great, Lorit could barely keep from crying out.

      He felt it wash over him at first, then sink into his flesh. The fire didn't burn, it cleansed, cleansed him from the pain he felt, cleansed the sunburned skin on his neck and arms, cleansed his despair and fear.

      The fire subsided and Lorit felt refreshed. The weight leaped off of his back, and Lorit turned to see the mini dragon repeat its fiery healing on Chihon. When it was finished, it jumped to the sand and sat there, head tilted, looking at him with that quizzical expression it always wore.

      Before Lorit could react, the mini dragon bowed its head and leaped into the air, leaving him wondering what was coming next. Lorit heard a faint screech far overhead and turned to see a flock of birds circling directly above him, barely visible in the pale moonlight.

      One of the birds broke free of the flock and dropped down near him. As it got closer, Lorit could see that it was not a carrion bird, but the mini dragon. It was in the company of a mighty eagle whose wingspan was almost as wide as Lorit's own outstretched arms. The mini dragon swooped silently toward him, adjusting its flight to come to a standstill and settle onto the sand right in front of Lorit.

      It was Kal'ryni. "Thank you, my friend," Lorit said.

      The dragon just looked at him but said nothing. It hissed at the Eagle beside it, spread its wings, and launched itself into the dark night sky.

      The mighty bird raised its head and screeched. Its voice was echoed from a dozen eagles still on the wing. The flock dropped to earth like so many stones. As they reached the sand, each one flared for a landing, repeating the grace of the mini dragon.

      One of the birds clutched something in its clawed foot. It looked like a stick until the eagle raised its foot, hopping toward Lorit.

      It was his staff.

      Lorit reached for it, happy to have it back in his hand. He could feel the power of it combining with the magic of the mini dragon. It restored him and refreshed him.

      Another eagle screeched and stepped back. Lorit crawled over to where it had stood on the sand to find his pack resting there. The eagles had collected his gear and restored it to him.

      Lorit nodded, saluting the bird. "Thank you kindly."

      Chihon's pack and its contents were delivered in the same manner, as the eagles came forward one at a time and presented their find. When they had their belongings back, the eagles ascended to the heights, where they circled once more and disappeared into the night sky, leaving the mini dragon behind.

      "You have a task before you." Kal'ryni said. "Do not fail. Free the wizard Zhimosom, restore the council."

      "What about the prince?" Lorit asked.

      "He has been turned. He is your enemy." The dragon turned its back and spewed flame before spreading its wings and vanishing into the night sky.
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        * * *

      

      The Athestow Pass was the final leg of their journey. Crossing the Swion Mountains meant that they were only days away from Gritton and Amedon. At first, the ground was level but soon started to slope gently toward the mountains. Chihon walked the trail ahead of Lorit. She wanted to be alone with her thoughts for a while. She needed to take a break from the normal routine and spend some time considering everything that had happened to them.

      She took in the wildflowers that grew along the small brook they followed through the woods. All she really wanted was to settle down in Amedon with Lorit and to learn magic. Both were important to her, but she knew that the more magic they brought into their lives, the less likely they were to have a quiet, peaceful future together.

      Was it worth it? Could she endure the constant troubles that seemed to plague every wizard? Was her future going to be one long adventure, or could she look forward to settling down to a more normal life? She really didn't know, and she wasn't sure which she wanted more.

      The brook they followed grew into a stream and then into a small river that was too wide to ford. They reached an old rock bridge that had been built of foraged river stones fitted into one another without the use of mortar. It arched up over the river, curving high, the stones covered with moss and dirt.

      Chihon stopped where the path curved and headed across the bridge. She turned and called back to Lorit. "There's a bridge here. I think we should cross. I don't know how far it will be before another, and the river is getting wider. I don't think we'll have another chance to cross for a while."

      "Fine," Lorit called to her from behind. He was just starting to catch up to her as she crossed the bridge. The stones were slippery. The dirt and moss were thick on them even as they marched up and over the running water. She was careful of them, holding onto the sidewall as she walked slowly across the bridge.

      As she stepped onto the path beyond the river, she turned back and saw that Lorit was about halfway across the bridge. Something looked out of place. Chihon thought the stones were shifting. Subtle cracks appeared in the side of the bridge, the stones took on the outline of a face, moving slightly as they did.

      "Lorit. Run," she yelled.

      The bridge broke apart, throwing dirt and moss everywhere as a troll broke free of the bridge. Lorit only just made it across before the entire center span rose up. The troll was thrice Lorit's height and more than twice his width. It turned toward Lorit and roared. "Who dares cross my bridge without paying the toll?"

      Its voice was loud and gravelly as it challenged Lorit and slammed a fist into the ground, cutting Lorit off from the path. Lorit raised his staff and shouted, "Incendo ignio." A blazing bolt of lightning flared from it and struck the troll in the face.

      The lightning bolt glanced off the troll, lighting up the sky behind him. Thunder clapped as the troll raised his hands to his face, but he quickly lowered them once again. It roared and swept Lorit aside, knocking him into the remnants of the bridge.

      Chihon gasped. Lorit had not made it across before the troll attacked. She saw him fall from the bridge to land in the water, trying desperately to make it to shore before the troll could cut him off.

      The troll swung at Lorit with an arm thicker around than Lorit's waist. Lorit crouched down, narrowly avoiding the fist as the troll struck the bridge where he'd stood. Rock and moss flew from the impact, showering Lorit with stone chips as he fell into the river below again.

      Lorit stood in the waist-deep water and raised his hand, creating a fireball. Chihon reached out to him, helping him infuse it with energy. She watched the fireball grow in intensity and ferocity, as Lorit dodged another swipe.

      Finally, Lorit stepped aside and hurled the fireball. It struck the troll squarely in the face. Chihon felt her heart race, hoping that it had struck a sensitive area where it would do some damage, but the troll barely noticed.

      Lorit had almost reached the river's edge when the troll cut him off once more. He scrambled out of the way, as the behemoth hammered the rocks along the river's edge, sending dirt and rock chips flying.

      Chihon was terrified that the troll was going to land a blow sooner or later. She looked around, frantically searching for a weapon.

      She found nothing.

      "The price to cross my bridge is your life," the troll bellow"That suits you," Sir ed. It struck at Lorit once again. Lorit was tiring, Chihon could plainly see that. She had to do something.

      "Hey! Over here!" she screamed, waving her hands. If she could distract it long enough, Lorit might have a chance to escape. She waved her arms in the air and shouted at the lumbering troll. "Hey! Over here, you big oaf!"

      The troll looked straight at her. It was the first time it had noticed her. She watched its eyes as its gaze locked on her. She waited until it raised its arms and charged.

      She dodged it the first time, but only just; the lumbering troll was faster than she'd thought. She was almost crushed under its foot. She darted one way and immediately reversed her course, backing away from the troll. It stood there, searching for her around its legs, looking confused.

      When he couldn't immediately locate Chihon, the troll latched onto Lorit once again, bellowing out its challenge. It turned to attack him as he leaned against the remnants of the bridge, panting from exhaustion. Chihon resolved herself for one more challenge.

      "Lorit, get ready!" she called to him.

      She waved her arms in the air and jumped up and down. "Over here!"

      The troll spun back toward the sound of her voice. It seemed confused at first, but it finally figured out where she was. It came at her slowly, as if uncertain, and then picked up speed.

      Chihon ran straight for the hulking monster, ducked under its flailing arms, and slid between its legs. She flew between his thick rock legs and across the moss and grass, striking the bridge with her feet. She came to rest next to Lorit, panting.

      "Lorit, help!" she shouted. She reached out with her magic and fastened on to a large boulder near the bridge. Combining her power with that of Lorit's magic, she lifted it and hurled it at the troll with all her might. The rock hurtled through the air and hit the troll square on its broad back. The troll stumbled under the impact, falling to one knee.

      She reached out once more and found another suitable boulder. Again, she drew power from Lorit and hurtled the stone at the troll. This time the impact knocked it to the ground.

      "Quick." Chihon grabbed Lorit's hand and helped him up the bank and onto the path.

      The troll struggled to get up after the impact of the rock. It bellowed at them but did not follow.

      "I don't think it can leave the bridge," Chihon said. "It's spelled to be a part of the bridge, and it can't follow us here."

      "I thought I was dead," Lorit said, panting. "My magic didn't have any effect on it."

      Chihon pulled Lorit along the path to put more distance between them and the troll. "I'm just glad you're all right. I thought he was going to smash you." She looked back to see the troll blending back into the bridge to wait for another unsuspecting traveler and wished there was something they could do about it.

      "It takes pretty strong magic to defeat a troll," Lorit said. "They're made from earth and stone. Those things don't easily take on a spell. Whoever put the spell on it that bound it to the bridge must have been powerful indeed."

      "Let's get as far away from that thing as we can," Chihon said as she pulled harder at Lorit's hand, leading them down the wooded path.
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        * * *

      

      They climbed the pass without further event. The trail through the mountain was tight in spots, but passable. They had just started down the eastern side of the mountains when Chihon heard a rumbling from behind them. At first, it sounded like a far-off thunderstorm. She looked up at the sky. It was clear, blue, and cool, yet sunny; not a cloud in the sky. She wondered why there was thunder on such a beautiful day when the sound of cracking wood added itself to the crescendoing noise.

      "Lorit! Landslide!" was all she had time to shout before the rocks were upon them. She reached out with her magic and tried to raise a shield around them. Lorit did the same from his vantage point below her on the trail.

      She felt their efforts combine to raise the shield that should hold the rocks off just as the first ones rolled overhead. It started small. Fist-sized rocks bounced and ricocheted off boulders and trees, cracking small branches off as they went. The rocks quickly gave way to boulders the size of large melons.

      The trees cracked, shedding branches all around her, and Chihon ducked down instinctively, to keep away from the deadly rocks that bounded over her. She could feel the impact on her shields as the debris battered it. She was uphill from Lorit and knew that he was taking the worst of it.

      A large tree next to her shattered with a resounding crack as it was struck by a boulder. The wood splinters penetrated her shields, gouging into her arm as she struggled to keep the rocks at bay.

      She flinched as the wood slivers tore into her. It was enough to allow the next large boulder through her shields. It was headed straight for Lorit. She tried to cry out to him, to warn him, but it had come and gone too fast. She watched as it rolled along the ground leaving deep gouge marks where it touched down before taking to the air once more.

      It passed over Lorit's head with no room to spare. His shields were weakening. She could feel that he was reaching his limit and knew that he would soon be unable to fend off any more boulders. She tried to reinforce his shield, but her own energy was waning, causing her shield to waver, too.

      The boulders slowed in frequency and Chihon heaved a sigh of relief. It looked like the landslide was nearing an end, when the mud came. It was like being trapped in a rushing sea of black earth. The dirt and mud smelled heavily of rotten leaves and compost as it swirled around her, sucking her into its wake.

      Chihon was disoriented. She held her breath as the mud pushed its way over her head, driving her into the blackness, burying her alive. It carried her along as it rushed over the forest shattering trees and pushing rocks and debris ahead of the crest of the earthen wave.

      It felt like forever, but Chihon knew it was only moments before she came to a halt. She reached out with her magic and examined her surroundings. She was only a few hands below the surface of the dirt and debris that had carried her along. She pushed up with her arm until she was able to make an opening that let in light and clear air.

      She rested there for a moment, gathering her strength and composing her thoughts. She could feel Lorit trapped in the mud near her. He was in pain, but he was alive. She reached out to comfort him but got no response.

      She struggled to get up to the surface of the dirt and debris. She was able to work herself free, but walking on the surface was nearly impossible. The dirt was loose and damp, clumping up and giving way beneath her feet, each step threatening to suck her back into that black mass of muck and dirt.

      She wormed her way along the surface until she located Lorit. She found a loose branch and used it to help her dig a hole until she was close to where he lay. Then she used her hands until she felt his face. She brushed the dirt and mud away and lifted his head free of the muck.

      He gasped for breath, spitting mud out of his mouth. He winced when she tried to help him sit up.

      "My arm," Lorit said. "I think it's broken."

      She examined it with her senses. She could feel the break of the bone. Thankfully, it had not penetrated the skin, or it would have been worse. She looked him firmly in the eye and said, "I have to straighten this out or it will cause more damage. It's going to hurt."

      "I know." Lorit looked around for a small stick and placed it between his teeth with his good hand.

      Chihon pulled on the broken limb, wrenching the break straight, then released it. Lorit screamed in pain. Once she was satisfied, she looked around for something to stabilize his arm. She quickly made splints from the debris she scavenged. She infused his arm with as much healing magic as she could raise, but it was insufficient to completely heal the break.

      Their packs were nowhere to be found, so she had to use her own bandanna to bind the wound. She added Lorit's to it, to secure the break tightly in place. She looked around for the best path to get off the muck, fearing that any disturbance could set the landslide moving again.

      "Do you think you can walk?" Chihon asked.

      "My leg is hurt, too. I think it's twisted. It's not as bad as my arm, though."

      Chihon helped Lorit to his knees. He could barely crawl along cradling his injured arm. It was slow going, but eventually, they made their way to the edge of the mud field.

      "My staff." Lorit looked around in panic. "Where's my staff?"

      "Don't worry about your staff," Chihon said, tugging on his good arm to help him along. "Lorit, you're hurt and we have to get out of here. This whole area is unstable and could shift under us at any moment."

      Chihon didn't let go of Lorit's hand until they'd reached solid ground, where she helped him to his feet. He'd twisted his ankle, so she took his arm and threw it over her shoulders to help him limp along. It was still a long way down the mountain, and now they had no packs, no food, and no water.

      They limped along until Chihon heard the sound of running water. There was a large stream with a wide sandy bank where they could rest and get their fill to drink. Chihon searched for wood until she had gathered enough for a campfire. She lit it with magic and roasted a few roots that the landslide had thrown to the surface.

      She propped Lorit up against a tree near the stream and went to fetch him some water. She had made a small drinking cup by warping some bark into a cone and sealing it with sap. He drank thirstily between hungry bites of roasted roots. "How is your leg now?" she asked.

      "It still hurts like it's on fire." He leaned back against the tree. "I don't think we can go on this way."

      "Lorit, we have to get out of the mountains." She worried about his sense of defeat. He usually was the one to encourage her to carry on when things got tough. Now he was ready to give up.

      "It's too far. We'll never make it."

      Chihon cast around her, trying to think of a way out of the mountains. Lorit had taught her that, if she got lost, the best thing was to follow the river, but it would be too hard for Lorit to climb along its rocky banks.

      She saw fallen trees along the river bank as the water had undercut them. "I have an idea," Chihon said. "We can float down the river on the logs. Do you think you have enough magic to help me drag one of them into the water? Maybe two or three? We can find something to bind them together and make a raft. Then we can ride the river a while. That will be better than trying to walk on that leg."

      "I don't know." Lorit still sounded weak. Chihon knew he would never make it down the mountain without help. Without their packs, they would soon be relegated to eating only those roots and berries they could find in the woods.

      "I saw some trees near here that have bark we can use to lash the logs together," Chihon explained. "We can make a raft."

      Lorit was not much help, but he loaned her enough power to drag three logs over to a spot near the bank. She located some trees from which she could easily peel the bark free. She twisted and braided the bark into a thin but strong rope and lashed the logs together. By the time she was finished, the sun was setting.

      "We'll leave in the morning." Chihon looked over at Lorit for confirmation, but he was already fast asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit lay on the raft as Chihon pushed it into the stream. She jumped on as it floated out into the water. Her added weight rocked the makeshift raft, almost pitching Lorit off it. He groaned in pain but held on with his good arm.

      The raft bobbed along as the river wound its way through the woods. Occasionally it took a wild turn and ran down a small rapid. The trees along the stream gradually changed from bristling pine trees to oaks and the forest grew thicker. The trip was almost lazy and Chihon enjoyed the relaxing view when she was not tending to Lorit.

      Lorit sat up more often as the day warmed up. He ate, drank, and was alert and engaged. He was worried about getting to Amedon and about finding Zhimosom. His relentless pursuit on behalf of his friends was one of the things Chihon had come to appreciate about him.

      The stream joined a wider river where the banks were far apart, and the water moved slower than it had in the stream. Chihon tried to direct the raft toward shore so they could pull up on the bank and forage for food, but there was nothing to grab onto. She tried to find a suitable branch in the bits of flotsam that passed by so she could pole the raft. Eventually, a long thin tree trunk floated close enough that she could grab it and use it to push against the bottom, guiding the raft toward the shore.

      The water was muddy and dark as she worked the raft toward the banks of the river. She managed to shove it onto a sandy slope where the river curved and dragged it out of the water enough to keep the occasional wave from lapping beneath it and floating it away.

      "Lorit." Chihon tried to wake him, but he was fast asleep. "Lorit. I need to leave you for a while. I have to find us some food."

      It was no use. She could not wake him. She dragged the raft further up onto the bank, wishing she could access his magic to bind the raft there or lift it completely free of the water, but he was unresponsive. She shoved with all her might and placed a few rocks beneath the edge of the raft.

      She made her way into the woods and soon found wild roots and vegetables. She collected them, carrying them in her shirt as she foraged, then rushed to get back to Lorit once she had enough for their meal. On the way, she spied a root that would help him with the pain. She pulled up a few and thrust them into her pockets.

      She rushed back to the river but when she reached it, the raft was gone. She was sure she hadn't gotten lost, but there was no sign of the raft.

      It was gone, and Lorit with it!

      She panicked. What happened? She had pulled it far enough up the bank to keep it safe. Had some swell come along and lifted it back into the water?

      She looked out across the broad river. She thought she could make out the raft bobbing along downriver. She sprinted through the forest, hoping to find some path that would take her along the water's edge. She ran as fast as the underbrush would allow her to, but she kept losing sight of the raft, even though it was moving slowly.

      In spots, Chihon found the banks of the river wide enough to run along them. She drew tantalizingly near the raft but was never able to get close enough that she could chance grabbing for it. Chihon looked at the water with distrust. She was not a strong swimmer and had bad memories of falling in the water as a little girl.

      The river roared up ahead, and the water started to run faster. The raft picked up speed. Chihon pushed herself harder, trying to keep up, but it was moving too fast now. She dodged rocks and fallen trees as she charged along the beach until the beach gave way to rock.

      The river had cut its way through the rock, forming a wide canyon that carved through the face of the cliff ahead. Chihon reached the waterfall just in time to see the raft shoot over the edge and out into the air. Lorit held on to the logs as they plunged downward.

      Chihon rushed to the rock ledge that overlooked the precipice. The water below roiled with foam and debris as the waterfall beat down on it. It wasn't that far down. She could jump far enough to reach the pool where Lorit had hit. She steeled herself for the jump. The raft had broken apart, and Lorit was hanging onto a log as it crashed along the rocks, battered about by the white water.

      She had to get down there to save him, but the thought of jumping into the angry water struck fear in her heart. She saw the log strike the shore and Lorit crawl to safety. She breathed a sigh of relief and started her climb down, relieved she had not had to jump.

      The rocks were slippery and treacherous, but she was able to find suitable handholds as she made her way down. Her hands were scraped and bleeding by the time she reached the bottom of the falls. Each handhold and step brought her closer to Lorit, who lay there at the water's edge.

      She rushed to Lorit and knelt over him. He was alive and breathing, but unconscious. She stroked his hair and straightened his clothes.

      "Lorit, can you hear me?"

      He remained silent.

      She reached out with her magic and felt for any injury. The break in his arm was a bright red flare. A muted but still bright spot showed on his ankle. There was an almost imperceptible red glow from near his heart. She reached out and touched it, imagining it dimming and diminishing. It slowly faded, but it took a lot out of her. She knew she had not healed him, but maybe she had reversed whatever harm he had suffered.

      Lorit opened his eyes. "What happened?" he croaked.

      "The raft was carried down river and over the falls." Chihon smoothed his hair and tried to soothe him. "You're all right."

      "My leg." Lorit tried to reach for it and stopped. "My arm," he said in alarm. "What happened to my arm?"

      "You were trapped in a mudslide," Chihon reminded him. "You're safe now. I'm going to get you out of the mountains. We're not far from Rohir. One more day and we should be there."

      "How are we going to get there if I can't walk?"

      "I'll figure something out." Chihon reached into her pocket for the root that would ease his pain. She was thankful that it was still there after her climb. She tore part of it off with her bleeding fingernails and handed it to him. "Chew on that. It will ease the pain."

      Lorit took it and placed it in his mouth. He made a face at the taste of it but kept chewing. She could feel it working as he started to relax again, and soon he was sleeping peacefully.

      She worried how she was going to get him the rest of the way out of the mountains. She couldn't carry him, and he couldn't walk. She sat by the small fire she'd made, looking off into the woods as the sunset. It was peaceful and quiet, a contrast to the danger she'd faced getting down to Lorit from above the falls.

      Chihon heard a snapping sound off in the brush and looked up to see a stag poke its head into the clearing. It was a majestic beast with its large, broad antlers. She counted ten points, one for each summer. She watched quietly as it walked to the river and dipped its head to drink. If only it were a horse, she could put Lorit on its back and they could walk out of the mountains. They could reach Rohir within the day.

      Then it dawned on her.

      She wished she had Lorit's staff. It would have helped amplify her magic. Maybe even as weak as she was, she would be able to bring the animal to her. If it couldn't carry Lorit on its back, it could drag him behind on a makeshift litter.

      She approached the animal, projecting a sense of calm toward it. She muttered the words of binding. "Vobis erit servus," she said, commanding the stag to be her servant. "Amor me debeas," she whispered, binding the animal to her as her loving servant.

      The stag stopped drinking and looked at her. It turned and walked slowly toward her. It bent down, nuzzling her hand with its nose, and sank to the ground, eyes fixed on her.
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      Chihon fashioned a litter out of tree branches and bark. It took her most of the night, but it was the only way she was going to get Lorit out of the mountains. She dragged Lorit into the litter and fastened it to the stag.

      She encouraged the animal to walk beside her as she picked her way along. She guided it more with her thoughts than her touch. She'd managed to snare a few rabbits the way Lorit showed her, so they were well fed. Lorit was no worse for the trip, but no better. As they traveled, Lorit fell into bouts of heavy sleep interspersed with short periods of awakening.

      The steep mountains gave way to gently rolling hills with a light smattering of lush trees. The stag looked around, skittish to be out of the deep forest, but continued to walk beside her as they made their way. They passed through a small copse of trees, and Chihon heard rustling above them in the branches.

      "Halt," a female voice called from above. Chihon looked around but could not see who was calling out. She halted the stag and probed with her magical senses. There were at least a dozen people perched in the branches above her.

      "You can't see us, but we can see you. One false move and you're dead," came the voice again. Chihon could make out the person who spoke. She was a woman about twenty-five summers in age. She was perched in the tree above Chihon, holding a longbow. The bow was drawn, an arrow was notched, and it was aimed at Chihon.

      "You can put that down," Chihon called out. "We're not going to hurt anyone. We're on our way to Amedon."

      The woman dropped from the tree and landed in front of Chihon. She was dressed in light brown leather that fit strangely. Chihon noticed that her left breast was missing. From the way she drew the bow back, it was obvious why this had been done. She placed her hand over her own breasts as if the mutilation were contagious.

      More women dropped from the trees in rapid succession, landing light on their feet and drawing their bows. Chihon noticed that they all had one breast removed to facilitate their use of the bow. She looked slowly from one to the other before speaking.

      "I'm traveling to Amedon. My friend here was injured in a landslide. He needs a healer, food, and water. Can you help us?"

      The leader approached Lorit and peered down at him. "A man," she snorted. "Why would we help one of them?" She looked Chihon over, examining her from head to toe and back again. "You would make a mighty warrior. Can you use a bow?"

      "I have never tried," Chihon said. "I am just a market girl."

      The woman looked her over again. "You are no market girl." She drew her hand back and aimed a slap at Chihon, but before it could land, Chihon raised her shields and the woman's hand bounced off it.

      The woman stepped back and drew her bow. "Sorceress," she shouted. "Kill her."

      The rest of the women drew their bows, letting their arrows fly. Chihon felt the impact on her shields, but the arrows did no harm.

      "Sorceress," the leader screamed. She ran headlong at Chihon, her knife drawn. She impacted the shield and bounced off, landing on the ground. She quickly picked herself up, crouching for another strike.

      Chihon held her hand up. "I am a sorceress, that is true, but I meant what I said. We mean you no harm." She stretched out her hand and raised a fireball as she'd seen Lorit do. She had never used this spell before, but she felt the time was right for a little magic. "Tell me your name."

      "My name is Chemwa." The woman lowered her knife and stepped back.

