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Description automatically generated]e have him, Your Majesty,” Captain Warrick Marrin said as he entered the War Room of Lorac Castle. He wore the standard uniform of the Royal Guard of Puji. Only the gold stitching around the white eagle on his right sleeve indicated that this was the Captain of the Guard. His orange eyes looked out of place in Puji, but every Marrin male in the last ten generations sported orange eyes. And most of them were either in the Royal Guard or the Pujiian Army.

“Bring him in here,” King Razden Lorac said. “And send for Healers Guildmaster Violet.” Only the crown on Razden’s head separated Razden’s appearance from most royal merchants. He wasn’t the kind of King to spend a small fortune on his wardrobe. His green eyes were rare in any nation but an exact match for his father’s eyes. 

Warrick bowed and left before four palace guards carried in Terzac, bound hand and foot and gagged. They laid him on the table, where he squirmed again against his bonds. His blue eyes darted around the room.

The War Room walls were adorned with weapons and armor from famous battles or renowned warriors of the past. Some blades were broken or chipped, while others appeared battle-worthy. The same could be said of the armor. Thanks to Mage Zan’s efforts, none of them had a spot of rust on them anymore. 

The room was enchanted to prevent any noise from escaping except a cry for help from royalty. Any secrets learned here could not be stolen from a distance.

King Razden looked down at the guard on the table. “Oh, Terzac. How could you betray us like this?”

Terzac’s blue eyes went wide, but the gag prevented him from answering.

“Guildmaster Violet has been preparing for this day for fifteen years,” Razden said to Terzac. “Ever since she got that book from Mage Zan. That is why she replaced Raboo as the Royal Healer of Puji. You will help us eliminate all the Thralls in our kingdom.”

Terzac stopped struggling and started sobbing.

Several minutes passed before Violet entered, dressed in her usual forest green robes, marking her a member of the Healers Guild. The gold trim on the edge identified her as the Guildmaster. Her green eyes matched her robes. “Has he confessed?” Her tone was sharp, showing no hint of deference to Razden’s rank as King. Then again, most Guildmasters had as much status and power as any King.

“He was caught in the act,” Warrick said, entering right behind Violet.

“Details, dear Captain,” Violet said. “I must know exactly what you saw and heard.”

Warrick nodded. “I’ve suspected Terzac for several months now. Near the end of his shift today, he was pretty agitated. I went directly to the room next to Terzac’s quarters and snuck inside the wall where I could watch.

“Terzac pulled a Thrallstone from a secret compartment in his room and told a dragon named Meechi about Princess Telemendinajo’s arrival, as well as the movements of several prominent merchants. As Terzak put the stone down, he finally looked relaxed.”

Warrick cleared his throat before continuing. “When I entered his room to arrest him, he was nonresponsive, with a silly grin on his face. It wasn’t until he was bound and gagged and carried halfway across the castle by four guards that he seemed to realize he’d been caught.”

“We’ve known for centuries that the reward for Thralls is more addictive than the poppy flower,” Violet said without showing emotion. “But other than the withdrawals, it is undetectable. Until now. Did you bring the Thrallstone?”

Warrick nodded and placed a small pouch on the table. “I didn’t dare to touch it.”

“Very good.” Violet pulled a strange device out of her robes. It held a diamond in the center with four iron arms, each three inches long, equally spaced. At the end of each arm was a different jewel: a red ruby, a green emerald, a blue sapphire, and a yellow zircon. “Now, let’s see what we have here.”

As soon as the device was above the bag, the diamond in the center lit up brightly, while the sapphire and the ruby glowed dimly.

Violet nodded knowingly, then held the device over Terzac’s head. The same pattern appeared, but only at half-strength. “Well, the device works. I wonder what we will see after our Thrall friend here has spent a few days away from his precious stone.”

Terzac protested through the gag.

“Lock him up,” Razden said. “Give no one access except Mage Violet.”

“I will see to it personally,” Warrick said.

“If I may,” Violet interrupted.

“Yes?” Razden asked.

“I need to interview every guard you post to his cell before their shift begins,” Violet said. “We can’t have any word of this getting back to the dragons.”

“Then test me and the guards in this room first,” Captain Warrick said, standing up straighter. “We will cover the first two shifts.” He appeared to be taking Terzac’s Thrall status personally.

Violet brought the device up to Warrick’s face. Nothing happened. She walked over to Tarbo and got the same reaction. As she approached Halfon, the ruby and the zircon lit up.

Warrick and Tarbo started approaching, but Violet held a hand up to keep them away. She moved the device to his head, and the gems went dark. As she lowered it to his belt, the ruby and zircon grew brighter with a faint glow on the emerald. “Is that an enchanted blade?”

Tarbo nodded. “With the right command, this dagger will strike an enemy from fifty yards. Deputy Guildmaster Haroth made it for me.”

“A fine blade, I’m sure,” Violet said. She turned toward Jax, and he tried to bolt for the door. 

Kalin tripped him and held him down while Violet brought the device over. Once more, the diamond, ruby, and sapphire lit up. 

Violet nodded. “He’s a Thrall.”

“Jax!” Warrick barked. “How dare you! I trained you myself!” He ran over to help Kalin subdue Jax and clapped him in irons.

“It’s not my fault!” Jax protested. “Please, my King! Let me explain!”

Warrick and Kalin hauled Jax to his feet, with both the guards glaring angrily at their prisoner. 

Razden walked over to him calmly. “Tell me then, Jax. Do you deny passing information to the dragons?”

“No,” Jax said meekly.

“And did someone force you to do it?” Razden pressed.

“Yes,” Jax said. “At least the first few times.”

“Who did it?” Razden demanded.

Jax shook his head. “I can’t tell you.”

“Then you will take his punishment,” Razden said.

“No, you don’t understand,” Jax said. “She cast a spell on me. If I say her name, my tongue will fall out.”

“Pennula,” Violet said, her face contorting in anger for a moment. She quickly hid her emotions again before continuing. “She’s used that threat before. I can assure you, no such spell exists.”

“Was it Mage Pennula?” Razden asked.

Jax didn’t say a word.

“If you are still worried about her threat, and it is Pennula,” Violet said, “remain silent. But if I’m wrong, please tell me.”

