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The Messhlun Mission
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The ship rocked, throwing me into the wooden side railing, which I was sure had a name, but I didn’t know what it was—frame or rising or thwart or rowlock or something. With a movement too close to desperation, I grabbed a beam—possibly the rail—and tried to get my feet to steady. Although I spent as much time as possible on the cliffs of Aarth overlooking the sea, it wasn’t often that I had been out on it. 

In fact, the one time I had been to the kingdom of Messhlun to fulfill a promise to my tunic, and thus at the brief mercy of a calm sea, I’d been rowed over from the Dar side to the Messhlun peninsula in a small, friendly skiff by one of the large, friendly Nethen fisherfolk. Nethe being the westernmost domain of the kingdom of Dar and the closest domain to Messhlun. 

But this time, I wasn’t going to the nearby eastern shores with their black sand beaches and numerous villages. I wasn’t going to the peninsula. No, this time, I’d been asked to come to the far western reaches, and the only way to get there was by sailing ship. 

Beneath and around us, the sea’s surface frothed and pitched. The rich blue sky played the backdrop for a swirling white cloud whose edges were turning incrementally dark and darker and whose accompanying wind spun it into a widening crown around a funnel-shaped center. 

The ship swayed. A wave crashed. The spray caught me full in the face: salt, water, and pure mischievousness. I wiped my eyes clear and flicked water off my black mustache. 

It wasn’t like this the last time we came to Messhlun, my tunic said, squeezing its slate gray material against my skin to wring out the water. 

“No,” I said. For what else could I say? It hadn’t been. Though, it had also been forty-nine years ago, and temperaments, especially elemental ones, were changeable, especially when in pursuit of fun, whether at my expense or otherwise. 

“Be careful you aren’t flung overboard, Hol,” Vidar the Generous called out, striding over with strong and sturdy steps to clap a hand against my shoulder. 

Vidar the Generous in his tunic that shimmered from blue to green and back to blue, as lustrous as a fish’s scales. Vidar with his red-orange mustache that reached out to the right and left like well-mannered flames. Vidar with his sea legs and his familiarity with the ship. 

“It’d be a shame to lose you before we even arrived,” he said. 

Is he trying to be amusing? Where are his manners? my tunic asked, flaring hot at the cuffs. Then, turning stern, it addressed the sea and cloud elements. Have you lost your manners as well, cousins? Cousins?

In answer, the wind elements sent up another wave and then another. With the third—knocked yet once more against the side of the ship and nearly over the edge—I caught a mouthful of salt water. Sputtering, I coughed it out and wiped my face again. Vidar watched me with an amused smile, not a drop on his face, not a watery spot on his tunic. 

Though I could sense the commanding spells he used to keep his balance and to stay dry, the truth was that I didn’t know Vidar well enough to know his approach to humor. Although I’d been a wizard now for fifty-three years and had recently attended my fourth Wizard Assembly, we hadn’t associated much outside of that. 

Coming closer, pulsating with gleeful impishness, the cloud circulated, the canopy of its cirrus shield as great as an enormous forest’s. While my tunic called out to the elements of the cloud to stop its nonsense for a moment and turn an ear our way and as I was recalling all the forests I’d known along with a misbehaving storm or two, the cloud skimmed rain bands across the sea’s face toward us.

The waves gathered height. 

Cousin! my tunic said to the cloud, who continued to ignore it. 

My tunic would remember, as well as I did, that, though Vidar had questioned my claim to fortunetelling along with the other wizards, he had still helped me after the mishap at my first Wizard Assembly when I hadn’t known what to do after the Dendroch trees and the sandstone building had fled. The Assembly, which occurred every thirteenth year and was used by all the wizards—well, all the wizards of the kingdom of Dar—to share knowledge, initiate any new wizard, argue magical concepts, relay legends, and exchange news. On that occasion, he’d instructed me to use my magic to help make a ward under which all of us wizards had finished our discussion—such as it had been. 

Though we answered the calls that came to stop plagues, cure ills, and negotiate with terrors and beasts, wizards were mostly solitary creatures. Solitary in the company of our tunics. For what made a man a wizard was the tunic he wore. And tunics were the wild, ancient, and obscure magic that, when caught and tamed, combined their magic with the man’s. All except for my tunic, who had, in effect, caught and tamed me when it had told me it would willingly combine with me if I first went away to learn how to find and tell true fortunes. And, desperate and desirous as I’d been to be a wizard, I had. We were unusual, my tunic and I. Not just for the way we’d joined with cooperation and collaboration in mind, but more than that, we were the first fortunetelling wizard in over eight hundred years. 

A sailor at the top height of a pole yelled something down—the words lost to me as yet another wave soaked me through and through—and a number of sailors rushed past us to fix a sail or a mizzen or a flying jib. 

