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	One

	[image: A black and white image of a pair of feet  Description automatically generated][image: A black background with a black square  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]t’s finally done, Grandpa!” Mage Andirick Lorac exclaimed as he barged into the Mayor’s office in Shamballa. Andi was holding up the red diamond that had consumed the last ten years of his life. 

	Unfortunately, Mage Mayor Thadduck Lorac wasn’t alone. “You really need to learn to knock, Andi.”

	“I’m sorry,” Andi said. “I had no idea you had company. There was nothing on your schedule.”

	“I always make time for my daughter,” Thadduck said.

	“Mom?” Andi asked as he sat across from her.

	“Hello, Andi,” Mage Trinkle Lorac said. “It’s good to see you. And I see you’re back to your teen years again.”

	“Yes,” Andi said. “The last time I saw you, I looked ten years old.”

	Trinkle grabbed the arm of the sofa as she shut her eyes.

	“I’m sorry,” Andi said. “I’ll come back later.”

	“No, it’s fine,” Trinkle said. “I need to head back to my workshop anyway.”

	“It was great to see you again, Trinkle,” Thadduck said. “Yanser will escort you back.”

	Trinkle nodded as she left, clearly eager to leave.

	As soon as the door shut behind her, Thadduck turned to Andi. “That was one of our better visits until you barged in.”

	“She’s not getting better, is she?” Andi asked.

	“In most things, she is,” Thadduck said. “But seeing you brought back the memories of the darkest time in her life.”

	“I know what she went through,” Andi said. “But it’s been six hundred years. Will she ever be able to spend time with me?”

	Thadduck shook his head. “Healing from psychological wounds doesn’t follow a set timetable.”

	“I’m sorry for barging in,” Andi said.

	“Next time, I’ll lock the door,” Thadduck said. “Now, what brings you barging into my office?”

	“I finished making another red diamond!” Andi held up the jewel. 

	Thadduck looked at the sixty-carat diamond. “It took you ten years to make the first red diamond, but that was five hundred years ago. Why did it take you five hundred years to make a second?”

	“Making the first red diamond was an accident,” Andi said. “When I built a device to concentrate threads of Earth into a diamond, I far overestimated the pressure needed to make a diamond, and that device fell apart when I took out the red diamond. I corrected the mistake, and the new device has made normal diamonds ever since. Only much later did I discover that an appearance charm requires extremely rare red diamonds.”

	Andi turned the two-inch diamond over in his hands as he spoke. “About a hundred years ago, Mage Raboo returned the first one and described how she used it to enjoy a fairly normal life married to King Benjamin. I’ve spent most of the last hundred years perfecting a high-pressure diamond builder to make more red diamonds.”

	“Does the diamond have to be that big?” Thadduck asked.

	“A smaller diamond could change the face,” Andi explained, “but it has to be at least fifty carats to change the entire body.”

	Thadduck smiled. “Put it on and show me.”

	Andi held the diamond to his chest. His eyes stayed green while the red highlights faded from his blond hair. Andi’s age changed from his normal seventeen-year-old appearance to a man in his early forties. And it wasn’t just his face. Andi grew several inches taller, and his muscles filled out. As a teen, Andi didn’t look much like his Grandfather, but his older appearance highlighted the family resemblance. 

	Andi looked down at his hand. “It worked!”

	“Yes, it did,” Thadduck said. “Congratulations. But why did you pick your early forties?”

	Andi sighed. “Two hundred years ago, I cast the spell that ripped ten thousand ogres apart, returning them to the animals they once were. I saved the kingdom of Nebo, but my body paid a high price. I was physically sixteen years old when I cast that spell.”

	“I still don’t understand why that spell shrunk you to a physical two-year-old,” Thadduck said.

	“If that became common knowledge, the oldest Mages would probably try to cut a few decades off their age,” Andi said.

	“Don’t worry,” Thadduck said. “I know how to keep a secret.”

	Andi laughed. “I know you do. Well, pulling the ogres apart without killing the animals took a lot of Spirit. Because I’m not a Spirit Mage, the only way to generate that much Spirit is to tie a knot in a single thread, creating an endless supply. But threads of Spirit don’t just float around free. They are all attached to living beings.

	“If I used threads from anything else, it would have killed the creature before the spell was complete. So, I had to use a thread of Spirit from within myself. The knot of Spirit created so much extra Spirit that it extended my life by reversing my aging. By the time I finished destroying the ogre army, my body had reverted to age two. That was two hundred years ago, and I’ve been in Shamballa ever since to hide my youthful appearance. And that wasn’t even the first time it happened. I’m almost six hundred years old. I’m supposed to look like a man in his mid-forties.”

	“That makes sense,” Thadduck said. “But why did you make a second charm?”

	“You kept borrowing the first one,” Andi said.

	“But even without the diamond, you look old enough to leave Shamballa now,” Thadduck said.

	“Yes. I look like a Mage who just graduated from Apprentice,” Andi said. “But only until the next time I need to cast a powerful Spirit spell.”

	“How often does that happen?” Thadduck asked.

	“Twice now in the last six hundred years,” Andi said. “It seems to happen every three hundred years, and I’m due. Besides, Mage Raboo really got me thinking.”

	“About what?” Thadduck asked hesitantly.