Jax didn’t even twitch a muscle.

“That’s confirmation enough for me,” Violet said. “He should be confined as well, as far from Terzac as possible.”

“How many people can you test at one time?” Captain Warrick asked.

“I can extend the range of the device,” Violet said. “I could easily test a thousand people at once, but it would only tell me that there is at least one Thrall in the group. Why do you ask?”

“It took three months of investigation to find Terzac,” Warrick explained, straining to keep the anger from his voice. “I had no idea about Jax. I want all my men tested right away.”

“This device is too new,” Violet said. “I dare not use it in the courtyard.”

“Why?” Warrick asked.

“If the dragons hear about me using this,” Violet explained, “they will hunt me down and kill everyone who has seen me use this.”

Warrick rubbed his chin as he pondered. “So if you use this on the training ground, we must hide it from view.”

“It’s more than that,” Violet said. “If we are seen openly arresting every Thrall, the dragons will tear through this kingdom to get answers.”

“So we have to do this in secret,” Warrick said. “Or we must separate the Thralls without people knowing what we’re doing. You can signal to me which of my men are Thralls. Then, a few hours later, I will arrest them, one by one.”

“That won’t work,” Violet said. “They will figure it out or report that their fellow guards are being arrested. No, we must do this where we can test everyone who sees what we’re doing before they can leave.”

Razden nodded. “A wise precaution. Halfon, Kalin, secure Terzac in a cell. Tarbo, I believe you can handle Jax. Gag him as well. We can’t have him communicating with other Thralls. We will send a second guard once they’ve been cleared. Warrick, I leave this in your hands.” He walked out of the War Room and nearly tripped over his six-year-old son.

“Zander!” Razden half shouted. “How many times have I told you this is not a hallway to play in?”

Zander looked up at his father with his bright green eyes and the red hair all of Razden’s kids had inherited. “Five.” He already knew how to read and write and tended to take questions literally.

“What are you doing here?” Razden insisted.

“It’s my fault, Your Majesty,” Nanny Printa said. “The ball bounced farther than I thought, and we got turned around.” She scooped Zander up in her arms. “I’ll be more cautious in the future.”

“See that you are,” Razden said. He smiled at Zander. “It is always good to see you, Son. I have to go talk to your brother.”

“Get the little Prince ready for a full inspection of the Royal Guard,” Warrick told Printa.

Printa huffed at the Captain and marched off with Zander in her arms.

“Do we have to have my children there?” Razden asked.

“Full inspection means everyone,” Warrick said. “Otherwise, it will look suspicious.”
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]oyal Guard!” Captain Warrick Marrin called out. “Stand to for full inspection!”

Guildmaster Violet cast a magical dome over the training grounds, hiding them from prying eyes and ears. No one would get through the dome without magic until Violet released it. And Violet would know immediately if someone attacked the wall with magic.

Five hundred soldiers snapped to attention. Most of them were between the ages of fourteen and thirty-five. Zander joined Company A1 a year ago at age five after proving he could hold a sword without injuring himself. However, given his young age, it was mostly a ceremonial position. Given the ability he was already showing, he probably had a promising career as a member of the Royal Guard.

Prince Haldron, age eight, and Prince Teron, age eleven, were also part of Company A1, though neither took their duties in the guard nearly as seriously as Zander. Zander had already bested both his older brothers with a sword. He took after his father, who earned the title of Captain of the Guard before he became King of Puji.

The soldiers stood in groups of twenty-five. Violet wore a nondescript cloak that covered her head and face as she walked from one group to the next without saying a word. It took her over an hour. Warrick and a dozen Lieutenants used this time to perform a typical inspection to avoid suspicion.

When Violet was finally done, she approached Captain Warrick. “Company G2 is clear. The rest all contain at least one.”

“G2!” Warrick called out. “Report for prisoner protection duty! The rest of you, file past in a single file!” He turned to Violet and whispered, “Can you work with that?”

Violet nodded. She opened a hole in the dome to let the twenty-five men of G2 through, then modified the detection spell to focus on one person at a time. Violet stood in front of the approaching line and pointed to her right. She pointed to the left each time the gems lit up, even when the pattern wasn’t right. When all the guardsmen had passed, a dozen of them were on Violet’s left.

“Company A1!” Warrick called out. These were the guards he worked with personally. They knew codes that the others did not. “Code Black! Code Black!”

Twenty-two guardsmen surrounded the dozen guards suspected of being a Thrall. They drew their swords and stood battle-ready. Zander was among those standing, ready to fight anyone who tried to rush him. Princes Haldron and Teron were still looking around, trying to figure out what was happening.

One member of Company A1 was among the suspects.

Warrick stood just inside the circle. “Those inside the circle, throw down your weapons and come to me one at a time for final inspection!”

Half complied immediately, placing their swords, daggers, and other weapons on the ground before forming a line in front of Warrick. He sent the suspected member of A1 through the circle to Violet, who spent two minutes examining him. The diamond, ruby, and sapphire lit up, but only dimly. The diamond indicated that threads of Spirit were in an active spell. The ruby indicated Fire, and the blue sapphire indicated Water. When they detected magic, the gems lit up immediately but took about a minute to reach peak brightness.

“Do you use any enchanted weapons?” Violet asked.

The soldier nodded.

“Bring me his weapons!” Violet called out.

A dozen members of Company A1 looked to Warrick for confirmation. The rest never took their eyes off the guards in the center of the circle.

“Callow!” Warrick commanded. “Collect the man’s weapons and bring them here.”

Callow nodded and did as he was told.

Violet examined the weapons one by one. The sword lit up the diamond and the ruby, revealing it had a spell that combined Spirit and Fire. Probably a strength spell. One of the daggers lit up the sapphire, revealing a weave of Water, most likely an anti-rust spell. “You’re clear.”

Warrick sent the next man.

Violet repeated the process over and over. Three of those accused were cleared because they carried enchanted weapons. As the guards on active duty rotated out, they were likewise tested. Ten guardsmen joined Terzac and Jax in the dungeon, awaiting trial.

“A great victory for Puji,” Warrick said. “Now, we must test the castle staff.”