Cousin, if you would but direct your attention to me for a moment while I tell you a story and offer you the chance to— my tunic started, but its revised approach was met with laughter from the cloud and we were splashed again.

The increasing wind snatched a section of the sailcloth and tore it from the sailors’ hands. The ship bucked. This time, even Vidar lurched forward. 

“That is quite enough of that,” Vidar said, drawing his orange-red eyebrows together and raising his hands. 

Letting loose a loud invective, words etched with sharp magic, Vidar threw out a spell. It billowed and rushed forward, its edges as enclosing as a net. With nothing more than that as a warning, the cloud was smothered, and the elements of storm, mischief, cloud, and wind were sucked of their essence and dropped like empty husks to splash into the suddenly flat water. 

For a moment, my stomach heaving with shock, my tunic slack against my torso and wrists, and my resident magic reeling, I stared at the sky where only a breath before the cloud had—however inadvisedly—played. 

Whirling to face Vidar in his sparkling blue and green tunic, I shouted, “What did you do that for?”

Startled, Vidar blinked. “I dealt with the problem.”

“You killed the elemental magic,” I said, anger turning my blood hot. 

“I stopped the storm,” Vidar said, indicating the now clear sky. “The sailors thank me even if you do not. You who could barely keep your feet much less subdue a wave.” 

Their shoes clapping uneven rhythms against the wooden boards, the sailors scrambled around the now lifeless sails. Even I could tell they were avoiding looking at Vidar and me. And to my eyes, they did not seem thankful. 

“It was a young storm. It could have been reasoned with,” I said, biting each word out.

“Young storms do not need any encouragement. Better to stop them before they become old and obstinate storms. The way it’s better to stop young wizards before they become too headstrong and uncontrolled.” 

Does he mean you? my tunic asked, alternating between gripping me and going limp. 

Likely, he did. Though I was no longer the youngest wizard—Terje the Yet Unnamed had held that position for the last decade—and though I was not young by denizen standards, being seventy-seven years of age, I was still perhaps centuries younger than Vidar himself and possibly even a millennium younger than the wizard Stom the Mysterious. 

Known to use witchery as much as wizardry, and because of the distinction my fortunetelling granted me, many of the wizards discounted me as nothing more than a showoff and upstart. Even after I’d told King Darach the Uncontrolled’s fortune and his ruin. Even after I’d told the future queen’s future and events had unfolded as I’d foretold them. Even as she, Ohnya the Resolute, still ruled from the throne in Dar-en. 

The ship, without the wind to push it, slowed to a softly shifting motion, hardly moving forward. The wood creaked. The sails sagged. The sailors groaned. 

Working hard to hold my temper, curling my fists to keep from inadvertently calling my resident magic out to zap Vidar—for what would that do? The damage was already done. It was too late to save the storm’s elements—I glanced down at my tall boots where I’d tucked my pants into them. A fashionable change I’d adopted after absorbing the spirit of a stylishly-minded assassin I’d had to kill. As I thought of him, the assassin’s spirit raised its head. It scraped its sharp desires along my own spirit: to avenge, to fulfill, to undo, to destroy. For a moment, I listened. For a moment, I considered acting on its influence. 

Taking the assassin spirit’s side for immediate and sharp engagement, my resident magic bared its teeth and snarled. It surged forward, eager to act. 

The day I’d killed the assassin, I’d killed powder and flint elements, too. I’d smothered their essences and used the flint’s stolen power to direct a knife to skewer the assassin through the heart. Could I say I was any better than Vidar? 

Suppressing a sigh, I tugged my resident magic away from my fingertips and shooed the assassin’s spirit back to its place among all the other spirits I’d absorbed. As it went, a swell of sorrow overpowered my anger. Wanting the solitude of only my tunic’s company, I put one palm over my tunic’s cuff and a step’s distance more between me and Vidar. 

“I should not have agreed to come,” I said. 

“If you are reluctant to use your wizardry, I agree,” Vidar said. “It would serve me just as well to have let you be swept into the sea. I cannot be constantly protecting you.”

My tunic spluttered. What does he mean by that?

“Killing a storm is not protecting me,” I said, anger taking the upper hand again. “I was talking to it.” Well, my tunic had been talking to it, and we would have eventually gotten past its impishness. We would have gotten its attention before any major harm had been done to us or the ship. We were familiar with exuberant storms. 

“Hol,” Vidar said, reaching out to grasp my upper arm. A crackle of magic seeped from his fingers through my tunic to sizzle against my skin. My resident magic stretched out its nose, lips lifting, ready to snatch his magic for its own. Before it could, I shoved Vidar’s away, flicking it back to him and off of me. He widened his green eyes, but did not let me go. “This is not the time to exert your strange witchery ways. We have serious work to do. We must present a united front, you and I. For we are the representatives of the Dar Wizards.”