	“With my own crystal, I could get married and appear to age at the same pace as my spouse,” Andi said.

	Thadduck sighed. “You know relationships between Mages and normal humans are discouraged.”

	“Yes, but not forbidden,” Andi said. “I’m almost six hundred years old. I want to fall in love and raise a family.”

	“Then perhaps you’ll be interested to know that I have a new assignment for you,” Thadduck said.

	“What kind of assignment?” Andi asked.

	“You’re the new royal Mage of Puji!” Thadduck declared.

	“Royal Mage?” Andi asked. “How did that happen?”

	“I told you,” Thadduck said, “you look old enough to leave Shamballa.”

	“Yes, but Royal Mage?” Andi repeated.

	“You aren’t a member of any guild,” Thadduck said. “What other assignment could I possibly give you?”

	“I’m your special assistant,” Andi said.

	“That’s more of an honorary title, so I can keep you close without arousing suspicion,” Thadduck replied. “I don’t want people to know how closely related we are. At least not yet, anyway.”

	“That makes sense,” Andi said. “But why Puji? King Orlan is a tyrant. That’s why Barrino quit.”

	“Mage Barrino wasn’t ready for the assignment,” Thadduck said. “He only got that position because Orlan is his first cousin twice removed. Don’t worry. Orlan should be stepping down soon. His son, Prince Harrick, should be crowned in less than a decade.”

	“Prince Harrick is only eight years old!” Andi exclaimed. “Eight years is usually almost half the length of a King’s reign. Even then, what’s to say Prince Harrick will be any different than his father as King?”

	“Then you have plenty of time to try and make him a better King than his father,” Thadduck said.

	Andi scowled. 

	“Andi,” Thadduck said slowly. “You may be my grandson, but you still can’t refuse this assignment. It doesn’t come from me, and it wasn’t my idea. The Mages’ Council agreed to this at King Orlan’s request.”

	“But why me?” Andi asked.

	“You were next in line to be Royal Mage,” Thadduck said. “By the way, you might want to adjust or remove that necklace.”

	“Why?” Andi asked.

	“King Orlan is very vain,” Thadduck explained. “If you go looking like that, appearing his equal in age, he’ll know right away you are the one who ended the Ogre Wars.”

	“Good,” Andi said. “He’ll respect me. That’s why I want this necklace.”

	“No,” Thadduck corrected. “He’ll fear you. What’s more, he won’t trust you. For this mission to succeed, I recommend you fix your appearance exactly as it is now.”

	“Stuck as a seventeen-year-old?” Andi asked. “For how long?”

	“Until you find a good reason to change it,” Thadduck said.

	Andi studied his grandfather’s face. They knew each other well, and Andi could tell Thadduck was hiding something. “If there’s something more I need to know, just spit it out.”

	Thadduck shook his head. “Everything will reveal itself in the proper time. Good luck!”

	Andi scowled but didn’t press the matter further. Instead, he went to his quarters to pack.

	 

	Two

	[image: A black background with a black square  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]age Andirick Lorac traveled through a portal from Shamballa to Thannick Castle in Puji. This particular portal was quite useful because it took him inside a hidden passage in the castle’s inner wall. He released the latch to open the hidden door. As far as Andi knew, no one else alive knew of the secret passageways within the inner walls of every castle. And Andi had portal anchors inside all nine.

	Opening a portal only took a few seconds. But Andi could only open a portal to places where he’d already created a portal anchor. The anchors themselves took Andi about eight days of uninterrupted focus and concentration to create. Other Mages needed two or even three weeks to create anchors. Portal anchors required all five magic elements in a complicated weave. Not all Mages could make them, and those who couldn’t usually lived in Shamballa, the city of Mages.

	He slipped out into the inner courtyard and closed the door behind him. He made it fifteen paces before being spotted.

	“Halt! Who goes there?” a castle guard asked.

	“Mage Andirick Lorac, reporting for duty as the new Royal Mage.”

	“I wasn’t informed of this,” the guard said. “You’ll have to report to King Orlan.”

	“Exactly my plan,” Andi said. “Are you going to escort me, or do you trust me to find the way on my own?”

	The guard laughed. “As if a young Mage like you would know where to find the King.”

	“He’s in the throne room,” Andi said as he tried to walk around the guard.

	“How do you know that?” the guard demanded, blocking the way.

	“It’s the first Venday of the month,” Andi replied. “King Orlan should be hearing the people’s petitions.”

	“Did you grow up in Puji?” the guard asked.

	“Technically, yes,” Andi said. “But enough about me. Are you going to escort me to the King or simply allow me to pass?”

	“No stranger approaches the King unescorted,” the guard said. He waved over three more guards. All four had blue eyes, which was common in Puji.

	Andi smiled and avoided laughing. He could take out four guards before they knew what was happening, but he kept that to himself.

	The guards surrounded Andi and escorted him to the throne room. King Orlan sat on his throne, talking to a petitioner. The King’s blue eyes barely rested on the petitioner before him as he listened to the man’s complaint. His black hair was cut short in the same style as most of the guards. Only six others waited in line for their turn.

	The guards didn’t interrupt, and neither did Andi. 

	“The kingdom cannot afford to repair your fences,” King Orlan said. “It doesn’t matter whether a flood or a thief damaged them. Did you really expect me to approve your request?”