The next day, fifteen of the castle staff were arrested as well.
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Description automatically generated]argash, the Lesser Black Dragon, stormed up to Cortiban’s cave, still puffing hard from his flight.

“State your business,” Gailon said. His six horns showed he was a mid-sized dragon. He wouldn’t be much of a challenge to anyone strong enough and foolish enough to try attacking the King in his own quarters. But as a guard, Gailon could give King Cortiban a few moments of warning, even against a ten-horn like Targash. 

If there was an attempt to gain entry without authorization, Gailon’s blue eyes and primarily blue scales might give him a Prophecy to warn him of an attack, but there were no guarantees. His yellow streaks helped him sense the emotions of both the King and those approaching, while his orange streaks helped him endure two weeks of guard duty without a break.

“My business is urgent,” Targash said. “Just tell my King I have returned.”

“On what business?” Gailon insisted. His manner was relaxed, but his muscles were ready for a fight.

“That is for the ears of the Dragons Council only,” Targash said. He kept the emotion out of his voice, though his eyes bored into Gailon for delaying him, even with the necessities of protocol.

Gailon nodded and went inside. Two minutes later, he pulled the curtain aside and motioned Targash in.

“What is your urgent report?” Cortiban asked. “What is so important that it brought you back after fifteen years undercover?” He looked grumpy, which was quite a frightening look on such a large dragon.

Targash gave the ceremonial bow. Few dragons followed the old protocol these days, but it did help Targash set the stage for delivering his message. “My King, I don’t know how, but the Kingdom of Puji has arrested every Thrall in the castle.”

“So this is a formal visit, with a formal report,” Cortiban said as his scowl deepened. “You haven’t been so formal in over five hundred years.” 

“Circumstances demand it, my King,” Targash said.

“You may rise,” Cortiban said. “Have you come to request an immediate response?”

“There can be only one response,” Targash said as he straightened up.

Cortiban nodded. “If not for that blasted partial Prophecy, I wouldn’t hesitate.”

“Quilla’s Prophecy may be incomplete, but it does tell us one thing for certain,” Targash said.

“What do you mean?” Cortiban asked as he raised one eyebrow.

Targash quoted the part of the Prophecy they had already received.

Beware the Child of Lorac Line,

Who wields the prick of dragons’ bane

For all who face this fearsome foe

Shall surely see deceptions wane.

“We only know that the Lorac Line is somehow involved,” Targash said. “But if I’ve learned anything from the Blues, it’s that a poorly understood Prophecy cannot rule your actions, or it will only hasten the fulfillment.”

Cortiban nodded. “If we do nothing because we fear the Prophecy, it will happen more quickly. But then, there’s also the matter of the Centennial Far Future Foresight brought by Pallick, the Greater Purple Dragon.”

“Pallick’s views of the future are only possibilities,” Targash replied. “He also said he doesn’t know why he will lose his ability to see the future, and he said it is unavoidable. It might not be this mission. It could be something else a year from now. But I know we cannot allow our Thralls to be removed from even one kingdom. We must respond.”

“Very well,” Cortiban said with a bit of a growl. “Kill the Royal Mage of Puji and any who stand in your way.”

“I’m sorry, my King, but the King of Puji must die as well,” Targash said. “Along with anyone else who knows how this was done.”

“How can you know that if you don’t even know how it was accomplished?” Cortiban asked.

“Ending the threat is more important than knowing who or how,” Targash said.

“Then kill anyone you suspect of knowing how this was done,” Cortiban said. “Finish it quickly.”

Targash bowed. “Yes, my King.”
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]age Smith Peter Thannick was reading a book on sharing portals when Karindda threw open the library doors with a bang.

“It’s another miracle!” Mage Karindda shouted. She sounded excited again. She hadn’t been this excited in twenty years.

“Another miracle?” Peter repeated as he marked his place with a bookmark and set the book down. He spent half his time reading the books in this lost library and the rest applying what he had learned.

“Yes!” Karindda shouted back. “King Razden arrested every Thrall in Lorac Castle in a single day!” Her enthusiasm was almost contagious.

Peter stood and walked toward her as she approached him. “Who and how?”

“I don’t know,” Karindda said. “There are rumors, but nothing confirmed.”

“Tell me the rumors, then,” Peter said.

“They gathered all the Royal Guard in one place and raised a shield around them,” Karindda said. “No one will say what happened inside or who else was there. However, when the dome lowered, a dozen members of the Royal Guard were arrested for being Thralls. By the end of the day, at least twenty castle staff were also arrested, all accused of being Thralls.”

“That’s a very serious charge,” Peter said as he considered the news. “Even accusing someone of being a Thrall can destroy their reputation. I don’t believe King Razden would do that without strong evidence.”

“Exactly,” Karindda said. “That’s why I think someone has developed a Thrall Detector.”

“Mage Zan?” Peter asked. He was convinced that every new miracle was connected to the dragon who pretended to be his Apprentice. She must have known that showing off the SpellBreaker would get him banished from Shamballa.

Karindda shook her head. “Zan was in the forge when the guards were inspected and arrested. Yet somehow, she was absent when the forge was inspected.”

“Was anyone in the forge arrested?” Peter asked.

“Mage Parnoof,” Karindda said. 

“I’ve never heard of him,” Peter said.

“He’s been an Apprentice for twenty years,” Karindda explained. 

“So it wasn’t Zan or one of the other Smiths in the forge,” Peter concluded. “Perhaps Raboo found a way—”

“Raboo is now the Royal Mage of Rabatooka,” Karindda interrupted. “Quite a promotion from Royal Healer of Puji.”

“Wasn’t Raboo the Queen of Rabatooka?” Peter asked.

Karindda nodded. “She abdicated the throne two hundred years ago.”

“Then who is—” Peter began.

“Guildmaster Violet has taken the post of the Royal Healer of Puji,” Karindda said.

“And the Royal Mage?” Peter asked.

“Still Andirick Lorac,” Karindda said.

Peter laughed. “I always thought Violet belonged in the Inventors Guild. If she has invented a Thrall Detector, it only proves it. And if there were anyone that I would expect to help, it would be Andirick. I must speak with them.”

“But you are in hiding,” Karindda said.