“I know what we are, Vidar,” I said. My tunic heated its sleeve to a burning level, and Vidar withdrew his hand. He rubbed his thumb along his fingers with a subtle motion. I hoped the burns blistered.

“Then you know it is essential for us to convince the dragons to leave Messhlun alone,” he said. 

I did know this. It was essential because the dragons were Dar dragons—in so far as any dragon could be said to be of any kingdom. For dragons were not held by decrees or laws. Nor held by borders and the expanse of the sea. They had their codes. They had their logic and honor. And yet, legend told of the dragon Preben, who had eaten an entire detachment of the king of Dar’s soldiers when they’d marched to tell the dragon the king forbade him from living near the cities of Dar and that he would be required to pay the king for the creatures he ate. 

With cunning and fury, Preben had laid siege to the palace at Dar-en and nearly eaten the king himself. Now, whether or not all that was said of Preben was true, including the rest of the ways Preben was said to have nearly destroyed the world, was not for me to decide. But what was true and undisputed was that these dragons had come from Dar and gone to Messhlun. Which made them Dar dragons to Messhlun eyes. 

It was essential because word was circulating around Messhlun—and Dar—that the dragons had been sent with a deliberate purpose to weaken Messhlun and prepare it for attack by Dar. This was not true, and I would stand by that. For one, because dragons weren’t in the habit of acting for one kingdom or the other. For two, because Ohnya the Resolute, queen of Dar, used diplomacy and wisdom to rule and was not a bloodthirsty tyrant. For three, because I had foretold peace for Dar for a thousand and ten years, and only forty years had passed since that fortune had been spoken. Even so, Vidar was right. It was essential for us to get involved now and thus prevent any further misunderstanding. 

Even though wizards were supposed to be impartial and not politically involved. 

And yet, those lines often became blurred and indistinct. Didn’t I know it? For as I’d answered calls and chanced upon those like the little injured chimera I’d found in Erte, doing my work for the benefit of all—denizen, land, creature, weather, wizard, or other—I’d walked those hazy borders often enough to be chastised by the other wizards and, more often than not, by my tunic as well. I wasn’t the only wizard to ever have done so, but my fortunetelling put me even more in the forefront than most wizards liked—for me or for them. But beyond that and more to the point, in the end, when it came down to it, dragons were wizards’ business, even if politics weren’t. 

It was common knowledge that dragons did as they liked. Each of Dar’s ten domains had a saying that encapsulated that truth in some manner or another. My favorite was the simplest one, as said by the Hilven poets: “The ways of dragons are as intricate as the patterns of the wind.” My tunic’s favorite was the more obscure Benelese proverb, which said, “A dragon’s mouth does not only open for speaking.” 

Though known for their doublespeak and because they often acted from impulses that defied denizen understanding, it wasn’t exactly clear why these particular dragons had left Dar to bother Messhlun. Not from the news that came from Messhlun. Not from the rumors circulating around Dar. It wasn’t exactly clear either if all the dragons of Dar had gone together or if it was nothing more than a rambunctious clutch out to make trouble. Young dragons, like young clouds or even young wizards, could be unpredictable. 

At the request of the Messhlun king and the concerned denizens of the western reaches, the Messhlunian wizards had tried what they could, short of burning the dragons out—which would have been ill-advised. Short of an all-out battle to get them to leave—also ill-advised. But no amount of wizardry had impressed the dragons, and they had taken the ancient citadel of the western reaches and entrenched themselves there.

When the Messhlun wizards had run out of options to try, they had sent a call to Vidar. He had been chosen out of all the Dar wizards because the Messhlun wizards had dealt with him before and would only talk with him. 

(Though Sune the Reliable was a northern wizard and would have seemed the more likely choice for this mission, he dealt with land disputes more than anything else and banshees next after that. More than that, he had been negotiating with the lithosphere when Vidar, those many years ago, had taken the call, which had then put him both in touch and in favor with the Messhlun wizards.) 

I’d been chosen out of the remaining Dar wizards to go along with Vidar because the dragons had told the Messhlun wizards they would only speak to me. 

Naturally enough, I had been curious as to why. For my tunic and I had had dealings with only one dragon before, and, with him, we hadn’t been sure of the impression we had made. To be completely honest, we’d been a little relieved to have not been burned to ash by the dragon Darvondrik as we’d walked away. As we’d walked very quickly away. 

I knew for a fact that Stom the Mysterious had been tutored by the sly dragon Holgrik, and she had gone in search of him when he’d vanished from deed and story for too long of a time. Based on that, I would have thought his name would have been more prevalent among dragons than mine. But as the saying went: wind, dragons, intricate patterns, and the ways of. 

