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      A tremendous crash woke him and fine dust fell on his upturned face. He opened his eyes in alarm but saw only profound darkness. Blind? Another explosion just beyond his head drove him to sit up in alarm and he groped across a rough stone floor, feeling his way away from the fearful blasts.

      “You've got to come out now!” a voice roared, making his head ache with the reverberations.

      “How?” he shouted back, groping around for a wall or something to give a frame of reference. “I can't see.” A third explosion rocked the chamber and he desperately staggered to his feet. The cavern sounded as if it was crumbling and he could barely remain upright when his reaching hands finally met a wall to help him balance. “What's happening?”

      “You are under attack,” the deep voice returned. “You are outside the Seal. You must break through before they find the cavern. Feel your way toward my voice.”

      He staggered against the wall, groping along as the pounding continued, bringing down a rain of rubble onto his head. “I can't break through solid rock. Where are you?” he called again.

      “I am right here. You must wish very hard. Feel for the power. Yes, right there. Now push!”

      The terror of being buried in a collapsing cave, of eruptions, of utter blindness and the alarming awareness that he could not even remember his own name combined to flood him with adrenaline. He wanted out, even if his own death awaited him on the other side of this wall. Out!

      Abruptly the rough stone barrier disappeared and he staggered through, almost thrown forward by yet another explosion and landed on his knees on a ridge in bright daylight. With bloody knees, he realized he was naked as a baby and he rose up painfully. At least he could see but the light almost burned. When he finally got his vision to focus he saw something so large he had to step back.

      A gold and black iris, flecked with fire and as large as he was tall blinked at him no farther away than his reach. The iris belonged in an eye the height of a house. He tilted his head back to look up and up and found the face of a golden dragon, scales, and spikes flaring about the jaws and sharp ridges over the eye that had come down to his level. An entire dragon lay draped over a black cinder mountainside, gold and glittering like a jeweled necklace on the throat of a lady.

      I'm dead, he thought.

      “No, little one,” the voice rumbled. It took a bit of concentration to understand it, as if this was a foreign language. “You have just been on a long journey and it will take some time to recover.”

      Journey? He couldn't remember a journey. Indeed, he couldn't remember anything. That observation made him shudder as another detonation rained cinder down the mountainside behind him. Where was he? Who was he? How did this happen to him? Explosions around him, a dragon about to eat him and a vast void where his past must have resided; there was nothing to steady his thoughts.

      “We must deal with the sorcerers now that you have hatched,” the dragon's voice returned. “If you will move aside, I will deal with this one.”

      So the thunderous explosions within the cavern had not been this enormous reptile attacking but something else? Without any recourse, the human stepped to the right, as far as he dared on the little shelf that stood out from the mountainside on which he perched. Curiously he watched the dragon's eye close in concentration and then a wave, almost invisible to his eye, pushed out from the dragon's forehead and into the mountain.

      The rock wall imploded and avalanches of stone roared above and below. Only this little landing and wherever the gigantic dragon rested remained untouched. The top of the mountain erupted, blowing out the far side in a wave of billowing gasses and washed over, out of sight. The human instinctively crouched down to balance against the earthquakes that threatened to pitch him off the shelf. Then the eruption above eased abruptly and the dragon again rested his head on the ridge again to look at him.

      “There, that's better. I'm sorry that your hatching place was outside the Seal but we didn't know precisely when you would arrive and the mountain just kept growing until it left the protections of the Seal. And of course, that made the outlanders think they could come attack.” The dragon's golden eye rolled down at the stupefied human. Apparently the dragon's pushing the volcano had done its job for the explosions within the mountain had ceased.

      “We will call you Owailion,” the voice returned as if nothing had interrupted this singular introduction. “It is not your true name, which we will keep hidden. Owailion means the awakened one. You are the one we were promised.”

      The human straightened up, stupefied by it all. Owailion….could he accept the name? He couldn't remember his real name. Nothing, not his work, or if he had a family; nothing of his life remained. The looming fear this emptiness created in his soul threatened to swallow him, and he deliberately dropped those thoughts like burning coals.

      “Promised what? Who are you?” Owailion murmured, his voice cracked with disuse and the strange language on his tongue.

      “You may call me Mohan. My real name is too long for humans to speak easily,” the dragon replied. “And your coming…it is a long story. I will tell you it all when you are able, but for now, we must get away from this volcano before the outlanders return. Also, we do not know how to care for you precisely. You must help us understand what you need.”

      Owailion waited for that to make sense and then realized nothing would for a long while until he could remember his life. How would he know what he needed if he didn't remember that? He looked down the slope of the volcano toward the forest below and beyond that in the distance, a chain of mountains capped in snow. None of it was familiar. In his amnesia, he had lost much though he surely knew people did not wake up completely encased in stone. Humans didn't regularly have the ability to burst right through a rock wall and they certainly didn't find a dragon waiting to swallow them on the other side.

      In this surreal situation, Owailion reached forward and touched the steely gold scales just below the dragon's eye, and Mohan blinked in pleasure, sending a waft of warm musky air up Owailion's arm. The rumble of a purr echoed up the mountain ridge. That sound alone nudged more pumice and rock to slide down the bare slope.

      “No, Owailion, all this is new to you. We have not met before but you have come a long way to join us. This is the Land…our Land and you are most welcome here, the first and only human to come through our Seal.”

      “Mohan? Are you listening to my thoughts?” Owailion asked, just realizing then that the dragon had addressed his concerns and comforted him without the human even saying a thing.

      “How else would I speak with you? You can hear me and I can hear you no matter where we are if you will learn to listen. The language is new to us both but we can understand each other. This is good. Now, you must have needs. You are so newly hatched. What can I do to help you?”

      Hatched? Owailion looked back at the crumbled cliff wall where he had been encased. Did dragons come from eggs? It made sense that Mohan would think he had 'hatched' in that Owailion had somehow broken free just like a chick hatching.

      Mohan rumbled like he tried to chuckle. “What else would I call it? You have broken out of the mountain's shell. Fledglings are weak but you will get stronger with time. What do you need to be stronger?”

      Owailion dropped all his questions and considered Mohan's instead. What did he need? He needed off this cliff. He needed clothes. He needed to understand.

      “Clothes?” he asked Mohan in embarrassment. He could not imagine climbing down off this mountainside in his bare feet, let alone the rest of him bare.

      “Clothes?” Mohan replied curiously.

      Had Mohan never seen another human? One wearing something other than their skin? The thought almost made Owailion laugh.

      “We did call you Owailion for a reason. There are other men on this planet, but few that we dragons have seen. The Land is sealed so no men may enter. You are the first human God has promised to send. Perhaps you are hungry. All fledglings are hungry. Do you require food?”

      Owailion thought about that suggestion and then decided it could wait. “No, clothes are more important right now. I don't have scales like you and I'll burn in this sun and unless you intend for me to stay up here, I need clothes to get down off this ledge.

      “I do not understand clothes but if a fledgling needs a clothes you can make this for yourself,” Mohan rumbled apologetically.

      “Make them?” Owailion did laugh this time. He stood naked on a mountainside, conversing nose to nose with a creature he had assumed was a myth. Mohan could swallow him whole and wonder where the rest of the supper was coming from.

      “I can't make clothes here,” Owailion admitted, motioning to the panoramic but useless view down the mountainside.

      “Why not? You could break free from your shell. A clothes is easier. You imagine a clothes and wish for it and it comes to you.”

      Owailion rocked back on his heels, wondering when the dream would end and he would wake with understanding. “That sounds like magic. What am I saying? Everything I'm experiencing right now – amnesia, breaking through stone, forcing a volcano to erupt, a conversation with a dragon; it's all magic.”

      “You are magic, Owailion,” Mohan confirmed. “You used magic to break through your shell. The outlanders attacked because you are magic. God sent you to us for magic. A clothes should be easy.”

      “Magic? How?”

      “God gave you magic as you arrived here. It is new to you but I will teach you. Can you imagine a clothes? Wish it into being.”

      Mohan blinked, mesmerizing Owailion into settling his mind. Now, think about clothing and wish them into appearing. Nothing else here made sense so he might as well try. Unwillingly Owailion closed his eyes. He had to tune out his latent fears of large predators, unseen sorcerers, and looming volcanoes and concentrate on something to wear. Then he wished for these things to appear.

      Mohan snorted and Owailion opened his eyes in alarm. At his feet, right under Mohan's chin, he saw the clothing he had imagined: pair of leather pants and breeches, a linen tunic and some rugged boots for climbing. Without waiting for the invitation, Owailion sat down on the ledge and began to dress. “That was the most amazing…you say I'm magic? I know a lot about being human, but I didn't know I was magical.”

      “Very few humans have magic…unlike dragons.” Mohan's mental voice held just a tinge of pride in this fact. “You weren't magical in your life before, but you have come to help us and so now you are magical. You wanted this.”

      “I wanted this?” Owailion prodded as he put on the boots that, to his amazement, fit perfectly. Why would he have wanted to be a magician or to come to this place…the Land Mohan had called it?

      “I thought as a fledgling you would know more of these matters,” Mohan commented.

      Owailion took a deep breath before trying to explain. “I am not a fledgling,…precisely. For a human, I think I am relatively young, but I am full grown. Humans are born, not hatched. I just don't remember magic or anything of my personal past.” Then as he stood up in his new clothes he felt much closer to trusting this new world he was encountering. “That's better. Now, can you explain some things while I get down from this ledge?”

      “You will not get bigger?” This observation seemed to concern Mohan. “Men are so small. Are all so tiny?”

      Owailion chuckled at the thought. “Women and children are smaller. Does that bother you? It makes me a little worried myself. You might yawn and accidentally inhale me, but this is as big as I get. Why are you…why am I your fledgling?”

      “Well,” Mohan tried to clarify as he lifted away from the slope allowing Owailion a fuller view of possible paths down the volcano's sides, “the Land is sealed and there are sorcerers who want to get inside. They think they can take over the magic here. We built your volcano for your arrival but it was too near the Seal that keeps them out. It grew beyond our borders and that is why they attacked, to go through the mountain. They weren't after you exactly, but getting into the Land itself.”

      Owailion scooted off the ledge and began sliding down embankments of cinders as he thought about that. “And you keep saying we. Are there others here?”