“Lorac Castle is the only place in the world without any Thralls,” Peter said. “It’s the safest place for me to visit. Besides, I’m guessing you already tried to ask them about it.” He gave her a smile to show he approved of her initiative. In this hidden castle, Peter was in charge. But anywhere else, he was a fugitive.

Karindda nodded.

“The only way they’re going to share information about a Thrall Detector is if I approach them myself,” Peter said.

“Why would they talk to you about it?” Karindda asked.

“Violet knows I can create a SpellBreaker,” Peter said. 

“So?” Karindda asked.

“So she knows I’m not a Thrall,” Peter said.

“She can prove it,” Karindda said. “So she knows I’m not a Thrall either. But she still wouldn’t tell me anything.”

Peter nodded. “But you didn’t tell her you were part of my SpellBreaker team.”

“True,” Karindda said. “But we haven’t made any SpellBreakers in years. We stopped at five hundred.”

“We could have had a thousand by now,” Peter said. “A Thrall Detector would give our group purpose again.”

“Very well,” Karindda said. “But you can’t just appear in the forge. There are always at least five Mages working there.”

“That’s okay,” Peter said. “I have another portal inside the castle.”

“You do?” Karindda asked. “Where?”

“Let me show you,” Peter said as he opened a portal.

Karindda hesitantly stepped through.

Peter followed. They were in an empty room.

“Perfect,” Peter said. “These used to be my quarters.”

“You grew up in Lorac Castle?” Karindda asked.

Peter nodded. “It was called Thannick Castle at the time. I was born a Prince of Puji. Not the Crown Prince, by any means. I was the eighth child with no hope of ruling. But this is still where I learned to use my magic as I watched my siblings grow old and pass away.”

“Why aren’t these rooms in use now?” Karindda asked.

“My parents had eight children,” Peter said. “I was the youngest, so I got the room farthest from my parents. Razden and Pellanna don’t have that many children yet, so—”

“So you figured the room would be empty,” Karindda finished. “Good call. We are located a few floors above the family quarters of the Royal Family of Puji. Are you sure you want to take this risk?”

“There’s not much more we can do unless we can recruit more people to our cause,” Peter said. “And we can’t do that without a way to detect Thralls.”

“Very well,” Karindda said. “Let’s go. But to which Mage?”

“What do you mean?” Peter asked.

“Well, if you approach Guildmaster Violet, and she’s not the one who invented the device, she could report your request and your continued survival to the Mages Council,” Karindda explained.

“That just leaves Andirick,” Peter said. “The two of us have never seen eye-to-eye.”

“I still think you should approach him first,” Karindda said. “If you have a problem with him, I assure you, he doesn’t feel the same way. Just put aside whatever slight you have imagined and approach him.”

“Alone,” Peter said with a stern look. He was expecting an objection.

“I agree,” Karindda said. “I’m heading back to the forge. My team is expecting me.”

Peter nodded and headed downstairs. He almost made it out of the spire before someone spotted him.

“Halt!” a guard called out from behind him. “Turn around slowly.”

Peter turned around. “Hello, Perrik.”

“Peter!” Perrik shouted. “I heard you were dead.”

“Not at all,” Peter said. “Can you take me to Mage Andirick?”

Perrik nodded. “Sure. I can do that.” Instead of heading out of the family spire, he went further in. “Mage Andirick, Mage Smith Peter is here to see you.”

“Peter?” Andirick repeated. “I thought the dragons killed you.”

“And why would they do that?” Peter asked.

“Something about a sword,” Andirick said.

Peter laughed. “I was exiled, not extradited.”

“You’ve been in exile for the last thirty years?” Andirick asked. “What have you been up to?”

“Doing what the Mages Council can’t,” Peter said. “I dare not say more.”

Andirick smiled. “Then why have you come to me now?”

“I need your help,” Peter said.

“How can I help with this unstated objective?” Andirick asked.

“I need to know how to make a Thrall Detector,” Peter said.

“Don’t we all,” Andirick agreed.

“But you actually know how,” Peter shot back. “At least, that’s what the rumors say.”

Andirick studied him for more than a minute. “How did you hear about that?”

“Everyone in the castle knows you arrested dozens of Thralls in a single day,” Peter explained. “There’s only one way that could happen.” He kept his contempt for this pompous pretender off his face. Andirick was famous for a single act he’d never have to repeat. Other than that, Andirick kept to himself and made no contributions to society unless you counted marrying a princess. 

“If you’ve reached this conclusion, so will the dragons,” Andirick said. “Why should I trust you with this?”

“When the Mages Council finds out what you’ve done, they could demand everyone involved be handed over to the Dragons Council for judgment,” Peter said. “They threatened to do the same for the SpellBreaker. Perhaps you will want to join me in my exile?”

“And how can you help with that?” Andirick asked.

“I’ve been hidden for almost thirty years,” Peter said. “I could take this invention underground where neither Council can find us. If you can teach me how to make them, I can make many of them in secret for distribution later. If these detectors suddenly show up in every kingdom simultaneously, the dragons won’t be able to suppress them.”

Andirick stared at Peter for several minutes before saying, “You make some excellent points. But to teach you how to make a Thrall Detector could take a couple of years.”

“Years?” Peter repeated. “How is that possible?”

“You have to understand that it relies on a few concepts you’ve been taught are impossible,” Andirick said.

“We’ve forgotten a lot of powerful magic,” Peter said. “If you can guide me to the right books, I can learn those concepts.”

Andirick smiled. “Even if you could do that, you’d need a Thrallstone for calibration.”

“Good to know,” Peter said. “Give me a list.”

“Go to Zan and ask her for the following books,” Andirick said. He jotted down a list of four books. “Tell her I approved you to have them.”

“Why am I not surprised that yet another miracle can be traced back to Mage Zan?” Peter asked. He hadn’t seen his former Apprentice since she finished the SpellBreaker. She didn’t dare to show her face in Shamballa, and now neither could Peter.

“I could give you the books myself, but it would take longer,” Andirick said. “I think you need to return to your exile as quickly as possible.”

Peter nodded. “Where is Mage Zan these days?”

“In the forge, of course,” Andirick said.