So the dragons had asked for me. ​

In addition to the dragons’ conditions for negotiation, Ohyna the Resolute had sent me a brief and private message asking me to see to the dragons so that she would not have to break the years of peace she’d worked so hard to establish or, in the process of keeping the peace, offend any of the kingdom of Messhlun to whom she’d allied herself and Dar by marriage. 

To end her request, she had written: We do not want war. You named yourself as Hol the Loyal to me once. I call upon that loyalty now. 

With those words, and because they were true, I had not seen how I could refuse her. 

Standing with my booted feet on the nearly still deck, with my tunic and resident magic as indignant as myself in front of a wizard who acted upon clouds with taking force and who had tried to chastise me with a shock of magic as if I were a young len, I wished I had. 

I couldn’t pull out my hair or blame anyone but myself. My mother had always said my pride would be the death of me. And well, if it wasn’t that, it would be curiosity. 
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Cursing my nature, I let a trickle of resident magic spool out from underneath my fingernails and ball up in my palm. I curled my fingers around it and then flicked it out over the railing or thwart or rising to comfort the now lonely sea elements. 

“Hol,” Vidar said. “It is imperative that we reach an understanding before we meet with the Messhlun wizards. They are not like us. You will soon see. I believe it would be most advisable for you to let me do all the conversing while you keep your witchery and your fortunetelling to yourself. At least until the situation is clear.”

Of course he would believe that, my tunic said.

As I opened my mouth to say something that we would all likely regret and then closed it again in an attempt to give myself time to respond in a more diplomatic way, the sailors’ mutterings and calls and motion stopped altogether. The wary weight of their attention turned toward us. 

Now what? my tunic asked. 

I shook my head slightly. I didn’t know. 

Vidar held his hand up as if to halt the words he thought I would utter—making my tunic sputter again—as, tricorn hat in hand, the captain marched across the length of the deck. He came to attention an arm’s length away. And though I’d seen him command the crew without hesitation, he seemed reluctant now to even speak. 

“Yes, captain?” Vidar said. 

“Master wizard,” he said, keeping his gaze low as he addressed Vidar. “Though we speak your name with reverence and are glad enough to avoid a storm, you have mentioned your desire for a hasty arrival. We could use a little wind, or otherwise we will have to row ourselves the rest of the way, and that will add a day or more to our journey.”

I wondered how they managed on days when the wind was elsewhere, my tunic said. 

I had wondered a little about that myself. 

“Wind, of course,” Vidar said, running a finger over the bristles of his flame-orange mustache. “Would a northwestern blowing wind serve best?”

“If it pleases you, master wizard,” the captain said. 

Once again, Vidar raised his hands. Blue-green magic flowed from his tunic to his hands, and in the swirling center of the spell he wove, a forceful command took form. It spiraled upward, reaching for the air. 

Not again! my tunic said. That’s— 

“That’s domineering magic,” I said at the same time. Acting without conscious thought, I took the savage wealth of magic my tunic fed my way, plaited it quickly to my resident magic, and then, with one strong swing of my arm, cast the whole thing at Vidar’s spell as it lifted from his palms. 

Finally permitted to act, my resident magic, now coupled with my tunic’s feral magic, raced to flank and cut off Vidar’s spell. It nipped and bit and snapped at the domineering magic—which, never before hindered in such an ambushing way, flinched back with surprise. 

Vidar grunted. 

While he scrambled to strengthen his spell, not yet realizing why it was resisting him, with my other hand, I let loose the rest of my resident magic to go ask the air and sea elements for their help in enticing a wind to play. It took a moment to bump against Vidar’s hands and shove his tunic before it dove over the ship’s side and was gone. 

As the air charged electric around us, the captain took two steps back. 

“Vidar!” I called out. “Just ask it.”

Without heeding me, Vidar pushed more magic out. My resident magic, given full rein, chewed at it, biting it into pieces until it had no choice but to rush back to Vidar or risk being eaten up completely. With my own blood running wild and my outrage still broiling, I was in no kind of mood to restrain my resident magic. 

Yipping and prancing, my magic circled Vidar until every, last sparking glimmer of his spell had reabsorbed into his tunic and into him, and then, gathering speed, it shot upward and out of sight. Just when I feared it had gone for good, it dropped through the clear blue sky, plummeting with increasing and ferocious velocity, and crashed against my shoulders. 

Relief flooded me as my magic split and split and filled me up. My hair stood on end, and my skin glowed. My tunic gleamed a darker gray mixed with blue and black, with cresting white caps like a stormy sea. 

In the midst of that, a gentle wind touched my face. The sails fluttered and then filled. The sailors jumped into action. The captain bowed. “With your permission, master wizards, please excuse me,” he said. He crammed his tricorn hat on his head and scurried off to order the ship forward and on.

Returning with a pleased skip to its step, the portion of resident magic that had charmed the wind into helping twirled around the poles or masts or staves, slid down the billowing sails, and danced back my way. 