	“No,” the farmer said. “But this will affect my profits for the year. When you ask me why my taxes are low, I’ll remind you about today.”

	Andi couldn’t see the farmer’s eyes, as they were staring almost exclusively at the king’s feet.

	“I see,” King Orlan shot back. “Either I pay to have your fences fixed, or I’ll pay for it through the drop in your taxes.”

	The farmer nodded. “Either way, the fences must be repaired.”

	“Very well,” King Orlan said. “Send five men to fix the fences. Next!”

	“King Orlan,” the guard announced, “Our new Royal Mage, Andirick Lorac, is here, reporting for duty.”

	King Orlan looked from the guard to Andi. “Any relationship to the hero of the Ogre Wars?”

	Andi nodded. “I’m a close relative.”

	Orlan nodded. “Well, as this is probably your first assignment as a Mage, I’ll keep it easy for you. When not under direct orders from me, your primary responsibility is to oversee my sons’ education, Prince Harrick and Prince Trebor. Introduce the Mage to the young princes.”

	Babysitting duty? Andi thought. That’s a job for a nanny. He wanted to tell King Orlan that this was beneath his dignity, but upsetting the King on the first day would make life here much harder. Hopefully, the Royal Guards could explain.

	The other three guards headed back outside.

	The first guard nodded and led Andi out of the central spire to one of the spires in the inner castle wall. Each of the seven outer spires contained living quarters. One spire was dedicated to the ruling family, while the others were reserved for honored guests. “Naturally, you’ll be given quarters across the hall from the young princes.”

	“Naturally,” Andi repeated. “Why exactly am I being given nanny duty?”

	“Their mother, Queen Xilanthia, died last year,” the guard explained. “If something happens to King Orlan, the Mages will be responsible for the young Princes as orphans. So King Orlan feels that you overseeing their training is only natural, as that would normally be the function of their mother. King Orlan cannot afford to spend enough time properly guiding his sons as he spends all his time overseeing the kingdom.”

	“There must be someone more qualified,” Andi said.

	“Sure,” the guard agreed. “The princes have tutors in every subject. Well, every subject but manhood.”

	“And magic,” Andi added.

	“No,” the guard said. “You can’t teach them magic.”

	“Of course not,” Andi said. “But every king needs to know about magic.”

	“I suppose so,” the guard said. “Here’s your new quarters.”

	“I thought you were going to take me to the young princes,” Andi said.

	“Yes, well, I thought you might like to get settled in.”

	“You’re wrong,” Andi said as he set down the bag holding the few belongings he brought from Shamballa. “Take me to the princes.”

	The guard nodded. “Very well. They’re learning swordplay from the Captain of the Royal Guard. This way.”

	“Trebor is only six!” Andi exclaimed.

	The guard laughed. “I know. But he’s been swinging a blade for over two years.”

	As they approached the practice yard, Harrick was sparring with a guard twice his age and holding his own. Trebor was sparring with the Captain, who was clearly taking it easy.

	Andi walked up to the edge of the yard and waited. Interrupting sparring could be dangerous for everyone. Harrick was as good as his opponent, but neither was very good. Trebor, on the other hand, was gifted.

	When they stopped, Andi walked right up to Prince Trebor.

	The Captain pulled out his blade and pointed it at Andi. “Identify yourself!” His orange eyes studied Andi carefully and clashed with his brown hair.

	“I’m Mage Andirick Lorac, the new Royal Mage of Puji. I’ll be overseeing these princes’ training. Who are you?”

	“I’m Captain Parrox, and if you think you can teach swordplay better than I, you’d better be prepared to prove it.”

	“Not at all, Captain Parrox,” Andi said. “I have no intention of replacing any of the tutors. Especially when I see how well you’ve trained Prince Trebor. He’s clearly gifted and well-trained.”

	“He’s only six,” Captain Parrox retorted. “How could a young Mage like you possibly assess his training when you’ve only just met him?”

	“I can see I shall have to prove myself,” Andi said. He didn’t like the Captain’s tone of derision. Andi wove a couple of threads of Air together and used them to take the sword of another guard. “I promise I won’t use any magic to disarm you before you can scratch me with your blade.”

	Parrox scowled. “Mages don’t study swordplay. You don’t stand a chance without your magic.”

	Andi smiled. “You have no idea what I’ve studied.” He pressed forward, knocking Captain Parrox’s sword aside.

	Parrox dodged the attack and spun about. With three quick steps, Parrox was on the offensive.

	Andi had to act quickly to keep the Captain’s blade from tasting flesh. Back and forth, the two battled for more than ten minutes before Andi smacked the flat of his sword against the Captain’s hand, forcing him to drop his blade.

	Andi set his own sword down and extended his hand. “You truly are a master swordsman, Captain Parrox. Especially for someone so young.”

	“Young?” Parrox repeated as he shook Andi’s hand. “You look at least ten years my junior.”

	Andi smiled. “Appearances can be deceiving. Most Mages are sixty-five by the time they look seventeen, but I’m almost six hundred years old.” He regretted it as soon as he said it. His grandfather told him to hide his connection with the Ogre Wars.

	Parrox scowled at him. “When I heard your name, I assumed you were the grandson of the Hero of the Ogre Wars. Lorac isn’t a common name, after all. But if you are nearly six hundred years old, you must be the great hero himself. How are you still alive? The history books say you sacrificed your life to save Nebo.”