“Of course,” Peter said. “Thank you.” He turned and walked out of the spire toward the forge. He didn’t want more people to see him, but then, all the Thralls were gone, and he was planning to talk to a dragon. Hopefully, Zan was still out of favor with the Dragons Council. Peter never found out why she was living off the Islands, but he’d be surrounded by Mages. That might offer him some protection.

“Master Smith Peter!” Mage Janika called out as Peter entered the forge. “What are you doing here?”

So much for keeping this quiet, Peter thought. “I need to talk to Mage Zan. Is she here?”

“I’m here,” Zan said. “Did you find another lesson to teach me?” She said it with a smile, as if she knew why he’d come.

As Peter stared into Zan’s purple eyes, he realized she probably knew he was coming and why. “I think you know why I’m here.”

Zan nodded. “I have what you seek. The question is, will you accept it from me?”

Peter knew she meant because he knew she was a dragon. But for the sake of the other Mages, he said, “You aren’t my student anymore. I still have things to learn. I am humble enough to accept a lesson from someone I used to teach.”

Zan nodded and walked over to her bag. She pulled out five books and handed them to Peter. “This is what you’re looking for. I hope it’s enough, because we won’t see each other again for a very long time.”

Peter stared at her for a moment. There was a lot packed into that statement. Instead of asking for clarification, he checked the book titles. Four of them matched the titles Andi gave him. But the fifth was titled Experiments in Charging and Sensitizing Precious Gems by Mage Zan. “I didn’t realize you were an author.”

Zan smiled. “Not many do. Most of my books have remained in the private collection of a close friend. But I believe you will need this one. Good luck.”

Peter nodded and opened a portal back to Torrin Castle. The dragon who used to be his student knew exactly what he was about to do. What’s more, she wanted to help. He wasn’t sure whether that was better or worse. Eventually, he decided it didn’t matter. He wanted to make the Thrall Detectors, regardless of whether they helped a mysterious purple dragon achieve her own purposes. He was going to make Thrall Detectors so common that the Thralls would have nowhere left to hide.
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Description automatically generated]ust after Zander’s seventh birthday, the royal family traveled to Nebo for a royal ball to reconfirm the betrothal between Crown Prince Teron Lorac and Princess Esther Teerham. They were both eleven years old, and tradition demanded they meet and discuss their future. Betrothals were rarely canceled at this point, but it did happen occasionally.

On the tenth night of the journey, as the royals slept, Zanima took the third watch of the night, when humans struggled most to stay awake. Zanima was on guard during the entire trip so far. She’d been extra protective of the entire royal family since they found a way to detect Thralls. She knew King Cortiban would not respond kindly to this development, and she was watching for trouble.

Two dragons approached from the north and landed a few miles from the camp. A third dragon stayed in the air, flying southeast to the mountains.

Zanima’s first instinct was to fly out to meet them. But Foresight told her to stay put and in human form. This was a minor inflection point, meaning it was difficult to determine what was supposed to happen. Many people were about to make choices, and even the smallest decision could significantly alter the outcome. 

It took three hours for the dragons to arrive. By then, it was halfway through the fourth watch. As the dragons approached, Zanima saw they were in human form as well. She watched and listened as the pair circled the camp and discussed.

“Only one guard on duty,” the first dragon said. 

“It only takes one to raise the alarm, Zyza,” the second dragon replied.

“Zyza!” Zanima whispered. She picked up a handful of pebbles.

“Ten guards total,” Zyza said. “They will be no match for us, Zuzu.”

“We can’t do this in dragon form,” Zuzu replied. “Ending a royal family would cause the Mages to move against all dragons.”

“Magic, then?” Zyza asked.

“No,” Zuzu replied. “This is why we’ve been training with swords.”

“If we use swords, one of us might die,” Zyza said.

“We must try swords first,” Zuzu said. “The chances that one of them has a SpellBreaker are minimal. Even King Cortiban couldn’t confirm that more than one was made. Converge on the guard now!”

Zanima pulled out her sword and tossed the pebbles into the tent where the guards slept. It was enough noise to wake at least one of them. The attackers rushed at her as quietly as possible. Zanima shouted before her enemies stepped into camp. 

Zuzu reached her first, but Zanima’s blade cut right through Zuzu’s and cut a gash in her arm as well. Zuzu cried out in pain and surprise. “I don’t believe it! She has a SpellBreaker!”

Her warning came too late as Zyza attacked. Her sword was also cut in half by one slash of Zanima’s. 

“Who are you?” Zyza asked as the pair backed off.

“I am the one you have forgotten,” Zanima said. 

“What are you talking about?” Zuzu asked.

“I destroyed the Cult of Zim,” Zanima said, anger and hatred rising in her head. “Leave now while you still have your lives!” How dare they attack this family!

The first human guard exited the tent. “We’re under attack!”

“Plan B!” Zuzu shouted. She launched a wave of Air, but Zanima’s blade cut through it, dispersing the attack.

Zyza screamed and grabbed her head. “We have to disarm her! She has a shield against our gift, and magic is useless against her blade.”

“But my magic is not,” Zanima replied. She shot a wave of Water at both of them, knocking them back by several feet.

Zuzu raised a shield of Air as she stood up. Zyza shot blasts of Earth through the shield.

Zanima sliced through each blast, but the eighth hit knocked the SpellBreaker out of her hand. The pain of the blow only fueled her anger. She didn’t realize she could be so passionate about anything, but now was not the moment to contemplate her emotions. She tried to rein them in.

Zyza attacked with a blast of Fire, and Zanima deflected it with Air. Unfortunately, Zuzu took advantage of this distraction by launching a weave of Fire directly into the tent housing the royal family.

“No!” Zanima screamed. It felt like Zuzu was cutting out Zanima’s heart. The pain was so intense that her magic doubled in strength, knocking both of her opponents to the ground before cutting off abruptly.

The guards shouted. Half of them charged at Zuzu while the other half ran to the tent to try and put out the flames. Before they could cover the short distance, the fire vanished. 

Zanima gasped. Only magic could snuff out the flames like that, but she was the only magic user accompanying the caravan.

A small child ran out of the charred remains, covered in flames and screaming. It looked like the fire of the tent had concentrated on him, but for some reason, his screams were not screams of pain, but of rage. A rage that echoed the feelings of Zanima’s own heart. 