      Chihon nodded to the rest of the women, who had fresh arrows notched and ready. "Put them down or I'll be forced to turn you to ash where you stand."

      Chemwa waved her hand, and the rest of her troupe lowered their weapons. She holstered her knife and nodded.

      Chihon released the spell that kept the fire spinning and twisting above her hand. She was relieved that she had not needed to resort to violence.

      "Will you help my friend?" she asked.

      "He's a man." Chemwa spat on the ground. "They have their uses, but if they are not hale and healthy, they are no good to anyone. Why do you want him?"

      "Because he's my friend," Chihon said. "And my partner in magic. He's a wizard."

      "We don't help wizards and we don't help men." Chemwa turned her back on Chihon, gesturing to her warriors.

      Chihon watched as the warrior walked away. She was tired, dirty, and hungry. She hadn't slept since the mudslide and was on the verge of collapse both physically and emotionally, and here was the help she needed, refusing her because Lorit was a man.

      Chihon raised the fireball and cast it at the tree next to Chemwa. It struck with a crack and crackle, and the tree burst into flames. It was consumed in the wink of an eye.

      Chemwa turned back to Chihon. The fear in her eyes was mixed with anger.

      "I asked nicely if you would help us. Do I have to get rude? I need your assistance, and I don't care if you help men or wizards. You are going to help me."

      Chemwa looked as if she would kill Chihon where she stood, if only she were given the chance, yet she bowed her head and said, "Yes, Mighty One."

      "Take me somewhere where I can get help for my friend."

      Chemwa turned back away from Chihon. "Follow me," she muttered.

      At first, the woman kept her distance, but eventually, she slowed down to match pace with Chihon and the stag.

      "That's a fine animal you have there," Chemwa said. "How is it that a stag like that does your bidding so gently?"

      "I've cast a spell on him." Chihon didn't trust the woman and didn't want to engage her in conversation.

      "You are a mighty sorceress indeed. If only we could use such magic on our men. They are notoriously hard to train and even when properly taught, they occasionally break training and have to be put down. It's such a pity."

      "You kill them?" Chihon gasped. She had heard rumors of these women, but she'd never believed them.

      "When they are no longer useful, yes, we kill them. If they get sick or old, we put them down. It is a mercy. When a man is no longer a man, he gets sad and sulks. It's better to put him out of his misery than leave him in pain."

      Chemwa looked over at Lorit. "Like your friend there. He suffers. Do you really want to prolong his pain? There are so many men running free. We can catch you a new one that is strong and healthy. Maybe one with high spirits. Would that be to your liking?"

      "I don't want another man. I want Lorit, and I want him healed."

      "You could join us. We can always use a strong woman. They would eventually accept you even as a sorceress. Once they come to see your value. If you could put that spell on some of our men, we would have enough to go around. That would be a great boon."

      "Enough to go around? What do you mean? Don't you have enough to go around?"

      "There are very few men in the city. We capture them when we can, but almost half of them never take to training and have to be put down. The rest of the wild ones keep far away from us. We have to range far to find them, and those who hunt don't really want to share the men they capture."

      "What about your children? Surely you have sons as well as daughters?" Chihon asked.

      "We have magical charms to assure that mostly girls are born. If a boy is born, we train him. Children are much easier to train than the free-range men we capture. They are very domesticated, but there are few of them. Certainly not enough to go around."

      She looked at Lorit once again. "Maybe when he is well, he can service a few of our women. Many women hope one day to mother a daughter."

      Chihon didn't appreciate the way Chemwa looked at Lorit. All she wanted was to get him somewhere where they could rest up and she could tend to his injuries. If she were properly fed and rested, she felt confident that her magic would be strong enough to heal him. Then they could be on their way.

      The trees thinned out once more and Chihon could see a city over the rolling hills. It had a strange red tint to it. The buildings were short and squat.

      Chemwa looked back at her. "We're almost there. This is our home. This is Rohir."
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        * * *

      

      Rohir was constructed of adobe mud baked by the sun. The homes were short, with the interior support beams protruding. Colorful decorations hung from the rough beams jutting out of the drab adobe. Every home was adorned with its own gaily-colored weavings or beadwork. Wind chimes sang in the breeze, adding their melody to the noise of the busy streets.

      There were women everywhere, but no men. Even the blacksmith was a woman, large and strong as any man Chihon had ever met. Most of the women were dressed in the same style as Chemwa. Soft leather shirts and pants were personalized with decorative lanyards and colored fringe.

      Down one alley, Chihon caught sight of someone dressed in colorful silk. The figure sped between buildings, disappearing as quickly as it appeared.

      "Who was that?"

      "That was a man," Chemwa said. "You know what they look like, don't you?"

      "None of the men I know looks like that."

      "He's a pretty one, that one, all dressed up like a peacock." Chemwa looked longingly down the alley where he had disappeared.

      "Do you have a man?" Chihon wondered about the woman since she seemed to dislike men so.

      "I have one, but he's not mine alone. I share him with my troupe. He's not as fancy as that one. That one is for the wealthy. We're just poor hunters."

      She slapped Chihon on the back. "We do get to try out the wild ones that we catch now and then. You should try an unbroken man. It might do you some good." Chemwa laughed a hearty laugh.

      They rounded a curve in the main road and walked up to a larger adobe structure that stretched for the entire block. It stood three stories tall and was richly decorated. At one end, a tall stone tower rose above the adobe to provide a commanding view of the entire city.

      "Here we are," Chemwa said.

      As they approached the doors, a pair of female guards stepped aside and held them open. Another pair rushed out of the palace and scrambled over to Lorit. They untied the litter from the stag and lifted it to their shoulders.

      Chihon turned to the stag. She looked into its eyes and whispered "Gratias tibi et dimittam te," she said, thanking the beast and releasing it from her spell. It nodded its head, nuzzled her hand, and then turned and ran off down the street tossing its antlered head from side to side until it disappeared from sight.

      They were escorted into a large room hung with rich rugs. A woman sat on a low decorative chair surrounded by thick silk pillows arranged neatly in a row along each side. Chihon was escorted down the center aisle.

      Chihon looked back to see where they had taken Lorit. He was nowhere to be seen. "Where's Lorit?"

      "Don't worry. They've taken him to a healer. She will begin the work on his arm. He will be well taken care of."

      Chemwa bowed low before the seated woman. "Mayst," she said as she rose.

      "Chemwa," the woman said. "How nice to see you again, my sister. I have heard reports of the wizard and sorceress you brought with you. Why have you chosen to bring this danger among us?"

      "The sorceress can help us, My Lady."

      "How so?" Mayst eyed Chihon with suspicion.

      "She is a powerful sorceress," Chemwa explained. "When we chanced upon her, she had bound a stag to her and was using it to carry her injured companion. I thought she could do the same for us. It would be a great boon to us to have our men so bound to us. Perhaps we would have more to go around if we could break them all.

      "She has asked our help in healing her companion. In return, maybe she will teach us these spells."

      "Has she promised such help?" Mayst demanded.

      "No, My Lady. She has promised nothing but our destruction if we do not help."

      "That sounds more like truth." Mayst looked over at Chihon. "I doubt one such as her would so readily agree."

      Chihon was getting worried that Mayst would refuse to help Lorit. She looked around for something to draw on. He powers were still low, and she was not sure how much she could depend on.

      She reached out and saw a glimmer of a light-blue haze off, behind the palace. It was indistinct but contained magic. She drew it to herself, breathing in the power as she did. She almost forgot where she was when Mayst interrupted.

      "Look at her. Even as she stands there, she gathers the power to destroy us. You have done well not to anger the sorceress."

      She turned to Chihon. "Come, sorceress. Tell me your name. Make yourself comfortable. Let us talk a while." Mayst gestured to one of the cushions.

      Chihon took a seat. She wondered what was in store for her, but felt much more confident now that she had a source of power. She reached out to Lorit and infused him with some of the power she had absorbed. She could feel him reviving already.

      "Thank you for your restraint," Mayst said. "We are a rough and sometimes violent people. We realize that this is not your way, but it is ours. We rarely have contact with those outside of our lands. They see us as barbaric. Strangely, that is exactly the way we see them."

      Chihon nodded. "I just ask that you help heal Lorit so we can be on our way. We are headed to Amedon. We're not here to cause trouble. We have plenty of that on our own."

      "The healers are already at work on the man you brought us. We do have a problem, though. Our laws say that any man brought within these walls is either broken to our ways or gelded so that his temperament is more manageable. This law is not broken for any reason. None may leave as they enter. Which do you prefer?"

      Chihon felt her blood run hot. The magic rose up in her, and she gathered it around her in preparation for a fight. "Neither." She would not let them harm Lorit, even if that meant killing every one of them.

      Chemwa held up her hand. "Then you must stay here, inside the palace. Only here can he remain as he is. You will be treated as my honored guests, but you must remain here. To allow you to leave as you are, would destroy the peace and prosperity we have worked too long and hard to maintain.

      "Don't worry. You can keep him for yourself. That much I can see to. If you choose to break him, you can still keep him for yourself. If you choose to geld him, then he can remain here and serve the palace or he may go. It matters not at that point.

      "Either way, you have time to choose," Mayst said. She rose from her chair and turned her back on Chihon.

      Chihon raised a fireball in her hand, feeling it tingle in her palm. She threw the fireball at Mayst and watched it as it exploded into a silent shower of sparks before it reached her.

      Mayst stopped and turned. "You may have had the ability to harm us when you entered here, but now that you have drunk of our power, you are quite harmless. The power you absorbed while you sat here is a part of us. You can no more use our magic against us than you could use yours against yourself."

      Mayst turned her back once more and silently walked from the room, leaving Chihon sitting there, worried and upset.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chihon sat with Lorit over the next few days. He was getting better, but slowly. Each day, she drew more power from the source behind the palace. If she could build up enough, maybe she could break through the spell that protected the women of Rohir. She also poked around, trying to gather as much information as she could.

      There were pools behind the palace, in a large courtyard, where every woman could enjoy them. The healing water bubbled from the ground and was hot to the touch. The water temperature year-round was just between scalding and comfortable. The water flowed down from these heated pools to mix with the cold, so a woman could choose the temperature that suited her best.

      Chihon visited the pools often to relax and recharge her magic. Lorit was confined to the palace, and even though his arm was healing nicely, his leg still bothered him. She worried that the healers were intentionally keeping him lame to control him. Her own magic had no effect on his injuries, although she tried repeatedly to heal him.

      "The pools are magnificent," Chihon told Lorit as they sat together after dinner. "The rocks are covered in limestone that was deposited by the falling water. The water is the deepest blue; it's almost unnatural. Each one is framed in long spears of pure white crystals, hanging from the edge of the pool, dribbling water into the lower ones.

      "You can move from pool to pool to get just the temperature that suits you. The water has a salty taste, but it's good for the skin and many come here just for the minerals."

      "I can feel it," Lorit said. "The water comes from deep within the earth. It has power. Lots of power."

      "Can you access it?" If Lorit could access the power, maybe he could build up enough strength to defeat the women. She was worried by his continued confinement to the palace. He was getting restless. Bad leg or not, he wanted to get back on the road.

      "The palace seems to have some sort of spell on it that interacts with the pool. I can't access the power from here. Maybe if you can get me out of the palace and closer to the pools, I might be able to tap into it."

      "Lorit, no. They want you gelded or broken before you leave the palace. They said that if you left as you are, you would be killed on sight."

      "I'm not so easy to see." Lorit reached out his hand and slowly faded from her view.

      "We can try." Chihon reached out to help him stand and hobble outside. It was late and the guards were posted, but Chihon had made a habit of enjoying the pools late in the evening, just so that the guards would get used to her coming and going at all hours.

      Chihon dressed Lorit in a loose robe with a large hood. She hoped that anyone who saw them would think she was headed to the pools with a friend for a late-night dip.

      They slipped out the door without notice. Chihon helped Lorit as he stumbled along. The pools were close to the palace, but far enough that his bad leg exhausted him before they reached the water. They had to stop and rest several times on their way.

      By the time they reached the pools, Lorit was in pain and could hardly stand. She helped him lower his legs into one of the hotter pools and leaned in to whisper in his ear.

      "Feel that water. It's amazing. I love this. It makes me feel so strong and relaxed at the same time."

      "I can feel the power." Lorit swished his legs around in the water.

      Chihon extended her senses to encompass his injury. His leg showed bright red. It was not healing properly and she feared for his recovery.

      Lorit raised a shield of invisibility and stripped off his robe. "Help me into the water. I can feel the source of the magic. I think I can make it over there."

      "They'll see you. If the water stirs and no one is there, they'll send a guard to investigate."

      "Then come with me." Lorit continued to strip off his clothes. As he tossed them to the ground, they became visible in a neat pile. Once he was completely undressed, he lowered his entire body into the water.

      Chihon hesitated. Lorit was invisible, but she was not. The patrons usually bathed naked, so it would look strange if she did not strip before she entered the water. She blushed at the idea that Lorit would see her. She'd been careful not to undress in front of him.

      She debated with herself, then finally decided that Lorit needed her help more than she needed her modesty. "Just remember, I can't swim," she whispered. "Don't go out too deep. I don't want to drown."

      Even though he was invisible, she felt him smile at her. "Turn your back," she said, rotating her finger in the air. "A lady needs some mystery."

      She quickly added her clothes to the pile where Lorit's lay and slid into the water. Her feet touched the rocky bottom, looking for a place to stand. She reached out to steady herself, her unease with the water momentarily getting the better of her.

      Lorit took hold of her arm. "Hold on. It's only chest deep."

      She quickly lowered herself into the water up to her neck to provide a bit of modesty. He laughed at her.

      "Be quiet. Someone may hear you. I'm supposed to be here all alone."

      "It's all right. I have cast a spell over our voices just as I have over my image. No one can hear me, only you."

      "Still, I don't want them to think I'm crazy." Chihon shut her mouth and reached out to Lorit communicating silently using their connection. She felt safer that way. No one would hear her side of the conversation and get suspicious.

      "Over this way," Lorit said. "The water enters the pool there. I can feel stronger magic where it enters. Don't worry, it's not very deep."

      Chihon bounced along holding his arm tightly. She was afraid she would slip off the rocks and plunge beneath the hot surface. She tried to hold back her fear, but it threatened to overcome her. Lorit put his arm around her. It made her feel safe.

      "Here," came Lorit's voice in her head. "This is it. Can't you feel it?"

      To Chihon the water felt like it always had. There was nothing special about the spot. It was warmer, but the quality of it was the same as it had been by the edge. "I don't feel anything different."

      "I do. It's not the same. As the water enters the pool, it diffuses. Most of the power is absorbed by the limestone. By the time it reaches the edge of the pool, much of it is diluted with something else, something emanating from the palace.

      "I can use this. It's clear and fresh. It feels like the mines and the jewel in my staff. It's refreshing."

      As Lorit spoke, even in hushed tones, she could hear him reviving. She reached out to his damaged leg. The injury changed from bright red to muted, then almost the color and intensity of glowing ember. Finally, it damped out and was gone. His leg was completely healed.

      "Your leg," Chihon gasped.

      "Yes, it's fine now. They put some sort of spell on it to keep it from healing. I've defeated it. My powers are recovering quickly."

      Chihon could feel it, too, as he directed some of the magical energy at her, filling her with the power he pulled from the stream beneath his feet. She felt even stronger and more refreshed than before. It was good to have Lorit back to full strength. She had not realized just how much his infirmity had influenced her own wellbeing.

      After a while, he told her he was fully charged and ready to take on the women of Rohir. He waded to the edge of the pool and boldly stepped out of the water. He shook himself and passed his hand over his body. The water vanished leaving him dry as he dressed. He looked back at her. "Coming?"

      Chihon turned her finger around above her hand. "Turn around."

      Lorit obligingly turned his back tapping his foot impatiently on the ground waiting for her. She replicated his spell to dry herself and was soon dressed.

      They headed for the palace, careful to avoid any contact with the few late-night patrons who were still about. Once back in their room, Chihon sat down on the bed. "I feel wonderful, better than I have in a long time. I didn't know how drained I was."

      "So do I," Lorit said. "Let's get out of here now. We can sneak past the guards and be on our way before they know we're gone."

      The door burst open and Chemwa entered. She had an arrow notched in her bow, aimed at Lorit. "Do you not think we watch the pools? Would we not see your man vanish and reappear? Do you think any woman could do such a thing?"

      She turned to Lorit. "You've violated our law by leaving the palace unbroken and un-gelded. You will pay the penalty without delay."

      Lorit raised his hand. A pathetic little blue flame appeared. Chihon reached out and touched his arm halting his attack. "They're shielded from our magic. I don't know how it works, but something protects them."

      "Come on, you two," Chemwa said. "You have an appointment with the queen." Chemwa stepped aside, revealing the rest of her band of warriors, all armed and ready.

      Chihon followed their lead to the audience chamber where she'd first met Mayst. The queen was seated on her throne, just as she had been at their first meeting. One of the guards dragged a large pillow before her and gestured to Chihon to sit.

      Two female guards ran up to Lorit and grabbed him by the arms. They were bigger than he was and outweighed him by a considerable amount. He struggled to escape, but they dragged him to the ground and held him fast.

      "Will you take responsibility for gelding your man?" Mayst asked. "Or shall I have the guards do it?" She reached for the knife at her belt. The long blade gleamed in the torchlight.
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        * * *

      

      Chihon hesitated, trying to buy enough time to think of something. She reached for the magic of the pools. Since Lorit had shown her the source, she could sense it and follow his lead to draw from it. The spell on the temple was derived from the magic of the pools. It was tuned to the women of the city and specially tailored to weaken the men and strengthen the women.

      She knew what she had to do. Chihon drew on the magic deep within the earth beneath the pools to build up an extra reserve. She reached out with her power and probed the queen. She could feel the protective spells around her and how she suppressed the will of the men and defeated any foreign magic.

      Chihon embraced the spells surrounding the queen. She drew the woman's power toward her as she had seen Lorit do in his battles with the priests. She carefully picked it apart, strand by strand, until she could see the particular spells she wanted.

      The guards had Lorit on the ground and were sitting on his arms and legs. Mayst approached Chihon, holding out the knife. "Are you going to do it?"

      Chihon accepted the knife. She hefted it in her hand to get the feel of it, to judge the balance. She focused on the hole she had been carefully opening in the shields the queen maintained.

      "I will do what I must," Chihon said, hanging her head. She gave one final tug and felt the hole open in Mayst's shields. She turned and threw the knife with all her might willing it straight for the one spot where the shields were weakest. She pushed with all her magic and that of the earth beneath the pools. She drew on the queen's own power and willed the knife home.

      It struck the queen but veered off when it penetrated the shields. Instead of embedding itself in her heart, as Chihon had planned, it angled off and buried itself deep in her shoulder.

      The guards who'd been holding Lorit jumped up and ran to the queen, their prisoner forgotten. Mayst screamed in pain, her hand grasping for the knife, trying to remove it, but it was in too deep and it stuck fast.

      Chihon felt the shielding on the palace weaken as the queen struggled with the knife. She knew she didn't have enough magic to transport them far, but with the reserves she'd stored up to attack the queen, she should be able to get them out of the palace.

      She dropped to the floor and grabbed Lorit's arm. "Let's get out of here before she regains her powers. It won't be long, and I don't think she'll let me do that more than once."

      She grasped Lorit's power and combined it with her own. She added it to what she'd borrowed from the pools. She focused her imagination on the meadow outside of the palace that she'd seen from her window and pulled with all her might.
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      They appeared in the middle of the meadow as Chihon had seen it, except it was no longer empty. They had materialized just inside a campfire circle surrounded by knights in armor. Behind the knights stood a large ornate tent, almost a pavilion. It was flanked by the flag of Veldwaite.

      "How did we get here?" Lorit asked, looking around them.

      "This was the empty meadow I was trying for, only it's not so empty now. I knew I couldn't take us closer to Amedon, and I didn't want to take us backward, so I brought us just outside the castle."

      One of the knights noticed them and drew his sword. "Identify yourself and be quick about it."

      Lorit raised his hands and gathered his power about him, ready to defend himself, should it come to that. "I am Lorit and this is Chihon. We have just escaped from the queen's court in Rohir."

      The knight looked them over. "Wizards?" He sheathed his sword. "Come with me. The queen will want to know of you. She told us to be watchful for a wizard."

      The guard escorted them to the pavilion and motioned Lorit inside. The pavilion was sparsely decorated with the artifacts of war. Maps and drawings of the surrounding countryside were hung around the tent and spread across the makeshift table. Gathered around the table were several knights bent over the maps, debating strategy.

      One of the knights broke away and turned to Lorit. "Ah, Lorit. So good to see you. We were told to expect you at some point."

      Lorit just stared. How did he know who Lorit was and why was Lorit expected?

      The knight removed his helmet. It was Sir Adane. "It's good to see you again, too, Sir Adane," Lorit said.

      Sir Adane looked him over. "I do believe you've aged a bit since last I saw you. You are starting to look like a proper wizard. All you need is your staff."

      "My Staff!" Lorit stopped short, realizing that he had absorbed a lot of power from the pools, and there was no reason to continue without his staff. "I lost my staff in the mountains. I was too weak to do anything about it, but I can now."

      He reached out his hand and focused his power, searching for the staff. He could feel it buried beneath the dirt and debris high up in the mountains, where he'd been injured. He curled his fingers and silently recited a spell that would retrieve it. With a satisfying thump, the staff landed in his hand.

      "That's better." Lorit hefted the staff to get a feel for it. He was much more confident now that he had it back.

      "That suits you," Sir Adane said.

      He stepped aside to reveal Queen Ukina.

      "Princess Ukina," Lorit said.

      "It's Queen Ukina now." She straightened her habitually bad posture.

      Lorit looked her over. There was a very slight tinge of magic to her, but the spell he had been unable to break was gone. "I can see you are free of that last nagging spell."

      "Yes, I am free."

      "So you are queen. My sympathies for your loss, Your Grace." Lorit bowed low.

      "A dragon has summoned me here with my army. He says you will need my help."

      "A dragon?" Lorit asked.

      "Yes, a wizard and mini dragon came to my coronation and told me to be ready to aid you when you needed me. He told me to wait here and do whatever was necessary. What have you gotten yourself into?"

      "We just escaped from the palace," Lorit explained. "They don't allow men to escape."

      "Perhaps this is why we were asked to come here. Don't worry, Sir Adane is here, and he's a strong fighter."

      Lorit saw the queen glance at Chihon and quickly look away. Before he could ask her what was wrong, there was a shout from outside the pavilion. Lorit ducked out the door to see a horde of Mayst's soldiers flooding out of the city gate. Lorit could see the light in a lone tower, where Mayst stood directing her troops. He could sense her standing there and feel her rage at his escape. She was out for blood and willing to fight through the entire army to get at him.

      Her archers stopped and knelt, letting fly a cloud of arrows that flashed across the face of the moon, obscuring it as they sped toward their target. The soldiers knelt down and raised their wooden shields to deflect the arrows. Lorit raised his magical shields around Chihon and Ukina to protect them, should a stray arrow penetrate the soldiers' defensive wall.

      The arrows hit like hail on a stormy night. The sound of hundreds of arrows striking shields caused such a din, that Lorit couldn't hear the commands Sir Adane called out. The knights returned the volley. Arrows flew high, once again darkening the face of the moon like a cloud.

      The women without the advantage of shields, fell victim to the arrows, although Lorit thought many of them deftly dodged the arrows at the last instant and passed through unscathed. He'd hoped for a larger loss on their side, but any diminishing of the queen's army was a plus.

      The women launched another volley of arrows. This time they were closer and some of the shafts made their way through the shields to penetrate armor and claim their victims. Fortunately, most of the arrows clattered to the ground without inflicting harm.

      The knights were launching their next volley of arrows when the women charged. They drew their swords and ran straight for the knights, screaming as they came, heedless of the few archers able to get off a last shot.

      The women jumped when they were within striking distance of the knights' wall of shields. They threw their feet into the shields. Some held, but most of the soldiers' shields were driven to the ground, opening a path for the women to enter the battle, swords swinging.

      The battle raged on. Lorit thought it would have been over quickly with the women up against the armor of the knights, but the women fighters held their own. He could see them fend off sword thrusts and cuts with almost magical speed. He reached out with his senses to see if there was indeed magic at work here.

      "There." Lorit pointed to the tower where Queen Mayst stood. He could sense a thick silver thread winding its way through the air up to the tower where it split into a thousand tiny threads that stretched from Mayst to the women fighting. There was magic at work, and if he didn't do something about it, the knights were sure to be beaten in the end.

      Chihon took his hand. He could feel her reaching out through his eyes and looking up at the magic. "She's drawing from the pools. She's protecting her fighters from harm, using magic."