      As if Owailion's words cast a spell, the sky, the other sides of the slope and even up above the little ridge filled with dragons of various colors and sizes. Over a dozen had all been invisible until he said something. Silver and gold predominated their hides, but with accents of sapphire, ruby, emerald, topaz, and amethyst. No two appeared the same in Owailion's eyes. Some had wings and others, even flying ones, had none. Some had one head and others as many as three heads and an even wider variety of tails. The smallest he could see hovered above Mohan's back and looked to only be triple the size of a large human. Mohan appeared to be the largest, covering easily a thousand feet toward the foot of the mountain. Most disturbing was the fact that every single one of these newly appeared dragons had eyes only for him.

      “We …my fellow dragons have been waiting for you,” Mohan admitted, “but we didn't want to frighten you at first.”

      “Too late,” Owailion admitted. “It's the situation that alarms me. You must explain this all. Why do you need me?”

      Mohan must have said something privately for the family of dragons disappeared again leaving only Mohan's gold visible although Owailion doubted they had actually left. Then Mohan continued as if this display of power meant nothing.

      “As I explained before, we were promised a man by God and He sent us you. We need your help. You see, we dragons are going to sleep. The Land needs someone else to hold off the sorcerers and stop the demon attacks while we sleep. We need you to take mastery of the magic here.”

      “Attacks like the one that woke me?” Owailion looked over the peaceful countryside beyond Mohan's bulk and saw nothing but forest and summer sky.

      Mohan rumbled as he added, “Yes, sorcerers from the outside and demons within. They grow naturally here in the Land if we do not watch carefully.”

      “And that's why the magic must be mastered?”

      “Yes,” Mohan stated simply. “And you will be the masters.”

      “Masters….more than one?” Owailion asked eagerly.

      “God promised that dragons would remain awake long enough to train the first one. Eventually, there will be sixteen humans, the Wise Ones, the ones who will come to control the magic and tame it, so that it will not tempt the evil ones. Power like that normally will seduce man, warp nature and then all will be lost.”

      “Sixteen…. Wise Ones?”

      “Yes, the humans who will not be corrupted by the power. Magic always will ruin a man unless there is something to guide him. You know, I could carry you down the mountain more quickly.”

      Owailion could sense his independent streak resist that idea. While he trusted the dragon to a certain point, Mohan's gaping ignorance about humans left him a little nervous.

      “I wouldn't harm you,” the dragon promised adamantly. “You can't be hurt. As a Wise One, you live forever. The magic makes you almost indestructible.”

      Owailion chuckled at that as he sat down on his newly crafted leather pants and made a quick slide down another slope of cinder. “It's the 'almost' that worries me. You don't know how to carry a human and how strong …or weak we are. And even if I'm magically indestructible it doesn't mean I'm interested in being accidentally punctured or dropped or something. You're awfully pokey and sharp and hard.”

      “And you appear to be somewhat…squishy,” the dragon admitted and pulled farther away from the mountainside, wheeling impatiently above Owailion. Mohan as a dragon sample boasted one set of wings, one head and two tails that twined around him sculpting the air, acting as rudders. Owailion watched him swoop through the sky above and felt distracted by the beauty. Gleaming gold in the high sun, Mohan almost blinded him. The dragon kept a close eye on his human too as Owailion carefully descended.

      The dragon groused, “Do humans always take this long to travel?”

      “Longer,” Owailion commented under his breath, as he scrambled as quickly as he could. “There might be a magical way to travel but walking is just about as fast as we can go. With only two legs we aren't as fast as most animals. And you're right, we are squishy. We make up for being rather vulnerable with reasonable brains and good hands.”

      “What do humans eat?”

      Owailion was winded and could barely reply. “I'd settle for venison or a nice salmon right now. I love bread and vegetables. Strawberries?”

      He should have remained silent, for he abruptly found himself in a torrent of fish slapping down all around him out of the air, and the distant thud of whole dead deer hitting the mountainside. Finally, a hail of strawberries rained down on him until he shouted out in alarm.

      “Stop that!” he bellowed, looking up at Mohan in surprise. “Where did that come from? I'm not interested in eating if it comes falling out of the sky at me.”

      “Sorry about that,” Mohan replied. “The others just want to help. We don't understand your words, bread, and veg…vege…tables. Usually, a fledgling will eat his full weight twice a day for many days before they are sated. You are not hungry?”

      “Hungry, yes, but I don't eat nearly that much and I want to cook it before I eat it and that means on flat ground.”

      “Cook?” Mohan asked curiously.

      Owailion sighed in frustration, clamping down on his temper festering within. “Cooking is too complicated to explain. How about I demonstrate when I get down to the bottom and instead you tell about these sorcerers that are trying to get across your borders. Explain about this Seal.”

      The dragon hovered almost motionless over the forest at the base of the volcano before he answered. “We dragons magically maintain a barrier around the borders of the Land. No one, dragon or human, may enter unless they are one who has set up the Seal or whose magic supports it,” Mohan replied proudly.

      “You dragons seem to be very good with magic. It seems that you could handle invaders just fine even when you're asleep.”

      “Ah, but we don't sleep. Except that is about to end,” Mohan clarified. “Four thousand years is a long time to stay awake. Now we wish to rest.”

      Owailion paused in his efforts navigating the slope in order to look back up at his mentor in magic. “Sleep? You dragons don't sleep? Ummm…unless there's something very different about me now, I like sleeping too. There is no way I am going to stay awake that long.”

      “No, you misunderstand,” Mohan replied when Owailion started off again. “We know that humans are like other creatures; you will sleep for a night and then wake and in the meantime, magic will not run amok. However, it is not necessary for dragons to sleep…until it is; a long sleep, a thousand years at least. Magic cannot go that long unattended. It will break free and start to alter things, warp them into sickly, twisted puzzles of what they originally might have been.”

      Unbidden, an image flooded into Owailion's mind of a panther-like creature. He watched in fascination as the animal began oozing blood, writhed in pain, spitting and snarling. Its hide rippled and the muscles twisted around its stretching bones. The tortured cat climbed into an equally twisted tree. There the beast abruptly sprouted wings and launched itself into the sky. Then the vision faded from Owailion's brain.

      “Demons form with warped, unattended magic. These demons wish to possess others and feed on their pain. Dragons have banished the demons of the Land to another realm, but more come if we are not watchful. There are portals where they sneak in as well. They will surely come if we sleep.”

      Owailion shuddered in horror and almost stumbled as he slid down a bank of cinders. He would be battling demons like that? With magic? Something in him resisted thinking on it. Instead, he changed the subject. “How am I supposed to survive all alone for a thousand years? Usually we humans form nice little packs and help each other in things like this.”

      “Packs?” This insight must have surprised Mohan. “We did not think of that. I would not worry about needing others. Magic should be adequate for all your needs, surely.”

      Owailion huffed at that. “Magic might supply my physical needs, but humans like to interact with others. Sixteen Wise Ones won't be enough. We like to form families. Pack is probably a bad word. Our families help us raise children and keep us emotionally stable. The families live near each other to make villages and sometimes when there are many of us nearby we would call it a city.”

      That he had the vocabulary in this apparently new language meant something, Owailion reasoned. He would need other humans or he would go mad, even if there were a few other magicians here. He could not imagine being so isolated here in the Land. If the new language had the words for family, village, and city then they must be necessary.

      “This is not something we considered,” Mohan replied in a contemplative tone. “Dragons live apart, left in our eggs until we have fledged. There is a conclave where we gather once a decade, but we rarely see each other in the meantime. Your coming is the first time I have met many of my fellow dragons all at the same time. Is a family necessary if you have no hatchlings?”

      Abruptly Owailion felt light-headed and stopped in his tracks. He sat down with a thump on a convenient outcropping nearby and slowly began realizing all he might have forgotten in this amnesia. Had he left behind a wife and children? Hopefully, he would not have volunteered for this strange change in his circumstances if he were leaving behind someone who depended on him. But no wife or children? No other people at all…except for the eventual arrival of the other Wise Ones? And he was going to be living eternally? It seemed alien to him.

      “Owailion, are you ill?” Mohan hovered closer and then dropped down onto the mountainside below him. “You are not well. Did we do something wrong?”

      Owailion did not know why but this final blow to his limited understanding rocked him to the core. Alone for eternity? He could not fathom it and the terror that should have drowned him ever since he had awakened to the first magical blast now descended on him like rain. He curled up around himself and closed down, shutting out everything: the volcano, the sorcerers, demon battling, a massive dragon, his own filthy and tired body, everything. Owailion wanted to sleep away the horror and wake up again sometime later with his memories intact and pick up his life wherever he had dropped out of it.

      Without asking, Mohan reached out a claw and delicately scooped Owailion off the mountainside. If he had not been catatonic already the human would have passed out in terror as the dragon launched himself out over the valley and spun down gently into the forest below. Knowing so little about humans did not keep Mohan from acting. Instead, he used what little he did know, finding a creek at the base of the mountain near the trees and wedged his gigantic reptilian body between the trunks and the slope. Then he carefully set Owailion down on the bank of the creek and with a little thought, conjured a pile of twenty fish or so and an equal pile of berries next to Owailion's head.

      “Owailion, are you there?” Mohan asked in a mental whisper.

      The smell of fish rotting in the late afternoon and his hunger eventually overcame Owailion's terror enough and he mumbled something and then sat up. He looked at the fish, the creek and then back toward the mountain but he could only see a bank of gold scales between himself and the mountain. So, with nothing better to do, Owailion began laughing hysterically. It was all too surreal to comprehend.

      And his laughter did not help. Mohan reared in anxiety. The dragon probably interpreted his laughter as a sign of distress for the reptile began carefully backing away, which promptly brought trees snapping and crashing in the forest.

      “No, I'm fine Mohan. Please, don't move anymore. I'm fine.”

      “You don't sound fine. Is that the sound you make when you are in pain? Did I hurt you by picking you up?”

      “No, it's laughter. Dragons don't laugh?

      In answer to the question, Mohan demonstrated by sitting back on his two tails, lifting himself up high above the trees and letting out a hacking roar that shook the ground. When he had settled once again the dragon replied. “That is how dragons laugh. What were you laughing at? I thought I hurt you. You didn't move and your mind stopped speaking to me.”