His red-orange mustache quivering, Vidar drew himself up to his full height and glared at me. A rumbling thunder formed in his throat. Magic darkened his tunic and blew out from it like a haze. Thick fumes of bitterroot and vitriol seared my nostrils, the first scented notes of a spell to punish me. This time, when he opened his mouth, I beat him to the words. 

“Would you hear your fortune, Vidar?” I asked, my voice cast low and with enough leftover fury from the elements’ unnecessary death that he flushed. 

His breath hot, his face a violent red, Vidar leaned in close. “I will not hear it, Hol.” Then he poked me with one magic-sparking finger. “Don’t you ever do that again. Don’t you ever interfere with one of my spells again.”

Or what? my tunic asked. 

My resident magic bared its teeth. 

“I will not abide taking only,” I said to Vidar, thrusting his hand away. “Not on any mission I’m on. Try asking first.”

“If I were you, Hol, I would sleep with one eye open from now on.” His tunic glossed with a bottomless green hue, Vidar turned on his heel and strode away. 

You didn’t have his fortune, and he thought you did, my tunic said, delighted. 

“He thinks I need protecting?” I said in reply, closing my hands into fists to keep from pelting Vidar’s back with sharp-edged magic. “Well, it seems as if all the elements and their magic need protecting from him.”

Redolent with victory, the most feral of my resident magic bounded through me, trailing scraps of domineering magic like torn banners. The rest of my magic joined in with it, being as it was always in the mood for exuberance. 

Heady with magic and glad of the wind’s cooperation and the surrounding elemental magic that bumped against me like clumsy, affectionate insects, I simmered with righteous anger and gloated at my magic’s triumph as Vidar made his way across the deck and disappeared somewhere below. Then, as the ship shifted underfoot and I reached for the oarlock or railing or thwart to steady my balance, a pang of remorse settled in my stomach.

I should have asked him to rework his spell. I should have offered to call the wind myself and told him it would only be fair since he’d already removed the storm cloud. I should have—

My mother’s face flashed in my memory and her voice came to me clear as the creaking of the ship. “Should have is not good enough. Oh, Hol-len, will you never learn?”

“I suppose I could have handled that better,” I said, rubbing my face. 

How? my tunic asked. By actually looking for his fortune? By making him hear it? I tell you this, Hol, I wouldn’t have minded that one bit. If I’m honest, I would like to know what his future holds. And I hope it’s nothing good. 

The ship rocked. I stumbled against the railing. Contrary to my tunic’s desires, I didn’t want to know Vidar’s future. I also didn’t want it to hold ill fortune. Not when we were heading into the dragons’ hold. Not when we had another kingdom’s wizards to collaborate with. Not when mine might be intricately linked to his. 

I gazed around at the wooden beams, planks, swollen sails, and efficient sailors. 

One ship was not big enough for two wizards. 

It was going to be a long journey. 
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The next day, with the rocky coast of Messhlun off the starboard bow—as I heard one sailor call it—Vidar and I managed to avoid each other. The same with the day after. All the while, the obliging wind stayed with us. Though it told all the wind and sea currents we encountered about what had happened to the young storm at Vidar’s hand and about how brave it had been—and still was—to respond when I’d asked for its help. 

If I hear its story one more time, I will throw us over the side, my tunic said when the obliging wind was telling the same hovering wind current the story for the fourth time in a row with hardly a word of variation. 

“It’s never done anything so exciting before. Let it enjoy its moment of glory,” I said, but if I was honest, I’d tuned the wind out a long time ago. 

My tunic made a rude noise. 

As the waves shifted beneath us and with nothing else requiring it, we wizards kept our magic to ourselves and ourselves to ourselves as much as we could. 

The hours passed, the shadows—cast by sails, poles, wizards, sailors—lengthened and shrank. 

For the evening meal, Vidar ate with the captain. 

Talking my way past their reservations and concerns to their table with the methods I’d known since I was a young len traveling from place to place with my itinerant family, I ate with the crew and set them further at ease with stories and the telling of witchery fortunes. I performed little ailment cures and drew out from them their tales of home domains, memories of land and sea, and dreams for the future. They laughed at me for my legs’ stubborn refusal to adjust to the motion of the ship and gave me advice that would certainly have been the sea-side death of me if I’d taken it. 

How have they survived this long if they do things like that? my tunic asked after one sailor told us about an adventure high up in the roost with an uncanny wind and another told us of an entanglement with a rope and sail that had nearly swept an entire crew overboard. While I was there to listen, they spoke of broken masts and windless seas, of loves left ashore and yearnings for both the known and the unknown, of wild, unbroken storms and enthralling creatures who sang to them from under the surface of the water. 