	“The history books exaggerated a little,” Andi said. “But let’s just keep that between us, shall we?” He had to grin at his mistake. He should have known that revealing his age would confirm his identity to any historian.

	Parrox smiled back. “As you wish. I would enjoy sparring with you whenever you have the time to spare. And if you wish to take over the weapons training of the young princes, I’ll know they are in capable hands.”

	“Nonsense, Captain,” Andi shot back. “I wouldn’t dream of depriving you of crafting such a promising pupil. I have other things to teach him.”

	Captain Parrox nodded. “Thank you, Mage Andirick. I’m sure that you do.”

	 

	Three

	[image: Image]allick, the Greater Purple Dragon, waited until after the Meeting of the Dragons’ Council on the first day of 1171 to approach King Cortiban, the Black Dragon. “My King, my search is finally complete.”

	“What search is that?” Cortiban asked.

	“Seventeen years ago, you asked me to use Hindsight to learn the circumstances regarding the dragons killed by Zanima,” Pallick said. “I warned you that it could take twenty years to complete. I finished three years earlier than expected.”

	Cortiban nodded. “Zim will want to hear this. Come with me.” He led Pallick through the tunnels to Zim’s cave.

	Zim was the Lesser Black Dragon. Zanima was one of seven mates he’d selected. Two of them were there in the cave with Zim. Zanima was taken from Dragon Island by a Mage when Zanima was only four. Even after returning to Dragon Island, Zanima chose to live on the mainland among the humans and Mages. Unfortunately, Zanima was also accused of killing the other four dragon sisters.

	Pallick had never seen Zim’s cave before. The seven smaller caves connected to it showed him the extent of Zim’s commitment to growing his family. Two of the smaller caves were empty. Zyza and two hatchlings sat in one, Zuzu and two hatchlings in another, and one hatchling in each of the other three. Zim sat in the center with a layer of gold coins and trinkets beneath him.

	“Zim, there is new testimony that you and all your kin may want to hear,” Cortiban said.

	The cave was large enough for Cortiban and Pallick to enter comfortably. Four more members of the Council could have also fit in without crowding each other.

	“I have completed my search of recent history,” Pallick said. “For the hatchlings who aren’t aware, unlike Foresight, Hindsight does not allow me to hear what was said, only see what happened. In short, Zanima was not the aggressor in the deaths of Zartha, Zola, or Zerra.”

	“What about Zithra?” Zim demanded. “And what about the disappearance of Miazan, Zithra’s son?”

	“Miazan left this room of his own accord,” Pallick said. “I did not see Zanima here that day, nor could I tell where Miazan went after entering the hallway. As far as I could see, he just disappeared.”

	“That tells me nothing,” Zim said. “My children have already told me that much. What about Zithra?”

	“Zerra killed Zithra,” Pallick said. 

	“What! Why?” Zim shouted.

	Pallick scowled. “Zithra found Zanima a few years before her death. It appears Zithra befriended Zanima and kept up the pretense of searching for her. Zerra observed Zithra talking with Zanima and attacked Zithra after she flew out of sight of Zanima’s cave.”

	“Zerra wasn’t strong enough to kill Zithra,” Zim said. “Zithra was the strongest among us at the time. How could Zerra defeat Zithra?”

	“Zithra was injured before the battle began,” Pallick said. “Zerra broke Zithra’s wing midflight and attacked before Zithra had time to heal.”

	“This is very disturbing,” Cortiban said. “I had hoped your Hindsight would clear this matter up. However, I must speak with Zanima directly to settle this. Pallick, the next time Zanima returns to the islands, bring her before me.”

	“At your command, my King,” Pallick said with a bow.

	Cortiban started to leave, and Pallick turned to follow him.

	“Please tell me more,” a young red-eyed dragon said. “Tell us everything you saw.”

	Pallick turned to Zim. “Is this your desire as well?”

	Zim nodded. “I must know everything.”

	“I want to hear this, too,” Cortiban said. “It may help me understand Zanima better.”

	“The details are gruesome,” Pallick said. He wanted to keep the details private to protect Zanima. The amount of information he’d collected could give Zim or others an advantage in the next battle with Zanima. But he could not defy a direct order from his King.

	“We are dragons,” Zim replied. “Death is part of our culture. My children can learn something from these battles. They’ve only seen tournament fights and sparring. Tell them what a true dragon battle looks like.”

	“Consider it a royal command,” Cortiban said. “Show us what you have seen.”

	Pallick nodded. “Anyone who does not want to hear this is welcome to leave.”

	No one budged.

	Pallick quickly wove a spell to create an image. His visions from the gift of Hindsight played out as he spoke. He spent the next two days narrating each battle, describing each blow. Zanima’s fighting style showed that she did everything to avoid battle. Still, she fully committed once the fight was unavoidable. 

	Pallick started with Zartha’s hunt and continued through Zerra’s death, giving every detail he could. Zanima let herself be injured in each battle to create an opportunity to kill her opponent. Zartha, Zola, and Zerra each landed a blow that would have killed Zanima. But each time, it allowed Zanima to deal the death blow and recover her strength by consuming the vanquished.

	When the tale finally ended, Cortiban bowed and left without saying anything. Pallick left as well, returning to his own cave.