      “That's probably because my mind stopped speaking to me too for a moment,” Owailion replied. “It just hit me very hard that I'm alone and I didn't take that well. I was overcome.”

      “You are not alone, Owailion,” Mohan tried to reassure him. “All the dragons know you are here in the Land and will protect you. Other Wise Ones will come to help you make your packs. God has promised that. But that does not explain why you were laughing.”

      Letting out a sigh, Owailion admitted, “It was either that or I was going to cry. No, I saw this pile of fish and had to laugh. Humans don't eat that much in a month. Yes, we eat often, but not that much. And now that I'm on level ground I can make a fire. I'll show you how humans cook.” Then in a fit of curiosity, he asked another question. “Do dragons blow fire?”

      “Yes, at the sorcerers on the other side of the Seal, but it would probably start a forest fire here, which would not be good for squishy people. If you need a fire to do this cooking, I can teach you how to make one with magic.”

      True to his offer, Mohan walked Owailion carefully through using his power to conjure fire. “You must draw on the deep of the earth,” Mohan began. “Use your mind to see what you want to create. The stuff of the earth will become fire if you ask it to change. Think about its size and the place you want it to grow and the fire will come.”

      Doubtfully Owailion brushed aside a coating of fallen pine needles, clearing a spot for his fire and then concentrated, thinking first of kindling, and then the start of a smallish fire. If this worked he did not want to be the one to deal with a raging forest fire. At his wish, kindling popped out of the ground like dandelions, and Owailion laughed again. Then a poof of smoke showed in the middle of the kindling, and he blew briefly on the smoke. He was rewarded by a simple fire, and then he had to hurriedly add conjured firewood to maintain it. He grew so fascinated with the magic involved that he forgot the purpose of the fire in the first place.

      “Is making fire cooking?” Mohan asked curiously but sounding not at all impressed.

      “No,” Owailion admitted. “Now I need a knife and …” Owailion used the magic to conjure a knife to gut one of the many fish that had been offered. As he worked with the knife and then conjured a pan to fry it in, he explained the need to cook his food.

      “And you cook your food every time you eat?” Apparently this amazed the dragon, for he ate a few caribou, his favorite meal, about once a month. “But look at all you eat. No wonder you eat three times a day. It seems a waste of time to make your food all brown and hot. Well, maybe this is because humans do not have the fire within you so you must roast it on the outside. That makes sense to me.”

      Owailion chuckled at the thought of cooking his food while in his stomach and then went back to questions he had about magic. “So I can conjure anything I want or need just by wishing for it? What is to keep me from conjuring grand things, making myself rich beyond anyone in the world?”

      “You are a Wise One,” Mohan reminded him. “You would not be so foolish. Besides, who would care if you made a clothes out of the brightest dragon scales? No one here will see them to be impressed. God selected you because you would not be tempted by that kind of magic. That is where the evil starts among man; using magic out of greed rather than for the service of others. The sorcerers from other lands use their magic for that kind of control and avarice.”

      Owailion looked around at the forest, at the emptiness of the Land and then gathered a fist full of pine needles to feed his fire. “What if there is no one here to serve. Humans are not meant to be alone.”

      Mohan rumbled audibly at that before he replied. “Then perhaps God does intend you to be in your pack. He will provide what you need. Never forget, He has chosen you. Have faith in that.” Then after a pause, he added, “Owailion, your mind is cloudy. Is there something wrong with you?”

      “Oh, I'm just tired now. You know humans, we sleep every night. If I can sleep, I will be not-cloudy in the morning. Is that enough for you?”

      Mohan snorted his agreement. “What do you require to sleep?”

      Owailion conjured a blanket for himself and lay down without caring about the bed he knew once upon a time he might have enjoyed. “Dark and quiet,” he mumbled. And Mohan gave him that.
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      The dream fell on Owailion like light rain, soft and refreshing. He had not thought, given how overwhelming the day had been to that point, that he would also have a dream so tremendously life-altering as well. It started with him back on the top of the mountain, on the ledge but Mohan was not there. Instead, a great storm cloud loomed overhead and Owailion looked up into it with wonder, expecting an explanation.

      “No,” a voice announced from the cloud. “I have a task for you and a blessing. Owailion, you have come to the Land to help and you will be rewarded. You will not be alone for eternity. If you fulfill the instructions I give to you, the door will be opened for immeasurable blessings. First, you must learn all you can from the dragons, for they will sleep soon. You may ask for their help but the work must be yours. I have also prepared other Wise Ones that will walk the Land with you. Have faith that your path will be clear and when it is not, it will be straight.”

      Owailion didn't know what to say to the voice in the cloud, though he assumed this was why he had come to the Land. And he was on the path, even if he could not remember the start of his journey. He said the only thing he could say. “What must I do?”

      Another vision imposed itself into Owailion's mind. In it, he held a little bronze bowl as he stood along a luxurious river valley, at the bank of peaceful green water. In his vision, Owailion knelt at the river's edge and filled the vessel. Then he looked inside, hoping to see the future as if it were a crystal ball. The reflection in the water shifted from displaying the sky. Instead, he saw mountains from afar and within the mountain's ring, he saw a deep forest below it. The reflected image swooped as swift as a dragon, plunging down into the trees and until it alighted on the forest floor.

      Owailion held the bowl rock-solid in excitement. He was about to witness something magical. The scene passed through the base of the trees, hundreds of them, lined with ferns and then toward a strange clearing. A light dusting of pine needles and ferns lined it but no trees interrupted. Instead, he saw eight standing stones like sentinels within. The reflection was too small for him to study the stones closely but in reality, they could easily be twice the height of a man, all set out in a perfect ring. And most intriguing of all, they boasted writing. He strained to make out the markings in the reflection but they were too small.

      In frustration, Owailion was about to dump out the bowl's water when a tremendous wind passed through the forest within the reflection and obscured his view of the stones. When the branches parted again, the runestones had disappeared.

      “No!” Owailion shouted, disturbing the image and sloshing water over his hands.

      “The stones have been stolen,” announced the voice within the cloud. “This is part of your Seeking. You will build palaces, create Talismans, teach the other Wise Ones. And you will Seek for the thief of the Stones. These are your tasks, Owailion, King of Creating.”

      Owailion woke with a start, frantic, hoping the dream would be forgotten, but it lingered on. He sat up in the forest next to a pile of fish rotting, with the dragon missing and remembered every word. He shook with frustration and wonder, trying not to feel overwhelmed.

      Then above him, Mohan appeared instantly swooping over the trees, obviously called because of Owailion's alarm. “What is it?”

      Owailion looked up through the fir branches above to his mentor and “I just had a very….very clear dream. Do you understand dreams if you do not sleep?”

      “Yes, I have heard of them, but something has alarmed you.”

      Owailion took a calming breath. He needed to understand that this dream, although profound, was not going to be resolved in an instant. He had much to learn first. “I won't be eating fish any time soon. How do I get rid of your…offerings? They smell.”

      “I agree, they stink. Just wish them back into the earth and they will return.”

      Owailion chuckled, but also experimented with the wish to make the offending smell go away and they did. He retained the strawberries and ate a handful for breakfast as he thought through things.

      “So, you have spoken with God in this dream,” Mohan observed, probably hearing Owailion's thoughts about the dream. “What has He asked you to do?”

      Was that God then? Owailion didn't feel any restriction on sharing his dream with the dragon, and certainly, he needed help with performing these duties he had been given.

      “I have several tasks. First, I am to prepare for the others by building homes for each of the Wise Ones and crafting talismans for them; something they can hold that will help them in their own magic. Then I have to find some rune stones.”

      “Find them? I do not know what a rune stones is.”

      He looked up at Mohan. “They are the standing stones, set up for a purpose of some kind. I called them rune stones because of the writing.”

      “Writing?”

      Owailion sighed with the effort to explain the alien concept to his mentor. He wasn't patient, he realized with surprise and decided to ignore the implied explanation. “The scratches on the stones. They say things.”

      “?” Mohan's mind voice never actually said formal words but his curiosity rippled through the mental link. “I have not heard them say things.”

      Rather than try and fail to teach a dragon how to read, Owailion tried a different tactic to address the missing stones. “Do you know this place?” he asked and then, with little more than his instincts, Owailion pressed the memory of the rune stones under the trees into the dragon's memory.

      “Yes, it is Zema,” Mohan replied. “You call this place rune stones?”

      “Yes, in the dream I had a bowl, a magical bowl. I filled it with water and I saw something in it. I saw those stones I showed you. Zema. And then I saw the stones disappear.”

      “Disappear!” Mohan asked, sounding alarmed. “Show me.”

      Owailion obediently complied, pressing more of the bowl's vision into the dragon's mind the way he had been shown the demon panther.

      “This is not good,” Mohan declared as the vision faded. “I have been to Zema several times and always found the stones there. We must go investigate. The forest is very wet there and the trees grow very thick there but nothing will grow in that clearing except those stones that have been here since before the memories of dragons. We must see if this dream has shown the truth. If they have disappeared…” The dragon let the worried threat hang in the air.

      Owailion came out from under the edge of the trees to look up at Mohan. “How? I know you can fly, but I don't have wings and I need to see this too.”

      Mohan rumbled in thought for a moment. “I must take you. You will ride on my back and I will fly…ishulin…to go there. It is a magic transmission. I will teach you. Concentrate on my back, how it would be to stand there; the mountain in the west, looking out over this forest to the east. You will be very high. Think of that and then wish to be there.”

      Owailion swallowed a hot pit of terror at this prospect. What happened if he didn't imagine something correctly? Was this a little like the feeling he must have felt before he came to the Land, agreeing to have his memory erased in order to come here? It must be part of his personality, to take these wild, reckless leaps into the unknown. He felt that pit burn in his stomach and imagined it burned away his fear. It cleared his mind and left him to concentrate. He closed his eyes, imagined the height seven hundred feet above him, with Mohan's spikes running down, as tall as the trees of the forest. Then Owailion leaped.