As we sailed on and on, the coast changed from loose rock to high cliff to rough inlets with unapproachable beaches. The stars guided us by night. The sea glinted under the moon, its expanse stretching far away off the port side—as another sailor called it—and extending beyond the horizon. During the day, the sun warmed and cheered us. With each push of the wind, Dar fell farther behind, with its domains and denizens, with the gleaming pinnacles of Benel, the mountains of Guelden, the cliffs of Aarth, the dunes and sands of the desert which inched ever closer to the Tene wall, the grain fields of Luxen, and the queen on her throne in the palace at Dar-en, with all the familiar places I’d traveled to and from by foot and atmospheric element—atmospheric elements, which for this journey, could not be trusted to not drop a wizard in the sea even after having been paid with resident magic. My tunic and I had been dropped in the desert once and left there, so we knew just how far to trust an atmospheric element. 

As the wind blew and the ship sailed on, my tunic and I spent part of our days learning sealing, buoyancy-grounded, and salt-based magic from the particular elements of the ship and the rest of it clinging to whatever firm material was closest to hand to keep me from falling overboard while the sailors teased me and the wind laughed. 

On the third day, with the western reaches within view, rolling bright green hills, and the occasional long shadow from an old ruin, I swallowed my pride and searched Vidar out. 

His gaze ahead of him to where the ship carved its way through the sea, Vidar was perched on a side railing with watery blue magic leaping from the fingertips of one hand to the fingertips of the other. His tunic glinted more blue than green, radiant as a fish’s scales caught in sunlight. His red-orange mustache had not a hair out of place. Angled as he was with such enviable balance, I couldn’t see the expression in the green of his eyes. 

Giving him time to hear me approach, I stumbled up to the railing and then leaned my elbows on it. The friendly, obliging wind played with my hair, flicked the ends of my black mustache, and fluttered my tunic’s slate gray sleeves. 

Seeing Vidar’s magic, my resident magic whined to be let out, but I tugged it away from my fingertips and urged it to lie down. 

“Vidar,” I said. “Will you tell me of the Messhlun wizards?”

Swinging his legs down and around so he could face me, Vidar stretched his magic like four long blue ropes between his hands. Then he flicked his fingers, and the magic vanished. 

As if he hadn’t heard my question, Vidar said, “You will never catch me by surprise again. You should know that. If you’re fool enough to attempt what you did a second time, you will suffer for it. Greatly.”

As if you would do the same thing twice, my tunic said. 

“You were right,” I said to Vidar, ignoring his threat even as I gave my tunic an acknowledging tap. I didn’t doubt Vidar meant it, but he also didn’t know the inventive nature of my resident magic, which was even now slinking back toward my hands with a furtive sneakiness. Even so, I knew I’d caught him and his magic by surprise the day of the young, impish cloud’s death, and no wizard lived long if he was often caught by surprise. Vidar was not a young wizard. It wouldn’t happen again. I knew that as much as I knew that in my shocked horror of the other day, I might have acted foolishly. And while I might still be foolish, and my mother might rightly feel the need to chastise me if and whenever she had the chance, not every threat needed to be addressed. “We do need to reach an understanding before we go ashore.”

“So you agree that I should be the one to speak for us?” Vidar asked. 

My tunic blazed hot. I squeezed its sleeve. “We are not accustomed to acting in concert, you and I,” I said to Vidar. “Legends do not speak of wizards being called to join together. There are no stories to guide us on how to accomplish this.”

“Legends,” Vidar scoffed. 

My tunic shifted from slate gray to a moody dark blue and green mixed with purple-black. It tightened at my collar. I ran a finger under the cloth and between the skin of my throat and then dropped my arm back to rest against the railing, linking my fingers together. Not exactly apologetically, my tunic eased away, though it still stayed washed with stormy sea color. Around us, the actual sea glinted a vivid, textured blue. The sky above was clear. 

“Legends serve us well,” I said. “It is because of a legend that I know why the wizards asked for you. It is because of legends that I know the deeds that go with your name. Those legends are often spoken and are in no small part due to the generous nature from which you take your name. You have your deeds to speak for you. On the other hand, my name is often tied to fortunetelling rather than deeds such as yours, and I will be the first to acknowledge that I do not know why the dragons asked for me. Anything we can know before we meet with them will be of use. So, I would hear of the Messhlun wizards.”

For a heartbeat or two, I thought Vidar would send me away without an answer. Then he said, “Much changes from one century to another. To say I know the Messhlun wizards would be to say I know the nature of the passing of time. It can be observed to have happened but cannot be explained.”

Hol, my tunic said. If you ever start to speak like that, I will burn us up. Everyone knows that time is as predictable as a hungry manticore. And as explainable. He’s wearisome. I don’t want to act in concert with him. We can handle dragons and wizards on our own. 