	 

	Four

	[image: A black background with a black square  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]oresight gave Zanima a powerful vision on the first day of 1171 Anyo Draconis. Luckily, she was in the cave. As soon as the flash ended, Zanima grabbed Miazan and flew to Tarna Hill without saying a word.

	Just before landing, Miazan asked, “What’s going on?”

	“It won’t be long before another dragon comes to find me,” Zanima said. “I can’t have you nearby when that happens. Have you been able to transform yet?”

	Miazan sighed. “I’ve been able to mimic several forest animals, but my human form needs more work.”

	“Do you mind spending a week as a bear?” Zanima asked.

	“That sounds like fun!” Miazan said. “But I don’t know if I can hold the form for a full week.”

	“You can shift from a bear to a panther or whatever animal you want. Just please spend as little time as possible in dragon form,” Zanima explained.

	Miazan took the form of a bear.

	“Too large,” Zanima said. “Bears don’t grow to ten feet tall in this forest.”

	“Right,” Miazan said. He shrunk to five feet. “I’ve often wondered. What would happen if a hunter hits me with an arrow in bear form?”

	Zanima smiled. “The arrow would penetrate your fur but bounce off your skin, which will remain as hard as dragon scales. Transformation doesn’t make you more vulnerable.”

	“Good to know,” Miazan said. “See you in one week.”

	Zanima watched him go. Miazan was a completely different dragon from the one she’d rescued. He’d grown in confidence and self-worth and held a stronger moral compass. Would he still hold those same attributes when he reached the power of a ten-horn?

	“When this is over,” Zanima told the forest, “I’ll make the Crystals of Kaldonia. One set for each of us.” The crystals allowed the dragon she used to be to evaluate the dragon she would become and undo any unwanted changes. The path she was on could bring her great power, which always tended to corrupt.

	“You don’t have them yet?” a bird asked from a nearby tree. It was Miazan’s voice and his deep emerald eyes.

	Zanima smiled. “Well done. You’re doing great at staying hidden. And no, I haven’t made the crystals yet. I’ve only read about them in a book. Before I try to make them, I’ll need to read that book again.”

	“It’s not one of the books in our cave?” Miazan asked.

	Zanima shook her head. “No. It hasn’t seemed important before. I’ve been focused on the magic that can help me survive the imminent threat.”

	“What magic?” Miazan asked.

	“Duplicating Cortiban’s sword,” Zanima said. She transformed into human form before opening a portal to the forge to work her next shift.

	*      *      *

	[image: A black letter a  Description automatically generated]s soon as Pallick left, Zim turned to Zyza. “Did you get enough details?”

	Zyza nodded. “But I’m not strong enough to defeat Zanima. She must have ten horns to be the Lesser Purple Dragon.”

	Zim shook his head. “Don’t fight her. Don’t try to bring her back. Just find Miazan. Bring him back if you can, but if you can confirm Zanima took him, Cortiban will have to let me investigate personally.”

	“We aren’t allowed to leave the islands,” Zyza said.

	“Until Pallick completed his report,” Zim corrected. “I’d say Pallick’s presentation qualifies.”

	Zyza nodded, hugged her hatchlings, and flew off.

	*      *      *

	[image: Image]anima watched from behind a tree as Zyza landed on Tarna Hill. She was grateful Zyza’s arrival was between shifts. Zanima was in human form to avoid added confrontation. She hadn’t seen Miazan in several days.

	“Zanima! Miazan!” Zyza called out. Her dark blue eyes scanned the forest around her. “I’m here to speak, not fight.”

	Zanima walked toward Zyza. “I’m right here. What do you want to say?”

	“Is Miazan with you?” Zyza asked.

	“Who is Miazan?” Zanima asked.

	“Zithra’s son,” Zyza said. “I already know you were friends with Zithra.”

	“I was once your friend as well,” Zanima replied. “I don’t know your son’s name.”

	“I have two sons, actually,” Zyza said. “And I’m returning to see them tonight. They miss their cousin, Miazan. Is he nearby?”

	Zanima shrugged. “I don’t know where Miazan is.”

	“How odd,” Zyza said. “Everyone on Dragon Island believes you took him.”

	“That doesn’t make it true,” Zanima said.

	“There’s one dragon you should care about,” Zyza said.

	“Who’s that?” Zanima asked.

	“King Cortiban,” Zyza said. “He wants to talk to you.”

	“About what?” Zanima asked.

	“He wants you to explain why you’ve killed so many of your sisters,” Zyza said.

	“Pallick already gave testimony on my behalf,” Zanima said.

	“Yes, but it isn’t enough,” Zyza said. “I heard Cortiban say he needed to talk to you.”

	“When?” Zanima asked.

	“This morning,” Zyza replied. “Just after Pallick showed us how you killed three of your sisters.”

	“So you accept that I didn’t kill Zithra?” Zanima asked.

	Zyza nodded. “We all saw Zerra kill Zithra because of her friendship with you. I won’t make the same mistake.”

	“Then I’ll make an appearance,” Zanima said.

	“And Zim will be waiting,” Zyza said. “To challenge you. You’re both ten-horns now. Your precious law won’t protect you anymore.”