      "We have to interrupt that stream. We can't defeat her while she has magic on her side." Lorit felt the power that she channeled from the healing pools and out to her troops. He tried to grasp the thick cord that stretched between the queen and the source behind the tower. He pulled at it, twisting it to his will, but he was unable to affect its course or diminish its strength.

      He touched a thread that connected Mayst with one of her soldiers. With effort, he was able to break it and watched as the woman fell to the next sword thrust that came her way. He reached for another thread and did the same with similar results.

      "There's too many of them for me to break them individually." It was exhausting Lorit's strength to interfere with the queen's magic. He was already weakened and would soon be ineffective.

      Chihon joined her efforts to his, but before they had made a dent in the army, they were both exhausted and had to give it up. The women made a renewed charge on the knights and many on both sides fell to the sword. Lorit could feel the pain and anguish as the dying lay there, bleeding away their life's blood. He had to do something, or they would not survive the night.

      He reached out once more to the healing pools themselves. He could feel the power in them and how it was being directed to the tower. He found a source that was untouched and pulled from it. It felt like the magic he had experienced in the mines beneath Friega or that of the mini dragon.

      It was pure and clear without a hint of corruption. It was refreshing, and he felt his energy level increase as he drew on it. He reached out for the strand that strengthened the tower but he was unable to affect it. Try as he might, it was just too strong.

      He probed the tower, looking for any weakness. It was built of cut stone that was mortared together. There were several arched windows on each face. The roof was a steep peak and was adorned with statues of gargoyles and dragons. The windows shone with a slight violet light as the queen gathered and disbursed her magic.

      He could see the clouds disappear behind the tower, the light of the full moon illuminating them from above with a light glow. He visualized the clouds behind the tower, willing them to be more real, more solid. In his mind's eye, he envisioned the clouds encircling the tower, heavy with water. They cut through the stone that held the walls firm.

      He visualized the clouds taking on more substance, splitting the tower in half, cutting it evenly between the ground and the violet glow emanating from the windows. He felt Chihon join him in his conjuration. The clouds flew across the face of the tower, lit even more brightly than before.

      Lorit could feel the power he directed from the healing pools into the clouds as they became more and more solid. A flash of lightning split the sky, followed immediately by a peal of thunder.

      The flash illuminated the queen standing in the tower. Lorit felt her shock at the violence of his attack, but it didn't slow her down. It seemed to strengthen her resolve as she pushed her troops for another assault. Lorit could hear the clash of swords against shields but remained focused on his task.

      He imagined the clouds becoming solid, solid enough to knock the tower down, solid enough to break the stones from one another. He felt the heavy mist in the clouds penetrating the stone, invading every crack and crevice in the tower, when he realized how they could defeat her.

      "Aqua fieri glacies," he called out, willing the water in the clouds to become ice. How often had he seen water split a pail when it froze? Why did rocks split and fall from cliffs that had withstood a thousand summers? The ice formed in every crack and crevice where the clouds touched.

      There was a terrible cracking sound, and the tower started to crumble. The clouds lit up with the moonlight as the center of the tower exploded in a shower of rock dust and rubble. The top of the tower hung in mid-air as if refusing to accept its fate, then tilted to one side and fell.

      It crashed into the lower section, splitting and shattering the rock walls below as it came down. The thick silver thread that had entered it from the pool flashed and vanished along with the threads connecting the tower to the women.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit saw the battle turn in favor of the knights as the tower fell. No longer were the sword thrusts ineffective, no longer did the women's arrows fly straight for any chink in the armor. The battle raged on as most battles do, threatening to continue until all of one side or the other were killed, but Lorit felt confident in the knights' victory when he heard a scream.

      He turned to see a bright violet flare and a fireball arched up and out of the debris. It raced through the air and impacted with a flash close to the tent where Queen Ukina had departed to discuss battle strategy with Sir Adane. Chihon grabbed his arm and turned him toward the light.

      "It's Queen Mayst. She survived, and she's here." She ran for the tent just in time to see Sir Adane square off with Mayst, as she drew her sword and stepped into the pavilion.

      Lorit saw the faint violet thread that still connected Mayst to the magic of the pools. She was still using magic to power her assault, even though her troops were being decimated.

      "She's after Queen Ukina," Chihon shouted. Lorit knew that Chihon and the queen were still connected magically and worried that if the queen fell, Chihon might be killed along with her.

      Lorit rushed over to the tent to find a wall of magic around it that kept them out. Lorit tried to draw more power from the pools, but he was unable to make any impact.

      He saw Sir Adane within the tent take up a position between Ukina and Mayst. Mayst brandished her sword almost as skillfully as Sir Adane. She struck first, driving a glancing blow that bounced off the heavy wooden shield he carried. He followed through with his own strike, but she parried deftly, catching his blade on her own.

      The sound of clashing steel rang out as they swung, thrust and parried, each one pressing the other hard. Lorit tried to intervene with his magic, but it was not strong enough. All he could do was watch helplessly as Mayst wore the knight down.

      Lorit saw Sir Adane growing weary. His thrusts lost their power, and his parry was getting slower, often taking the hit on his shield when he failed to stop the blade with his own. He would not last long, and then Queen Ukina would surely be next.

      Queen Ukina was hunched down in the corner. She pressed against the shield as if trying to get out. Her lips moved in a silent invocation. She looked up at Lorit with a frightened look in her eye, begging him for his help.

      He pushed at the shield, this time taking Chihon's magic and twisting it along with his own. The shield started to weaken and allowed him to make some small headway into the tent, but stopped him short of reaching Queen Ukina.

      Sir Adane thrust his sword at Queen Mayst with a swing that should have taken her head clean off. The blow halted as it contacted her skin, and the knight slipped at the sudden impact. He faltered ever so slightly, raising his shield to regain his balance.

      This was the opening Mayst must have been waiting for. She quickly came around his shield arm and slid the point of the sword beneath his mail coat and up into his gut. Sir Adane groaned and fell to the ground.

      Mayst turned to Lorit. "You came to see your queen die?"

      "I came to stop you." He pushed the shields harder. They moved but did not budge. He tried to press his magic through the shield to stop her as she turned to Queen Ukina and raised her sword.

      "There should be only one queen." She raised the sword preparing to deal the death blow to Queen Ukina, who remained on her knees.

      Lorit felt the brush of wind past his ear and saw a blurry brown streak flash past. It looped around Queen Ukina, weaving strands of golden light about her until she was encased in its glow. The creature settled to the ground next to Queen Ukina. It was the mini dragon.

      Lorit felt it touch his mind. "Always at your service."

      He grasped the power from the mini dragon and eagerly added it to his own. He pressed the shield that barred him from Queen Mayst. It resisted at first, but when Chihon joined the effort, it shattered in a shower of violet sparks that settled to the ground and died.

      Queen Mayst turned to face him. "So must I deal with you directly?"

      "So it would seem," Lorit said. "What was it that you were so eager to do to me when we last saw each other?"

      "I have something much more enjoyable planned for you now. No simple gelding. That won't do. This time I'm going to geld and hobble you. You can pull yourself around my court on a little cart and beg for food outside my gate."

      She turned to him, swinging her sword almost before she'd finished speaking.

      Lorit barely had time to fend off the blow, catching the hilt of the sword on his staff. He backed away from her to give himself space to get his footing. He raised his staff, trying to get out the spell that he had quickly thrown together to paralyze her.

      She struck again, hitting his staff with such force, she knocked it from his hand. It went sprawling across the sand and landed just out of his reach.

      She came at him, pressing her advantage. Lorit raised his arm to fend off the blow, wishing he still had his staff or, failing that, some sort of shield. As she rushed him, he could feel the power surge through him. It flowed out of his arm and swirled around it, taking on a golden glow. By the time Queen Mayst struck, it had solidified into a shield of gold, yet light and strong.

      Her sword struck his shield and rang out with an off-key note, then shattered into a cloud of fine dust. The queen screamed her rage and threw herself at him, reaching for her dagger.

      Lorit dodged the dagger and dove for his staff. He reached it just as she rolled past him and crouched for another strike. He raised his staff and drew on the power of the mini dragon, mixed with Chihon's magic. He drew from the healing pools, fashioned a spear of light and thrust it at Mayst. She swung the dagger at it but it had no effect.

      There was a bright flash of violet light, and Queen Mayst was gone. Lorit looked over at the mini dragon where it sat contentedly, licking its fur with a tiny red tongue. It looked up at him and shot a short burst of flame that reached almost halfway to where Lorit lay.

      "Now you bring the fire?" Lorit said, shaking his head.
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        * * *

      

      "Lorit! Sir Adane has been hurt." Chihon rushed over to the knight. He was lying on his side, with his hand over the wound that Mayst had delivered. Red blood seeped between his fingers and trickled down his armor onto the ground, where a spreading pool gave testament to his injury.

      Lorit saw Chihon bend over him. She reached out and covered Sir Adane's hand with her own. Lorit could feel her drawing power from him but was too weak to lend her much.

      "It's not enough," Chihon said. She looked up at him.

      "You can't let him die," Lorit said. Sir Adane had not known that he was saving Chihon when he stepped between Ukina and Mayst, but he had. Lorit could not let the knight die because of him.

      "Please help him," Queen Ukina begged.

      Lorit saw the mini dragon sitting quietly by, watching. He reached out to it with his magic. "Help us, please."

      The mini dragon lifted its head. "What is this man to you?"

      "He's my friend. He has saved my life and the life of Queen Ukina."

      The dragon turned to the queen without saying a word.

      "Please save him," she begged.

      The mini dragon ambled over to Sir Adane. It hopped up onto the knight's legs and waddled his way up, swaying from side to side, wings held high. The mini dragon raised its head and took a deep breath. It looked at Chihon.

      Chihon moved the knight's hands away from his injury. Blood welled up anew, but before much more was lost, the dragon blew a stream of flame onto the wound. The leather armor burned away until his skin was exposed. It bubbled and blistered around the wound as the dragon fire washed over it. After a while, the dragon ceased his ministration and hopped down.

      "Will he live?" Queen Ukina asked.

      "He may." The dragon spread his wings and launched himself into the air, soon to disappear from their sight.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Queen Ukina called for Lorit and Chihon to ride with her as they departed. They were provided fresh horses that Lorit realized must have come from the fallen knights. They had left a contingent behind to care for the wounded and the dead, but Queen Ukina urged Lorit and Chihon to hurry.

      "I fear for my kingdom and I fear for you both," she said as they wound their way down a forest path covered in trees that arched over the road. The ancient oaks reached up along the path, spreading their branches across the road and then back down to the ground where new trunks sprouted branches which curved back over the path. They formed a green canopy that provided shade for them as they rode.

      "My spies tell me that the Wizard's Council has been compromised. They do not say more than that, just that it has been compromised and not to trust them."

      "I freed Zhimosom from one trap, but he has fallen into another one. I have not been able to contact him since. Rotiaqua is severely limited in her power. That's why we are going to Amedon. We have to get the council to help."

      "You must be careful in your dealings with the council. I will escort you to Amedon, but I must leave you there. I need to return to my kingdom."

      Queen Ukina explained that her brother had returned and had been detained by the wizard Hatther. Lorit was saddened to learn that another of his charges had turned to the temple. He worried about Ukina but trusted that Hatther would be able to handle a young boy who had just turned. It would be a while before Ghall was a threat to a seasoned wizard.

      When they came to the crossroads where they were to part, the queen pulled up alongside Lorit. "Once you have the council safely restored, please come to Veldwaite. I would like to ask your help in dealing with my brother. I trust you, Lorit. I know you can help."

      Lorit promised to help if he could and gave her a farewell salute.

      "What did she want?" Chihon asked when Lorit caught up to her.

      "She wants us to come to Veldwaite after we restore the council and help with her brother. I would love to see if there is a way to restore someone the temple has turned."

      "Do you think it's possible?" Chihon asked.

      "Maybe. I'm sure they would know more in Amedon." He reined his horse as they headed down the road that would take them to Amedon.
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      Lorit and Chihon rounded a low hill to see Amedon looming ahead. The most notable feature was the large keep jutting out of the side of the mountain. The keep rose almost to the height of the peak of the mountain to which it clung, slender spires piercing the sky to challenge the clouds that flew by it.

      It took almost the entire day to reach the outskirts of the city. With no walls or gates, it was hard to decide where the city began and the countryside ended. Huts and cottages appeared alongside the roadway, becoming more frequent and closer together until they had unquestionably turned into a city with little room to squeeze between the more solid buildings.

      The first respectable inn they encountered was the Bookbinder Inn. It had a sign showing a large book inside a printing press, being weighed down by a large tankard of overflowing ale.

      Lorit was eager to get in touch with the council. He sat at the table in their room and reached out for Rotiaqua. The sorceress soon appeared in Zhimosom's study.

      "We are in Amedon," Lorit said as the image solidified. "How do we get in touch with the council?"

      "The next meeting is in three days. You will need to be in the council chambers for the meeting. Where are you staying?"

      "We're at the Bookbinder Inn," Chihon said.

      "Why don't you stay at the keep? There's plenty of room there, and it's close to the library."

      "We can just stay there?" Lorit asked.

      "The keep is open to any wizard strong enough to open the gates. There is lodging there, more than enough for all the wizards left alive. Get yourself settled there, and then you can call the council if you think that wise. I'll show you how to call them—just in case you need to, but I suggest you wait until the meeting date. They may not be very cooperative if you summon them early."

      "Any word on Zhimosom?" Lorit asked.

      "Sadly, no." Rotiaqua folded her hands in her lap. "I have been searching for him constantly, but I have found no trace of him. You must get the council to help you. They have shut me out."

      After the connection dropped, Lorit and Chihon made their way up the winding road that led to the keep. The road was wide enough to allow a team and wagon to pass, yet in places, the edge of the roadway had fallen away creating narrow and treacherous spots.

      The final switchback took them to the gates of the keep. The massive oak doors stood twice Lorit's height and looked ready to withstand any assault.

      "What do you think?" Lorit asked. "Anyone here?"

      "Can you feel anything?" Chihon placed a hand on the massive door.

      Lorit reached out with his senses, probing for any magical ward or spell on the door. He felt none, and there were no guards that he could tell. None in the towers, none behind the gates, none anywhere in the keep.

      "Feels empty to me," Lorit said. "Maybe it's a test."

      "What type of test?"

      "A test to see if we belong here." Lorit stepped back and raised his staff. He gathered his power to himself and spoke the words that should open the gates to let them pass. "Aperire et me transire."

      Nothing happened.

      "Maybe it takes the two of us," Chihon said.

      They stood together and spoke in unison. Lorit could feel their combined strength wash over the massive gates. Slowly, the oak beams started to tremble and then slid back, leaving an opening just wide enough for them to slide through.

      "Madam," Lorit said with a wave of his arm, motioning Chihon to go ahead.

      Inside the keep, the road continued a short way and then split into three paths. The one on the left wound around and behind the tower to snake up into the mountainside ending at the doors to the tallest tower in the keep.

      The right-hand fork led to an archway on the face of the cliff and disappeared into the darkness beneath the mountain.

      The center fork took them to a large hall with tall stained-glass windows that looked like a good candidate for the seat of the Wizard's Council. Menacing gargoyle statues stood guard over the entrance.

      Off to one side was a large communal dining area, and branching from that were rooms of various sizes. They were all empty. Lorit chose one and dumped his pack on the bed. Chihon took an adjoining room and unpacked her things neatly into the wardrobe.

      "Do you want to call the council now?" Lorit asked.

      "Lorit. You can wait until morning. Rotiaqua warned against calling them too soon. We need their help. Don't start off by arousing their anger."

      "We have to find Zhimosom." He folded his arms and stared at her.

      "Yes, and for that, we need their help."

      Lorit agreed to wait, but he would spend the time researching the keep and its grounds.
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        * * *

      

      The council chamber doors came open easily, admitting them to a vast marble floor that glistened as if it had been polished that very morning. The hall was vacant save for a large marble table flanked by six ornately decorated chairs that stood court over the hall.

      Beside each chair hung a banner representing the person who would occupy it. The two chairs in the center were larger and more intricately carved than the rest. Only one of the central chairs had a banner planted next to it. The other was leaned forward so that the back of the chair rested on the table.

      "This looks like the place," Lorit said as they walked across the wide expanse. Their footsteps echoed off the walls making the empty hall feel even more massive. As they reached the center of the room, Lorit felt a tingling.

      There was a spell at work here. He looked down at the floor. There was nothing immediately apparent. He scanned the pattern in the tiles, looking for any hidden diagrams or hexes that might have been built into the place.

      There was nothing.

      He walked toward the table, and the tingling grew stronger. This time it was more distinct, more focused. Something was trying to stop his progress. Not directly, but subtly— almost as if it were not there.

      Lorit kept going until the feeling became more pronounced. He recognized it now. It was a spell meant to make him feel deferential and humble. Anyone who entered the way he had would have felt an overwhelming feeling of awe and humility.

      He laughed as he shrugged the spell off. "Did you feel that?"

      "Yes." Chihon smiled at him. "Looks like we found the right place."

      Soon they had passed through spells meant to make them feel humble, contrite, and eventually frightened. Lorit recited the spell that Rotiaqua had taught him to call the council to order.

      As they neared the table, a gong sounded off to the side, somewhere. Mist formed above the chairs that stood straight behind the table, taking the form of the wizards that Lorit recalled from his prior visits to Zhimosom's study.

      In the center chair sat Neussul. Lorit recalled him as a vocal member of the council from their previous encounter. Chihon reached out, squeezed Lorit's hand, and whispered, "Why is Neussul presiding over the council?"

      "That's right. I am presiding over the council. I see you have proved yourselves wizard enough to reach this place." He folded his hands on the table in front of him. "What is your business here?"

      "We need your help to find Zhimosom."

      "You want our assistance?" Neussul laughed. "To help you find Zhimosom?" He looked around the table at the other wizards seated there, but none of them laughed.

      "That old fool has finally passed into the great beyond." Neussul waved his hand in dismissal. "Please leave us now. We have important matters to attend to."

      "He's not dead." Lorit looked the wizard in the eyes. "He's alive and he needs our help." Lorit surveyed the faces seated around the table. He saw the almost imperceptible nodding of a few heads. "He's not dead."

      Neussul stood, pushing his chair back. The screeching noise it made reverberated off the walls and quickly died out. "How dare you speak to the council in this manner? You're just a young boy who has learned a few tricks. You're no wizard. You have no right to come here and demand anything." He sat once more. "Please leave, now, before I have to take action against you."

      Lorit scanned the table for any signs of support from the gathered wizards. He saw most of them shaking their heads ever so slightly, and one imperceptible shrug, but no overt sign of support.

      "Are you going to let him get away with this?" he demanded. "He's cut Rotiaqua out, and now he's trying to set himself up as the head of the council. Don't any of you have any loyalty to Zhimosom?"

      Lorit thought he saw a few uncomfortable faces. He looked at Awbelser, who squirmed more than most. "None of you?" Lorit shouted.

      "You have been dismissed," Neussul said in a stern voice. He stared at Lorit and Chihon. Lorit could feel the power that Neussul raised. He knew he couldn't stand against him, but he was ready to try.

      Lorit gathered his magic to himself. As he did, he heard Chihon in his head. "Don't challenge him. You can't defeat him. And it won't help Zhimosom."

      Lorit released his power and nodded. He felt dejected as they trudged through the deserted halls back to their rooms. "All this way to be kicked out and treated like a nobody."

      "I don't like the way Neussul dominated the discussion," Chihon said. "I thought a few of the council members were holding back. I don't think they all agree with him. I think they're afraid of him."

      "Why would they be afraid of him?" Lorit asked. "Neussul seems to have them cowed. How did he become the head of the council anyway?"

      "How do they elect their leader?" Chihon asked. "Did they vote him in or did he just take over?"

      "I don't know how the council elects their leaders. Zhimosom never mentioned it. He just said he and Rotiaqua have presided over it for a very long time."

      "I don't like it," Chihon said. "Something is wrong here."

      "You'll get no argument out of me."
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        * * *

      

      There was a small scroll waiting for them when they arrived at their room. It was rolled up and tied with a dark blue ribbon. The color reminded Lorit of Awbelser's robes.

      He untied the ribbon and rolled out the scroll. The handwriting was neat and precise. It said simply, Research the succession rules at the keep library. Earn your place on the council to save Zhimosom.

      "Who do you think left this?" Chihon asked.

      "I don't know, but I don't believe the council is unanimous in its support for Neussul."

      They searched for the keep library the next morning. No one challenged them and no one appeared, as they had scoured the buildings. The emptiness of the place spoke of a much larger presence in days past. There were facilities for cooking, laundry, relaxation, rooms that looked to be for practicing magic, but no library.

      By the end of the day, they had poked into every corner of the main buildings, and all that remained was the tall tower standing alone. It was the highest point in the keep and accessible only by crossing a long narrow footbridge that spanned a deep chasm. Lorit looked down as they made their way across the narrow rock formation that had been carved by the wind. It was a long way down.

      The wind whistled through the crevice beneath them, at times threatening to topple them from their precarious walk. They reached the doorway and stopped to catch their breath.

      Lorit placed his hand on the large wooden doors. There was a simple lock spell on them, nothing that would keep any wizard out, but enough to stop anyone without a minimum of magic. He countered it easily and pushed the door open, to the loud protest of the hinges.

      They entered a long hallway flanked by door after door. Each one had engraving on the casement written in the wizards' script. The gloom inside was too dark for them to read the words.

      Lorit found a torch and lifted it overhead. "Incendo ignio," he said. The torch sprang to life, and he touched the flame to another torch, handing it to Chihon.

      "See if you can make out anything." Lorit examined the writing above the doors as he plodded down the hall. He found nothing like a library.

      "Over here, I think this is it," Chihon called. She stood beside a large ornately decorated doorway.

      The library was three floors tall with books lining every wall from floor to ceiling. It stretched far back into the darkness. Lorit's heart sank. How were they going to find what they needed in this vast sea of books?

      "I hope this is organized in some fashion." Lorit whistled at the immensity of the challenge. "How are we ever going to find what we need?"

      It took them well into the night to find the section that housed the records of the Wizard's Council proceedings. It was far down the library hall and behind another locked door that had taken their combined strength to open.

      The history section stretched deep into the mountain and recorded the proceedings of the council since it was first formed ages ago. Each era of the council had its own section. Lorit worried that some of the books were so old that they would crumple in his hands should he remove them from the shelves.

      Chihon called to Lorit. "Here is a history of the council succession. It shows the transition and inheritance of the leadership going back centuries." She smoothed the page with her hand.

      "It says here that Zhimosom and Rotiaqua assumed the leadership of the council over three hundred years ago. Can you imagine that?"

      "How did it happen?" Lorit asked.

      Chihon read on, flipping the pages and tracing the script. "It says they were the only ones left after a war that killed most of the wizards in Amedon." Chihon placed her hand on the book to mark her place. "Lorit, this place used to be overrun with wizards. Now it's empty."

      She kept reading. "It says the council is to be led by a pair, a wizard and a sorceress bonded like Zhimosom and Rotiaqua. There is a provision in the event that a pair cannot be located. In such circumstances, the council is ruled by the most senior wizard."

      "But how do we earn the right to sit on the council? I don't want to rule it; I just want their help."

      "Keep looking. There has to be something," Chihon said.

      Time passed without markers as they toiled away deep beneath the mountain. Lorit and Chihon had slept and eaten several times while they pieced together the information they needed.

      "The council must honestly consider any business brought before it by any member." Chihon read. "If we can earn a seat, they will have to listen to us."

      "And how do we earn our seat?"

      "It says that we must undergo the Wizard's Challenge...Hmmm..." Chihon flipped through the pages. "The trial is composed of a series of tests meant to prove a wizard is brave, strong, and wise enough to become a member of the council.

      "Lorit, this warns that failure could lead to death for the wizard who unsuccessfully attempts the trials."

      "Without the council's help, we will never find Zhimosom. Do we have any other choice? We can't just sit by while Zhimosom and Rotiaqua are in danger. I can feel them both fading. How much longer do you think they can last?"

      "Do you think we're ready for this?" Chihon asked.

      "I hope we are because we don't have much choice." Lorit reached out and took her hand, dragging her out of the library. "Let's see what Rotiaqua has to say."
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        * * *

      

      Back in their room, Lorit reached out for Rotiaqua. She was fast asleep in Zhimosom's chair with her head resting on the table. Lorit drew power from the reserves he carried and from the magic of the mountains. He had seen Zhimosom's study often enough to travel there by magic now. He reached his hand to Chihon, and together they stepped into the study.