A stream of Fire shot from the flaming child’s hands and pounded into Zuzu.

Zanima could feel the powerful flow of Fire threads and was surprised that the child could already weave Fire, let alone focus his attack. With all the flames dancing around him, she couldn’t tell which child it was. But if he were weaving Fire, the flames wouldn’t hurt him any further. She was free to pursue her sisters.

Zyza whistled, and the pair fled into the woods. 

Zanima took off after them, wishing Miazan had come with her. He was an eight-horned green dragon whom Zanima had raised from a young age. He wasn’t as large as Zanima, and probably not as large as Zyza or Zuzu, but even with a difference in size, two on two was much better odds than two on one.

Zuzu and Zyza ran several miles on human feet before retaking dragon form. Thinking they’d eluded pursuit, they headed slowly north. They both displayed ten horns, though not quite as large as Zanima’s.

Zanima also took dragon form and quickly caught up with them.

“Was the Royal Mage in the caravan?” Zuzu asked.

“I think so,” Zyza said. “It’s hard to tell right now.”

“Do you recognize me now, Zyza?” Zanima screamed as she interrupted.

Zyza turned and studied Zanima. “I don’t know you!”

“Yes, you do!” Zanima shouted back. “I am Zanima! I am your sister! Though after what you just did, you are dead to me!” She charged at Zuzu, not caring that she had little to no chance of defeating both of them. They’d just killed Razden, Lawanna, and most of their children. Zanima had never cared about anyone more than that family. She’d spent decades working to bring them together and watched over them since before their marriage. Now they were just gone! For the first time in her dragon life, she was acting impulsively.

“Zanima!” Zyza shouted. “I remember now! She is our sister! She killed all the others!”

Zanima plowed into Zuzu, causing them both to fall to the ground. Zuzu bounced back up quickly and faced off against her opponent. “Zartha? Zerra? Zithra? Zola?” Zuzu asked. “You killed all of them! How could I forget all my sisters?”

Zanima shook her head. “I didn’t kill Zithra. But yes, I was forced to defend myself with lethal force against the others. But today, I’m the one on the attack!”

Zyza screamed and flew at Zanima. It was a blur of claws and teeth for the first minute, but then Zanima’s Foresight kicked in, suppressing some of her emotion and giving her a preview of her opponent’s moves. Zanima took full advantage of knowing what her opponent would do, and she got her teeth around Zyza’s neck and bit down hard.

Zuzu attacked from behind, ripping through Zanima’s left wing. Zanima screamed in pain and untangled herself from Zyza’s lifeless body. Zuzu wasted no time in attacking again. Only Zanima’s Foresight protected her from a quick death. 

The two purple dragons battled back and forth across the blood-strewn forest floor. Both of them were using their Foresight to see a few seconds into the future. Given her weakened state, Zanima was no longer stronger than Zuzu. Since they could both see the attacks of the other coming, neither could land any serious blows. But that didn’t stop them from trying. 

As the minutes stretched into a full hour, Zanima’s wounds started to heal. Her strength returned enough to outdo Zuzu’s Foresight once more. 

Zanima dove at Zuzu, knowing that Zuzu would dodge to the right. As Zanima’s front paws landed, she pushed back hard, getting her tail in perfect striking position. Zanima thrust her sharp tail spike into Zuzu’s back, just below the neck. 

Zuzu collapsed, unable to move.

“What did you do to me?” Zuzu screamed. 

Zanima rolled away and then limped back to her. “I severed your spine. You might heal in time, but there are no guarantees.”

Zuzu whipped her neck around to examine the wound. Purple blood began gushing from the slash, spilling down her wings and onto the ground. “You’ve killed me!”

Zanima sighed. “Then the Cult of Zim is truly gone.”

“Of course it’s gone!” Zuzu cried out. “The name of Zim has been banned on Dragon Island. King Cortiban wants the whole thing to go away.”

“That won’t fully happen until Targash is dead,” Zanima said.

“That will never happen,” Zuzu said. “Targash will kill you for this!”

“How can he do that if he doesn’t remember me?” Zanima asked.

Zuzu passed out before she could answer. Moments later, she exhaled her last breath.

Zanima bugled in triumph, then gulped down the flesh of both her dragon sisters. She needed to recover her strength as quickly as possible, and dragonflesh was the quickest way to do that. It always made Zanima’s stomach turn to eat the flesh of her fellow dragons, but it was absolutely necessary... and soooooo delicious. Today, it tasted even better as it extinguished the flame of rage in her mind.
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]anima returned to her cave after consuming the remains. She was eager to sleep, but Miazan was there.

“You’re back early,” Miazan said. “What happened?”

Zanima growled. “Zuzu and Zyza attacked the caravan.”

“Dragons attacked a royal family?” Miazan asked. “Won’t that lead to open war?”

Zanima shook her head. “They attacked in human form. As far as the Royal Guard knows, the caravan was attacked by two Mages.”

“I don’t see any wounds,” Miazan said. “So, either you didn’t fight them, or you won.”

“If I hadn’t fought them,” Zanima said, “they would have wiped out the whole family and the guards.”

“Then you defeated them,” Miazan concluded. “How big are you now?”

Zanima stood up and embraced her full power. Ten horns appeared on her head, and all streaks were gone. “I’ve surpassed Pallick.”

“You’ve become the Greater Purple Dragon,” Miazan said. “Doesn’t that mean we can go back to Dragon Island? Surely, Targash won’t dare take on the leader of the Purples.”

“Oh, yes, he would,” Zanima said. “We won’t be safe until Targash is dead. And the only way to kill him is to make the perfect sword.”

“Does this mean you’re done hanging out with the Royal Family of Puji?” Miazan asked.

Zanima nodded. “Somehow, Zander survived. At least, I think it was Zander. It was hard to tell with all the flames dancing around him and shooting from his hands.”

“Zander wove Fire only seconds after bonding?” Miazan asked. “I didn’t know that was possible.”

“I saw it with my own eyes,” Zanima said. “His Fire was powerful enough to drive back an eight-horned dragon. But I don’t know how that affects the future. I have to sleep for probably a week to fully recover and heal. I can’t explain my absence and survival without revealing my true nature. There will be an official inquiry. Not just by the kingdom of Puji, but by the Mages too. You won’t be able to go back either.”