      And stumbled. The gold at his feet was slick as ice, and Owailion sat down before he fell, and reached out to grasp the nearest spine. “I made it!” he shouted in sheer wonder, and he latched on more tightly as Mohan tilted his head, rolling his head, trying to somehow see the tiny human now perched precariously on his forehead.

      “You have good talons,” the dragon rumbled. “Do you have a secure seat there?”

      “I will, once I tie myself down.” Owailion put words into action and conjured himself a length of rope, threw it around the tree-trunk sized spike he held and then lashed himself to Mohan's forehead. Then he felt safe enough to look around. From that perch, he saw the caved in side of the volcano and when the dragon turned to the north, the vast frozen plains beyond it. At this height, he could not see beyond the volcano, but as Mohan began clambering back up the slope Owailion had come down the day before, Owailion saw the ocean beyond the mountain.

      Once he had reached an altitude where his wings would not foul in the trees at the base, Mohan spread his vast golden wings out to the side and without warning, launched himself into the summer sky. His human passenger shouted at the thrill. Mohan wheeled high above the crater at the top of the volcano and then turned east toward a long chain of mountains as if he would fly directly into the morning sun.

      “Ready?” was all the warning he gave. Then in one downstroke the scene changed. Abruptly the sun was behind them, the forest had changed below and the long chain of mountains had grown close, looming so abruptly that Mohan had to bank hard to the right to avoid the sheer cliffs.

      “That is ishulin, a magic transfer. Once you know where you must go, it is simple. You have to envision it carefully or you will go to a place that does not exist,” Mohan advised and then turned his head so they could spiral over the thick pine forest below them.

      “This is Zema, short for Imzemalainskalibaz. It means the Place Where Demons Smell. It is a place of suspicion.”

      Without more explanation than that, Mohan began spiraling down toward the trees in his flight path, into the shadows where the twilight fell quickly. Mohan could find nowhere else to land but into the tight forest, using magic to clear a landing for himself. Owailion untied himself and then slid down Mohan's arm. Underneath the canopy of trees, the dark swallowed the sun. Owailion had to conjure himself a torch to walk the few yards to the clearing of stones.

      “There are no animals here,” Owailion stated the observation, knowing it for a truth, as well as a curiosity. The profound silence gave the place an eerie atmosphere.

      “Yes,” Mohan replied, still able to see all that Owailion experienced even though he could not follow all the way to the clearing without trampling more trees. “They don't like the smell any more than we dragons do.”

      “Smell?” but even as he said it, Owailion realized he detected a strange scent, cloying, burning his nostrils. He could not remember smelling anything like it. The odor set his magical instincts on edge. He held his torch high, struggling to see in the semi-dark, with the trees throwing alarming shadows, like walls across his path. Then unexpectedly the trees gave way to bare earth in a ring a hundred yards across.

      “They are gone, just as you saw in the bowl,” Mohan snarled. “Something has taken them.”

      “Taken what?” replied Owailion. “Mohan, what were they?”

      Rather than explain, the dragon helpfully crafted a memory image that he passed on to the human. Owailion was treated to a much more visible and spectacular display of the standing stones he had observed in the bowl. They were dark granite, unpolished and aligned in a ring. Owailion could see the carefully written lines although the images Mohan provided did not concentrate on the script so he again lost the chance to read it. Dragons would not have thought of the markings as more than scratches an animal might inflict, but Owailion strained to see them. He so wanted to read the words to see if they might be written in his old language from before his coming to the Land.

      “What do they say?” Owailion couldn't help but ask.

      “We dragons do not understand these scratchings. I was going to ask you what they say. We never looked closely. We only know that they were here before we came and that the demons leave their stench here.” Mohan moaned in grief. “This is not good. Someone or something has come and taken the standing stones without our knowledge. That means they have broken the Seal. We must call a conclave.”

      Disappointed and suddenly fearful that sorcerers lurked all around him, Owailion used ishulin to return to Mohan's back where he tied himself back securely to his spot, above the forest tops once again as the dragon tried to reassure him as well as himself.

      “You might as well come also. Perhaps someone has seen this ring of stones more closely than I and can remember the markings… writings for you. We must find this thief.”
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      The clear sky overhead teamed with stars wherever it was that Mohan had brought him. The light reflected in the stunning water of a lake so vast Owailion assumed he had returned to the ocean. Instead, Mohan reassured that he had come to an island in the middle of a lake named by the dragons Ameloni or Dragon's Tears. Atop this island was another volcano, obscured in fog and the dark. Its slopes soon would be full of the dragons Mohan had called, but they had not yet arrived.

      “We have our conclave here any time there is important news that must be heard and witnessed by all. It is here we obey the commands of God. It is here we announce the birth of another or the departure of someone we will miss. We have discussed your coming here and the building of Jonjonel, your mountain. We have never had so many of our gatherings so quickly. It is unprecedented. Your arrival has made an avalanche of news. Usually, these conclaves come once a decade at best.”

      “Departure? Do you leave the Land? I thought dragons could not die,” Owailion asked curiously.

      “Usually, no, but it has been known to happen that a dragon will tire of magical duty. If we remove our Heart Stone and leave the Land we can depart and go to the stars or other lands and serve there, with less magic,” Mohan explained.

      “Heart Stone? What's that?”

      For some reason, this comment seemed to alarm the dragon, who grumbled at his human friend in surprise. “You do not have a Heart Stone?” Then Mohan looked up at the volcano above them. “It is something else we must address then. I will explain after the conclave.”

      “Would you ever leave?” Owailion asked with another drop of fear added to this stressful day. He was not ready for his friend to leave.

      Mohan murmured reassuringly. “I do not see that happening, even with the Sleep coming. I care too much for Tamaar, my mate, and for you and the Land itself. I want to learn what has happened with Zema disappearing. I also hope to awaken someday to a Land with humans protecting it. There is much to anticipate and I would not want to leave.”

      Owailion sighed with relief. “And I would not want you to leave either, my friend. There seems to be so much to learn.”

      “It might be wise to do your sleeping now and by dawn, there will be a gathering of dragons here. Then you shall see the dragons in conclave and they shall meet you again.”

      Owailion agreed with that idea and so slid down Mohan's long body and landed on the shore of the island where the conclave was to be held. Instantly he noted the crunch as his feet landed. It sounded like the rattling of dry bones and Owailion shuddered. “What is this?” he asked in private horror. He could not imagine bones were littering the shoreline, but nothing else he could presume would sound like that and feel so loose and disturbingly broken under his feet. He bent and carefully picked up the material from which the shore seemed littered.

      “Dragon Tears,” Mohan provided. “We come here only when we share our emotions and these stones come when we come. So we call them dragon tears even though we do not truly drip tears of stone.”

      Tears of stone? Owailion lit a conjured torch again so he could see the pebbles he had gathered and what he saw amazed him. Could these be diamond? The cloudy white stones as large as a hazelnut glowed in the firelight. Without examining it by day he could not be sure, but he yearned to cut the stone and see how it broke, polish it up and discover how these stones had come to cover a volcanic island in the middle of a lake. He could not dredge up much information on diamonds from his former life, for he had probably not been a jeweler but surely the gemstones existed here in the Land.

      Without answers, Owailion dropped the gems back into the others on the shore and conjured himself his bedding. He would do as Mohan advised; sleep while the sun remained hidden and prepare for the conclave in the morning.

      He had not anticipated having a dream; not like the one where God had told him about the missing stones. This time a woman shrouded in fog walked across the shore of diamonds in the morning mists. The white and blue stones at her feet did not crunch or even stir as she moved. Her long silver gown looked like a wash of water across the pebbles as she floated before him like she consisted of the fog lifting off water. The mist hid her face from him, but her pale hands and the wondrous length of her flowing hair loosely braided down her back told him pointedly that this was again the literal woman of his dreams.

      Witlessly, unable to move, Owailion watched her pass in front of him. He wanted to reach out or speak with her, but he seemed frozen. Then, when she almost dissolved into the fog, she reached down and picked up one of the thousands of stones on the shore. Why that one, he could not tell, but then she turned back toward him and brought him the diamond. He watched her hold the little rough pebble in her palm, like an offering and then her other hand passed over it. When he looked again, the stone had become a faceted and polished jewel. Indeed, it showed like diamond in her palm and this enchantress held it out to him.

      With trembling hands Owailion could not reach out to take it, and he hesitated when he heard her voice, gentle like water over stone. “Use them to craft the Talismans of our power. Hide them well. We will Seek them.”

      Owailion stood there, so mesmerized by her finely evocative voice, the sultry tones of it that he could barely comprehend the actual words. Talismans? Seek? He felt incapable of even picking up a stone at his feet, let alone taking the cut jewel from her. He tried again and with shaking hands he reached. He could almost touch her alabaster skin and feel the life there. His own calloused and browned fingers looked so harsh in the mist, but he tried anyway. Before he could touch her, she faded into the morning light and he awoke.

      Dawn had come to the lake and Owailion sat up alone in shaken grief. The mist was real, he saw, for the silver fog put everything in a haze. He wanted to go back to sleep and dream of that queen again. And when he looked down, he found that in his hand he held a cut diamond the size of a walnut, but polished and given to him by his dream. Owailion gasped and closed his hand around the precious stone.

      Owailion rose and began pacing the beach as he considered the messages of the dream. He had another admonition; to make 'Talismans of our power'. She obviously referred to the other Wise Ones who would follow. Was she one of them? Owailion sincerely hoped so. He wondered at the little bowl that had shown him the theft of Zema. Was it a Talisman for another Wise One then? Was it for the lady in the mists? If so, he felt unworthy to explore the bowl himself. It was a gift for her and each Talisman would be unique to the future owner and possess magical gifts. And this Queen had suggested that the diamonds she had cut would become decorations and reservoirs of power for some of these Talismans?

      Suddenly Owailion felt overwhelmed by the duties he had garnered; more than the diamonds at his feet. Find missing rune stones, battle sorcerers, stop demons, build palaces and craft Talismans for the other Wise Ones to find? How was he going to accomplish this all while learning magic before Mohan went into hibernation? He couldn't do it all, Owailion realized. He would be alone soon and the thought terrified him. And when word got out that dragons were asleep, human sorcerers would consider the Land prime property for invasion. How would he do it all?