      "Rotiaqua," Chihon said, gently shaking the sorceress. "It's me, Chihon."

      Rotiaqua grumbled and raised her head slowly. It took her a while to focus in on Chihon. "Chihon? What are you doing here?"

      "We've come to talk to you about the Wizard's Challenge. We think that we need to earn a seat on the council before they'll help us."

      Rotiaqua appeared confused. She caught sight of Lorit and reached out to him. "Lorit. It's so good to see you. How are things going with the council?"

      "Not good. They refused to listen to us. Neussul is in charge now, and he won't help. We received a note telling us to earn a seat, and then they would help."

      "That's right," Rotiaqua said weakly. "If you are a member, they must listen to you."

      "We have to undertake the trials," Lorit said. "It says that failing the trials can be fatal."

      Rotiaqua shook her head at him. "Then don't fail." She reached for Chihon's hand and held it in her own, placing it atop Lorit's. "The two of you are the strongest wizards I have seen in my long life. You'll do just fine."

      She released their hands and laid her head back on the table.

      "We'd better get back to the council," Lorit said. "We have to find Zhimosom. Look how weak she is."
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        * * *

      

      When they reached the council chambers, Lorit felt Chihon dragging him back as if she was afraid to face them. "What's the matter?"

      "Up until now, everything we've been through was unavoidable. We never volunteered for any of the troubles we endured. Are you sure we should undertake the challenges voluntarily? The book said they could be deadly."

      Lorit stopped and turned to her. She looked worried, and he could feel her hands tremble.

      "I know we had no choice in what happened to us, but I don’t see that we have any choice now, either. Zhimosom needs us, and this is the only way to get their help."

      Lorit squeezed her hands. "Rotiaqua and Zhimosom both have placed a lot of faith in us. She wouldn't ask us to do this if she didn't think we would succeed."

      "I'm just afraid, Lorit. This is important. We are going to become members of the Wizard's Council. This changes everything, we're not kids anymore. We're going to become part of the established order of wizards."

      "I know, but there is no other choice. We have to find Zhimosom. Once we free him, then we can decide what to do about the council."

      Lorit brushed her hair out of her eyes and held her chin in his hand. "Once this is over, we can settle down. We're finally in Amedon. We have a place to live here and plenty of things to learn. This is our last big challenge. We can do this."

      "I know, but I'm still afraid of what it might be. The book said it could be fatal."

      "I have faith in you," Lorit said. "Rotiaqua has faith in you. We can do this. We have no other choice."

      Chihon took Lorit's hand. "I know, but it doesn't make me any less afraid." She led him toward the council table and started the spell to call the members.

      As she completed the spell, a cloud of mist appeared above each of the seats and the members slowly materialized. Most of them were dressed in their wizardly robes, but Koaleing was still in his nightshirt and socks.
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        * * *

      

      "What is the meaning of this?" Neussul demanded. "Didn't we already address you? I thought I told you that we are not interested in entertaining any more of your nonsense about the wizard Zhimosom."

      "We have come to demand a seat on the council." Lorit raised his shield in case Neussul tried anything on him. He didn't want to get caught unawares.

      "You have no right to a council seat. You're wasting our time."

      "We have the right to challenge for a seat on the council. We have come to demand that right."

      "You demand..." Neussul sputtered. "You demand?" He stood up and extended his hand to Lorit. A fire sprang up and rolled itself into a tight ball. It leaped from his hand and arched toward Lorit, accelerating as it came.

      Lorit raised his staff and easily deflected the fireball. Neussul came at him again, this time harder, but Lorit handled it deftly, almost without effort. The smoking, sputtering fireball splashed over his shields to spread as sparks across the floor.

      The third one he launched at Chihon. Before the spitting ball of sparks made it half the way to where she stood, she reached out and squeezed her fingers together. The ball contracted until it was a tiny shower of sparks and then exploded.

      "You've had your fun." Lorit folded his arms. "Are you going to accept us for the challenge or not? Or has the council decided to throw out generations of tradition and laws that were set down by the wizards of old?"

      "We accept you for the challenge," Neussul said. "But this was just a taste of what's in store for you. Had you even flinched at one of my attacks, you would have already failed."

      Neussul sat down in his chair. "My only disappointment is that neither of you will live to regret your decision."

      "Good," Lorit said. "When does the challenge begin?"

      "It's already begun." Neussul waved his hand, and Lorit felt a sudden jolt. He and Chihon were falling, and it was pitch dark. He could hear the wind whistle past his ears and ruffle his clothes as he fell into the bottomless abyss.
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      Tass was surprised to see Sulrad saunter into her study. He had been coming to see her more frequently than summoning her to him lately. She thought it was a good sign.

      "Yet another trap avoided?" he asked.

      "Yes, so it seems. I had not counted on the queen getting involved. That was unexpected."

      "Unexpected—quite unexpected." He sat down in the chair beside her desk and threw one leg over the arm.

      "From your countenance, I take it the traitor was successful in subverting the council?" That must have been the reason for Sulrad's relaxed attitude. He almost looked carefree.

      "The young wizards have undertaken the challenge." He chuckled. "Lorit actually stood before the council and demanded the chance to attempt it." He swung his leg lazily.

      "Is everything ready for them?" She had not taken part in the preparations. He had left that to another. She was not sure if it was a sign of his weakening trust in her, or his meager attempt to shield her from any backlash, should the latest plan fail.

      "Those challenges were devised so that no one would be able to pass them unless they were already as strong as the seniors," Sulrad said. "Lorit and Chihon are barely adults. They don't have the years of experience and cooperation that they need to get through the trial."

      Sulrad smiled. "Lorit's power reserves must be extremely low since he won't take magic from anyone or anything. With the two of them in the challenge together, they'll be so distracted worrying about each other that one of them is likely to slip up somewhere—and then it's all over for both of them."

      "If they do survive the challenge?" Tass asked.

      "There is always the second round. The tests of courage, strength, and wisdom. Those can be more dangerous than the first round of tests." He slid his leg back off of the chair and stood to leave.

      "Besides," he said over his shoulder, "if they survive that, the traitor will take Lorit on directly. He should be beaten down and exhausted by then. It will almost be a shame to kill him after all that he is about to go through."

      Sulrad turned and left her study. Tass hoped he was right. It was starting to look like this Lorit was a little more than he appeared.
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      Lorit landed with less of an impact than he expected from the sudden drop. Next to him, he heard Chihon hit with a heavy sigh. It was black as the blackest night Lorit had ever experienced.

      "Incendo ignio," Lorit said and the barest of tiny blue flames licked from his palm, flickered, and then went out.

      "What was that?" Chihon asked. "Let me try. Incendo ignio." The flame that licked her hand was even more disappointing than Lorit's.

      Lorit was worried about their inability to raise even a simple flame. With magic impeded or suppressed, they could be in a lot more trouble than he'd bargained for.

      "Let's try this together." He reached for her hand. "Incendo ignio," they said in unison. This time the small flickering blue flame was almost enough to see by and lasted quite a while before flickering into nothingness.

      "Did you see anything?" Lorit asked.

      "It looks like we're in a tunnel underground. I couldn't see any more than that. Sorry."

      "Let's wait for a while. Maybe our eyes will grow accustomed to the darkness."

      Their eyes did not grow accustomed to the dark, but their hearing grew more and more sensitive until Lorit could hear not only his heartbeat but Chihon's as well.

      "We can't just sit here. Let's see if we can make our way by feel." Lorit stood up, reached out his hand, and touched the wall of their prison. It was cool damp earth, packed loosely by the feel of it. It crumpled when he touched it, clinging to his hand, almost damp enough to be mud, but not quite.

      He felt a slight breeze on his face and headed toward it even though he couldn't see his way. The floor was slippery, and he took great care not to slip and fall. The walls were uneven, with roots sticking out at odd intervals that slapped at his face and body, as he blindly shuffled along.

      Lorit carefully felt his way down the passage as it twisted and turned, always working its way lower into the earth. He stumbled more than once over some root sticking out near his feet. He tried to warn Chihon, to spare her the pain of an unnecessary fall.

      Lorit felt the mud slip beneath his feet and tripped. He swung his arms wildly and grasped for something to hold onto in the dark. He latched onto a root, trying to break his fall, but the root pulled free of the wall, tearing it open and spilling dirt onto his feet. Lorit tried to steady himself, but he went down, landing face first in the dirt that had broken free of the wall.

      "Are you all right?" Chihon said. Lorit could hear her patting the ground, looking for him in the dark.

      "I'll live," Lorit said. "The root I grabbed came loose and I fell."

      "Let me help you up." Chihon touched him with her foot, found his hand, and grasped it. He felt her pull. Suddenly there was a torrent of dirt pelting Lorit from above. He felt Chihon's hand slip away as the soil piled all around and over him. When it stopped, Lorit was covered in dirt. He had trouble breathing. He reached around for Chihon but he could not find her.

      The memory of the landslide came back to him. This time they were deep beneath the earth. He panicked. "Chihon!"

      Nothing.

      He stilled himself and listened. The silence grew as he calmed his heartbeat but still there was no sound of Chihon.

      He probed the soil with his magic, following the thread that connected them until he located her. He was covered in dirt and completely blind in the dark, but he knew he had to reach her.

      Lorit tried to sit up, pushing against the heavy moist soil. It gave in places, but it was packed tight in others. He pressed on it, packing the loose dirt until he'd made a small cavern where he could sit up.

      He reached out his sense to Chihon. She was close by. He started pushing through the dirt, trying to reach her. He soon had a small opening through which he could touch her hand. He expanded the opening by moving the dirt behind him when he could not pack it tight to the walls.

      He made a small domed cavern where they could both sit up. Chihon spat out dirt as Lorit freed her and pulled her into the small space he had made.

      They huddled together in the tiny cavern. "This doesn't seem to be getting us anywhere," he said. "Let's try for a little light again."

      Lorit took Chihon's hand. "Incendo ignio," he said and a small blue flame licked up from his palm. It was so weak it was almost invisible. This time instead of sputtering out, it jumped from his hand and moved away, coming to a halt in front of his face.

      Lorit could feel a strange power emanating from the flame. It was not his own power, not even that of another wizard. It was something other, strange, and insubstantial.

      "Look at how it sits there," Lorit said. "Do you feel the magic?" He guided her perception until she saw it too.

      "What do you think it is?"

      "I'm not sure. I don't remember anything about blue flames that are alive."

      The flame darted toward him and around his head, returning quickly to its place. There was a whisper in his ear, almost too faint to follow. It sounded like the flame had spoken to him.

      "Did you hear that?" Lorit asked.

      "I thought I heard something but I couldn't make it out."

      They sat there quietly as the flame danced around in the air in front of them. When Lorit could hear nothing but the sound of his own heart, the flame once more sailed around his head. This time he was prepared, and he listened carefully.

      "Dray'e," it whispered as it sped past.

      "What's a Dray'e?" Lorit asked.

      The flame danced again. It rushed past him making several passes this time. "Earth," it swooshed past. "Elemental," it whispered on the second pass. "Free...me..." it whispered.

      "Free you?" Lorit asked. "Is it trapped here with us?"

      "I don't know. How can we free it?"

      "What do you think it is? Should we free it? What if it's dangerous or evil?" Lorit asked.

      "I think it's trapped in here with us. I don't feel any danger from it."

      "Let me try something." Lorit reached for his staff and poked a small hole in the dirt above their heads. He was careful not to disturb the dirt too much, but soon he had a narrow passage. He could feel the air rush in when he broke through the surface.

      The blue flame rushed to the hole and vanished into the fresh air above.

      "We can dig our way out of here if we're careful." Lorit used the staff to widen the hole and little by little, he worked his way up and out of the dirt. He was careful not to let the small space collapse as he dug, and soon had the two of them free, sitting on the pile of dirt.

      Lorit wished he could see where they were. He wondered how they were going to get out of the tunnel and which part of this experience was the trial? The escape? The flame? The dirt? It was so dark he couldn't remember what light looked like.

      Off in the distance, more of the faint blue lights appeared. They grew stronger and brighter until Lorit could make out the individual shapes of each flame. They were all like the one he had freed from beneath the dirt. He reached out his magical sense to them and felt something he couldn't identify at first. It felt like acceptance, like he was being welcomed into a group. A group of elementals.

      Suddenly they rushed him, swirling around Lorit and Chihon both. He could hear them whisper as they flew by. They were calling out his name. "Lorit," the whisper came. "Chihon," another said until the whooshing and whispering took on a roaring sound.

      "Follow," they whispered and sped off into the darkness lighting a way.

      Lorit and Chihon followed the flickering flames through the tunnel until it gave way to a large cave. The flames darted in and around the rocks in the cave, cavorting and swirling almost happily until they regrouped and all departed almost as one.

      Alone in the dark once again, Lorit considered the flames. He didn't feel threatened or abandoned by them. The overwhelming sense of acceptance and belonging remained even though the flames had departed.

      "What's happening?" Chihon asked.

      "Wait." Lorit reached out his hand and found hers. "Look. I think I can see them now."

      "See what?"

      "All around. Look closely. You'll see them."

      Lorit could make out the shining speckles of light in a million crystals embedded in the rocks in the cave. Slowly they became more brilliant until they shone like the stars in the sky.

      "Free me," Lorit heard the voice of a multitude of flames, all speaking at once. He sensed that there was a collapse in one of the tunnels. Not the one he had entered by, but another. The roof had fallen, dropping mounds of dirt and rock into the tunnel. The flames reappeared and darted toward the dirt, only to return. "Free me," they whispered.

      "Shall we try?" he asked. "I think we can tap into the magic of these crystals and open the passageway."

      "Do you think this is the test?"

      "I don't know and I don't care. They need our help." Lorit reached out to the crystals around the cavern. He could feel the power in them, just as he had in the mountains in Friega. He drew on them. He drew power from Chihon and showed her how to draw from the crystals on her own. He raised his arms and willed the collapsed tunnel to return to the state from which it had fallen.

      He felt the earth tremble, but nothing happened. Some of the earth had risen, but more had fallen to take its place. He tried again, pushing harder at the dirt, willing it to rise, but made little headway. Just when he thought he was going to fail, Lorit felt an inrush of power. It was the flames. The Dray'e were lending him their magic. Each tiny flame contributed almost nothing to the effort, but together they were much more powerful than Lorit and Chihon working together.

      The dirt rose from the tunnel, packing back into the ceiling until the way was clear. There was a rush of fresh air into the cavern. The Dray'e zipped past him and out into the night air. Lorit took Chihon by the hand and helped her stand.

      "Come on," Chihon said. "I think this is the way out." The tunnel led up into the open, depositing them in the woods just outside of Amedon.

      "I think we just passed the first challenge," Lorit said.

      Suddenly, the ground gave way and the falling sensation returned. It ended in an icy cold splash as Lorit and Chihon were dumped into the frigid waters.
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      As they hit the surface, Chihon clenched her muscles. The icy water brought back fears of drowning. As a child, she had been playing close to the banks of the river. She had slipped on a stone covered with moss and taken a tumble into the water. The feeling of drowning and the fear that went with it threatened to overcome her as she splashed into the freezing water.

      She had just enough time to take a deep breath and hold it before being pulled under. She struggled to hold on and push the panic away. She crawled for the surface, clamoring for the air that she so desperately needed, when she felt someone grab her hand and pull her up.

      It was Lorit.

      "Are you all right?" He gripped her arm, holding her head above the water.

      She kicked her legs trying to stay above water. The fear lay just beneath the surface of her mind, lurking there to take her at any moment. She felt Lorit put his arm around her, lifting her higher so that her head was comfortably above water.

      "Remind me to teach you how to swim," Lorit gasped. "Here, hold on to this. It helps a little." He handed her his staff. She gripped it with a death grip.

      Chihon looked around. They were in the middle of a lake, surrounded by a thick forest. The moon reflected off the surface of the water in a wide silver band that stretched back to shore. It was toward the shore that Lorit pulled her, careful to keep her head above the water.

      Chihon felt her feet strike the soft silted bottom. Relieved, she stood up and made her way onto the short beach and threw herself onto the sand, heedless of the grit that accumulated on her wet skin and clothes.

      She looked at her savior. He was a sight, wet hair pasted across his face, clothes hanging damply, tangled with weeds and even a small fish. He dripped water onto the gritty beach. He was such a frightful sight that she could not help herself, and she laughed. It felt more like a hysterical laugh than true joy.

      "What are you laughing about?" Lorit stood there, brushing the sand and water from his clothes.

      She reached behind him and pulled the small fish from the tangle of his hair. She held it out for him to see, then pitched it back into the water with a splash.

      "Hey, that might have been our next meal." He pulled more weeds from his hair.

      "I think I'll pass on the fish. Do you have any idea where we are?"

      Chihon looked around at the beach. Dense underbrush started quickly where the sand came to an end. It ran into a tangle of trees that grew tall and thick. She had never seen anything like it before, everything was so lush, the vegetation dense and almost impenetrable. Many of the trees bore fruit in clusters so large they looked as if the trees themselves couldn't hold them up.

      Chihon heard something coming from the forest quite near them. She strained, listening carefully. It sounded like singing.

      "Do you hear that?" She tilted her head toward the sound.

      "I do. I'm going to investigate. Wait here, it might be dangerous."

      Before she could protest, Lorit disappeared into the foliage. She heard the singing grow louder, to the point she could almost make out the words. She listened carefully until suddenly the singing stopped. What she heard next worried her even more. It sounded like giggling.

      She pushed through the heavy growth, following the path that Lorit had taken. The trees gave way to a small clearing ringed with rocks and stones. Lorit stood still in the center. Bright lights chased around his head.

      The lights were blue-green in color and flickered as they flittered around the clearing. She caught a glimpse of one that passed close to her. It was a tiny creature with gossamer wings, no taller than the palm of her hand. It joined the others as they zipped and looped around Lorit, stopping to blow in his ear or plant a kiss on his cheek.

      "Lorit!" she called, but he didn't respond.

      She looked down at the circle of rocks and stones. Inside, the ground was covered with grasses and moss overlaid with an intricate pattern of pebbles and stones. Some of the designs looked like the spell diagrams they had studied when they freed Zhimosom. She was afraid Lorit was trapped in a spell, and she didn't know what to expect from these creatures.

      One of the lights noticed her. It sped over to her and stopped just a span from her face. She could plainly see that it was a small woman with wings. The creature's wings beat quickly as she hovered there. She emitted a faint blue-green light.

      Chihon's heart sank at the sight of them. Nymphs. Lorit was trapped inside the magic circle of the nymphs!

      "Hello, pretty lady," the nymph said. "Do you want to come and join us?"

      Chihon felt magic tug at her, drawing her into the circle where Lorit stood. She stood firm, holding her ground, resisting the magic.

      More nymphs broke off from Lorit and came toward her. They circled her, zipping around like fireflies in the hot damp evening air. They started to sing.

      

      Come, now and sing a fairy song,

      To keep us here ere night is gone,

      Sing sweet and clear, come join along,

      With us, you'll stay till night is done.

      

      Come, now and sing a fairy song,

      With us, you'll stay till night is done,

      No one can leave who's come along,

      No one goes home, not even one.

      

      Come, now and sing and a fairy song,

      To keep us here ere night is gone,

      Sing sweet and clear, come join along,

      With us, you'll stay till night is done.

      

      Come, now and sing a fairy song,

      With us, you'll stay till time is done,

      Forever join us in our song,

      No more to leave till time is done.

      

      Chihon felt the pull. She wanted to step forward, to join the circle, to join the joyful singing. She started to take that step and felt the magic rise up. Something deep inside her was telling her not to step into the ring.

      She fought the pull as they sang louder and faster. They darted around her, in and out, singing as they flew. They paused to blow in her ear, to kiss her cheek, to brush her lips with their wings. "Come stay with us, pretty lady," one whispered in her ear.

      It was almost too much for her to resist. She placed her foot inside the ring. Instead of solid grass, her foot touched water. The feel of the water brought back the memories of almost drowning. These were water nymphs. They would take her to the lake and drown her if she let them.

      She gathered her strength and stepped back. She started to hum along with them. "The Pretty Lady sings with us," one said, zipping past her ear.

      Chihon raised her voice to sing a counter spell to the one they sang. If she could distract their singing, she could free Lorit before it was too late.

      

      Come, now and sing and a sorceress' song,

      To free us here ere night is gone,

      Sing sweet and clear, come join along,

      Release us now or you are done.

      

      Come, now and sing and a sorceress' song,

      You hold us here and you are gone,

      No one will live who's sung along,

      None of you spared, not even one.

      

      Come, now and sing and a sorceress' song,

      To free us here make bindings gone,

      Sing sweet and clear, come join along,

      Your trap becomes your prison strong.

      

      Come, now and sing and a sorceress' song,

      My magic I will raise so strong,

      Free me this night or be ye gone,

      Your faerie magic will go wrong.

      

      Chihon sang, raising her voice, stealing their tune, adding her words, driving her magic as she struggled against the nymphs. She could feel it start to work. The nymphs were driven back until they were all inside their circle. Then Chihon sang to Lorit, improvising the words as she went. A song of awakening and restoration. She could feel it work.

      Lorit's eyes came back into focus. He turned to look at her strangely as if he had no idea what had happened.

      She beckoned him to step outside the circle, reaching her hand out to him. He took it and stepped over the stones. As he exited the circle, Chihon could feel his magic start augmenting her own. The spell she cast on the nymphs grew stronger. They flickered around the circle looking for an escape, but there was none.

      Chihon raised her arms wide, taking in the circle. "Incendo ignio," she called out, willing the stones themselves into flame. The circle sprung to light as the stones flared up, creating a ring of flame reaching almost to the trees.

      "Please don't kill us," the nymphs cried. "We will do anything you ask. Just don't burn us."

      "I command you," Chihon shouted.

      "You command us," came the reply of the nymphs.

      "I command the queen." Chihon remembered that the queen was the one that needed to be bound.

      "You command the queen," said the nymphs as they fluttered around the circle.

      "The name?" Chihon demanded. "I demand the name of the queen."

      One of the lights glowed a brighter green. "Y'daniss." The queen separated from the group. She fluttered before Chihon, her head hung in shame. "My name is Y'daniss. I am the queen."

      "I bind you to your word. I command you. Your magic is mine to use as I see fit."

      "I am bound. You command me," the queen said. "My magic is yours to use as you see fit."

      "Incendo exstinguere," Chihon shouted, and the flames vanished. The rocks clicked as they cooled.

      Chihon took Lorit's hand. "Remember your word," she admonished them all.

      "We will remember," they said in unison.

      Without warning, a falling sensation overtook Chihon. She felt the wind on her face as she dropped. She saw Lorit falling with her until they hit hard on the rocky ground. She looked around. They were on a narrow rocky bridge that spanned a deep chasm. The wind was blowing so hard, she was almost blown off.

      The dark night had become an overcast sky. Freezing rain pelted down on them, and the wind howled fiercely.
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      Lorit clung to the rocky bridge as the wind howled over him. He searched with his hand until he found Chihon. Grasping her hand, he pulled himself over to her so their heads were close enough that they could hear each other.

      "What now?" he shouted above the noise of the howling winds.

      Lorit tried to lift his head, but it felt like the winds would rip it off his shoulders. He quickly flattened his face back against the cold stone.

      "Where are we?" Chihon asked.

      "I don't know. All I could see was the chasm. We're on a long rock bridge over a deep chasm up in the mountains." He lifted his head slightly. "I couldn't see anymore. I thought I was going to get blown off."

      Lorit raised his staff to try to get a sense of the wind. It was whipping around them, changing direction and intensity so quickly that he couldn't tell where it was coming from. A gust of wind almost tore his staff from his hand.

      He tried getting on his knees and crawling. He was not sure which way would take him off the ledge to a more sheltered place, but either direction would probably work. He had to stay low so the gusts would not knock him off the precarious span.

      As he crawled, the small stones jabbed into his knees radiating sharp stabs of pain with every move he made. Before he'd gone too far, he reached a point where the rock gave way. The bridge had collapsed into the chasm below. Lorit carefully peered over the edge, looking straight down into a bottomless crevasse.

      Far below the ledge, he could see shapes whizzing through the chasm. They were distant and indistinct, but there were a lot of them. Lorit watched to see what sort of creature would fly in such a place. Occasionally, one came close enough for Lorit to make it out. They were large snakes with wings like a bat. Six pairs of wings sprung from their backs as they twisted and turned in the air currents swirling through the chasm below.

      He turned and headed back. When he reached Chihon, he stopped and placed his head close to hers. "That way leads to a broken span. There is no way across. I'll see if we can get across the other way." He paused, trying to decide if he should tell her about the flying shakes.