“Razden and Pellanna are dead?” Miazan asked.

“Not just them,” Zanima said. “Their children, Teron, Haldron, Aldaria, Greggor, and Akeeba, are all dead.”

“What about Andirick?” Miazan asked.

“He wasn’t with us,” Zanima said. “Because I was with the caravan, Andirick stayed at Lorac Castle to administrate while the King and Queen traveled.”

“Does that mean Andirick becomes King?” Miazan asked.

“No,” Zanima replied. “That honor will fall to Zander.”

“But how did he survive?” Miazan asked.

“There can only be one way,” Zanima said. “He must have bonded with the weave of Fire before the flames could kill him. I hope to learn all the details soon.”

“A Mage King?” Miazan asked. “Will Shamballa allow it?”

“I don’t know,” Zanima said. “I only know I must sleep. When I wake, I must focus on charging up the diamonds.”

“How long will that take?” Miazan asked.

“I can’t be sure,” Zanima said. “If I were still an eight-horn, like you, it would have taken seventy-five years per diamond. But as a ten-horn, with my new power level, I should be able to shave a decade or two off of each.”

“That’s still hundreds of years,” Miazan said.

Zanima nodded. “Patience is my best weapon. Do you really want to return to Dragon Island while Targash is alive?”

“If I can escape his wrath, yes,” Miazan said.

“Why?” Zanima asked. “That seems like quite a risk.”

“If I’m going to court a wife, I’ll either have to get to know a dragon or turn a human into a dragon and hope for the best,” Miazan said. “I’ll have to be on the Islands. Either to find a dragon mate or to present my wife to the dragon family when she becomes a dragon.”

“When I wake, I can search the future to see if there is a way for you to safely return to Dragon Island,” Zanima said with a yawn. “Right now, I must sleep.”

“Then sleep,” Miazan said. “I will stand guard.”
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]ealer Violet! Healer Violet!” Tarbo shouted as he ran down the hall.

“What is it?” Violet asked. “What’s happened?”

“King Razden is dead!” Tarbo shouted.

“What? How?” Violet demanded.

“I don’t know,” Tarbo said between breaths. “A messenger pigeon just brought back a message.”

“Let me see,” Violet demanded.

Tarbo handed over the scrap of paper.

Caravan attacked by Mages

King Razden is dead

Send help

Violet pulled out a Mindstone. After ten years of debate, the Mages Council agreed to allow Council Members, Royal Healers, and Royal Mages to carry a Mindstone for emergencies.

“Fiory, are you there?” Violet asked. For a couple of minutes, there was only darkness.

Fire Mages Guildmaster Fiory’s face appeared. “Violet? What do you need?” He had red hair and red eyes, both of which looked like they might burst into flames at any moment.

“King Razden is dead,” Violet said. “Mages attacked the caravan. I’m heading to investigate.”

“Mages!” Fiory shouted back. “How many? Which guild? Who is on site?”

“I don’t know,” Violet said. “It will take me hours to find them.”

Fiory sighed. “Of course. You said the King is dead? Who is next in line? Prince Teron?”

“I don’t know how many survivors there are,” Violet said. “I just received a message asking for help. I’m heading out now to find them. As soon as our conversation is done.”

“Keep me informed,” Fiory said. “I will inform the Mages Council.”

Violet broke the connection and reached into her handbag. It was one of Toran’s designs, filled with many rare items. The Healers Guild knew that sometimes speed in transport was vital in saving lives. Violet concentrated on getting quickly to the caravan and pulled out a flying carpet. She unrolled the rug and flew out the window into the rising sun, following the road to Nebo.

It took Violet three hours of flight to spot the caravan. A large fire still burned, making it easily visible from a considerable distance. But as she got closer, she realized it wasn’t a carriage burning. All three carriages were little more than a pile of ashes and pieces of the wheels. No, the flame was moving around. Walking.

Violet landed a few feet away from the walking flames before realizing there was a child inside the fire. “Who is that?!” she shouted to the guards.

“Prince Zander,” Captain Warrick shouted back. “He’s been like that since the attack.”

“Zander!” Violet called out. “You need to calm down!”

“Calm down?” Zander shouted back. “I’m on fire! My family is dead! This is not a time to be calm!”

“All of them?” Violet asked.

The guards nodded.

“Mom. Dad. Grandma, my brothers and sisters. They’re all dead!” The flames shot up another three feet.

Violet had to take a step back. “Please, Zander. I can’t help you unless you calm down.”

“What is happening to me?” Zander asked.

“You are making the fire,” Violet shouted back. “It’s tied to your emotions. I need you to calm your mind so I can help you. Take slow, deep breaths and count to five.”

“One... Two... Three... Four... Five...” Zander said slowly. With each number, the flames diminished. When he reached five, they went out entirely. Most of his body was covered in deep burns.

Violet recognized the signs of second and third-degree burns and wondered how he’d survived. She pulled a blanket out of her bag and wrapped it around the naked child. “That’s better. How badly are you hurt?”

Zander just shook his head and started crying.

Violet held him gently while she forced the threads of Fire to dissipate before they could reignite. “I’ve got you now. We’ll figure everything out.”

Two minutes later, Zander was asleep.

“What happened?” Violet demanded.

“It was the fourth watch of the night,” Halfon said. “Mage Zan woke us while she held off two swordsmen. We rushed to her aid, but the assassins used magic and burned down the tents and the carriages in a single massive blow. Zander came out of the tent, still on fire. Actually, I think Zander put out the other fires. We tried to put him out, but he burned up the blankets. We’ve spent the last seven hours trying to calm him down. Thank goodness you came when you did.”

“I got your message and came as soon as possible,” Violet said. “Where are the other survivors?”

Halfon shook his head. “There are no others. We six were the first guards to rise. The others died in the tent, as did all the other members of the royal family. Mage Zan hasn’t returned.”

“Then Zander is the Crown Prince,” Violet said, “and the last of his line. That will complicate things. What happened to the assassins?”

“Mage Zan chased them into the woods,” Warrick said. “We haven’t seen her or the two assassins since.”