	Zanima laughed. “I have Foreseen that a few years from now, no one on the islands will ever repeat the name of Zim. And even he will forget why he hates me. And, by the way, that law is still protecting you.”

	“Forget you?” Zyza laughed back. “We will never forget you.”

	“We will see.” Zanima transformed back into a dragon and flew off. “We will see!”

	 

	Five

	[image: A black letter a  Description automatically generated]s soon as Zanima flew beyond Zyza’s view, she landed and transformed back into human form before opening a portal to Dragon Island. The portal was large enough for Zanima’s dragon form. Still, even in her private cave on Dragon Island, it was safer to travel in human form. 

	There wasn’t time to search the possible futures. King Cortiban requested to speak with her, and she needed to arrive and be gone before Zyza returned. By then, Targash would surely be searching for Zanima’s arrival, and that was one confrontation she needed to avoid.

	“Good to see you again,” Pallick said. He cast a privacy bubble to allow them to speak freely as they walked through the hallways toward Cortiban’s cave. 

	Zanima knew how difficult it was to create a bubble of magic that moved as they did. “I should have expected you to be here.” Zanima returned to full size, only a few feet shorter than Pallick. “Did your Foresight tell you I was coming?”

	Pallick shook his head. “I didn’t need Foresight this time. I merely calculated how long it would take Zyza to fly to the mainland and speak with you. I must say, I expected you an hour ago.”

	“Zyza must have slowed her flight,” Zanima said. “Perhaps confronting me made her nervous.”

	“Perhaps,” Pallick agreed. “Are you ready for your audience with King Cortiban?”

	Zanima nodded. “I hope we can complete this without interference from Zim.”

	“Then you haven’t Foreseen how this would go?” Pallick asked as they walked.

	Zanima shook her head. “There wasn’t time. Zyza is either returning here now or searching the forest for Miazan. But I never stop searching the future. If there were much chance that Cortiban would kill me outright, I’d have received a warning.”

	“How exactly does that work?” Pallick asked. “How can you even see to walk while scanning the future?”

	“I squint my third eye,” Zanima said.

	“How?” Pallick asked.

	Zanima paused and looked at him. “I’d need a few weeks to explain it to you properly.”

	“We don’t have that kind of time right now.” Pallick walked forward. “I wish we did.”

	“So do I.” Zanima kept up with him. 

	“Did you take Miazan?” Pallick asked.

	“Miazan left Dragon Island of his own accord,” Zanima replied. “He stays away by his own choice.”

	“I’m grateful you’ve always been honest with me,” Pallick said. “Even if you are careful with your words.”

	“I have no reason to lie to you,” Zanima said. “However, I must watch my words in case Cortiban asks you what I said. You’ve been a friend to me through all this.”

	“You’re an excellent fighter,” Pallick said.

	Zanima frowned. “There was nothing excellent about those fights. And how would you know? You weren’t there.”

	“Have you heard of the gift of Hindsight?” Pallick asked.

	“Yes,” Zanima said. “So that’s what Zyza meant. If you invaded my privacy by reviewing my past, why did you share what you learned about my battles with my greatest enemies?”

	“Cortiban commanded me to review your past, or I would never have intruded,” Pallick said. “He also commanded me to share my visions with Zim and his kin. What do you know about Hindsight?” 

	“I’ve read about it,” Zanima said. “But I’ve never had a need to review the past the way I peruse the future.”

	“It takes much longer than Foresight,” Pallick explained. “I was commanded to view all your recent fights with dragons.”

	“I haven’t fought any dragons in more than fifteen years,” Zanima said. “The first fight was over thirty years ago.” 

	“That is true today,” Pallick agreed. “But King Cortiban requested this information seventeen years ago. That’s how long it took me to view the previous fifteen years.”

	“I can see why it isn’t used often,” Zanima said.

	“It’s also so difficult that only Meechi and myself have ever seen events more than a month in the past,” Pallick said. “Meechi used to be the Greater Purple Dragon before I surpassed her. Now you’ve surpassed her as the Lesser Purple Dragon. You’re strong enough to master Hindsight and the other lesser-known gifts of the purples if you stay here. You could even teach me about squinting my third eye, whatever that means.”

	“You know my conditions for staying,” Zanima said. “And I’ve been squinting since I was a four-horn.”

	“Then Zim is truly the only one keeping you from rejoining our family?” Pallick asked.

	Zanima nodded.

	“I have so many more questions for you,” Pallick said. “You learned a Foresight technique I had never heard of while you were a black dragon. You’ve worked spells I don’t understand. My Foresight shows me I will soon forget your name and everything you’ve done. I’ve been taught such spells are impossible, and I’ve read most of the books in the secret library. Where did you learn such a spell?”

	“There is at least one hidden chamber within the hidden library,” Zanima said. “Did you ever read the living books?”

	Pallick shook his head. “I’ve never had a question only they could answer. If you stay, we can combine our strength and knowledge to stabilize the dragon community and end threats like Zim.”

	“No,” Zanima said. “Cortiban forbids the knowledge that I’ve obtained. My Foresight has shown me that if I stayed here, Targash would either kill me or force me to participate in his plans in less than a year. He doesn’t want to wait another 128 years for the next Royal Tournament. It would take me far longer than a year to explain enough of what I’ve learned so that you could use it for our mutual purposes. And that’s only if Cortiban doesn’t learn of our plans and kill us both, just to protect his secrets.”