      "There's something down there," Lorit finally said. "They look like snakes with wings."

      "Zilants," Chihon guessed. "Six pairs of wings? Large snakes? Really large?"

      "I couldn't tell. They're pretty far down and moving quickly."

      "They're magical creatures of the air," Chihon said. "Very powerful. They're an offshoot of the dragons of old. I thought they were extinct."

      "Well, I saw one...No. Lots of them. They fill the sky below us." Lorit lifted his head to call to her, but quickly lowered it again.

      "Stay where you are," Lorit shouted to be heard over the howling of the wind. "I'm going to see if we can reach solid ground going the other way." Lorit crawled toward the opposite end of the bridge. Soon his path stopped short at another sheer drop off. The bridge had collapsed at this end, too, leading only to empty space.

      Once again, he leaned over the edge to see the Zilants swooping through the turbulent air below. The murky light from the cloudy sky made it difficult to get a good look, but he could make out one particularly large one. It was bright orange and green, brighter than the rest. He reached out his sense, trying to convince it to fly higher and closer so he could get a better look at the beast.

      He felt a backlash from the creature. It must have noticed his attempt to influence it, because it suddenly twisted in mid-air and sped straight for Lorit. It flashed past his face almost too quickly to see, twisting once more to brush past him and nearly knocking him from the ledge.

      Up close, the creature was even more impressive than it had been flying far below. It was three or four times as long as Lorit was tall and as thick around as his waist. The wings were wider than his outstretched arms and resembled a bat's wings, only with scales.

      As it passed by him, Lorit could feel a burst of magic. The creature was indeed magical and very powerful. It felt similar to the mini dragon's power, ancient, vague, and undefined.

      Lorit reached out once more for the creature, this time careful to touch it lightly. He tried to shape his touch to feel similar to the creature's own magic. This time he was neither pushed out, nor welcomed in.

      The Zilant turned again, heading his way. Lorit flattened himself against the rock ledge as it sped past. It turned and swooped by him again, this time making a wide arc around the support of the bridge, counter to the wind. It was a sight to see, the Zilant's wings beating against the strong winds that threatened Lorit and Chihon.

      Lorit was struck with an idea. If he could capture one of these creatures, he could ride it to safety. He could feel the animal's will. It was wild and untamed, but Lorit also felt a sense of calm and power within it. He knew it would work. He could harness the creature. All he had to do was trust his instincts.

      He waited until the Zilant was on a course to pass directly beneath the edge of the bridge where he lay. Carefully watching for the perfect instant, Lorit called out to Chihon. "Wish me luck."

      He felt her surprise as he launched himself into the void. The wind buffeted him as he fell toward the Zilant below. He landed on its back just ahead of the first pair of wings and quickly locked his feet together beneath its belly, extending his staff across the scaly body. Lorit positioned his staff beneath its throat and grasped with both hands. He pulled back, and its head tilted up. Its body followed and soon they were back to the level of the bridge.

      Lorit found he could steer the creature with his staff, subtly influencing its motion with the merest touch of the staff on its throat. He directed it toward Chihon. He could see her flattened against the stone as they swooped by.

      He felt the barest touch from the creature as it accepted his direction, acquiesced to his will. He could feel it respond quickly, almost as if it was reading his mind. It was exhilarating. Lorit let out a shout of joy as they swept dangerously close to the rocky edges of the chasm.

      He reached out to Chihon explaining what he'd done, encouraging her to do the same. He wanted to share this with her, this feeling of power.

      It took a lot of convincing, but eventually, Chihon agreed to his plan. He would guide the creature beneath her, and she would jump onto its back just as he had.

      She crawled to the edge. Lorit could see her looking down at the creatures below. She turned her head to look up at him as he sailed past. He circled the bridge, preparing for her jump.

      "Ready?" he asked.

      "I'm afraid. It's a long way down."

      "Don't worry, we'll be beneath you. Just jump when I tell you. Trust me."

      He lined up for her jump. He couldn't see her, but he knew where she was in relation to his flight path. He waited until just the right moment and then called out to her. He craned his neck to watch her as she jumped only to see another Zilant cross their path above.

      Lorit panicked, He couldn't tell what had happened. Had the other creature interfered with her fall? Had she fallen into the chasm? Lorit twisted around, trying to get a glimpse of her. He reached out to her, calling her name.

      "Hold on a moment. I'm trying to get used to this," came her reply.

      Suddenly, a streak flew past Lorit. It was the second Zilant with Chihon riding it, just as he did his own. He could barely make out her scream of joy as she buzzed past him.

      They rode the air for a while, swooping in and out of the violent air currents as they whipped through the mountains. The longer they flew, the more Lorit could sense the winds. He could see the wind shears ahead and where it changed direction or intensity, almost as if the air had become a solid, tangible thing.

      Eventually, they landed on an outcropping of rocks that led to a tunnel ahead. Lorit was not sure if that was their destination, but it was where the bridge would have led them, had it not collapsed. With a flurry of wings, Chihon came to a halt right beside him.

      Lorit climbed off the back of the Zilant and stepped around to lend a hand to Chihon. When they had both dismounted, the two creatures bowed their heads in unison and departed, leaving them on the ledge.

      The ground beneath their feet rumbled and rocks fell from above. Lorit spied an opening in the face of the cliff, where they could seek shelter from the falling rocks. He grabbed Chihon's hand and pulled her for the opening as a large boulder slammed into the ledge near him, breaking the ledge and plummeting into the abyss.
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      Chihon stepped through the arch right behind Lorit, and the wind immediately vanished to be replaced by oppressive heat. It was almost as if they had stepped into an oven. The air was hot and dry, oozing past Chihon and out of the tunnel to mingle with the wild winds she had just ridden.

      The tunnel slopped down, taking them into the heart of the mountain. It was steep and rocky, but manageable. Occasionally Chihon had to put her hand out to steady herself. Once when she touched the rocky wall, it was hot, almost painfully so.

      The daylight from the entrance faded as they made their way deeper into the mountain, but a soft orange glow came from ahead to light their path. Chihon carefully navigated the twists and turns of the tunnel until they came upon a glowing orange river of lava that made its way along the side of the path.

      The heat grew even more oppressive. The air took on a sour smell, the rotten egg smell of burning sulfur. Chihon sniffed at it, covering her mouth and nose with her arm.

      "What is that?" Chihon asked.

      She watched as Lorit reached out his staff and touched the brilliant orange mass of lava. Instantly, the tip burst into flames that he quickly extinguished.

      "Let's follow this a little farther," Chihon said. "If it doesn't lead anywhere, we can always go back to the entrance."

      Chihon motioned Lorit to follow her. As they turned off the main tunnel and headed deeper into the mountain, she heard a rumble that reminded her of the landslide in the mountains. She turned to see rocks and dust hurtling past the mouth of the tunnel, filling the passageway they had just left.

      "We're trapped," she said.

      "Keep going. There has to be a way out," Lorit said as he lifted his staff and spelled it to light their way.

      The tunnel floor sloped down for a while and then leveled out. The walls were rounded and smooth, but the floor looked as if someone had laid down a set of steps and then fused them together. Ahead, Chihon could see the light of day and hear the crashing of waves.

      They descended the layered steps and exited the tunnel onto a large black lava flow that sloped down into the water. The waves rolled up the shore, crashing onto the black rock and rushing back to the sea.

      Chihon surveyed the area. Behind them, a sharp peak rose high into the sky. The base started close to where they had emerged, quickly turning almost vertical. The plants and trees that hugged the sides of the mountain looked as if they would fall off at the slightest disturbance.

      A river rushed between the rocks, emptying into a pool that drained into the surf. "Let's have a look over there," Chihon said, pointing it out for Lorit. "At least there's drinking water."

      "I'm thirsty after all these challenges. I could use some fresh water." Lorit dipped his hands into the pool and drank deeply.

      Chihon joined him, careful of her footing. She didn't want to fall into the pool.

      She had just drunk her fill when the sparse trees ahead flared bright orange with such brilliance it was if they were trying to outdo the sun. She shielded her eyes and then turned her back. She could still feel the heat of it on her exposed skin.

      "What was that?" Lorit asked.

      Chihon turned to see Lorit pointing at the stand of tall thin trees that grew along the river. The light came from a clearing not far into the trees.

      There was another flare of light as brilliant as before.

      "What is that light?" Chihon asked.

      "I think I know what it is. If I'm right, then get ready," Lorit said. "Cover your eyes. Now." Lorit grabbed her arm and turned her to face away from the trees.

      Chihon felt the heat on her exposed skin, and just as quickly as it started, it was gone. "What was that?"

      "From the way it's behaving, I'm certain it's a Firebird," Lorit said. "They're rare and dangerous. They burst into flames on a schedule just like a clock when they are threatened or trapped."

      "How did you know?" Chihon asked. She turned back to try to get a better look at the charred trees ahead.

      "It was in one of the books I read while we were searching in the keep library. When a Firebird is threatened, it flares up like that. It takes time to recharge between flares. It must be threatened or trapped to keep flaring up like that."

      "What are we going to do?"

      "I don't know," Lorit said. "I think we can get in there and find out more about it before it flares up again. From what I read, it's very regular about timing. Let's see if we can get into the burned-out trees and back out before it flares up again."

      They watched several more cycles of the flare until finally Lorit called for her to run. As they entered the burned-out trees Chihon saw bright orange and yellow plumage sticking up from behind a log. "Over here, I think this is it."

      Lorit came running and jumped over the log. "It's trapped," Lorit said. "It must have caught its foot beneath the log when the tree fell."

      Chihon rushed to help. They tried to lift the log, but it was too heavy. Chihon took out her dagger and started to dig around its foot. The Firebird was huge, with a fan-shaped tail almost as large as an ostrich. It was orange and yellow and had circles that looked like eyes on its plumes. It squawked at them as they worked, but made no move to hinder or attack them.

      It was no use. The log was too heavy, and the ground too hard. They were not going to make it.

      "Come on, Lorit." Chihon focused her efforts and reached for Lorit's magic. She was able to lift the log ever so slightly, just enough for the bird to free its foot.

      It leaned its head back and took in a deep breath. The bird stepped back, screeched once, and took another deep breath.

      "Lorit. Run!" Chihon sprinted for the beach.

      Lorit ran close behind her, hurdling the burned branches and tree trunks in his haste. They reached the river just as the bird gave another piercing screech. Chihon felt the heat on her back. They were too far to make it to the beach. She held her breath and dove for the pool where the river emptied on its way to the ocean. She felt Lorit strike the water at almost the same instant.

      Chihon dove beneath the water just as the flames arched overhead. She flailed about, sinking for the bottom when she felt the touch of Lorit's hand on her arm. He helped her to the surface, holding tightly to her as they made their way to the shore.

      "I thought you couldn't swim," Lorit said as he helped her out of the water.

      "I can't, but I know you can." Chihon was sure Lorit would be there for her, so she had taken the plunge into the water. She was glad she'd been right. She gave him a thankful hug and smiled.

      As they sat on the shore of the pool, the Firebird shot up from the ruins behind them. It swooped overhead and landed near them, standing on the scorched rocks. It bowed its head to them and screeched.

      Chihon could feel the magic that powered its flames. It was offering her a portion of it, sharing it with her as a reward for freeing it. She reached out and accepted the power that was offered, hoping this was the last of their trials.

      The dark lava shores faded from view, and Chihon found herself sitting beside Lorit on the floor of the council chambers, where they had begun their trials.
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      Lorit and Chihon returned to their rooms and rested until the next morning. They stood before the council table and performed the spell that would call the members and convene the meeting and then waited impatiently for the wizards to arrive. One by one, the members appeared. Some were prepared and properly dressed, others were not.

      "Why have you returned?" Neussul demanded. "I dismissed you to your trial. Have you come to tell me you have declined them?"

      "No, we've passed the trials. We were deposited here after completion of the last one."

      "Have you any proof?" Neussul asked. He stood up and raised his staff.

      Lorit raised his hand and drew on the magic he'd absorbed during the trials. He had access to each of the four elementals' magic, but just in case, he raised a shield to ward off anything Neussul might throw at him.

      The first fireball came quickly. It was blue and sparkled brightly, like the crest of a wave. Lorit recognized the water magic in it. He drew on the nymphs' magic and turned it into nothingness. The next one had the brown color and feel of earth. It came at him like a landslide. He drew on the magic of the Dray'e and easily defeated it.

      With each successive attack, Lorit drew more and more of the power he had just learned to tap, defeating every attempt with the elemental magic he had earned.

      "It appears that you have learned something after all," Neussul said. "You will be granted a seat on the Wizard's Council...as provisional members." He took his seat, looking over the other members of the council.

      "We have no further business. This meeting is adjourned." Neussul waved his hand in dismissal.

      "Wait," Lorit shouted. "What about Zhimosom?"

      "As provisional members, you are not entitled to petition the council."

      "Are you all going to sit there and listen to this?" Lorit looked from wizard to wizard. He saw guilt in some of their faces, but none of them moved or even spoke.

      "We are agreed, then?" Neussul stood up. "Since there is no more business, we will meet again at the next moon phase."

      "Wait." Lorit held up his hand. "There must be something. We must find Zhimosom."

      Neussul stared at Lorit. Lorit could feel the magic rise in the wizard and did his best to raise a barrier against any attack. "There is one thing you could do that might help. The Summa Purus Magicae has been lost. If you can find it and open it, I will help you find Zhimosom."

      "I will find it," Lorit said.

      Neussul laughed and raised his hand. He turned to mist and vanished without a word. Lorit watched as all but one of the council members dissolved. Awbelser sat quietly in his seat. "You received my message, I see?"

      "Your message?" Lorit asked.

      "Yes, it was I who advised you to undertake the trials. I see that it has worked out for the best." He examined Lorit as he spoke.

      "Yes, it worked out. We've not only passed the trials, but we've also acquired powers that I would never have hoped to possess."

      "You will need them to succeed in your final quest. You must find the book and open it to free Zhimosom. It will not be an easy task."

      "What do you know of Zhimosom's captor? Do you know where Zhimosom is?"

      "His location is hidden. I cannot tell for sure, but Neussul has taken to carrying full shields at all times. He hides himself behind them, so that not even we can see his real intent. I suspect that he is behind this. He is a powerful wizard, and you put yourself in grave danger when you thwart his plans. He will not allow you to upset his game."

      "A game? Is this what that is, a wizard's game?" Lorit was growing angry at the idea that this was all just some game the wizards undertook for pleasure or as a distraction.

      "A game it is, but wizards' games are for power and dominance. They are very real and very permanent. I fear that whatever has been done to seal Zhimosom away may have caused him and Rotiaqua permanent harm."

      Lorit gave Awbelser a determined look. "Where do you suggest we look for the book?"

      "Start by searching the wizard's study. He may have left you some hint."

      "Do you know where Zhimosom's study is?" Lorit asked.

      "No, no one does, but you've been there. Haven't you?"

      "Yes, I traveled there in a vision."

      "Why don't you just travel there now? Just as you have done in the past?"

      "We can do that?" Chihon asked.

      "Yes, you have the power and you know where it is."

      Lorit turned to Chihon. "Are you ready?"

      "Yes." She reached out her hand and took his. Lorit visualized the wizard's study. He felt for the room, bringing to mind the details of the study and its contents. Before he tried to project himself there, he searched the floor for any hexagram that might have been set as a trap.

      The floor looked clean. He squeezed Chihon's hand and visualized his destination once again. He concentrated and imagined that they were there. The Wizard's Council chambers faded from view, to be replaced by the familiar coziness of Zhimosom's study.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit looked around the room for any signs of Zhimosom or Rotiaqua. There were none. There was a door leading out of the study. It was unlocked, so he opened it and stepped through.

      "Who's there?" an old woman shouted. She dropped a pot of boiling water on the floor and raised a hand in defense.

      "We are friends of Zhimosom's," Lorit said. "I am Lorit and this is Chihon."

      "It took you long enough to get here," she said. She drew her shawl back to reveal a face that Lorit knew well.

      "Rotiaqua!" Lorit rushed over to give her a hug and helped her sit down in a comfortable chair. She was frail and looked ancient.

      "Have you had any luck?" he asked.

      "No, still no luck. Last time we talked, he said he had proof that one of the council was working with the temple. He could feel it in the traitor's magic. Whoever it was, the wizard was drawing on temple magic to power his spells."

      "Did he say who it was?" Lorit asked.

      "He didn't say, but from what you tell me of Neussul's behavior, I'm certain it's him. Zhimosom went to confront him. He didn't believe that even with the temple's magic at his command, someone could be strong enough to hurt him. He was wrong."

      Rotiaqua looked frailer than Lorit had ever seen her. She was almost helpless without Zhimosom.

      "He is weak, but still alive," Rotiaqua said.

      "How do you know?" Lorit asked.

      "Because I'm still alive." Rotiaqua looked at Lorit and slowly closed her eyes to rest.
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        * * *

      

      "He never told you where he keeps the book?" Lorit asked.

      "No, some secrets he kept, even from me."

      "How can that be?" Chihon asked.

      "Just you wait and see. There are some secrets you just won't want to share. You have to keep something back, and he always was a little shy around me."

      "I thought you've been together for four hundred years," Chihon said.

      "We have. You'd think that would be enough time to get over anything."

      "Get over what?" Lorit wanted to know as much about Zhimosom as he could, as he believed it was all part of his education as a wizard.

      "A long time ago, Zhimosom was treated badly because of me." She held up her hand. "No. It wasn't something I did. It was who I was, and he's never properly gotten over it, but that's a long story for another time."

      Rotiaqua patted Lorit's shoulder. "You get on and see if you can find that book."
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        * * *

      

      After a long day of searching, Lorit felt that they had examined every book in the wizard's library. They found arcane spells the likes of which they had never imagined, but the Summa Purus Magicae was nowhere to be found.

      "I'm beginning to think he didn't have it," Chihon said.

      "Maybe it's not in his study," Lorit said.

      "You two ready for dinner?" Rotiaqua called. "I'm just about done cooking. You want it in here or out on the porch?"

      "We'll have it outside," Lorit said. They had been so intent on their search, that they had not even looked outdoors. They still had no idea where Zhimosom lived. Maybe the outside of the house would yield some clues.

      They followed her outside and onto the porch, where a small table was set. It was flanked by comfortable chairs. Beyond the split log railing of the porch was a short grassy slope that ran down to the shores of a crystal-clear lake. The setting sun made an umber track on the water where the lake disappeared between the far-off snow-capped mountain peaks.

      The mountains with their rugged terrain were mirrored in the glassy surface of the water. Lorit could hear eagles cry off in the distance. All around the residence, the deep thick underbrush licked at the tall redwoods that towered over them.

      Rotiaqua pulled up her own chair and sat quietly, watching the sunset.

      "This is a beautiful view," Chihon said.

      "Sure is," Rotiaqua said. "Zhimosom sits out here and thinks almost as often as he does in his musty old study. Some days he just stares off at that lake."

      "Do you know where his Sorcerer's stone is?" Lorit asked.

      "Over on that rock ledge. He sometimes spends the whole afternoon just sitting on his Sorcerer's stone, his hands folded in his lap. Likely as not he's just sleeping, soaking in the power."

      "Is there a trail that leads there?"

      "Right over there." Rotiaqua pointed out a well-worn path that led off into the woods. "Follow that path. It will lead you straight to it."

      They slept on the floor in the study and rose early to search the rock in the early morning. Rotiaqua helped in the kitchen. Lorit was eager to find the book and get back to the council. He couldn’t wait to find Zhimosom's stone and see if it would lead them to the book.

      "Come with us?" Lorit asked Rotiaqua. "You may see something we miss."

      "No, this task is yours. I'm tired. I'll just wait for you here."

      The path was clear and well used, winding around the forest until it dropped them at the rock ledge that extended over the water. The stone itself bore a path as if worn into it by years of repeated use.

      Lorit and Chihon sat on the rock, looking out over the lake as the early morning sun lit the mountains, painting a deep red splash on the pure white of the snow caps. It was refreshing and recharged their power quickly.

      Lorit heard a deep slow moaning coming from beneath them as they relaxed.

      "You hear that?" Lorit asked.

      "It almost sounds like the mountain's breathing."

      "Caves!" they both said in unison.

      "Maybe Zhimosom hid the book in a cave near here." They jumped up and searched around for evidence or any indication that there was a cave nearby.

      Chihon called to him from a path below the rock. "Lorit. There's an opening here."

      The mouth of the cave was well hidden, but accessible. Lorit ducked his head as he entered the low opening. The cave was dry and clean, almost as if someone had swept it clean just that morning.

      Chihon ducked her head and followed him inside. As they penetrated deeper into the cliff face, the outside light faded. Lorit lifted his staff and called up a spell that would light their way.

      Soon the cave widened into a large room that was decorated with crude drawings of animals and hunters. Lorit looked them over carefully. Most were rough representations of prey animals or primitive weapons and looked to have been made by some long-lost civilization.

      Way off in one corner, a symbol caught his eye. It was a stylized drawing of a man holding a staff and wearing a wizard's robes. Lorit pointed to it and laughed. "Look! A wizard. Do you think this means we are on the right track?"

      Chihon laughed at the drawing. "I think there may be something around here that we're meant to find."

      Lorit used the light from his staff to illuminate the figure of the wizard. As the golden light struck it, the figure started to glow. The arm of the wizard gradually changed position until it was pointing to the wall on Lorit's left.

      "Over here." Lorit turned to the blank wall where the figure pointed. It looked like an ordinary rock face inside the cavern. He examined it closely for signs of any hidden opening mechanism, but there were none.

      "Indica mihi quem latet," Lorit intoned, commanding the stone to reveal to him that which was hidden. The cliff face took on a fuzzy appearance as if the stone itself were vibrating so quickly as to become invisible. It shimmered and then started to shift. A passageway opened in front of him, taking on the shape of an arched doorway, complete with capstone and decorative brickwork.

      The chamber that lay beyond the archway was more crowded and disorganized than Zhimosom's study. There were books strewn about, haphazardly tossed on shelves and the floor. A large chair sat behind an ornately decorated table upon which rested a pair of human skulls, each with a single candle protruding from the center of the stained ivory bone.

      "Incendo ignio," Lorit said, willing the flame into existence. The candlelight chased away the darkness, and a mist formed on the seat of the chair. Lorit gathered his power around him, ready to fight or flee, depending on the threat. He barely let himself hope, growing more excited as the mist took the form of the old wizard.

      "Ah, Lorit, you made it," Zhimosom said.

      Zhimosom's eyes were looking at something next to Lorit, so he shifted his gaze to see what it was. There was nothing there.

      "I am happy to see that you have made it this far, and having done so, you already know that I am either dead or victim to some other unfortunate circumstance that hampers my ability to assist you.

      "I have arranged for circumstances to lead you here so you can carry on my work," the wizard continued.

      Zhimosom looked around at his desk as if distracted. "Oh my, I hope that it's you, Lorit. But then I guess I have no way of knowing, do I? Well, no matter." Zhimosom's eyes went vague for a moment, then focused near on Lorit once again.

      "I have arranged matters for you to carry on my work. Yes, that's it," he muttered to himself.

      "I have hidden the Summa Purus Magicae here, in my secondary study. It will reveal itself to you only when the time is right. If not, it will remain hidden no matter how hard you look.

      "The fact that you are witnessing this means something has befallen me. I may be dead or incapacitated. That should be of no consequence to you. It has come to my attention that one of the wizards on the ruling council is secretly in league with the temple of Ran. He has been working with them for some years, thwarting our plans and feeding them information on promising young wizards.

      "I made this message just before going to confront him. While I am confident that I am in no danger from any ordinary wizard, one that is in league with the temple may prove to be a challenge. I hope I am equal to my challenge as I am confident you will be to yours.

      "Should you prove equal to the task, please don't waste time trying to find me or resolve my predicament. Your first task will be the elimination of this threat from the council and from this mortal realm.

      "Farewell and good luck." The wizard looked down at his book once more, frowning.

      "That is, assuming you are Lorit." The wizard looked around his study almost in a panic and then settled down.

      "Oh, lest I forget. You will need all the strength of your pairing to handle this threat. Should I be unavailable to guide you, know that the power you share is more than just a cooperation of your magic. It is a merging of your essence, a joining of your life forces. As you grow together, you will become as one person inhabiting two separate bodies. As your union deepens, so will your powers.

      "Go now and complete my quest," the old wizard said as he turned to mist and faded away.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit turned to Chihon. "What was that?"

      "I don't know. How can we become as one person? Do you think it means the way we shared our vision back in the library?"

      "I'm not sure. But it’s clear we still have more trials ahead," Lorit said.