My tunic paused a moment, and I thought it had said what it wanted to say, but then it made a rude noise and added, There is no reason for a wizard to pretend he can speak with the forked tongue of a dragon. 

I held back my smile as Vidar continued, “The wizards are not pleased with Dar or the dragons. They are not happy to ask for help. It is not usual for the wizards of one kingdom to call upon the wizards of another. To avoid political entanglements, they would rather speak with me, the wizard they know, than have to speak with their king and our queen any more than they’ve already done. That is what I know.”

“That is more than what I know of the dragons,” I said. Though my resident magic nudged me with its cold, wet nose, wanting to be let loose, and though my tunic simmered with more yet unspoken commentary, I was content. Content enough. For more than anything else, by seeking Vidar out and asking him to talk with me, I had meant to broker peace between him and myself. And while hopeful of the chance—for good fortune could show up in unexpected ways—I hadn’t actually anticipated learning anything that would make our mission more sure of success. 

I tapped a palm against the rail or buffer or banister. Standing with the rocking ship beneath my boots and with my balance even still unsteady, I was filled with sudden, overwhelming joy. A joy that came coupled with the memory of sibilant, entrapping talk, snapping jaws, long brazen teeth, glimmering scales, and the thrill of danger. Oh, dragons! This time, I did let my smile come, and when it did, I directed it at Vidar. “We will learn more when we meet them,” I said. 

He did not smile in return, but he also did not blast me with magic. Which, as far as I was concerned and under the circumstances, was as close to friendship—or at the least to understanding—as we could come. 

I crossed my right arm over my torso and gripped my left upper arm. My tunic’s cloth prickled with wild magic under my touch. My resident magic stood up and shook with enthusiasm, shedding more of itself to fill me up. My spirit soared. It was an exceptional thing to be a wizard. 

Each of us lost to our thoughts, silent, standing shoulder to shoulder—or close enough to that since I was of less significant stature than Vidar—our tunics like jewels, his like the bright, inviting sea and mine like the stormy waves of a wild sea, we watched the shore get closer as the captain steered us through the shallowing waters toward the wharf, toward land. 
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The aged wooden wharf met an even more ancient and watermarked stone wall. In the middle, waiting—as the sails were tucked and folded, and the sailors shouted out one to the other, as we inched closer in and the obliging wind kissed us goodbye—there waiting, was a Messhlun wizard. Tall and large. 

Long yellow hair spilled out over his shoulders and danced behind him in the land-bound, pushing wind. His yellow mustache blended into a long yellow beard. His tunic, loose-fitting and sleeveless, showed the strength of his muscled arms. That same tunic, the color of sun-dried grass, was belted at his waist and hung down to his knees. Beneath the hem, the wizard’s thick, bare, sun-darkened legs spoke of miles walked. His large feet were shod in sandals. 

“It is Fela the Sunstruck,” Vidar said. 

So that is a Messhlun wizard, my tunic said, all attention. I was all attention, too. For we hadn’t encountered one when we had visited the Peninsula those years before. I wonder if his tunic will talk to me. Vidar’s won’t. It never has. 

I glanced at Vidar in his resplendent tunic, with his attention also on the Messhlun wizard. I knew the Dar wizards’ tunics, with the exception of Kolai the Loud’s, would not talk directly with my tunic. And while my tunic and I had theories about why, with Vidar so close and a new wizard near to hand, there wasn’t time for us to examine the reasons further. 

Together—me lurching and Vidar graceful and sure—we made our way to disembark. 

“Master wizards,” the captain said, striding over, seemingly recovered from our wizardly display around the storm and wind. “We trust your journey has been a pleasant one and that you are well pleased. As agreed, we will finish our coastal run and, if the winds favor us, will return in three days’ time.”

“We will look for your return,” Vidar said. 

If we aren’t eaten by dragons, my tunic said with sudden glee. 

If indeed. 

Filled with my own measure of giddy glee, I stepped onto the wharf. For a moment, the world spun with furor around me until my feet both found and remembered the ground and I no longer felt in danger of falling. 

That was a near thing, my tunic said, tucking away the scent magic we used to help cure denizens plagued with dizziness and pretending it hadn’t been about to douse me with it. 

With a motion to unravel the spell and separate it from his magic, Vidar released the elements he’d used to keep his balance. He smoothed his tunic’s front with one hand and checked his mustache one flame at a time with the other. 

I glanced down at my tunic—it had dimmed to its favorite solid slate gray and was fitting me nicely—and hastily passed a finger over the bristles of my black mustache. 

Our boots clipped against the wharf’s wooden boards as we made our way over to Fela the Sunstruck. 

“Vidar,” Fela said, reaching out a large hand to grip Vidar forearm to forearm in the Messhlun manner. Then he turned to me with his yellow eyebrows raised high. “And this must be Hol the Dragons’ Wizard.”