      A sense of panic began to sink in his bones and he sat back down on the crunching diamonds, overwhelmed by the fear and hopelessness. He reached absently for the stones at his side and without thinking about it he grabbed two fists full of the rocks. His frantic mind flared magically and he felt the stones turn to dust. Owailion gasped and opened them again to reveal he had a dozen faceted and perfectly polished stones in each hand.

      “So that's how she did it,” he breathed out in wonder.

      “It is time,” Mohan interrupted his ruminations.

      Owailion looked around for the dragon in the pervasive fog. “Are you up on top of the mountain? I cannot see you,” he asked in an effort to forget the strange dream and its distracting subject. He didn't want to think of new duties or the lovely lady who had demanded them of him. He wanted to concentrate on one thing at a time.

      “Yes, come to the top of the mountain. Join me and you will see Conclave,” Mohan suggested since obviously Owailion was not going to resolve his confusion any time soon. Owailion scattered the cut gems on the shoreline and drew on the dragon's vision to know how to ishulin himself to the top of the volcano.

      His first perception was that he had risen to the clouds and the blazing morning sky greeted him, floating above the earth. On further examination he recognized Mohan's head was simply up above the fog bank that enveloped the lake and the dragon sat atop the dormant volcano beneath the clouds. The mountain on which the dragon stood barely topped the mist.

      “Flames are not just for battling invaders.” Mohan gave him that as a warning and then rumbling of gasses blasted up within the dragon's body and erupted out in great gouts of gold flames twenty yards out in front of him. The dragon passed his head over the clouds and his inferno burned across the fog bank which disappeared instantly, seared away as if the sun had baked it into nonexistence.

      With the fading mist the other dragons were revealed. The glittering of scales and flash of metal blinded Owailion briefly but he now saw the panorama of sixteen dragons sitting on every inch of the island volcano in the center of the massive lake. Owailion could not see the outer shore, as if the island were all the earth remaining and it had become covered in precious metals. All their twisting necks, flared wings and snapping tails created a blur of color. Were they all agitated?

      “We are not happy,” Mohan began as both a reply to Owailion's unspoken question and an opening to the Conclave. “The standing stones at Zema have been stolen.”

      A deafening roar of dismay from the dragons momentarily interrupted, making Owailion's ears ring. Then Mohan continued. “We did not realize the Seal has been breached and someone has taken them for a reason we do not understand. Any who wish to speak, please introduce yourself first so that Owailion may learn your voices.”

      One dragon, green, wingless with two heads growled audibly before he spoke up and helpfully Mohan swiveled his head around to look down at the volcano's base to show Owailion exactly which dragon addressed them. “Ruseval is how I am called and I warned you Mohan, that the distraction of bringing a human to the Land would be our undoing. You have not watched as you should, and that is why someone was able to come to steal the stones. Or perhaps it is the human who has taken them.”

      That comment got another resounding roar. Owailion could not tell if it were in protest or agreement with that declaration. Another dragon, silver, with three heads in amethyst, emerald and sapphire tones spoke up against that. “We are Tamaar, and you Ruseval do not know of what you speak. No outlanders have approached our shores to steal the stones or we would have seen them. Mohan is doing his best to prepare this human for when we sleep. If you feared that his coming would distract Mohan then you should have volunteered to teach the human instead.”

      So, the three headed jewel-toned dragon was Tamaar, Mohan's mate. Her triple-voiced words cut straight through Ruseval's accusations. She would be formidable, and a fitting mate for his friend, Owailion decided.

      “You may call me Imzuli,” added a smaller, white and silver dragon. “No one was watching where those standing stones were placed, so close to the Great Chain, with so many of us nearby. Even if the human was not a distraction, we might not have noticed when the stones went missing. They could have disappeared years ago. They were a curiosity and nothing more.”

      “No,” Owailion found himself interrupting. He didn't know the rules of the conclave but surely a human had never been invited and so they had never decided if he even had a voice. “No, those stones are important. The markings on them, those are writing…a message from one human to another. A message perhaps left for me, to help me protect the Land. Whoever wrote on the stones expected humans to read them, not the dragons. You dragons do not need writings in stone and now I will not be able to know what the message said.”

      That observation brought an echoing silence. Not even thoughts floated out into the air for a moment. Did they feel Owailion had made a mistake? Maybe the concept of writing had stunned them? Or were they going to punish him for speaking in their conclave at all?

      Thankfully, Mohan broke the impasse. “Do any of you have a memory of the stones that you could share with Owailion that shows the markings clearly?”

      But the uncomfortable silence continued with every dragon shielding his or her thoughts, leaving a void in the morning air. “Then we have a greater problem,” Mohan shifted. “How were they stolen? Someone has come and taken that which was placed within the Seal. Presumably someone found a way through that would not alert any of us. Does anyone have a suggestion as to how this has occurred?”

      Again, the silence deafened. The other dragons might have been critical of Mohan's involvement but Owailion knew they respected his strength as a magician and would never truly question his ability to keep the Seal solid at all times. They also universally respected Tamaar's assurance that no one had sailed toward the coastline without her thwarting it. But no one would verbalize their true doubts. Owailion squirmed uncomfortably under the unspoken until an inspired idea struck him, emerging from his burgeoning Wise One instincts.

      “This is silly. With all the magic at our command, can no one go back in time to see what it was like a few days ago?” he suggested boldly.

      Every dragon eye rolled up to look at him atop Mohan's neck. So, it had not occurred to the dragons to try this? Given their tremendous age, perhaps the dragons never realized that there was a past and somehow, they could go back and observe it.

      “You misunderstand, little one,” Mohan replied for them all, using the nickname he had given to Owailion when he had first hatched. “We do not know when the stones were taken. They were of little interest to us except when the demons come there. So none of us actively watched them or even checked them in….in probably a hundred years. Do you wish to go back in time and watch them for a century?”

      Owailion felt like he had just been kicked in the gut with disappointment. “Well, at least teach me how to check the Seal to be sure it is intact. Perhaps we can sense how it was broken…if it was actually broken.”

      “What do you mean?” asked a female dragon he could not identify.

      “I hate to make this kind of accusation but…but all of you would sense if something broke the Seal, correct? Your magic is maintaining it. Well then, what if the stones have not left the Land by the hand of an outlander? What if a dragon from within the Seal were to take them, hide them or then remove them out of the Land when the interest in them was forgotten? Dragons leave the Land from time to time don't they and the Seal is not broken for them?”

      Now the silence rang with the emptiness of thoughts hidden behind powerful shields. None of the dragons wanted to be overheard thinking about his suggestion. It implied that one of those present had broken their oath to protect the Land. They distrusted their human enough to not reply until they knew for sure that the accusation was not true. Owailion sat in the uncomfortable silence and realized that his presence might not be welcome. They did not want to force him to leave, but they also wanted to address his suggestions without human influence.

      “If you would let me, I would like to return to the coastline. I wish to study the Seal there. When you wish to have me return, please call me,” Owailion announced.

      Then without their leave, he used his memory to return to the top of the volcano he had 'hatched' from, Jonjonel. He carefully imagined the dawn had not arrived yet, and steam would still rise from the caldera. Owailion used ishulin and left the dragons to discuss their dilemma in privacy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            GLASS GLOBES

          

        

      

    

    
      Owailion emerged on the peak of Jonjonel, looking out to sea. The predawn mist hid the waters below him, and the plain to the north was about to plunge back into winter. The wind off the water tore at his clothing and morning, such as it was, had yet to reach this far west. He conjured himself a jacket and put it on.

      Finally, Owailion looked down to where the volcano's skirt met the ocean. The entire coastline seemed to be a cliff as far as he could see. If he were to reach out to touch the Seal, he would have to get down there. He took a careful moment to assess what the scene would be like there at the base of the cliff and then transitioned again.

      At the cliff's edge, he looked down and saw the tide was fully in and the surf beat incessantly right against the sheer stone. How would anyone sail a ship anywhere here and expect to climb up the face of the Land? No safe port or dock could be conjured to make that attempt anywhere along the coast. The roar and crash of water, even now in the mildest time of year would leave any ship battered and broken against the rocks. But was the Seal still unbroken?

      Experimentally Owailion reached his arm out over the edge, seeking some resistance. Where did the Seal start? Would it resist him leaving it? Could he get back inside if he left? Many questions remained and he had few answers. He wanted to find the rune stones, but human fear and instinctive limitations kept pushing back against magic exploration.

      Greatly daring, Owailion imagined himself on a crystal bridge that he could walk out over the ocean, feeling his way forward. He would not fall, plunging down into the water and sharp rocks below, he promised himself. Then, with his arm still outstretched, Owailion took a step out, beyond the cliff. His magic worked and he did not fall, but it took all of his concentration to not look down. He took another step, and then a third and his hand met resistance: the Seal.

      Invisible, even to magical eyes, the Seal felt smooth like glass but firmer and substantial as stone. He reached as high as he could up against it, wondering if it formed a dome overhead, high enough to rise over the mountains so that outlander dragons could not simply fly in. Could he breakthrough and leave the Land? Probably he could if he had some idea of where to go, which he didn't. Was he originally from someplace on the other side of the Seal? Or was he from one of the stars above him, just now fading from sight in the dawning light? Would he ever know the answers?

      “No,” Mohan's voice replied, and then his body appeared behind Owailion on the cliff. Almost startled into falling, forgetting that he floated five feet out away from the edge, the human turned and caught himself and then deliberately walked back to solid ground.

      “No, what?” Owailion asked over the roaring of his startled heart.

      “No, you will never have all the answers,” Mohan replied frankly. “As for 'can you leave the Land', perhaps. I have left occasionally to fight out at sea and others have gone to other lands and then returned without breaking the Seal, but the dragons who left also used their magic to set up or maintain the Seal. Your magic is not part of the Seal so I do not know, and neither do you. Is it not enough to do; fight demons, battle sorcerers, build your palaces, find the rune stones and even make Talismans for the other Wise Ones?”

      Owailion dropped his head in shame. “I'm sorry. It is a failing of humans, I suppose. We are always curious and wanting to do and see more, even when we already have too much than we could ever possibly accomplish. I just wanted to find out the message on those stones.”