      He shuffled through the books, looking them over one by one. There were stacks of them, and they were dusty and worn. One particularly thick book had the engraving on the front that indicated it was filled with powerful hexagrams. He had enough experience with these spells to be wary.

      Sitting at the table, he opened it and leafed through it, muttering to himself as he read. He reached a page that bore an engraving so complex, he could barely make out the lines of the figure.

      "Look at this one," he said to Chihon. "It looks like this is a spell made to drain a wizard's power. If I read this correctly, it's similar to what the temple uses to extract power from a wizard, only this simply drains him without taking it into the wielder of the spell.

      "It looks complex." Lorit guided his finger along the text that described how the spell was used. He read the description aloud to Chihon. As he finished reading the spell, the ink on the page became fuzzy, almost as if it was lifting from the paper. It rose from the page and started to swirl around like a cyclone of fine black powder until finally it rushed at Lorit.

      He swatted at it, afraid of what it would do to him, but it kept rushing at him until finally it threaded its way up his sleeve. He felt a stinging on his back, almost as if a thousand needles had pierced his skin. He twisted in his chair, but he couldn't reach the offending ink.

      "What happened?" Chihon reached over and pulled at Lorit's shirt. "It's on your back. The same hexagram that was in the book. It looks like it's just under your skin."

      "See if you can rub it off." Lorit pulled his shirt over his head.

      Chihon rubbed at his back, gently at first, then rougher. "It's not coming off. It doesn't even smudge."

      "Just leave it, then," he said. "We have to find the book. Zhimosom said it was hidden here somewhere, and it would reveal itself when the time was right."

      After a while, Lorit grew exasperated with the search. He was ready to give up. "We're never going to find it."

      Chihon had been rummaging through a pile near the entryway. She held up a large leather-bound volume. "Lorit, I think this is it." The book had a crest on the front, surrounded by the wizards' script. He peered at it. It was indeed the Summa Purus Magicae.

      It was closed with a leather strap ending in a brass clasp with a tiny lock on the end. The book was locked fast.

      He probed with his magic, trying to feel the lock mechanism and spring the book open. It resisted his attempts.

      "Let's take it up to the Sorcerer's stone and see if a little extra magic will open it," Lorit said.

      They made their way back to the rock ledge. Lorit could feel the power emanating from it, recharging his internal stores. He focused on the lock once more, trying to wrest the tiny brass clasp open, but it refused to budge.

      He reached out to Rotiaqua and quickly connected with her image. "Do you know how to open the book?" he asked.

      "Certainly not. I didn't even know he still had it. I can't do much of anything with him gone like he is."

      "We're going to face the council."

      "Be careful," was all she said before Lorit felt her fade out.

      "Zhimosom doesn't trust the council, and we shouldn't either," Lorit said. "I don't want to hand the book over to them. We could be giving it to the wizard who captured Zhimosom, and where would we be then?"

      "We have to face the council."

      "We don't have to turn the book over to them, but you're right, we do have to face them." Lorit reached out and took her hand, focused on the council room while he gathered the power from the sorcerer's stone and transposed them to the council chamber.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "We have located the Summa Purus Magicae," Lorit explained once the council members had gathered.

      "Have you figured out how to open it?" Neussul asked with a smirk.

      "We have not opened it yet."

      "Have you tried?" Neussul leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest.

      "Yes. We were unsuccessful."

      Neussul leaned forward, placing his hands flat on the table. "The spells in the book are powerful, too powerful to be in the hands of a junior council member." Neussul reached out his hand.

      "First we find Zhimosom. That was the deal," Lorit said, holding the book tightly in his arms.

      "You are not strong enough to use those spells. That book belongs to the council," Neussul said. Lorit could feel the pull on the book as the wizard tried to force it from his hands. He focused his magic on it, trying to send it back to Zhimosom's study. He felt the spell take effect when Neussul shouted.

      "Wait. If you pass the test, we will help you." Lorit thought he sounded desperate.

      "What test?" Lorit asked.

      "There are trials of courage, power, and wisdom that every wizard must pass to demonstrate their mastery. If you pass these trials, I will personally help you find Zhimosom."

      Lorit looked at the wizard. He had no reason to trust him, but he wasn't getting anywhere by himself.

      "This is the last time I listen to you," Lorit said. He was angry and wanted to take on Neussul right there, but Chihon laid her hand on his arm. He could feel her trying to impart a sense of calm. He embraced her touch and relaxed.

      "Let the test begin, then. You will help us find Zhimosom once we are finished," Lorit said.

      "I gave you my word, did I not?" Neussul said. He stood tall and haughty. "If you pass the test. Not many do."

      "We will," Lorit said with more confidence than he had a right to.

      Neussul stood up and leaned over the table. "The trials start at the wizard's keep. You must enter there and face whatever it deems appropriate."

      He sat back down and laughed. "Go now and good luck. You'll need it."

      Lorit turned to Chihon and grasped her arm as they left the council chambers.
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      Lorit and Chihon rested before the final test. After the dangers they had braved, Lorit was in no hurry to begin anew, but he worried about Zhimosom. He rested uneasily and woke early the next morning still tired.

      They traversed the narrow ledge that led to the keep and entered the great hall wondering how the trials would begin and what they should do to announce their intent.

      "Let's stick together," Lorit said as they walked down the dusty aisles toward the library. "How do we know what the tests are? Where do you think they start?"

      Suddenly Lorit found himself alone. He was in a hallway that stretched for as far as he could see in either direction. "Chihon," he called. "Where are you?"

      He heard the sound of his voice echoing off of the walls, but nothing from Chihon. He reached out to her with his magic, but he couldn't sense her. She was gone.

      Lorit panicked. He ran from door to door, opening each one and calling for Chihon. Finally, he spotted one that contained an arch that led to a small room. Inside the room was the short stone wall of a well. It was as wide as Lorit's outstretched arms and filled to the top with the shimmer of water.

      Lorit entered the room and looked in the well. The water was almost silver in its appearance, as it licked at the stone wall. "Incendo ignio," Lorit commanded the torches around the room to light so he could see better.

      Lorit turned back to the well to see a short little man sitting on the ledge. He was perched on the edge of the wall, legs crossed and dangling over the edge into the water. "Looking for something?" he asked.

      "Yes, I am." Lorit took a step closer. The little man shone with the glimmer of pure gold. His skin and his clothes were the same color, as if he had been cast from gold coins melted down for the purpose.

      "And just what are you looking for?" The man smiled up at Lorit, his golden eyes reflecting the light from the torches.

      "Chihon was with me and now she's gone. Can you help me find her?"

      The man waved his arm over the water. "You can find anything your heart desires here, if you but have the courage to seek it."

      "Anything?"

      "Anything," the golden man replied. "Provided you have the courage to seek it. Not everyone does. Actually, almost no one does." He shook his head sadly.

      "How do I seek the sorceress Chihon?"

      "You dive in and swim," the golden man said. "Simple as that." He snapped his fingers and smiled a wide, gold-toothed grin.

      "Dive in?" Lorit unbuckled his belt and started to strip down to his pants in preparation.

      "Dive in," the man said. "That's the best way, just dive in and see where it takes you. It's always educational, and sometimes you even find what you are looking for."

      Lorit walked to the edge of the well. He dipped his hand into the water to test it. It was cool, but not cold. "Just dive in?"

      "Dive." The golden man gestured to the water.

      Lorit climbed up on the wall, took a few deep breaths, and dove into the water. It was cold enough to give him a shock on entry, but he quickly grew used to it, as he made his way down into the depths. Several feet beneath the surface, the well opened onto a wide channel extending deep into the mountain. Lorit could not see into the depths, but he was determined to follow this path.

      He turned and entered the channel. He worked his way along, paying attention to his breath, counting out the time in his head. He estimated how long he could stay underwater before he had to return to the surface for air. When he felt that he had reached his halfway point, he turned around and headed back.

      He broke the surface, gulping. His lungs burned with the relief of the air rushing in. He breathed heavily, recovering from his dive.

      The golden man sat on the ledge. "Find her?"

      "No, I ran out of breath," Lorit said, still panting.

      "Keep trying. Just a little more. You're doing great."

      "Then what?"

      "Then you find what you're looking for," the little golden man said. "You almost made it."

      Lorit breathed deeply several more times, taking in as much air as his lungs could hold. He gulped one last time and dove into the well. This time he swam faster, harder, trusting he would reach some point that would be safe.

      A silver light showed up ahead. Lorit swam for it, turning up into a short vertical shaft. He broke the surface of the water and emerged into a small cavern filled with air. He exhaled deeply spraying water all over the dimly lit cavern. Several shafts of light came from overhead holes that must have led to the air above.

      His chest heaved as he breathed in the fresh cool air. Lorit knew that if he could count on these air pockets at regular intervals, he could swim along the tunnel as far as needed. How this was going to lead him to Chihon, he didn't know, but he was willing to risk the water for her.

      He breathed deeply and plunged back into the water. He swam until he came to a second short cavern where he recovered his breath. This time he was more tired and rested longer. The cool water was starting to feel cold to him. He could feel his body heat seeping out and knew he couldn't keep it up indefinitely.

      Recovered enough to continue, Lorit dove once more. Within a short swim, he entered a large underwater cavern. In the center of the expanse was a shimmering bubble. It was lit from within, but Lorit could not tell what was inside.

      He swam closer until he could make out a huge cage. It looked to be made of iron bars woven in and around each other until they formed a large half dome of mesh that almost touched the shimmering bubble.

      Inside the mesh, Lorit saw a table and a bed. To his surprise, the wizard Zhimosom sat quietly on the chair. Lorit swam to the edge of the bubble and reached for the mesh inside, to see if he could find some way to free the wizard. The bubble resisted his efforts. It was as hard and unyielding as glass.

      Lorit pounded his fist on the bubble, trying to attract Zhimosom's attention. His efforts only made a dull thudding sound.

      Lorit swam around the bubble until he was in front of Zhimosom's face. The old wizard sat at the table, reading a book. His finger traced along the page as he read, his lips moving.

      Lorit pounded once more, but the wizard took no notice of him. He tried to reach out using his magical powers and the connection he had with the wizard.

      Still nothing.

      Lorit felt the burning in his lungs. He had stayed under the water longer than he expected, and his efforts to attract the wizard's attention had consumed too much of his air.

      He swam for the channel. He was not that far from the small cavern and fresh air. Lorit stroked madly, his lungs burning, his body tingling. He used the tunnel walls to propel himself along.

      Just as he thought he could hold out no longer, the ceiling opened onto the shaft where he had rested earlier. Lorit looked up for the shimmering surface that meant fresh air.

      It was gone.

      He swam up only to find the air gap had vanished. In its place, there was only rock.

      Lorit wasted no time worrying about where the air had gone. He had to reach the next cavern or he would drown. He turned, pushing off from the ceiling with all his might to give him an extra boost as he raced for the next cavern.

      The water seemed colder, the darkness ahead deeper. The pain started as a tingling in his whole body as his muscles cried out for air. He pushed and kicked along until he reached the next cavern. He turned and entered it, but once again, the air was gone.

      Lorit wanted to scream, but he knew that would only release all his air. He felt the tingling in his body worsen. He had to reach the surface before it got any worse. He turned once again, heading now for the well ahead.

      His lungs burned with the pain of it. All Lorit could think about was getting to the surface. He clenched his teeth, holding back the air in his lungs. As he swam, he slowly let the stale air out. He kicked with his feet and pulled with his arms, all the while letting tiny breaths out of his clenched teeth.

      He felt his strength going. His lungs were empty now. All he wanted to do was take a deep breath, but Lorit knew he would certainly drown if he did. His whole being cried out for air. He reached out and grasped the side wall, pulling his weary body slowly along. He felt it more pronounced now. His eyes tingled, and his vision narrowed until all he could see was a small spot directly in front of him. Lorit knew that soon that too would be gone, and he would not be able to resist taking that last deep breath of water.

      He saw light streaming down from the well up ahead. It was so close, but it might as well have been leagues away for all the good it would do him. He was too weak to reach it. He was never going to make it.

      Lorit reached out to Chihon with his magic. "I didn't make it."

      "Where are you?" she asked. The connection was weak and muffled. He could hardly hear her response.

      "I'm in a well deep in the mountain. I found Zhimosom, but I'm trapped down here without air."

      She answered him but he could barely make out her response. It almost sounded like "remember the water nymphs." He lost the contact. Now Lorit was truly alone. Was this how it would end? Trapped beneath the mountains, all by himself? He struggled and fought against the growing urge to take the deep breath that would mean the end of his life.

      His thoughts grew dim. He was afraid that he would pass out and that would mean the end of him. Lorit recalled the trials and troubles he had been through with Chihon. All the things they had overcome had come to nothing.

      He relented and took that deep breath, expecting to choke on the cool water as it rushed to fill his lungs. Instead, as he breathed in, it felt like fresh warm summer air, with just a hint of flowers. He sucked the water into his lungs, letting it fill him and restore him. The tingling and dimness were driven away by the freshness of it.

      As he breathed deeply, Lorit swore he could hear the water nymphs off in the distance, singing. He smiled and swam for the well, breaking the surface with a splash that sent water surging over the wall and onto the floor.

      The little golden man was gone, and the torches had burned almost to the end. His clothes were piled on the floor, where he had left them.

      Lorit reached out for Chihon to let her know he was all right, but there was nothing.

      Something was wrong.

      He rushed to don his clothes and ran off down the passageway, hoping it was going to take him to the library. He had to find Chihon. He was confident that working together they could free Zhimosom.
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        * * *

      

      Chihon was talking to Lorit at one moment, the next he was gone. She found herself in a long hallway that stretched off as far as she could see in either direction. "Lorit," she called out, but all she could hear was the echo of her own voice.

      She raced along the hallway, opening doors and calling out for Lorit. She reached out for him with her magic, but he was gone. She opened one door and burst into a room where a small golden man stood calmly, watching her. He came up to her knee and was clothed completely in gold.

      "Looking for something?" he asked with a smile.

      "Yes, I'm looking for a wizard. His name is Lorit. Did you see him?"

      "Perhaps," the little man said. "Do you want to find him?"

      "Yes, of course, I want to find him." Chihon was frantic. She needed to find Lorit.

      "I can help you find anything, if you have the courage for it," the little golden man said.

      "Where is Lorit?"

      "Is that what you desire to find over anything?"

      "Yes. Where is Lorit?" she demanded.

      "I can help you find anything," the golden man replied. "Provided you have the courage to seek it. Not everyone does. Actually, almost no one does." He shook his head sadly.

      "Where is he?" she screamed at him. "Stop playing games with me. Where is Lorit?" Chihon advanced on the little man, raising the magic within her.

      He held up his hands as if in defense. "Through there." He pointed to a short archway. It was small, but passable, the top of the arch coming almost to the middle of her thighs.

      It was tight. She could fit through, but she couldn't turn around. If she wanted to get out, she was going to have to back out.

      The crawl space made its way back into the darkness. Chihon saw a faint light up ahead. It looked like torches shimmering and flickering. She crawled toward them, hoping to find a large enough area where she could turn back if this proved to be the wrong path.

      She reached out for Lorit. His presence was still there but muted. She couldn't make out where he was or how he was faring. She tried to talk to him but got no answer.

      She crawled along, her back brushing the overhead bricks, her knees occasionally striking small bits and pieces of burnt wood that littered the floor. The light ahead got even brighter as she crawled until at last she entered a large room. It was made of the same brickwork as the passage, stretching several times her height.

      The room was crowded with bales of straw stacked up to the ceiling. They formed a wall of yellow with but a single hole. A small opening almost the same size as the tunnel showed near the middle of the wall. Chihon looked into the opening. She could see more of the room on the other side. Bales of straw were stacked in a circular pattern forming a neat wall inside the room.

      Chihon crawled through the opening until she could stand on the other side. She stepped over and around bales until she reached the curved wall. It was only slightly taller than she was. If she pulled a loose bale close and climbed on top of it, she should be able to see over the wall.

      She struggled with the heavy straw bale, dragging it across the floor until she had a platform from which she could see. She peered over the wall.

      In the middle of the circle sat a large iron cage that was formed of rods pressed together to create a tight mesh. Chihon could see someone sitting at a table inside the cage. It was Zhimosom.

      Chihon shouted to him, trying to catch his attention, but the figure remained motionless. She worked her way around the piled straw until she was in front of the wizard. She dragged another bale up to the wall and peered over.

      Zhimosom was hunched over a large tome open on the table before him. His hands traced the words in the book, his lips silently moving in time with his reading.

      "Zhimosom!"

      Nothing.

      She dragged more bales over. They were heavy and scratched her arms as she worked to make a platform to stand on that would allow her to jump over the wall. She was sweaty and sticky from the dust that swirled around her as she worked, but finally, she had a large enough step to pull herself to the top of the wall.

      She vaulted the wall and dropped to the floor. There was very little space between the straw wall and the mesh. She reached out for the mesh but came up short. There was a clear wall of glass between her and the cage.

      She pounded on the clear wall, trying to get Zhimosom's attention. Her fist made a muted thud when it hit, but the wizard did not hear her or give any indication that he knew someone was outside of his prison. Chihon beat harder, to no avail. She slumped against the glass prison and sank to the floor.

      As her breathing quieted, Chihon heard the crackling sound of flames. She sniffed the air. There was a fire somewhere and not just the flames of the torches.

      The straw was on fire.

      She turned back the way she had come. She could see the flames licking at the straw stretching to the ceiling. Dark smoke started to accumulate above her. It was choking and hot. She had to find a way out.

      Chihon tried to scale the inner wall she had dropped down to reach Zhimosom. She couldn't get her hand on it to hoist herself up. It was too tall, and the straw gave way as she tried to grab hold of it. She jumped up and threw her arms across the wall. All she succeeded in doing was to get a series of painful scratches. She fell to the floor, twisting her ankle as she landed.

      The pain was intense, but the smoke and heat worried her more. She had to find a way out. She limped around the wall. The space between the glass prison, and the wall of straw was even and offered her no escape. She felt the heat rising as she made her way around.

      Finally, in desperation, Chihon kicked her uninjured foot straight into a bale of straw. It stuck, offering her purchase to climb the wall. Slowly she made her way up the scratchy yellow wall. She reached the top and flung herself down the steps she had made.

      She lay on the floor, panting with exhaustion. The smoke was getting thicker. The black cloud was steadily dropping from the ceiling. She knew it would choke her just as effectively as if it had been a living thing with its hands around her throat.

      She crawled for the opening through which she had come.

      The whole area was awash in flames.

      She slowly made her way toward it. She could feel the heat on her face, but the opening looked to be safe from the direct flames. She pulled back in pain as the heat flared in her face. She was not sure she could make it through before the smoke reached the floor or the flames spread through the opening.

      She crawled faster, trying to beat the advancing flames. The smoke at floor level was thinner, white and wispy. She gasped as she drew it into her lungs, coughing so hard it made her headache. The smoke tasted like burned straw, with an acidic aftertaste that left her throat raw.

      Her eyes watered, stinging with the smoke that penetrated her eyelids, even when she clamped them shut to wash away the tears. The flames licked the straw above her, shedding heat on her back. It felt as if she was inside one of the bread ovens that her grandma'am used every morning.

      She collapsed on the floor, hoping for the briefest of respites before proceeding further. The floor was hot and covered in dark ash. As she settled her stomach to the floor, searing pain shot through her. A hot ember had landed on the floor and swept beneath her. The spark scorched her stomach, adding the smell of burned flesh to the already heavy air.

      She had to move. "Keep going," she told herself. "It's only a little farther."

      She reached the opening as the flames licked at it. She saw stalks of straw ignite and fall to the floor in her path. If she crawled through there, they would fall right on her, but if she stayed where she was, the path would soon be aflame, trapping her there.

      She crawled toward the opening, wiggling as she did, trying to shed any flaming debris from her skin before it could do any damage. She choked, coughing until her eyes hurt, but she made progress. The falling debris landed on her back, searing her as she advanced. She cried out in pain and collapsed in frustration.

      She lay there panting shallowly, trying to keep from breathing in the smoke and waiting to be burned alive.

      She reached out to Lorit. She could feel his magic. He was still alive. She heard him calling out to her, but it was distant and weak. "The Firebird," he reminded her.

      Chihon reached for the magic of the Firebird. It was born of fire and would shelter her from the flames. As she focused on it, the flames seemed to cool off around her. The pain receded, and she felt as if the fire were extinguished.

      She knew it was not the fire that changed, but her.

      The flames continued to lick at the straw. The smoke lowered to the floor, but none of this affected her as she crawled through the straw and back toward the opening from which she had first emerged.

      She quickly made her way along, back to the room where she had met the little golden man.

      He was gone.

      She reached out to Lorit. He was clear and distinct once again, and he was close, but she couldn't tell exactly where.

      "Lorit, are you all right?" she asked.

      "I'm fine," he replied through their magical link.

      "Where are you?" She was still unable to locate him.

      "I'm in the Wizard's Keep. Near the Library."
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        * * *

      

      Lorit made his way down the dusty hall toward Chihon. He had heard her call out to him earlier. He wanted to comfort her after her trial and explain to her that Zhimosom was still alive somewhere, but trapped. He could feel her magic from down the hallway. The immediate danger was over, and she was starting to calm down.

      He rushed forward, only to stop short as he came face to face with a large hairy beast. It was almost as tall as Lorit and had long sharp tusks. This was not your homestead swine. It was a monster from the forest. It was a killer.

      It lowered its head and snorted. Lorit raised his hands in defense, trying to think of a spell that would incapacitate the animal. He was just about to start the spell when he heard Chihon's scream, both out loud and in his head.

      He reached out and looked through her eyes. She was face to face with the largest mountain lion that Lorit had ever seen. The thing was easily capable of killing a horse, and it was crouched in front of her, ready to spring.

      Lorit calmed himself, trying not to think about the swine snorting and digging at the floor in front of him as it prepared to charge. He focused on Chihon and her fear. He concocted a spell that he hoped would stop the mountain lion. If he could confuse its senses, maybe he could distract it long enough for Chihon to get past.

      He reached out with his senses, crafting a wall of light and sound to send after the mountain lion. He was just starting to visualize it when Chihon screamed at him. "Lorit, watch out."

      The swine was charging, head down, razor-sharp tusks sticking out as it came. Lorit looked for a place to jump up, to duck into, or under. He felt a notch open in the wall and squeezed himself into it, raising his shield as he did. He kept his focus on Chihon and on the wall of light and sound he was projecting at the mountain lion as he squeezed himself into the crevice. The swine rushed toward him but passed him by. He took no relief from its passing and forced the wall of light and sound at the mountain lion.

      He called out to Chihon. "Cover your ears." He pushed the wall at the cat, wrenching the sound and light from around them into the cat's face. The creature shuddered when the noise hit and crumpled to the ground. He could feel Chihon jump over it and run toward him. In moments, she was in his arms.

      "Zhimosom, he's alive," Lorit said. "I saw him sitting in a cage, surrounded by a large transparent bubble. He's alive but trapped in the underwater tunnels. I only just made it out by using the magic of the nymphs."

      Lorit tugged at her arm. "We can free him, don't worry about the water, you'll be safe."

      Chihon pulled him up short. "I saw him, too. He was in a cage surrounded by straw, and it caught on fire. I was only able to escape by accessing the magic of the Firebird."

      Lorit stopped and turned back to face her. "So, what did we see? Was it really him?"

      "I don't know," Chihon said. "I think it was part of the test. We still need to get the council's attention."

      Lorit reached out his hand and took hers. He envisioned the council chambers and pulled.

      Lorit appeared not in the council chambers as he expected, but in the midst of an army. Alone.

      The men were weary and scarred from battle but were currently resting. Soldiers sat around a fire, sharpening their swords.
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      A voice called to Lorit from the dark.

      It was Sir Adane.

      "Good to see you again, old friend. We can surely use your help," he said.

      "What's happening?" Lorit asked. "I was just in the Wizards' Keep, and suddenly I found myself here."

      "I don't know what brought you here, but I sure am glad you've come," Sir Adane said. "We were ambushed. We were on our way home when we were set upon. They cut through our ranks like a hot knife. We were lucky to fall back to a safe position. I fear the morning will bring about our deaths."

      "Surely you can stand against any army. How did they defeat you?"

      "This foe is one who doesn't die when you strike them."

      "Doesn't die? Is there some magic about them that preserves them?" Lorit thought back to the queen's fighters and how they were protected by her magic.

      "Nothing protects them. They can't die because they're already dead."

      "Already dead?"

      "Yes, they're already dead. Some wizard has raised up an army of shades to send against us. If you were not here, I would have said all hope is lost. You can help us, can't you?"