	“I understand,” Pallick said. “I hope you’ll remember our friendship when the obstacles are removed from our path. I’ll find a way to remember.” He lowered the privacy shield as they approached the dragon guarding Cortiban’s cave.

	Zanima nodded.

	 

	Six

	[image: A black background with a black square  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]anima refocused on the purpose of her visit to Dragon Island. She was here to answer questions from her King. She was glad Pallick was joining her. His presence was comforting.

	“What business do you have here, Pallick?” a six-horn dragon blue dragon asked. His blue eyes were almost as dark as Zyza’s. 

	Zanima didn’t recognize the guard. That wasn’t unusual, given she knew so few dragons by sight. Besides her first four years as a dragon, she’d spent less than six months on the islands. She spent most of that in the cave Pallick gave her.

	“Hello, Gailon,” Pallick said. “You’re on guard duty tonight?”

	“Obviously,” Gailon said. “You know I have to ask your business.”

	“Of course,” Pallick said. “I’ve brought Zanima to speak to King Cortiban per his request.” 

	“This is Zanima?” Gailon asked. “I thought this was Meechi. She only has one small green streak. The exact same markings as Meechi.”

	Pallick nodded. “Zanima is the new Lesser Purple Dragon. She no longer has a single black scale.”

	“Very well,” Gailon replied. “Wait here.”

	“What time is it here?” Zanima asked.

	“Early evening,” Pallick replied. “Cortiban spends a lot of time alone in his quarters. At least, I believe he’s usually alone in there. I wouldn’t dare ask.”

	“Come in!” Cortiban called. “We have much to discuss.”

	Zanima followed Pallick into Cortiban’s private lair as Gailon left. The cave was about twice the size of Zim’s. Black curtains cut off portions of the cave, leaving Zanima to wonder who or what lay beyond.

	“I’ve heard so much about you,” Cortiban told Zanima. “Now, I need to hear directly from you. Do you really believe Zim intends to kill you?”

	“Yes,” Zanima said. “The law you wisely enacted thirty-three years ago no longer protects me. Targash intends to fulfill the purpose of the Cult of Zim by consuming the energy of all seven of his mates. Right now, most of that energy resides in me.”

	“You’re saying Zyza and Zuzu are still in danger?” Cortiban asked.

	“I am,” Zanima confirmed.

	“Do you have proof?” Cortiban asked.

	“The strongest evidence I have is my visions of Foresight,” Zanima said.

	“Foresight is not acceptable proof,” Cortiban replied.

	“Yes, I know,” Zanima said. “If it were, I would have come directly to you long ago. The only other evidence I can offer is to repeat what Targash told me he intended to do at the last Royal Tournament.”

	“Why do you keep calling him Targash?” Cortiban asked. “Using names from former lives is rude.”

	“Zim is short for Zilom, a name that means Peace when his actions would surely lead to civil war,” Zanima replied. “I cannot call him peaceful ever again.”

	“Please, explain this,” Cortiban said. “How did you reach these conclusions?”

	“My sisters and I were supposed to prepare for the last Royal Tournament by attacking and consuming as many smaller dragons as possible,” Zanima said. “The goal was to reach eight-horn status within our first 150 years, then enter the tournament pretending to be six-horns.”

	“Many dragons reach six-horn status in 150 years,” Cortiban said. Very few reach eight-horn that quickly. Why would you need to grow twice as fast as normal?”

	“Targash told us we would all attack you together during the tournament,” Zanima said. “However, my Foresight showed me he intended for some of us to kill each other off during the tournament, competing for the position of Queen with Targash as the new King. Only then would the survivors have enough strength to gather enough energy and feed it to Targash so that he could defeat you during the ordinary course of the tournament. If he succeeded, the few dragons who survived probably wouldn’t accept him as the new King, thus causing a civil war.”

	“Do you have any evidence to support these claims?” Cortiban asked.

	“As I said, Foresight is not proof. The only other evidence is that Targash has tried this before with the first Cult of Zim. What he lacked then was another dragon with black eyes. I have no other evidence. If I could properly make my case, I would have brought the matter directly to you long ago,” Zanima said. “However, please consider that all seven of us grew at least twice as fast as normal. Zerra, Zuzu, and Zyza achieved eight-horn status before the Royal Tournament. What other clan has achieved such stunning growth in less than two hundred years? Such rapid growth by most of Zim’s kin suggests a need for power.”

	“Suggestions, insinuations, and questions,” Cortiban said. “Always, my son is plagued by accusations without proof. Many have complained about the large number of dragons the Cult of Zim has consumed, even with your law in place. Every time, Zim has offered proof that the vanquished was at fault. Only the quantity of dragons consumed suggests fowl play.” He turned to Pallick. “You told me the Cult would crumble from within before this century is up. That’s less than thirty years from now. Do you still hold to that prediction?”

	“I do,” Pallick said. “As long as Zanima stays out of Zim’s reach, no one on the islands will ever mention the Cult of Zim before this century ends. And within sixty years, no dragons will follow Zim’s teachings. I wish I could be more precise.”

	Cortiban looked at them twice before asking, “Do either of you have anything else to add before I decide what to do?”

	They both shook their heads.