      “And touch the Seal,” Mohan added. “There are a few dragons, you might have noticed, who do not trust you as a human. I left the conclave when they began to accuse you of destroying the standing stones. You will not be able to assure them if you leave the Land to go exploring. Tamaar trusts you because she trusts me, but she and I are the only ones who spoke up for you and there are many others who have not decided.”

      “It sounds as if you put me on trial,” Owailion almost protested, feeling his temper rise like the volcano. Yet he held it in check, unwilling to take his ire out on the dragon who had helped him, defended him despite the innate distrust they all held for the humans as a race.

      “After a fashion, they did put you on trial. But the Land is a paradise, not exile. You would do well to remember that,” Mohan advised.

      “It is a paradise, I agree,” agreed Owailion. “It's just that whenever limits are set, humans try to overcome them. There is an old adage; a horse will eat from the far side of the fence. It means that some people will never look at what they have that is wonderful in their life, only what is out of reach and unattainable. I guess I am often like that. I'm sorry. I should be content.”

      Mohan rumbled an agreement. “Did you discover what you wanted to learn by coming here to the Seal?”

      “Somewhat. How do I ishulin to a place that I have never seen? I could only approach the Seal from the volcano since I've only been here and Zema.”

      That question startled the dragon, who snorted and for the longest time remained silent.

      “How did you learn where you wanted to go?” Owailion prompted.

      Sheepishly Mohan replied, “I don't remember. Perhaps I have always known the Land. I remember being hatched here and learning to fly but I do not remember having to learn where I wished to go. It is as if the visions of all places emerged inside me when I hatched. I have just asked the others in the conclave and it appears that all dragons know where they wish to go and just go. Is this not the same for humans?”

      “No,” Owailion sighed in irritation. “How are we going to go anywhere but on foot?”

      “It will take a very long time. If you cannot walk that far I could take you. Where do you want to go?” Mohan asked innocently enough.

      Owailion laughed when he thought of all the tasks he had been given. Eventually, he would have to go everywhere. He would be flitting around a vast continent, defending it from invasion. Also, he would be building homes for the other Wise Ones and finding demons forming. He especially needed instant travel after Mohan went to sleep and that meant he must see everything. How could he remember everywhere he needed to be?

      “Is there some way to know how a place looks if I have never been there? It seems unsafe to go to a place that I cannot imagine.”

      While he asked this aloud, Owailion also found himself with an unusual vision. He could not remember ever seeing crystal globes in his past, but he knew they existed; globes with miniaturized replicas of huge buildings, but encased in glass. He imagined holding this exact location, no matter how the weather and ocean might change as time passed, no matter what angle the sun might catch the mountain. Could he freeze 'Jonjonel's coastline' in glass and return here as a memory?

      Without meaning to, Owailion held out his hand and rather than imagining the place itself, he encased his memory into a sphere of glass and wished it to always update itself. He would be able to look and see how this place would appear no matter the erosion of time. And in his hand, the crystal ball appeared.

      Beneath him, Mohan rumbled with pleasure. “Clever magic. You are indeed a Wise One. You must make one of your globes of all the locations you wish to see. Then you may return.”

      “Yes,” Owailion admitted, “but I need someplace to put these globes. I'm going to have thousands if I make them for all the places I must go.”

      “Put it with your Heart Stone,” Mohan suggested helpfully.

      Owailion waited for that to make sense and while he recalled the term, he had no frame of reference.

      “You do not know Heart Stone?” Mohan queried. “It is the key to magic. You must have it or you would not be a magician of the Land.”

      Owailion shook his head and added, “I came out of the mountain with nothing but my skin. Where would I get a Heart Stone?”

      Mohan unexpectedly squatted down unexpectedly. “We must go immediately. Climb aboard.”

      Owailion obediently conjured himself a bag, put the globe he had made into it and then transferred to Mohan's forehead where he lashed himself down as the dragon turned and began to scramble up the volcano's side.

      As he climbed, the dragon began explaining. “A Heart Stone is a gift from God. He gives it to all creatures that are capable of good magic. It is part of a dragon's body, like our brain or lungs, next to our heart from the beginning when we hatch. I have looked inside you and it is not within. You must have left it in the mountain when you emerged. We shall look there.”

      “What does a Heart Stone do?” Owailion asked. “I mean besides make me capable of magic.”

      “Good magic,” Mohan qualified. “A Heart Stone will not let you do magic if it is evil. It is…a judge of you. It connects your magic with the earth so that you can draw deep on the magic below. There are dragons that deliberately ripped it free and they will not be…be…they become like demons. They will not think of others or do what God has commanded. They refuse to feel compelled to do their duty. They are wild, feral, like animals and capable of evil, lying and deception. It is not good to go without your Heart Stone.”

      Owailion didn't know what to say, for his jaws rattled with each jarring step Mohan took clattering up the mountainside. All he knew was that his dragon guide feared a missing Heart Stone.

      “We are here. You must go back into your shell and find it. God would not have sent you to the Land without one. It is very dangerous to be without your stone.”

      Helpfully Mohan had latched himself onto the shelf where Owailion had emerged a few days before. Weak kneed from the precarious trip up the mountain, Owailion slid down the dragon's shoulder and staggered right onto the landing while the dragon placed his considerable snout right at the edge as if he hoped to sniff out the missing item.

      “What do they look like?” Owailion asked innocently enough.

      The dragon's reply was alarmingly thorough. Mohan pressed an image into Owailion's mind of a great racing heart, blood coursing through arteries and right next to the beating heart, untouched by the blood and tissue, a perfectly formed glass globe, not unlike the one Owailion had crafted for himself as a memory, but this one swirled with a cloud of blue and lit from within, spinning like mist in the wake of a wind. It seemed small compared to the dragon's heart, but then the size was relative. Mohan's heart must have been the size of an ox.

      “You must scan the mountain and find it. I hope it has not been destroyed when I pushed the sorcerer away,” Mohan admitted worriedly.

      Obediently Owailion turned to face the crushed rock face he had passed through the day he hatched and then closed his eyes and walked forward. Was there even a chamber left? With faith, Owailion passed through the stone wall. He wished a torch into his raised fist and then opened his eyes. Boulders and rubble now littered the once bare floor and Owailion realized the cavern wasn't all that big. His fear and blindness had made it an abyss. Now he could barely squeeze between the fallen stones and the roof that he almost reached with his outstretched hand.

      Owailion held his light high, seeking the blue glow of a Heart Stone. He knew it had not been there, at least visibly, for any sliver of light in this cavern would have filled the space. Using his emerging instincts for magic Owailion reached out his mind and sought for the Heart Stone with his Wise One senses. His mind's eye looked through the stone as if it had become transparent. And there, six inches under the original surface of the floor, a gentle glow, pulsed like a heart.

      Owailion could not reach past all the fallen rubble but he placed his hand on the stones, right above where his magic told him the Heart Stone lay hidden. Then he wished the globe to rise toward him. He watched in fascination as the glowing blue orb floated through solid rock and reached him. Brilliant light filled the cavern, catching the glint of crystals in the rubble. Owailion doused the useless torch now, just admiring the swirling orb. It hypnotized him.

      “I have it,” he called to Mohan.

      “Do you feel any different?” the dragon asked curiously. “It is supposed to make sure that you are always using your magic correctly.”

      Owailion walked back through the stone cavern wall, out onto the ledge so he could show Mohan, although he suspected the dragon could see through the stone for himself. “I guess I must have already been using magic correctly. How will I know if I do it improperly?”

      “You will not be able to act,” the dragon stated emphatically. “It will block you. You can only do good magic, but then, you were chosen because you would not wish to do evil. God chose you to come at this time because He knew you.”

      “So am I ready then, to really start looking for the rune stones and fighting demons?” Owailion asked warily.

      “Ready?” replied Mohan, chuckling. “No, but I think you shall learn more if you start to work towards that end. What do you want to try first?”

      Owailion looked out over the forest beyond the volcano and saw the vast chain of mountains sighed. “Where is Zema from here? Could you show me on a map?”

      “Map?”
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      Owailion carefully explained the concept of a map once they were on flat ground. When he conjured a piece of paper to try to sketch out something, it was too small for the dragon's eyes to focus on the small details. Next Owailion created a leather roll the size of a small cabin's floor and then walked right out onto it. He used magic and his finger to burn a shape right into the surface. “See, this would be Jonjonel as seen from above. And here is the coastline, here along the western edge.”

      “Is this the writing you were saying was on the stones?” the dragon asked in curiosity, blocking out the sun as he brought his great head low over the makeshift map. “I don't hear the marks speaking.”

      Owailion sighed with frustration and drew in the forest he saw between the coast toward the mountain chain in the distance. “What do you call the forest here?” he asked.

      The dragon cocked his head in puzzlement. “Do you name the place you get your food?”

      Owailion smirked at the thought. “Humans name mountains, rivers, forests, our towns, and everything we locate on maps. Then we write their names on a map. See, this is how I would write Jonjonel.” He then wrote out the script. “And this says Western Ocean.”

      “I still do not hear it,” the dragon muttered in disappointment. “This is a very clever drawing you have made. You are indeed what God called you; King of Creating. But isn't it dangerous to put names on the map?”

      Owailion did not understand that comment and simply asked. “How would names be dangerous?”

      In explanation, Mohan turned toward the volcano that loomed above them and demonstrated. “Jonjonel, erupt.”

      Owailion felt the ground beneath his feet heave and then the echoing rumble in the distance as Jonjonel belched out a column of gas and ash. “Any magician with enough power may command anything in nature as long as they know its true name. We name our mountains and a few rivers, but nothing more. It would be too treacherous.”

      Gulping, Owailion agreed and then looked down at the map. “I won't put real names on here but we need something to show where Zema is.”

      Mohan turned back toward the map and then concentrated as the volcano ceased its rumbling. “Well, I can add some things to your map, now that I understand the symbols. This is the Great Chain,” and accordingly a vast mountain chain, made in the same style as Owailion's original drawing of Jonjonel began to appear. The range moved across the map, west to east and then bent at a certain point, going almost an equal distance south creating an elbow in the middle of the continent.

      “And Zema is in that elbow,” Mohan added to Owailion's descriptive thoughts. “The eastern side of the Great Chain acts as a border of the Land.”