      Lorit looked at the knight. His armor was scuffed, and he looked like he hadn't slept in days. "I will try. How is the queen?"

      "She's resting. This is taking a lot out of her. Come." Sir Adane led Lorit to the tent that Queen Ukina occupied in the field. The knight lifted the flap and motioned him inside.

      The queen sat on the floor, her legs crossed, arms folded in silent contemplation. Lorit lowered himself to the floor across from her without saying a word. He waited until she opened her eyes and looked at him.

      "It's my brother. I know it."

      "Prince Ghall?"

      "Yes, but he's no longer Prince Ghall, now he's Brother Ghall." She spat it as if it were a swear word. "He's gone over to them and has threatened the realm. He wants to create a kingdom run by the temple."

      "Why do you think it's him?" Lorit knew she had become sensitive to magic since her ordeal.

      "He's been to visit me. He came again last night and offered me a chance to surrender before the attack. I refused." She gestured to the encampment around here. "What you see is the consequence of that refusal."

      A shimmer appeared in the air between Lorit and Ukina. It took on the form of a young man and solidified. It was Ghall.

      "Lorit! How nice of you to join the battle. My friends have filled me in on your adventures. Glad you could be here to witness the fitting end of my sister's story. I'm so sad that you will not live to see me take over the kingdom and establish rule by the temple in Veldwaite."

      "Don't be too sure about that." Lorit stood and raised his staff. He could feel the temple magic in the boy, but it was not as strong as the priests he had faced.

      Before he could raise a spell, Ghall laughed. His image turned back to mist and dissipated away.

      "You see? My brother has turned." Ukina stood up. "Can you help us?"

      "I'll do my best," Lorit said.

      "Let's hope it is enough."

      Suddenly, the sound of a horn split the air, three short blasts followed by two long ones.

      "They're attacking," Sir Adane ducked out of the tent and rushed to join the battle.

      Lorit followed him into the chill morning air. The sun was just rising, casting a red glow over the battle. Lorit saw the opposing army charging up the hill. They were indeed dead, as Sir Adane had indicated.

      The entire advancing horde was dead and decayed, with skin hanging from bones that clattered as they came. Some held shields and brandished swords. Others just farm implements and sticks they must have found along their way.

      The sea of dead crashed against the army with a stench Lorit recognized from the graveyard. The din of battle was deafening.

      Lorit reached out with his magic to examine them. There was a component of temple magic to them, the mixed blend of captives who'd had their lives stolen by the temple, along with a new power, one of death and decay that Lorit did not recognize.

      He tried to raise a shield and push them back, but they simply walked through it. He could feel the army of the dead overpower the spells he threw at them. Lorit raised a fireball and hurled it. It struck one of the dead, who flashed brightly, turned to ash, and vanished, only to be replaced immediately by another from behind.

      He raised another fireball in each hand and hurled them at the advancing shades. Each one exploded in a satisfying shower of sparks as the fireball struck, but every dead soldier he dispatched was immediately replaced by another just as dead.

      Lorit kept the effort up until he had a small ring of clear space before him and Sir Adane. He was growing tired and wondered how long he could keep up the effort. It was quickly draining his powers.

      He reached out for the elementals and harnessed their magic. He dug deep into the earth to harness the raw stuff of magic. He called out to Kal'ryni, but it was no good. There simply was not enough power to keep the invading army back, much less defeat them.

      "I can't stop them," Lorit said as he fell to his knees exhausted. "They're too strong."

      "There must be something you can do!" Queen Ukina cried. "Lorit. We need you. Do something. Please!"

      He looked at the advancing hoard. He tried to quiet his panic and slow his breathing. Think. What would stop them?

      Lorit reached to one of the dead and examined it. It was a farmer from a nearby town that had been animated by the temple's magic. It took considerable magic to animate the dead. He could feel it, swirling around and through the army. They felt nothing, they thought nothing, and they attacked under command of a wizard that Lorit could not see.

      He carefully grasped at the thread of magic that controlled one of the dead. He felt its fiber and strength. As with the queen, there was no way he could sever each thread individually, it would take as much power as banishing each of them individually.

      He played with the thread, searching for the compulsion, the command, that drove them onward. He felt the subtle influence of a witch woven among the power of the temple. He could sense the death and decay of that power. It was a witch's power that guided them, and it was the temple's power that sustained them.

      He crafted a thread of his own. This one was of death and decay even more than that of the witch's magic. He twisted the magic he drew from the elementals into the new strands, creating thousands of threads, all imbued with the death and decay he felt in the witch's magic.

      He held the threads in his hands and surveyed the host of dead. He cast the threads over them, guiding his power outwards. The new crimson and rust threads settled over the bodies of the invading army.

      The dead started to decay, the skin melted off their bones, leaving only skeletons battling the knights. Soon those turned dry and brittle, breaking with the impact of each thrust until finally they turned to dust and fell to the ground.

      Soon the horde was gone. The ground before Lorit was littered with abandoned weapons, tools, and scraps of clothing. Even those quickly deteriorated until all that remained were small streaks of rust where weapons had lain.

      "You did it," Ukina cried.

      "I did it." Lorit turned to her but felt a sudden jerk. It looked like he was to face still more trials.
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        * * *

      

      Chihon found herself not in the council chambers where Lorit had planned to take her, but in an inn. It looked vaguely familiar. The little gold man sat on the table.

      "Found him, didn't you?" He looked up at her with a wide grin.

      "Where am I?" Chihon looked around the inn. It was the Broken Dagger inn.

      "Where you need to be," the little man said.

      "Why am I here?"

      "To prove your power." The little man hopped down from the table and walked over to her. "You found what you sought, that is clear. You must prove your power now.

      "If you succeed, you pass on to the next test. If you fail, these people die." He jumped up on the table near Chihon to put his face at her eye level. He leaned in toward her, looking her in the eye. "Don't fail."

      The little gold man jumped down from the table and turned toward the door.

      "Who are you?" Chihon called after him.

      "I am your friend. We knew each other well once. You honored me greatly." With that, he simply faded away.

      The door burst open, and Hatther entered. Chihon recognized the wizard Hatther from her prior visit. He was out of breath and looked disheveled and tired.

      "You have to help. It's out of hand."

      "What's out of hand?" Chihon asked.

      "The epidemic. It's out of hand. People are sick all over. I've contained it, but they're all going to die if we don't help them."

      "What? I thought it was only going to affect the invaders. What happened?"

      "Two days ago, people started getting sick. The Atenthi all died out the day you left. Everyone else was fine. Until two days ago."

      "What did you do? Can you create a potion that can save them?"

      "I've tried everything I know of, but nothing works." Hatther spread his hands showing his helplessness.

      "Bring me to someone who is sick," Chihon said.

      "No need. There is someone here already." He led her through the inn to a room where a woman lay.

      It was Enmeld.

      Chihon rushed over to the bed and knelt down to examine her. She was hot, and her skin was blotched with red marks, as if she had been grasped firmly, leaving bruises all up and down her arms. Her hair was damp and matted, and her eyes were dark. She opened them as Chihon stroked her hair.

      "Oh, good. You're here," was all she could manage through her parched lips.

      "Don't worry. I'll do everything I can." Chihon said, reassuring her.

      "I know." Enmeld closed her eyes and relaxed.

      Chihon examined her. The dark brown of disease permeated her body and concentrated in her blood. It was thick and brown, the color of rot and decay.

      She imagined the blood turning the color of a spring field of hay. A light green that signified new life and fresh growth. As she did, Chihon felt the disease abate. She pressed her power into the girl until Enmeld started to breathe easier.

      Chihon continued to stroke her hair and soothe her as she worked her magic. After a long while, Enmeld showed a light green spreading through her body. The brown of disease was fading fast. Chihon put a spell on her so she would sleep while the healing progressed.

      "You saved her, didn't you?" Hatther asked.

      "I think so, but I am exhausted. I learned how to heal from Tass, but it takes a lot out of me. I can't do many of these. I'm tired and hungry."

      "Come on. I'll get you something to eat. There is bread and cheese in the kitchen, but nothing hot, I'm afraid. No one has been well enough to cook."

      Hatther helped her to her feet and guided her back to the dining room. He fetched her a mug of ale and a plate of stale bread and moldy cheese.

      "This is all I could find."

      "It looks delicious." Chihon ate as if she had gone days without food.

      "How many are sick like this?" she said around a mouthful of bread.

      "Hundreds. I have placed a wall around the infected area to keep them from leaving and spreading it to the rest of the city. People are angry. The well ones think I have trapped them in here to die."

      Hatther sat across from Chihon with a sad, fearful look on his face. "I might have indeed trapped them here to die. Along with me, if you cannot help us."

      "I have barely enough power to help one woman. How can you expect me to heal all of these people?"

      "You have to try. My only hope was that I could live long enough to see the last of them die before my shield fell. If anyone gets out of the area, they will spread this disease and the whole world may die.

      "My death will be a personal tragedy, but if I let these infected folk loose, then it will be a tragedy for thousands more."

      "I'll try again. Take me to another." Chihon stood up, slightly refreshed after her quick bite.

      Hatther led her to another room. This time a young boy lay abed. He was about ten summers in age, tanned brown by the sun and strong. He had the same dark brown infection that Enmeld had.

      Chihon knelt beside his bed and examined him. She reached out and touched the infection just as she'd done with Enmeld. She could see it receding when, suddenly, she felt light headed. She relaxed her healing and grasped the side of the bed.

      Stars appeared at the periphery of her vision, and she felt dizzy. The sparkling gold flecks swirled around her vision growing ever tighter, threatening to choke off her sight. She felt her stomach tingle and her breathing slow.

      The next thing Chihon knew, she was lying on her back in a bed. A rough blanket covered her, and the straw of the mattress scratched at her skin.

      She looked up to see Hatther standing over her.

      "Back with us, I see," he said.

      "What happened? How is the boy?"

      "He is doing a little better." Hatther helped her sit up.

      "How is Enmeld?" Chihon asked.

      "I'm fine," came a voice from outside of the room. Enmeld entered carrying a tray with a pot of mead, a bowl of thick broth, and a small pile of travel bread. The broth smelled of fowl and onion and made Chihon's mouth water.

      Enmeld sat next to her. She dipped one of the pieces of bread in the broth and held it out to Chihon. Nothing ever tasted so good. Chihon gobbled up the food almost as fast as Enmeld dished it out.

      "How long was I out?" she asked, once she was finished eating.

      "Since yesterday." Enmeld placed the now empty bowl and tray on the table. She sat down on the bed next to Chihon.

      "Thank you for saving me," Enmeld said.

      "I wish I could do more," Chihon sighed. "I just don't have the power to heal everyone."

      "What did the temple teach you about healing?" Hatther asked.

      "They said I could improve my healing power by taking the life force or magic of another creature. But they said a life must be given for each one saved."

      "Maybe we can find sacrificial animals like they use."

      "No. It's not enough. Even with their sacrifices, I was not able to heal more than one or two in a day. I just don't have enough time or power to heal everyone."

      "There must be a way," Hatther pleaded with her.

      Chihon reached out for the power she had learned to access. She could feel the power of the elementals, the earth, wind, fire, and water. She weighed them against the need of the people and found them lacking. She reached deep into the earth to find the raw stuff of magic as Lorit had taught her, but it still was not enough.

      Somewhere deep inside of her, a thought arose. It was one of the passages from the books in Zhimosom's library. It said "When your enemy pushes, do not push back. Pull."

      She wondered why that had come to her. She relaxed and felt for the disease. She could sense it pressing on the afflicted, relentlessly driving its corruption into them.

      She examined the power behind the disease. She could feel the wizard's magic as well as the magic of the potion itself. It was earth magic at its heart.

      Chihon drew the magic of the potion into her, welcoming its advance. She felt it attack her, permeating into her blood as it had with the rest of its victims.

      She felt the fire of it as it invaded every part of her body. The corruption and decay turned to rot and purification as it invaded her. She welcomed it, drew it more and more to herself, willing it to run its course.

      The death and decay had become all pervasive when she started her work. She pulled at it. The next step after death and decay was new life. Plants, animals, people all died. Death and decay took them in its time. Everything ended up in the earth dead and decaying, but then from the richness of that decay sprang new life.

      She pulled the death and decay through to the next stage, new life. She could feel the energy and power of the life that sprang from the pestilence. It was exhilarating and heady. She reveled in its power and freshness as the disease ran its course and changed to rebirth.

      She reached out to embrace the sick and dying around her. She used the power of rebirth that sprang from the disease to heal them all. She could feel the power surge as the disease yielded to the fresh new life.

      All around her, the brown of death and decay turned to the green and yellows of spring.

      Chihon sat back and sighed. "Looks like they're going to be well."

      "Thank you for your help. Without you, we would all surely be dead." Hatther reached out his hand, but before she could grasp it, Chihon felt the wrenching that she had come to associate with the start of a new trial.
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        * * *

      

      The inn faded out, to be replaced by low walls that surrounded Chihon. The enclosure was circular and about thirty spans in diameter. The wind blew cold, colder than she'd felt in a long time. It gusted and threatened to throw her against the low walls that offered no protection.

      Chihon made her way to the wall and peered over it. She was at the top of a tall tower. It was so tall that clouds rushed by beneath her, obscuring the land far below. It was even higher than the Bell Tower had been, but this tower was bleak and cold.

      She searched for a door or some entryway through which she could make her escape. There was nothing but a smooth granite block floor. She could find no trace of a door or even a crack in the floor. It was so tightly sealed, she could not even work a knife blade into the gap between the stones.

      She reached out for Lorit. He was nearby. He replied almost immediately.

      "Where are you?" she asked.

      "I'm in a dungeon from the looks of it. It's damp, cold, and dark. I can feel air movement, but not much. There's a heavy wooden door. It's locked and spelled. Where are you?"

      "I'm atop a tall tower without a door."

      "Let's try and open the cell door together. I've used all my strength, but I can't get it to budge," Lorit said. "Let's do this together."

      Chihon could feel her power flow out and through Lorit. He must have been focused on the door so strongly that she could no longer hear his thoughts. She drew power from all available sources and channeled it to him. After a while, she heard him sigh and release the effort.

      "It's no use. I can't open it. You try," he said.

      Chihon focused her energy on the floor of the tower. She drew power from Lorit and channeled everything she had into the effort. She visualized a hatch appearing on the floor, and the stones sliding away. She drew magic from the elementals and even the mini dragon, but nothing happened. The floor remained as solid as ever.

      She dropped to her knees and beat her fists upon the stone. "Open up!"

      Nothing.

      "It's no good," she told Lorit. "I can't get through."

      "Maybe we can rest up and restore our power. Perhaps a good night's sleep will refresh us enough to make a difference."

      "Lorit. I have no food or water. I am alone up here, no pack, nothing, and it's cold." She drew her cloak tighter around her, turning her back into the wind. It whipped around her, whistling as it passed. "I won't survive the night."

      Chihon peered over the edge of the tower. The air was icy cold and stung her eyes. It reminded her of the bridge where they had encountered the Zilants.

      "Maybe I can summon a Zilant," Chihon said. "They fly in strong wind. I don't know where we are, but maybe I can get one to come over and fly me down. Then I can look for you."

      Chihon stood near the edge of the tower, focusing her thoughts on the mighty flying snakes. She visualized one of the Zilants as they had seen them before, its thick snake's body and leathery wings. She imagined the feel of its scales against her legs as she hung on to it. She recalled the feeling of it, as it dove and twisted in the air.

      "I can feel that," Lorit said.

      "Shush, I'm focusing." She spread her arms wide, careful not to let the wind catch her. She imagined herself leaping from the tower wall to fall through the sky until she landed on the back of the flying snake. She felt the wind tear at her, but she paid it no mind. She was focused on calling the Zilant and nothing else mattered.

      The wind gripped her in its icy fingers threatening to toss her off the tower. She grew cold and felt the power draining from her. Soon she would not even have enough power to keep her warm from the winds. She lowered her head and stepped away from the wall.

      She tried to find a way to shelter herself from the wind. She curled up and lay on the stones near the short wall that surrounded the tower, but it didn't help. The wind whipped and jabbed at her no matter where she hid. It changed direction constantly and left her no place in which to rest.

      She grew colder and thirsty. The wind never stopped, and as the sun set, she became even more miserable. Chihon pulled her cloak tight, shivering.

      "I'm so cold," she said through chattering teeth.

      "Hang on. I can send you my power to help keep you warm."

      Chihon could feel Lorit sending her power, but it was not going to be enough. She had nothing to fight with, she was ready to give up. She would die up here in the frigid winds high above the Wizards' Keep. She just didn't have the strength to overcome the spells placed on her prison. It seemed like the harder she pushed, the harder the tower pushed back.

      Somewhere in the cold depths of her frozen head, an idea took hold. The harder she pushed, the harder the tower pushed back. Like the disease, the harder she tried the harder it fought back. Maybe the answer was to relax?

      "Lorit, try to release your magic. I think this test of power is to demonstrate that we can solve the riddle without using magic. Try it with me."

      She forced her body to relax and envisioned herself as she was as a little girl, no magic, and no sorceress powers. Just a girl, baking bread in the oven and carrying it to the market where Grandma'am sold it for a few coppers.

      She felt the spells that trapped her here. They pushed at her, gently but constantly. She relaxed and let them push, no more fighting, no pushing back. She just accepted the spells and lay there relaxing as much as she could in the cold.

      She felt the icy wind even more now that she had dropped her shields. The frigid cold grew worse as the rain started. The wind threw drops at her like weapons. She wanted to raise a shield against them, but she could feel the spells lightening as she stopped fighting it.

      She heard a screeching noise behind her. She turned her head to see a hatchway open in the floor. There was a staircase leading down, and light streamed from inside. She rushed over and down the stairs, afraid that they would disappear if she hesitated. It felt blissful to be out of the frigid wind.

      She ran down the stairs as fast as her tired legs would carry her. When she reached the ground level, Lorit was standing there, smiling.

      "How did you get out?" she asked.

      "I relaxed and let go of my power. When I did that, the door just opened and let me out. You're brilliant." He held his arms out to embrace her, and she ran to him, but she never made it. She felt the wrenching sensation that told her she was being cast into yet another trial.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

        

      

    

    
      The dungeon surrounding Lorit disappeared, and a courtroom took its place. Lorit stood before the judge, a wizened old man in a dark coat and tall square hat. Lorit felt a weight on his arms and looked down. Heavy iron manacles linked by a rusty chain bound him to the table before him. He glanced down to see his legs were similarly bound to the floor.

      Behind him, a crowd of onlookers eagerly awaited the spectacle.

      "Why am I here?" Lorit demanded.

      "You are here to be judged. That is what we do in a courtroom. Please speak only when you are asked a question, and when you are asked a question, answer that question and only that question."

      "What is this?" Lorit struggled against the chains. "What am I on trial for?"

      "You have been instructed to speak only when spoken to. Did you understand that instruction?" the judge leaned over the bench above Lorit. "Did you understand?"

      "Yes, but..." Lorit started to speak. A guard stepped up and jabbed him in the gut with the butt of his spear. Lorit cried out in pain and doubled over.

      "Very good," the judge said. "It's important that you understand. If you did not understand, you would not have been punished for failure to comply. Do you understand this?"

      "Yes," Lorit managed to squeeze out between painful breaths.

      "You may be seated for this portion of the trial." The judge nodded to Lorit.

      Lorit glanced behind him. A chair had been placed behind, close enough that he could sit. The chains allowed him to place his hands on the table in front of him, but he could reach no closer to his own body than the edge of the table.

      He sat down heavily and tested the chains on his legs. They were solid and limited his movements more so than the ones on his hands.

      Lorit peered up at the judge. He started to speak, but the guard stepped up with his spear ready to administer his punishment for breaking court protocol. He quickly stopped.

      "I see that you can learn from experience. That is good." The judge sat back. His seat was tall and decorated with symbols of power and depictions of mythical creatures.

      "You are on trial for the murder of three priests of Ran in Veldwaite. The complaint states that you used magic to kill all three priests and to destroy the temple. Is that true?"

      "They were trying to kill me," Lorit argued. The guard raised his spear.

      "Is the statement true?" the judge demanded.

      "It is, but..." Lorit was stopped once again by the spearheading his way.

      "It is true. You did kill them?" the judge asked.

      "Yes, I did." Lorit was angry with the whole process. It didn't look like they were going to let him make an argument on his behalf. He gathered power into himself, preparing for a magical assault on his chains.

      The judge shook his head. "Here I thought we were making progress." He leaned forward again. "Are you getting ready to kill me?"

      Lorit stopped and thought about his answer. Was he going to kill the judge? He really wanted to get free and find Zhimosom. After that, he wanted to find and kill the priest who had interfered with both Chihon and Zhimosom.

      "No, I want to kill the priest that trapped Chihon and whoever is holding Zhimosom."

      "So, you admit to having killed before and harboring a desire to kill again. It seems to me you are a murderer, a cold-blooded killer, who with all due forethought and malice did kill three innocent priests, and plan to continue to seek out and kill priests wherever you may find them. Is that correct?"

      Lorit wanted to shout out that they were the ones who started it, that he was only trying to stay alive. He was only punishing them for their actions, but was he? Was he dispensing a just punishment or was he seeking revenge for his own personal reasons?

      "That is correct," Lorit finally answered.

      "Let me paint a picture for you." The judge waved his hand before his bench, and a cloud formed. It flattened out, and an image appeared in the mist. Lorit squinted to get a better look at it as it solidified. "If you continue on in this vein, this is what you'll bring."

      The image showed Lorit and Chihon standing before the gates of the Wizards' Keep in Amedon. The gates were scorched and gouged deeply, their lower edge was burned, and they hung slightly askew. Lorit looked older, with gray hair and a long beard. Chihon, too, looked older. She had gray hair and was stooped over, leaning on her staff.

      "War," the judge said. "Over a hundred years of war. If you don't change your course, this is what you will bring upon this land. War between wizards and the temple that goes on for a hundred years. This is the cost of your decision."

      The judge waved his hand, and the image vanished. He looked up at Lorit. "Is this the future you want? Or can you envision another?"

      "I...I don't know," Lorit said. He certainly didn't want to bring war to the land.

      "Throw him back in his cell and let him think on this. The court will reconvene tomorrow." The judge banged his gavel on the desk and stood.

      Everyone in the courtroom quickly stood as the judge departed. The guard hoisted Lorit into a standing position and unshackled him. They led him off to his cell.
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        * * *

      

      When Chihon's world settled down, she found herself in the market with her grandma'am. She looked around, but no one else was there, just the two of them.

      "What have you gotten yourself into, young lady?" Grandma'am asked.

      "How did I get here?" Chihon looked around. The market was empty in the middle of a cloudless sunny afternoon. It should have been crowded with people, pushing and shoving their way.

      "An odd little man told me you had a choice to make," Grandma'am said.

      "What man?" Chihon asked. Who had come to her grandma'am, and what did Grandma'am have to do with the trials?

      "A small golden man came to my cart and told me that you had a choice to make, and I was supposed to propose the alternatives to you. He was most insistent that you had to choose on your own, but that I was to be the one to present the choices.

      "After he said that, he vanished and I found myself here alone with you." She looked around the market at the empty stalls and clear streets. "Sure is lonely, isn't it?"

      "What choice do I need to make?" Chihon asked. She recalled the little golden man, but how her grandma'am got involved was a mystery to her.

      "He stated it thus:"—Grandma'am held up her hand extending one finger—"'Will you blindly follow Lorit in his quest, including his choice to make war on the temple in spite of the great cost?'"

      She held up a second finger. "'Will you oppose Lorit if he makes war on the temple? Will you stay with him and work to keep him from this path?'"

      She held up a third finger. "'Will you leave Lorit if you cannot stop him?'"

      "I don't understand." Chihon looked at her grandma'am for a hint. "Are those the choices I have to make? Is there no other path?"

      "I do not know." Grandma'am lowered her hand, placing it in her apron pocket.

      "What do these choices mean? What war? What is Lorit going to do?"

      "I don't know any more than you do, dear. Maybe you have to decide about staying with Lorit, even when he does something you disagree with. You can fight him in the hope of changing his mind, or leave him."

      "I don't think I can leave him. We're paired. Zhimosom and Rotiaqua said we're bound together by our magic for life. If one of us dies, then the other will too. We cannot separate—even if I wanted to."

      "Would you, if you could? If Lorit started this war, would you leave him? Or would you stay with him and try to dissuade him? Or would you let him have his way?"

      "People do what they want to do. I cannot change his mind if it is set."

      "What if it is not made up yet? Can you persuade him? Would you try to dissuade him from taking action that will result in a war?"