	Zanima swallowed hard. Her life could hinge on the next words out of the King’s mouth.

	Cortiban sighed. “I know my son is ambitious. This would not be the first, or even the third time I’ve heard of his schemes to take the throne from me. I suspect he would once more deny all these allegations and is always careful to avoid creating proof. It seems you’ve protected me as well as yourself by staying off the islands.”

	“Targash will never forgive me for what I have done,” Zanima said. “I will never be safe living where he can reach me.”

	Cortiban nodded. “I do not know whether this plan could have succeeded. But it would have either cost me my life or my son. I thank you for your service. I will forbid Zim from pursuing you. You may return to your seclusion until this matter is resolved.”

	Zanima nodded and bowed. “You are wise and generous, my King.”

	“Of course, of course,” Cortiban said. “Go.”

	Zanima turned and left, followed by Pallick.

	They only got fifty feet down the tunnel before Pallick said, “You did very well. Most dragons are nervous when speaking to Cortiban.”

	“I was plenty nervous,” Zanima said. “But I couldn’t let that prevent me from saying what needed to be said. I’m just glad we got out of there before Targash realized I was on the island.”

	 

	Seven

	[image: A black background with a black square  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]anima returned to her cave in Puji to ponder the consequences of her meeting. She searched the future and no longer saw Targash attacking her in the next fifty years. The threat was still there, but now, much further away.

	When Zanima opened her eyes, Miazan stood there.

	“How did it go?” Miazan asked.

	Zanima smiled down at him. “Zyza let me leave without a fight. We’re safe, for now.”

	“I saw you fly north but never saw you fly back,” Miazan said. “How did you get back here?”

	“Did you forget about my portals?” Zanima asked.

	“Right,” Miazan said. “Why would you use a portal when you were so close?”

	Zanima laughed. “I’ve already gone to Dragon Island, spoken with King Cortiban, and returned.”

	“You’ve been busy,” Miazan said. “Zyza stuck around for several hours after you left.”

	Zanima nodded. “She was looking for you. They don’t have any proof that I took you.”

	“Now what?” Miazan asked.

	“King Cortiban will forbid Zim from coming after me,” Zanima said. “Now I need to work my shift at the forge. Then, I need to read up on the Crystals of Kaldonia. Specifically, how to make them.”

	*      *      *
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	“Back again?” Thadduck asked. “Did you have an opportunity to test the Soul Shield?”

	Zanima nodded. “It successfully protected me from a life drain spell.”

	“Did the dragons’ bane in the shield hurt you?” Thadduck asked.

	“No,” Zanima said. “The only way I knew about the attempted life drain was because of the headache it caused the black dragon who attacked me.”

	“I’m glad to hear it,” Thadduck said. “I thought any contact with the Soul Shield would be devastating. Did you say there is a female black dragon? Or did Zim come after you himself?”

	Zanima shook her head. “There was a female black dragon for all of several hours. Not anymore. Based on the two prior attacks, the dragons who have attacked me have been trained to start slow with their life-drain attacks. I believe that’s why it didn’t incapacitate her. Without necromancy, she wasn’t strong enough to kill me. The attempt cost her life.”

	Thadduck nodded. “I’ll be sure to make a note of that. What knowledge do you seek today?”

	“The Crystals of Kaldonia,” Zanima said. “Have you ever used them?”

	Thadduck scowled. “What is that?”

	“Three crystals linked together,” Zanima explained. “The ruby crystal imprints your physical self, the blue sapphire imprints your mental self, and the yellow citrine imprints your spiritual self. When you return to the crystals, the three impressions of who you were judge what you have become and remove the changes you wouldn’t have wanted.”

	“I see,” Thadduck said. “Yes, I read about those. No one in my lifetime has ever attempted to create them.”

	“Why not?” Zanima asked.

	“If there is a single flaw in the crystals, a single crack, the process can destroy you,” Thadduck said.

	“But if they are done right,” Zanima said, “their potential uses are truly wondrous. Besides, crystals can be grown from threads of Earth. That way, I can ensure they are flawless.”

	“What do you mean?” Thadduck asked. “What possible use could a dragon have for those ancient relics?”

	“Imagine if Cortiban had a set of these crystals and imprinted on them before his transformation,” Zanima explained. “Those crystals would force what he’s become to face the man he was. Would his former self accept what he’s become? How much evil could have been prevented if the crystals could remove the most negative aspects of the transformation?”

	Thadduck paused, considering that. “In a situation like that, the crystals could definitely be useful. Are you considering a transformation spell?”

	Zanima shook her head. “Not directly. But consider, if you will, what will happen when I create a weapon capable of killing Targash. That weapon could cause changes in my personality that I cannot predict and might not want.”

	“What brought on this careful consideration?” Thadduck asked. “Your purpose was quite clear in the past, without considering such minor consequences.”

OEBPS/images/image-3.png





OEBPS/images/image.jpeg
> > b P

RN N
b

> o>

>
>>>

> s
> »

>
>

oy
)
-
O






OEBPS/images/image-4.png





OEBPS/images/image-5.png





OEBPS/images/image.png
¢





OEBPS/cover1.jpeg
Simon Driscoll





OEBPS/images/image-2.jpeg





OEBPS/images/image-2.png





OEBPS/images/image-1.png





OEBPS/images/image-1.jpeg