      Owailion looked up at the dragon in wonder. “Do you have any idea how long it would take me to map all of that? It would take hundreds of years. You are amazing, Mohan. Thank you for this.”

      “It is my duty to help you and if you need a map to do your work, then I will do what I can,” the dragon replied humbly.

      Owailion stood in the middle of the map, between the two major mountain chains, looking at Zema and then judging the distances. “Now, if I were a human sorcerer, what direction would I take to get the rune stones out of the Land as quickly as possible?”

      “A human? Carrying them? Their weight would be too great unless they used magic to float them. Up over the mountains into the land to the East would be least obvious, but what if they did not come from the east?”

      “Is there a river nearby? You dragons would not think of floating them down a river. It would not even require magic and they could take them anywhere once they were at sea,” Owailion suggested.

      “There is a river…” and Mohan began burning a long line out of the Elbow and down to the south. Slowly the two of them began filling in the rivers, borders, forests, and coastlines of the Land. Owailion had to prompt his mentor about land formations and distances, and then Mohan would provide the actual features on the map. Then finally Owailion wrote shortened titles to the long draconic words for each feature. Within an hour they had crafted a relatively accurate map of the Land.

      “Now all I have to do is find out how the rune stones left the Land,” Owailion declared as he rolled the leather up into a scroll.

      “I still think they would be easiest taken over the mountains over the eastern frontier.”

      “Perhaps, but you've never had to walk over high mountain passes,” Owailion admitted. “I want to know how a sorcerer got inside the Seal in the first place.”

      Mohan had no answers for such a question and rumbled in discontent. “It seems that perhaps you were correct to think that maybe a dragon of the conclave has moved the stones, but to what purpose; to thwart the coming of humans to the Land? I will admit that not all of them felt favorably about the idea of the Sleep, or of humans taking over the protection of the Land.”

      “You have no reason to trust humans,” Owailion declared. “Are all your interactions with humans like the one where sorcerers trying to blast through the Seal?”

      Both Mohan and Owailion turned toward the west, looking out to sea. Fresh in their minds echoed the attack against the volcano as sorcerers tried to get past the Seal because Jonjonel had grown beyond its barrier. And it would only get worse once the Sleep began. That thought burned an ache in Owailion's stomach that he feared to name. How would life, even a magical life here in the Land, be worth living alone? The emptiness loomed like a storm threatening. He had enjoyed Mohan's curiosity and lively conversation, a perfect antidote to the sheer terror of amnesia, but that looming knowledge that the dragons would all be going into a long sleep, and that he would be left on his own in this vast land, with a pending demon problem and looming sorcerers to withstand, it threatened to swallow him whole.

      “Your thoughts have grown foggy again. Are you sleepy already?” Mohan asked, reacting to Owailion's alarm.

      “What if the Seal won't hold when you are asleep?” Owailion felt alarmed at the reminder he would be protecting an entire country from outlander invasions, possibly without the protections the dragons had already established. “I just assumed…”

      “And we dragons had hoped that the humans on the ships would have given up by now. We also assume the Seal will hold after we are gone, but it was built with our magic,” Mohan warned. “It is important that you learn how to use the Seal and also how to roast the sorcerers or however humans battle other sorcerers before we sleep.

      “How do the human sorcerers come here?” Owailion asked. “Only on ships?

      Mohan rumbled uncomfortably and Owailion could hear his friend's discontent. “For the most part, and they keep trying. We do not understand why.”

      Owailion asked with trepidation. “Are they all sorcerers? How can you tell they aren't just traders?”

      “If they try to come close, they have a sorcerer with them.”

      “Do they know about the Sleep?” Owailion asked, also wondering as well why anyone would be so foolish to approach shores protected by dragons.

      Mohan rumbled again, “We do not know, and it is a worry for us. Perhaps that is why they keep throwing themselves against us; waiting to see when we sleep. What will the outlanders do when they realize that you are alone here in the Land? Let us follow the coastline and you shall see,” Mohan suggested.

      It did not take long to go aloft and reach the cliffs that plunged into the ocean. As far as he could see the continent fell sharply into the sea with no harbors or sheltered beaches for a ship to approach the Land. “Nowhere to draw up or even drop anchor,” Owailion observed.

      “Look, you can see them there,” Mohan commented, projecting an image to Owailion. “With the tall things sticking out, they are easy to attack.” Mohan's words stirred something and he projected a scene toward his human friend.

      In his mind's eye, Owailion saw a memory of Tamaar, gilded silver flashing through a reflection of the light on the water, coming out of the glare at a large three-mast ship filled with dark-clad sorcerers wandering among the sailors. She dove down out of the sky, tearing through the sails and then landed thunderously like some massive figurehead on the bowsprit. The shouts of panic from sailors carried over the water as the sorcerers and sailors gathered, hoping to shoo her away before her weight and her fires cracked their vessel in two.

      “Tall things? Oh, masts.” Then, without Mohan's imposed vision interrupting his sight, Owailion squinted as they moved south along the coast and indeed saw many ships, all running north or south along the horizon. They mostly gave the Land's shoreline a wide berth, perhaps because they knew the Seal would not allow them an opening and they dare not get dashed against it.

      “We know they have a sorcerer when they come nearer. Like that one there. It is moving south very quickly but it is also close to the cliffs. Perhaps it is the same ones who attacked you at Jonjonel? Shall we see?”

      Without waiting for Owailion's input, Mohan abruptly banked to the right and sped out over the ocean.

      “Now,” Mohan interrupted Owailion's thoughts about leaving the safety of the Land, “you must learn how to fight men. It might be more difficult than simply hunting an animal. The sorcerers on the boats are …are…”

      “Like me,” Owailion provided. “Do you ever have to fight some of your own kind?”

      Mohan sighed audibly. “Rarely. We send dragons into exile if they choose not to follow the mandates of God and the conclave.”

      “That cannot be easy,” Owailion added, expecting a lesson in how to wage a magical battle. “What must I do?”

      “Can you sense the ship?” Mohan asked as he banked and circled high above the very visible ship. In other words, Owailion was to open himself to his magical senses.

      “No,” he replied in disappointment. “What am I going to do when you're in hibernation and I don't even know they are coming? Let them get closer? That's not going to be wise.”

      Mohan chuckled throatily at the panicking crew. “It is shielded so you would not sense it. Feel the void in the water? That is how you will be able to tell. As for how you will attack, I really don't know how a human can do this. Dragons do as I showed you; land on the ship and remind them to leave us alone or roast them. Humans can't blow that kind of fire.”

      Owailion sighed with worry. He would just have to figure it out. “We'll see. Sometimes these magic instincts come once I need them.”

      This ship displayed full sails, racing south, skirting the Land and now Owailion could sense something, a shield around the vessel. He tasted the fear of the crew who frantically brought down the sails in a vain effort to preserve the cloth from shredding at the talons of the rapidly descending dragon.

      “Are all the men on board sorcerers or are the crewmen non-magical?” Owailion asked as they approached close enough to see individual faces.

      Mohan's thoughts held an element of surprise. “Crew? What is that? We just tell them to go home or attack. Did we do wrong?”

      “The crew…the men who run the ship. I don't think they are magical.” Owailion pointed out over Mohan's nose. “Only he is.”

      This man stood tall and all alone on the prow wearing a flowing black robe with sleeves billowing in the wind. With his arms arrogantly on his hips, he glared up at the dragon above. He had probably commandeered the ship or purchased passage, but he was definitely separate from the crew and its goals.

      Owailion began frantically praying that his Wise One instincts would kick in. He recalled the demonstration of Tamaar nearly breaking a ship in two. In that vision, the men had been scrambling and panicked when she landed on their vessel so he could not see which were magical and which were simple sailors.

      “We need to talk to them,” Owailion advised Mohan. “I cannot fight what I do not know.”

      “Then speak to them,” Mohan advised. “But we will stay here aloft.”

      Owailion peered down from the height the dragon maintained, glaring at the robed sorcerer. “Who are you?” Owailion asked, projecting his mind voice down in conversational tone. “Why have you come?”

      The sorcerer shouted back to him. “Finally a human has come to greet us instead of sending your dragons.” His accent was so thick Owailion could hardly understand him. “Many have doubted that there even were humans in the sealed territory after all. We thought it uninhabited.”

      Owailion snarled at the thought that dragons were just lackeys in this man's perspective. Mohan also roared his disapproval, startling the sailors and making even the sorcerer flinch.

      “Uninhabited?” Owailion barked back at the shielded mind. “The dragons live here. They came out every time and sent you back broken. Explain yourselves. Why have you come?”

      The ship-bound magician mocked disdainfully at Owailion's ignorance. “To come to your shores, trade with you, learn of your ways and share our own. Why else does one land visit another…but yours has been sealed? Why?”

      Mohan rumbled, and Owailion recognized this was getting him nowhere. Up until this particular voyage, the idea of trading with an 'uninhabited' land was all that crossed their twisted minds? Unlikely, Owailion knew.

      Then he suddenly felt an inkling of a strategy. Privately he asked Mohan a quick question. “Is there some way to know if someone is speaking the truth? Is there a spell or something?”

      “A truth spell,” Mohan instructed. “If you wish to cast it upon just one person, concentrate on that one and wish to see them as they truly are. This man wears a shield so you must pierce it with a talon of your mind first, and then apply the truth spell. If on all of the men on the ship, think of it as rain, descending, wetting them all. Then observe. Evil shows itself.”

      Owailion nodded and then focused on the entire ship. He imagined the wall of shielding around the sorcerer and then gave himself imaginary talons as great as Mohan's. He pictured himself puncturing the shield wall, crushing it as he went and then flooding the inside of the shield with a mist of truth. The sorcerer's appearance changed immediately. The outlander knew that his personal defenses had been breached, for he panicked, racing to get off the deck, scrambling for the hold, but in his wake, he appeared to carry heavy chains that trailed blood. Before he could escape, Owailion instinctively added a spell of time, slowing the man in his tracks before he could disappear below decks. The sorcerer stopped in mid-motion like some strange statue.

      “I see blood, so he has killed before,” Mohan advised. “What would the …the things trailing after him mean?”