“Swords and sorcery,” Violet said. “An unusual combination for assassins. I must take Zander back to Lorac Castle immediately. Search the woods for signs of Zan or the assassins and report back to me.”

“It will take us months to return to the castle without horses,” Halfon said.

“When I get back to the castle, I will send out a retrieval team to collect the remains for burial and give you a ride back,” Violet said. “Now that Prince Zander is in my care, the rest can wait. I must go before Zander wakes again. Captain Warrick, come with me. The rest of you, do what you can to care for the dead.” Without waiting for further argument, she picked up Zander and opened a portal. Captain Warrick stepped through, followed closely by Violet.

The portal led to the infirmary, where Violet sat Zander on a bed. “Warrick, inform the Royal Council what has happened.”

Warrick nodded and left the room. 

Violet pulled out the Mindstone again and called to Fiory.

“Violet, it’s good to hear from you again. What do you have to report?” Fiory asked.

“An attempt was made to wipe out the entire royal family of Puji,” Violet said. Her voice wavered. She took a deep breath to regain control of her emotions and then continued. “Zander is the only survivor. He survived by bonding with the magic used to attack them.”

“That’s horrible!” Fiory said. “I’ll convene the Mages Council right away.”

“Before speaking with the Mages Council, I must present Zander to the Apprentice Council,” Violet said. “Are they meeting today?”

Fiory nodded. “They’ve been meeting daily to catalog the new Mage’s Apprentices. They are still trying to create a procedure.”

“Good,” Violet said. “Choose a Fire Mage to guide Zander and have them meet us in the Apprentice Council chambers. Right now, Zander can’t control his magic. Contact the Healers Guild and have Pella meet me in Urgent Care.”

“I’ll see to it,” Fiory said. “What is Urgent Care?”

“Pella will know.” Violet ended the connection and walked out into the hall. 

Three guards stood at attention. “Healer Violet,” Kalin said. “How can we help?”

“The royal caravan was attacked and destroyed about three days hard ride from here,” Violet explained. “Dispatch a retrieval team immediately. Make sure they are prepared to bring back the five surviving guardsmen and the remains of the dead.”

“Captian Warrick has already dispatched a team,” Kalin said. “How many royalty survived?”

“Only Zander,” Violet said. “And I’m taking him with me to Shamballa. Didn’t Warrick tell you this?”

Kalin nodded. “I didn’t believe him. If Zander is the only surviving royal, he must be crowned King immediately.”

Violet shook her head. “He’s in no fit state to be crowned King today. He needs more healing than I can provide if we’re going to save his life. If all goes well, I will have him back here by nightfall, and you can schedule a coronation then.”

“And if it doesn’t go well?” Kalin asked.

“Then you’ll have to find a new King,” Violet said. “Without some expert healing, he won’t survive. If he does, the Mages Council will decide his fate.”

“The Mages Council?” Kalin repeated. “Then Zander is a—”

“Yes,” Violet confirmed. “I will be back as soon as I can.” 

“I will inform the Royal Council of Zander’s status,” Kalin said. 

Violet nodded, then walked back into the infirmary and shut the door. She took several deep breaths to control the flood of emotions before carefully picking up Zander once more and carrying him through another portal.
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]ander Lorac woke in pain as Violet set him down on a hard surface. It was too high to be a bed, and he was quickly surrounded by five more Mages in green Healers robes with masks over their faces. 

“He’s awake,” one of the women said.

“Then back away,” Violet replied.

“Why?” the woman asked as the Mages took two steps back.

A fresh wave of pain hit Zander, and he burst into flames again.

“That’s why,” Violet said. “Where is Pella?”

“I’m here,” Pella said as she jogged into the room. “You’re having quite a day.”

“Indeed,” Violet said. “Please heal his burns.”

Pella nodded and reached into the flames without fear or apparent pain. She placed her hands on Zander’s shoulders.

Zander groaned at the touch. The flames doubled in size, completely engulfing Pella. The others backed up farther, their backs to the walls. Zander tried deep breathing, but Pella’s touch was too painful.

At first, nothing else happened. After a few minutes, the wounds closed, and the pain level went down.

Zander heaved a massive sigh of relief, and the flames went out again. “Thank you, Pella.”

“You’re welcome.” Pella withdrew her hands.

“He’s still scarred,” Violet said. 

Pella nodded. “Scars will take far longer to heal than open wounds. I’ve eliminated the majority of his pain. He’ll still be weak for a few hours, but he should be able to walk soon. Apply the Balm of Tagreet twice a day, and the scars will eventually heal.”

“Eventually?” Violet repeated. “You can’t say how long?”

Pella shook her head. “It works differently with each person. But it always works.”

“Thank you,” Violet said. “Pakoo, get a fireproof blanket.”

Pakoo nodded and ran from the room. 

“You’re going to carry a naked child through the streets of Shamballa wrapped only in a blanket?” Pella asked.

“Unless you have something else that is fireproof, anything I put on him will burn up,” Violet explained. “And actually, I was hoping you would carry him.”

“Me?” Pella asked. “Why me?”

“Who else won’t drop him if he bursts into flame again?” Violet asked.

Pella nodded. “I see your point.”

Zander struggled to stay awake. The majority of the pain was gone, but all his muscles ached, and he had difficulty focusing. None of this felt real. It was more like a dream—no, a nightmare. 

Violet wrapped him in a thick blanket that wasn’t very soft. Pella carried him out of the Healers Tower and through the streets of Shamballa.

“Violet?” Zander asked weakly.

“Yes, Zander,” Violet said. “I’m here.”

“It still hurts!” Zander said. Fire covered his body once more.

Pella sighed in frustration, but kept going.

“I know,” Violet said. “Try to calm your mind. Your emotions are producing the flames.”

Zander took several deep breaths before the flames went out again. “Where are we?”

“Shamballa,” Violet said.

“The Mage city?” Zander asked. “Why are we here?”

“First, because Pella has a gift for dealing with burns,” Violet said. 

“I’m the one who closed up your wounds,” Pella said.

“Why didn’t the flames hurt you?” Zander asked Pella.

“They did,” Pella explained. “But I healed myself while I healed you.”
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