      "I can try. I have already. When he tried to take the magic of the priest, I fought against him, pulling my magic back from him. It almost cost him his life."

      "Could you do it again?" Grandma'am sat on the stool behind her cart. "Would you do it again?"

      Chihon wrestled with the idea. She had been with Lorit for a full summer now. They had been through a lot. She didn't want to be separated. She liked the idea of the pairing and looked forward to spending more time with Lorit.

      She imagined her future alone, without Lorit, and it felt empty. She considered the possibility of leaving him if he chose poorly. It was not the thought of spending her life alone that she feared the most; it was Lorit being alone and without her counsel.

      "I would stay. I would influence him. I have already. I will again."

      "Are you sure?" Grandma'am asked.

      "I'm sure. Lorit needs my help, and I won't abandon him just because he chooses unwisely."

      The market was suddenly flooded with the sights, sounds, and smells she remembered. There were people crowding around her to get past. Chihon stepped closer to the cart. She put her hand out to steady herself but it closed on air.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit spent the night in a cell, much like the one he had escaped by relaxing his magic. He tried the same strategy, and then magic, but accomplished nothing.

      Why had the judge spoken to him as he had? Why should he not punish those who systematically sought out and killed young wizards, or turned them to a life of abuse? He needed advice and explanations. He reached out to Chihon, but her power was blocked. He could not contact her when he needed her advice the most. She was hidden from him once again.

      He sat back, restless. He needed to talk it out. He reached out to Rotiaqua. She was weak and distant, but she was there, in Zhimosom's study.

      "I need someone to talk to," Lorit said, as she appeared out of the gathering mist.

      "Where are you?" Rotiaqua leaned forward, looking at his surroundings. "Are you in a cell?"

      "I am. I think it's part of the trial. The judge has asked me if I admitted to killing the priests and if I was planning to kill again. He wants to know if I intend to go after Sulrad and the temple. I don't know what to say."

      "What do you want to do?"

      "I can take on the temple and avenge those that have been killed or turned by them." He took a deep breath, thinking it over. "Or I can leave them alone, to continue what they've always done."

      "Are those the only options available to you?" Rotiaqua sat back as if waiting for his answer. Lorit thought she was looking even frailer than the last time he had seen her, if that was even possible.

      "I'm not sure." Lorit had not considered anything else. He was just reacting to what the temple did. He had no plan beyond finding Zhimosom and taking revenge on the temple.

      "Have you considered..." There was a terrible buzzing, and Rotiaqua's image blurred beyond recognition.

      "What happened?" Lorit asked. He wondered if someone was interfering with his conversation.

      "What do you mean?"

      "You faded there. I couldn't hear what you said." Lorit peered at Rotiaqua's image. It was as clear as before, and the noise was gone.

      "I just asked if you had considered..." The buzzing noise sounded again, and her image fuzzed just as it had before.

      "You faded again." Lorit was certain now that his conversation was being monitored and interfered with.

      "I'm afraid someone doesn't want you to receive advice beyond what I've already given you. You might just consider that there are other alternatives open to you, alternatives that do not follow either course of action you described to me. Think about those alternatives. Maybe that is what they want of you."

      "The judge said that if I fought the temple it would mean war, for a hundred years. A war that would impoverish the land and kill untold numbers of people. How is that possible?"

      "I can't say. These trials are about expressing your character. You must choose a path and defend your choice." She sat back and looked at him intently. "You know why there are so few wizards in Amedon, don't you?"

      "No, we didn't get that far in the history."

      Suddenly, the connection was gone, and Lorit found himself all alone in his cell once more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They came for him in the morning. He hadn't slept. He had made his decision and was determined to defend it. They shackled him to the table, and once more, Lorit stood before the judge.

      "You stand accused of the murders of the priests in Veldwaite. The court can see that you acted out of self-defense, although you could have avoided it. The fact that the priest sought you out and attacked you provides a reasonable threat, to which you responded.

      "What we need to determine today is your course of action in the future. Are you committed to measure out your vengeance on the temple for its actions?"

      Lorit took a deep breath. He looked around the room, wishing Chihon were there. He was committed. He looked at the judge.

      "I see that there are other alternatives. I do not believe that the temple should be allowed to continue this course of action, but I also see that starting a war would result in more deaths than letting things continue the way they are."

      "Do you accept that leaving things the way they are would be less destructive than the alternative you sought?"

      "I do."

      "In the future, what will you do about the situation?" The judge leaned forward, awaiting his response.

      "I do not accept the necessity of the temple capturing and killing young wizards, but I understand that war is not the answer. I will continue to seek a way to stop the temple without fomenting a war that would be worse than the current state of affairs."

      "And so you shall." The judge stood and banged his gavel on the desk.

      "You may release the prisoner," he said and turned to leave.

      "What?" Lorit shouted. "Is that all? What have you decided?"

      The judge turned back to Lorit. "You are free to go. You have passed the test of wisdom. You have shown that you understand that not all decisions are clear-cut right or wrong. By accepting an alternative course of action from your chosen path, you showed that you have a deep understanding of the human condition. You realize that there are alternatives in every situation and that none of them is ideal.

      "I find you worthy. The rest is up to your partner. If she passes her challenge..." The judge turned and left.

      The guard reached out to Lorit to unlock the shackles. Before he could, the courtroom faded, and Lorit found himself in the council chambers, standing beside Chihon.
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        * * *

      

      "You're safe. What happened to you?" Lorit asked.

      "I was in the market. Grandma'am was there. She asked me if I would leave you, if you chose unwisely."

      "Would you?" Lorit asked. He looked at her for any sign that she might leave him. He was worried by the mere thought that she might leave him and desperately wanted the truth, but he did not use his magic to determine if she was lying.

      "No, I wouldn't, but I will give you hell if you try something stupid."

      The doors to the hall opened, and people streamed in. They were celebrating and shouting. Lorit turned to see what the fuss was all about.

      "Hail the master wizards," the crowd shouted. "Hail the master wizards. The council is restored. There is a new pair. You shall rule the council wisely."

      A man dressed in wizard's robes approached them. "Please let us honor you. You have passed the challenge. You will take over the rule of the Wizard's Council."

      He turned to the crowd and shouted. "Hail Lorit, Master Wizard. Hail Chihon, Master Sorceress." The crowd went wild with enthusiasm. They cheered and screamed and shouted their approval.

      Another man stepped forward with a large scroll. He held up his hand to quiet the crowd. He waited until the roar died down and then rolled out the scroll and began to read loudly.

      It was a list of Lorit and Chihon's accomplishments as they had journeyed across the land. At first, Lorit thought they were embellished, but he soon realized that they were accurate and that he and Chihon might indeed be worthy of all this praise.

      With each new accomplishment, the crowd went wild, shouting and whistling. They threw colored paper in the air and made all sorts of noise. Some beat drums, others cymbals, still others played wind instruments or strummed strings.

      Finally, the crowd surged forward, falling to their faces before Lorit and Chihon.

      Lorit watched in amazement. All this was for them? To celebrate their deeds? He felt a surge of pride in their accomplishments.

      He felt a squeeze on his hand.

      It was Chihon.

      What was she trying to tell him?

      She looked out over the crowd. She looked embarrassed. Lorit reached out to her with his magic to speak to her in private.

      "What is it?"

      "This is not right. We don't deserve this. We still need to free Zhimosom. We're not worthy of all this praise."

      Lorit looked at the crowd prostrate before him. She was right. They had not freed Zhimosom, they were not worthy of praise, and if they couldn't save Zhimosom, they weren't worthy of being on the council.

      He squeezed her hand back and spoke to the crowd. "Please get up. We don't deserve your praise. We have done only that which fate has placed in our path. We are nothing special."

      The crowd remained bowed.

      "Please. Get up," Lorit shouted.

      No one moved.

      "I said get up!" Lorit walked over to the first row of people and grabbed one of them by the arm, dragging the man to his feet. "Get up. We don't deserve this."

      Lorit shook the man by the arm and watched him transform into the little golden man that had put them through the trials earlier. The crowd faded away with its noise and revelry.

      The little man looked up at Lorit. "I see you've learned wisdom. You have found what you seek."

      "I have not found Zhimosom," Lorit said.

      "Oh, but you did." The little man motioned to him to lean down so he could whisper in Lorit's ear. "You know where he is, don't you?"

      Lorit reached into his pocket and fingered the small silver star Rotiaqua had given him. "I do. But I don't know how to free him."

      "You still need to challenge the one who holds him. Defeat him and Zhimosom will be freed."

      With that, the little gold man disappeared.

      "What now?" Chihon asked.

      Lorit held out his hands and visualized the Summa Purus Magicae in his outstretched arms. A mist formed and solidified. He could feel the weight of it as the book became real in his hands.

      He weighed the book in his hand and then handed it to Chihon. "Take care of this. We need to challenge a wizard."
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      Lorit and Chihon stood before the Wizard's Council once more. Chihon cradled the heavy Summa Purus Magicae in her arms.

      As the council members arrived, Lorit greeted them by name.

      "We have opened the book and studied its lessons. We are here to take our place on the council and ask that the full power of this body be used to free Zhimosom—immediately."

      Neussul laughed. "You dare disturb us again?" He rose from his seat and extended his hand to Lorit. "Have you not had enough demonstrations of my power? Do you still want to trifle with me?" Small sparks rose from his fingertips as he spoke.

      "Where is Zhimosom?" Lorit said. He looked over at Chihon as she held the book. She was as determined as he was to see this through.

      "What foolishness is this?" Neussul demanded.

      "Where is Zhimosom? Where are you holding him?" Lorit looked from one wizard to the next. Most of the council members just sat quietly. Awbelser simply nodded, assuring Lorit that he was on the right path.

      "Holding him? You think I am the one who trapped him?" Neussul asked.

      "I know you are the one." Lorit raised his power, ready to take the wizard on. "Where is he?"

      "You wish a battle? Very well, then." Neussul waved his hand. Suddenly they were standing across from each other on a large competition field that was used for jousting. The field was split by a low single rail fence meant to keep the horses separate from one another during the charge.

      Lorit stood at one end, Neussul at the other.

      Neussul raised his hand and created a fireball. Lorit raised his shields and waited for the oncoming rush of the fire, but nothing came.

      "Oh, really, did you think we were just going to stand here and throw fireballs back and forth until one of us tired?" Neussul called to him from across the field.

      Neussul raised his arms, tossing the fireball into the air. It transformed into the shape of a dragon about the size of a large horse. It flew circles over Neussul's head, awaiting his command.

      Lorit watched as the flaming dragon swooped in the air. He knew he had to come up with a proper counter to the fire dragon, but what was it? What could he send to counter the flaming behemoth?

      Lorit reached out to Chihon. It was becoming almost automatic that when he was confronted with a challenge, he sought her help and advice. "What do you think? The magic of the Firebird? Burn brighter and stronger than his dragon?"

      "I think he's prepared for a strength-against-strength challenge. We have to come up with something more subtle. Something that can counter the heat of his dragon."

      "Water?" Lorit sensed her agreement and started the spell to create a creature totally of water. He recalled the shape of an eagle, imagined it made completely of water. He saw the outline take shape. The feathers glistened as they formed, their tiny ridges shaped out of waves that crested along its wings.

      The shape grew steadily until it was larger than Neussul's dragon. Lorit concentrated on the eagle, pushed his will into it, and finally gave it a life of its own. It leaped to the challenge, streaking for the dragon, its talons out, grasping for the flaming beast. Its wings beat the air sending sparks flying from its opponent.

      The dragon launched itself straight up as if trying to avoid contact with the watery eagle. Lorit felt the power draw that the eagle took as it reeled after the flaming dragon. The two creatures collided in a cloud of steam and sparks. They bit and clawed at one another, flaming wings beat against watery wings, sending a hissing cloud of steam into the still air at each contact.

      They battled on, as the morning grew longer. A fine mist of water and ash settled over the parade ground, leaving the grass glistening like the morning dew. Lorit felt power draining from him with each renewed attack. If this kept up for too much longer, he knew he would be exhausted and exposed. He reached down, deep into the ground, until he found both a source of magical power and of heat. He channeled those powers through himself and Chihon, directing them toward his creation as it attacked the flaming dragon again and again.

      In a final burst of strength, he reached out for the water nymphs' magic. He drew from them and combined their magic with the power he had infused into the eagle. It cried out, screeching so loud Lorit thought he would go deaf.

      The eagle disengaged from the dragon and headed for the sky.

      "Looks like your pet has had enough," Neussul called out. The dragon took up its previous station circling around his master.

      Lorit stayed focused. The eagle turned, folded its wings, and plummeted for the ground, picking up speed as it came. Like a thunderous breaker, it struck the flaming dragon with the force of a mighty wave crashing against a stubborn cliff. The dragon shuddered, gave out one last terrible cry, and then exploded into a shower of sparks and flame, shedding ash all over the field.

      The eagle screeched once more and came to rest near Lorit. It inclined its head first to Chihon, and then to Lorit, and then dissipated until it was just a cloud of steam that quickly vanished into the warm air.

      Lorit looked back at Neussul. The wizard looked slightly worse for the wear. He was disheveled and stood askew as if the man himself had been beaten. He raised his arms wide and shouted at Lorit. "That was just the beginning."

      The ground near Neussul's feet started to rise up as if something beneath it were struggling to escape. The grass bulged at first and then broke apart as a mound of rich dark earth arose. It increased in size until it was twice as tall as the wizard was, then started to take on the shape of a troll. Its muscles bulged, stretching at the skin made of earth until it glistened.

      "Ideas?" Lorit quickly shot to Chihon.

      "I don't know, but he's weakening. I can feel Rotiaqua more clearly, so his hold on Zhimosom must be weakening. Keep doing what you're doing. You have him on the run."

      Lorit thought. What would counter the strength of the earth and the power of the troll? If he could conjure something made of air, it could dry out the earth and turn it to dust, but what form would be the best one?

      The troll beat its fists against its chest and started toward Lorit. He had to think quickly before the beast was upon him. He reached down deep inside himself searching for the animal he needed to counter the Troll.

      Suddenly, he had it. He visualized the Zilant, with its six pairs of wings and long snakelike body. He grasped the air, forming it into the shape he had ridden through the treacherous winds in the mountains high overhead.

      It sprang forward, heading straight for the advancing troll. The troll swatted at it as it flashed past. The Zilant turned and twisted around as it passed the troll, striking the ugly beast on its massive shoulder. Large sharp fangs made of air plunged into the dark earthy flesh. When the fangs withdrew, they left behind a pair of dry flaky patches where the troll's skin turned to dust.

      They kept at it, the Zilant twisting and turning in the air. It struck at the troll as it passed, sinking fangs into whatever flesh was exposed and slashing with its tail. The troll spun around, swatting the air. It caught the Zilant in the midsection as it flashed by, grabbing the thick snake's body in his earthen hand. He threw the Zilant to the ground.

      The Zilant shook off the impact and leaped skyward. It attacked again, this time more timidly than before. Once again, the troll struck as it flashed past. It grasped the Zilant by the tail and slammed it to the ground.

      Lorit could feel the power drain out of him with the impact. He reached deep within himself for more, tapping Chihon's power and anything he could use to fuel the battle. Then he remembered. He whispered the name "Kal'ryni." Nothing more. Nothing was needed. He heard Chihon echoing his thoughts as she called out on her own.

      The magic of the mini dragon combined with his and rushed through him. Lorit guided it to the Zilant with renewed hope. The Zilant sprang to life, attacking the troll with strikes almost too fast to see.

      The troll swatted at the Zilant, trying to make another grab as it flashed past, but it was too slow. The Zilant bit again and again into the flesh of the troll, each time leaving a new mark where its skin turned to dust. It whipped its tail around the troll as it passed, leaving large stripes of dusty skin where it made contact with the beast.

      The troll slowed down in its counter attack. Its skin was dry and cracked, transformed from the glistening brown of the soil from which it had been formed into a dusty light-brown of parched earth. It cracked and shed dust and dirt with every move as it fought. The troll made one last lunge at the passing Zilant and then shattered as if it had been made of clay and struck with a hammer.

      Clods of dry earth showered Lorit and Neussul as the troll disintegrated, and Neussul crumbled to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Lorit walked cautiously to where Neussul lay. The wizard looked like he had aged a dozen years during their fight. "You have him, don't you?" Lorit demanded. "Tell me how to release him and I'll let you live."

      "You may have learned to defeat my conjurations, but you can't defeat me," Neussul said, his voice shaky and tired.

      "Bring the book." Lorit waved Chihon over. "I think I recall a spell that will do just nicely."

      "Here." Chihon handed him the book.

      "You can't open that," Neussul said. "You said you couldn't."

      "I can now." Lorit passed his hand over the lock on the book, and it sprang open with a snap. He grasped the cover and felt the pages with his fingers, searching for the page he wanted, and he opened the book.

      "This is the one I was thinking of." Lorit glanced over at Chihon, his finger pointing to the blank page.

      "That should do nicely." Chihon stepped up to Lorit and grasped his hand as he raised his staff and turned his attention back toward Neussul. He took a breath, preparing to utter the spell.

      Neussul cringed, holding his hands in front of his face. "All right. My stone was spelled to take him to the temple in Quineshua."

      Lorit lowered his staff and leaned over the wizard. As he took his first step, Neussul lifted his hand and threw a fireball at Lorit. The blue sparking sphere rushed in with a strange whistling sound.

      Lorit raised his shield as the plasma ball hit, sending him reeling. He was unprepared for the intensity of it and stumbled to his knees. Neussul approached him, pressing a spell of confinement on him.

      Lorit struggled, but he couldn't free himself from the spell. He felt his strength flow out of him as he tumbled to the ground. He lost his grip on the Summa Purus Magicae, and it fell to the soft ground beside him.

      Neussul bent down and picked up the book. "That was foolish." Neussul looked down at Lorit, kicking him with his foot. "Thanks for opening the book for me, but you have no right to this. It belongs to me."

      Neussul opened the book. He flipped from page to page, getting more and more agitated as he did. "What is the meaning of this?"

      Lorit lay still at his feet, trying to give the impression that he was defeated, as he carefully pulled at his shirt to expose the hexagram on his back.

      "Where is the book?" Neussul demanded. He kicked Lorit, catching him in the ribs. Lorit flinched in pain but continued his effort.

      "You have it." Lorit looked up at Neussul, who was leaning over him. Lorit could smell his breath as he came closer.

      "Don't trifle with me, boy!" he screamed. "Where is the book?" Neussul raised his staff, and Lorit could feel the pressure of the spell intensify. He struggled to turn his back to Neussul.

      "It's here." Lorit turned his back, exposing the hexagram to the wizard. He couldn't see what happened. All he heard was a scream, and the thud of the book landing on the soft earth next to him.

      The binding spell released, and Lorit lay there, exhausted. Chihon rushed over to help him to his feet. She reached down and picked up the Summa Purus Magicae, brushing the dirt off it.

      "What happened to Neussul?" Lorit asked.

      "He turned to fire, then to ash, and then he disappeared."
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        * * *

      

      "Let's go free Zhimosom," Lorit said. He reached his hand out for Chihon.

      "We can't just walk into the temple and demand that they release him. Can we?"

      "We can," Lorit said confidently.

      "Are you strong enough?"

      "I can make it," Lorit said. "With your help." He knew they could do it. He was still unsure he could defeat the temple, but he believed that, with Chihon's help, they stood a good chance.

      He looked at the Summa Purus Magicae in her hands. "We don't need to carry that with us, do we?" He imagined the book sitting in the wizard's hidden study, where they had first seen it. The book vanished from her hand.

      "Come on." Lorit reached into his pocket and touched the small silver star Rotiaqua had given him. He drew upon the many sources of magic he'd learned on their journey and took them to the temple in Quineshua. They materialized just outside the room where Zhimosom was being kept. Lorit reached out his hand and waved it across the door.

      The locks sprung free, and the door opened slightly. Lorit grasped the door and flung it opened. He started to charge into the cell when he felt a hand on his arm. "Be careful," Chihon said.

      Lorit probed the cell, wary of any trap that may have been set for him. There was one, but he quickly defused it.

      He entered the cell, knelt down, and examined the trap that had ensnared Zhimosom. He could feel the magic that powered the spell fading, now that Neussul was not alive to drive it. Lorit carefully made his way through the twisted layers of spells, trimming and cutting through them until Zhimosom was free.

      He could feel Zhimosom's frailty, as he caught him and held him up.

      Lorit felt a prickling sensation behind him as if some threat was standing nearby. He turned to see a priest filling the doorway. He was thin and birdlike in his appearance, and he wore a plain black robe with no trimming. "You must be Lorit."

      Lorit reached out to pull Chihon protectively behind him and quickly raised his shields.

      "Good. Shields. I'm glad you'll provide some challenge." The priest raised his hand and created a fireball. Lorit could feel the heat of it across the room. He hardened his own shield in preparation for the coming assault.

      "Too bad our acquaintance has to be so short." He threw the fireball at Lorit. It was weak and feeble, much less of a threat than he had expected from a priest. It washed harmlessly across Lorit's shields.

      Zhimosom stepped around Lorit and raised his hand to the priest. "Not today, Sulrad."

      Lorit felt a drain as Zhimosom tapped his power and drew on it. He had not known Zhimosom could do that. Before he could say a word, they were back in Zhimosom's study, where Rotiaqua waited.

      "Good to see you all," she said as Zhimosom sat down heavily.

      Rotiaqua pulled out a chair and sat next to Zhimosom. Lorit could see the toll his captivity had taken on the pair.

      Lorit reached out to Zhimosom to lend their power. It mingled with those of the old wizard and sorceress, but there was more. He thought he could sense the smallest touch of the priest's magic in it too. The one Zhimosom had named as Sulrad. It was as if the priest were connected to Zhimosom still. Lorit felt the power flowing that way, only a small fraction of it, but it was unmistakable.

      "When did you figure out the book?" Zhimosom asked.

      "After the last trial, we opened the book and found it blank. That's when it occurred to me that the book was a convenient ruse. There never was anything in it, was there?"

      "There was, at one time, but I decided it was too dangerous to keep all those spells in one place. That's why I emptied the book into the others I keep around my study."

      "Neussul wasn't working alone, was he?" Lorit asked. "I could feel his connection to the temple."

      "No, he wasn't. He was working with Sulrad. I had begun to notice it in his magic. It was impure.

      "The temple wants you dead," Zhimosom said. "They knew I was helping you, so they convinced Neussul to capture me. Had he been working alone, we could easily have handled him, but he had the temple magic to draw upon."

      "Why does Sulrad's magic linger on you?" Lorit asked.

      "Because we are connected."

      "Connected? Connected how? Like Chihon and I are?"

      "No, more like Chihon and Ukina are."

      "You mean you are connected to Sulrad now? Was that because of what he did to you?"

      "No, Lorit, Sulrad didn't do anything to me," Zhimosom explained.

      "Sulrad knew he had to leave me alive in order to save himself. Once I was transported to the temple, I knew that I would survive this ordeal. If I died, so did Sulrad."

      Zhimosom leaned toward Lorit. "You see, we have been connected since I was younger than you are. That's why we have never been able to go after the temple directly. If Sulrad dies, so do we. We cannot fight him. Had I not been so weak, you would have found him a formidable enemy, but my weakness also affected him. Had he not been acting through Neussul, he would have been unable to do anything to harm or hinder me."

      Lorit signed a heavy sigh of relief. "I felt like I could have killed him easily just before you pulled us out. I'm glad you didn't let that happen, but with Neussul defeated, you can return to your rightful place at the head of the council."

      Zhimosom laughed. "I'll be stepping down from that position soon enough. I have only a few things to teach you and my position falls to you. I'm ready to move on."

      "Move on? I thought you were going to train me. How will I learn to be a Master wizard without your help?"

      Zhimosom just looked at Lorit and laughed. "You already are a master wizard. You've passed all the trials and bonded with the most powerful sorceress in generations. You are ready to take your place, and I am ready to rest."

      "I thought you said it would take decades for me to learn everything I needed." Lorit didn't feel like a master wizard.

      "That was before you undertook the trials. You have everything you need now."

      Zhimosom rested his staff on the table before him and folded them. "Together, you and Chihon will head up the Wizard's Council."

      "What about you and Rotiaqua?" Lorit asked.

      "We'll be moving on. Not immediately, but soon," Zhimosom said.

      "When?" Lori asked. He was worried about what he would do without the guidance of the old wizard.

      "Not for a while," Zhimosom said. "Although I fear we will only be able to advise you from now on."

      "We're losing our powers now that you have come fully into your own," Rotiaqua said. "One day soon, we will cross over into the next world and begin a new life there, secure in the fact that a master wizard and sorceress watch over the land."
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