“I am Hol,” I said, looking up at him as we clasped our palms to each other’s forearms. 

“Fela,” he said. 

​The languages of Messhlun and Dar had many similarities in word and meaning, but they were different enough that a spell for basic understanding cast upon the ears could be helpful. 

Next to me, with a flick of his fingers and a few muttered words, Vidar cast one for himself. 

Though not reluctant to use magic, I didn’t feel the need to spell my ears. Mostly for the reason that under my mother and grandmother’s care, as a young len, I had been taught both the Messhlun and Krij dialects and had done my best over all the years of my life to keep up with the ever-changing vernaculars. As much as I could. And yet, in that passing time, I’d not had many chances to speak Messhlun, so as Fela’s tongue slipped over the d in Vidar’s name, making it more of a th, when he trilled his rs as prettily as a chimera, and when he spoke my name, the H taking on a deeper guttural sound, I thrilled at the sheer adventure of being as far away from the cliffs of Aarth as I had ever been, as far from the lilting singsong of the Benel denizens and the rootier tones of the Guelden denizens. So far from home. 

Taking us both by the upper arm, Fela herded us down the wharf. “It is good that you have come. The both of you. Indeed, we are fair flummoxed, and I will be the only one to say so. For you know how wizards are. Never ones to say what they mean if they can avoid it. But they call me Fela the Sunstruck, for they say the sun struck my tongue and made it loose. I speak when others don’t. And I speak still when they do. Even the dragons said I talk too much, and they would only open their mouths again to converse with the little wizard from Dar. No disrespect to you, Hol, but that is what they said.”

Anyone would seem little to a dragon, my tunic said.

“The ways of dragons are their own,” I said. 

Still gripped by Fela, we reached the end of the wharf. No village lay beyond it. At least not within my sight. Only rolling green hills thick with moss-like grass or grass-like moss that seemed to go on forever. Without so much as a backward glance at the ship and letting our arms go, Fela started us up the first sloping incline. I did sneak a look back. And then, reminded of what I could do by the wind that ran its fingers through Fela’s long hair and reached over to tease mine, I flicked out a bit of my resident magic to go sit on the captain’s shoulder, to stay with him and make friends with the coastal sea winds for his and his sailors’ sakes. To aid them in coming back to collect us in a few days’ time. 

“The wizards wait for us at the tower.” Fela scanned the sky. “We should reach it before the sun vanishes. The dragons are beyond that at the ancient citadel. We are to converse, rest as we can, and then, when the first lights come again, we will make our way there.”

“What wizardry have you tried?” Vidar asked. 

“What wizardry have we not tried?” Fela said. “Vidar, we have tried spells of repelling, we have tried spells of language and persuasion, we have tried spells of bad smells, we have summoned weather, we have barricaded the dragons within a wall of fire, we have flooded the citadel, we have built barriers of ice, we have promised riches and begged them to leave.” 

Fela’s tunic says this is true, my tunic said, scooting in closer to my skin. It’s as talkative as Fela. You know, if I’m honest, Hol, I’m surprised that the dragons didn’t swoop down and eat the wizards after all of that. 

I was a little surprised myself, but wizards were not without power. 

“We have not had dragons in Messhlun for over three thousand years,” Fela said. “We do not think we want them now.”

“Are they actually threatening anything?” I asked, glancing over at Fela, for that was something I didn’t actually know. Not from any of the messages, rumors, or news. 

Fela laughed. “It would be fair foolish to rout out dragons if they hadn’t done so. Yes, Hol Dragons’ Wizard, they have.” Suddenly, his laughter died. He wrapped his fingers around the bristles of his beard and gave it a tug. “It was with intention that we have kept their threats to ourselves. Partly out of fear that you would not come and partly for fear we would not be believed.”

“What have they threatened?” I asked with a sinking sensation in my stomach. 

“The dragons of Dar said they have come to Messhlun to feast upon those they find so that they can become spirit-holders.”

On the other side of Fela, Vidar stopped. “Spirit-holders!” 

“But they could have done that back in Dar,” I said, wrinkling my brow. Despite my even words, my skin had gone clammy and cold. I tried to hold back a shiver. “Why come to Messhlun?”

Fela halted to let Vidar catch back up. 

Reaching down to tuck my pants more securely into my boots, from a place a step or two further on, I waited as well. 

Fela said, “Yes, we wondered that ourselves. And to come to the ruined citadel instead of causing harm or laying siege to the cities? To give us the chance to stop them? Well. We do wonder about these dragons. For though, they did fly over each of our cities and every one of our villages, alarming all our denizens and worrying the king with displays of belching fire, they have yet to harm anyone or anything. Well, perhaps they’ve eaten a few of our creatures here and there, but not much more than that.” 
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