      “Chains? That he is a slave of someone else or he carries a heavy burden,” Owailion interpreted. “He's a liar too. His tongue is split like a snake and his skin is rotting…I would guess he is evil.”

      “And what of the other men…the crew?” Mohan asked.

      Owailion quickly scanned over the remaining men who also stood frozen, but in fear, not in a magical spell. He saw a few with rags and many bloody fists. So they might be angry or brawlers. None of them seemed to be rotting or murderous. “They're not evil,” Owailion observed. “Just simple men doing their job. We should send them home, but do something with the sorcerer here.”

      “Yes,” Mohan advised, “but you do not have a fire hot enough. How would a human deal with this evil?”

      As if to emphasize the point, a wave of pure power bolted up from the deck toward them as the sorcerer tried to swat them out of the sky. Owailion sensed this attack but it barely stirred Mohan, brushing over the dragon's shields, scraping and screeching like metal on metal.

      The human looked down at the vulnerable vessel, toy-sized at this height and felt his ire rising. All his life, the life he did not remember, Owailion must have battled his anger. He hated not understanding. He raged at being overwhelmed or at things not working out in his well-thought-out plans. Most of all he grew angry at frustration. The Wise Ones were supposed to be naturally good people but what stain did Owailion show under a truth spell. Were his chains even longer if he only looked at himself under such an enchantment?

      Furious at the sorcerer's brazen attack and racist assumptions Owailion reached out his hand toward the outlander who remained frozen. Here was a frustration, a danger come to mar the sanctity of the Land, hoping to invade, manipulate and spread his reeking arrogance over the plains and mountains of his new home. Owailion did not plan it, but that temper within him blasted out of his mind and lifted the sorcerer off the deck, caught him on fire and catapulted him into the sky. Owailion heard the startled consciousness of the villain snuff out about the time he hit the thin clouds.

      Mohan's pleased rumbled broke into Owailion's shock. “You do have the fire, I see.”

      Horrified, Owailion shuddered as he pulled back the magic he had invoked. What had he done? He should not have…

      Mohan interrupted the growing wave of self-loathing. “It had to be done. If you did not, I would have roasted the entire ship.”

      Owailion looked guiltily down at the crewmen still on board. The truth spell still covered these men and Owailion did not remove it, but he needed to learn more and these sailors were his best source. “Can you tell me, did you take him to the volcano up north?”

      The frightened sailors looked at one another tentatively and then one of them stepped forward. “Yes,” he called loudly. “There were several magicians. We were commissioned to sail them to the volcano, but three of them died when it erupted. That one survived and swam back aboard.”

      “From what land did you sail?” Owailion asked next, watching the bespelled men for any sign that they were lying.

      “Malornia, to the west.”

      Mohan rumbled a warning at that. “That is where most of the attacks originate. Why do they keep coming?”

      “I'll ask,” Owailion assured him. Then he raised his voice. “Who sent you?”

      Nothing changed in the crewmen's appearances as they shifted nervously. “Our king has commissioned many explorations of your land. He believes it holds great power, or it would not be locked closed. We are only one of the many ships that have come.”

      Owailion's heart sank with worry. “Then, can you tell me if one of the ships carried a set of rune stones as cargo. They would be very large, taller than a man and with writing on them?”

      “No, sir,” the leader admitted. “We only sailed to the volcano and now we are heading home.”

      “Home is that way, not south,” Owailion pointed. “You would be well to leave the shoreline. I do not care what currents you will fight. I will send a wind that will take you directly. Thank you for your honesty. Please do not bring anyone like that to our shores again. You can return home.”

      Owailion then brought a conjured wind forward which made the masts of the vessel shudder. Obediently the crew scrambled to put up the sails again. Then without waiting to see that they were truly floating away, Owailion and Mohan came about and turned for the shore.
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      Owailion conjured a cooking fire and a tent while he watched the ships as they faded in the sunset. Beyond him, Mohan draped himself across the plain, watching the human's actions with fascination. Subtlety the human tried blocking out Mohan's obvious ability to read his thoughts, wanting some privacy. Did he have the power to block out his mentor?

      “What is wrong?” the dragon asked. “You are not open to me?”

      Owailion started in surprise. “It worked? I can shield you out? I didn't know if it would work. Yes, I suppose I am. Sometimes I just want to think a bit and not be judged by anyone,” he admitted.

      Mohan almost purred. “I would never judge you. Humans are too hard to understand. What were you thinking that you would be ashamed to share with me?”

      Owailion shrugged restlessly before he answered. “So much for shields. I was thinking about that king, wanting to get into the Land because it is sealed, and about the rune stones. We've not come any closer to knowing where they've been taken. And I was thinking about being alone.”

      Mohan's head shot up. “You are not alone.”

      “Yes, I know but…”

      “No,” Mohan interrupted. “We are not alone. Someone is listening in on us.”

      Owailion wheeled around, looking beyond the firelight, searching the horizon across the plains and then out to sea. He could just make out a distant light on a ship out to sea, far beyond the Seal.

      “Not there, down on the coastline,” Mohan's mental voice whispered. “Can you hear it? That is a demon start. It is not a demon yet, but something down on the beach is trying to turn. Magic has combined with nature and is trying to become something evil.”

      Owailion crouched down and crawled over to the west. A hundred-foot fall-off plunged below him onto a relatively narrow beach and then out to sea. On his belly Owailion eased his head over the edge, hoping it would not be visible. Mohan did not move but instead advised.

      “Keep your shields up or the creature will know you are there. Instead, follow my thoughts. I will guide you and show you what to do.” With that Mohan's mind voice took on an echoing quality, like Owailion was hearing him from a distance. The human strained to latch onto the dragon's thoughts. Then Owailion felt pulled along on a tide of magic toward the cliff and over the edge. Owailion could sense a tang like metal struck by lightning. “That scent is magic going wild. Watch for it and strike before it turns demon,” Mohan instructed.

      A dragon could not crawl like a human but Owailion sensed his mentor tried to do it, peeking his head over to the cliff's edge. “Now, we might not be able to see, but I smell the nexus of magical power. It is combining with…a crab? There is a crab down there that is going to become a demon if we let it. This is what you must do.”

      Owailion could see no crabs and barely the lighter sheen of the beach above the waves but he sensed that Mohan was aware of it. Something clicking and beady-eyed snapped in his mind. Then a blast of flame shot unexpectedly out of Mohan's gullet and down onto the invisible crab below. Owailion was blinded, startled and gasping but he got himself in check and listened in again to Mohan's thoughts. When the dragon cut off the flame Owailion recognized that the strange tang of electrified metal had disappeared. The demon was gone.

      “No, it was not a demon yet. Remember the smell at Zema? It was different. You cannot kill demons; just make it move on, back to Other. And that is how you stop a demon from forming,” Mohan announced proudly and pulled back from the cliff to resume watching Owailion.

      “I could barely sense it and you knew where it was without even being able to see it,” Owailion said in trepidation.

      “That takes time and training,” Mohan assured him. “It is something you must practice before the Sleep.”

      Then, for the first time since Owailion had awakened in the Land, he sensed Mohan was also blocking something, building a shield around the dragon's thoughts. The huge creature was thinking privately, hiding his concern behind a great stone wall of magic that left the warmth of the dragon's presence distant and almost cold.

      “What is it? You're…you are…blocking me too. Why?”

      Mohan sighed, warming the air with his breath, which was welcome, for the night had grown chill. “I am….worried for you. It is my calling to make you content and to prepare you for when we dragons have gone to Sleep. I cannot leave you lonely. We dragons are content to be solitary, but not humans. How can I ease that for you, especially if I am not here to be your friend?”

      Owailion could not bring himself to even think of the fear that brought to his soul. Mohan might teach him how to defeat sorcerers and to torch demon formation but nothing could make it easy to be alone. Owailion took a breath and then looked down. He could not and would not think about it. Instead, he changed the subject.

      “I will deal with that in time,” Owailion murmured. “Meanwhile, teach me how to do that wall around your thoughts.”
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      The next day as they flew south along the beautiful coastline, watching for ships Owailion abruptly asked Mohan to land. “There's something here,” he announced, surprised that he had sensed it and the dragon had not.

      Owailion slid down Mohan's back before the dragon properly folded his wings down and the human began searching this new patch of ground. “Just back there, I felt …feel something. It is a strange kind of itch. It is magic, but I don't know enough about it yet to give it a name,”

      Mohan seemed to ignore the implied question but then turned back from the sea to speak with Owailion. “Let us investigate your itch, as you call it.”

      “Can you feel that?”

      “I feel nothing…of myself. I can feel what you are feeling though. You call this an itch?”

      Owailion felt his palms tickling and rubbed them against his thighs but he could not ease the discomfort. “It's exactly an itch. It feels like I'm about to sneeze but it won't come or as if someone is lurking behind me and I cannot see him. I just know I am supposed to do something here.”

      “Dragons call it a compulsion. You have not felt this before? It is a signal that there is something here for you to do. Your action is required. You must do magic here or it will 'itch' until you act. That is how we find demons, sorcerers, and even our mates. God guides us to what we need to find.”

      Owailion froze in the act of sliding down Mohan's shoulder. “Wait a minute, God arranges your matings? You don't fall in love?”

      “Love?” Mohan asked, with the same curiosity he had applied to clothes and maps. Obviously, the concept eluded him.

      Owailion slid down to the ground, walked to the edge of the cliff and sat down abruptly with his legs over the lip. He could not explain the concept so instead, he asked, “God gives you this itch?”

      Mohan almost managed a human shrug. “Yes, at least that is how He does with a dragon. I do not know if this itch is how you will find your mate and I presume she will be another Wise One. If you are not meant to be alone she will come and you will help her the way I am helping you.”

      “And how will another come here if the Land is sealed?” For some strange reason, Owailion didn't feel alarmed by the prospect of having a magical itch guiding him to other humans, especially of the female persuasion, but he didn't think he would fall in love with her instantly. He doubted a compulsion could drive him to it.

      Mohan must have been listening in on his thoughts, for he commented. “You think that now, but the compulsion you are feeling now is not a strong one. It is asking you to do something and then it will fade,” Mohan warned. “I do not know what you will feel when you meet your future mate, but it is far more powerful than this that has stopped us here.”

      Owailion laughed at the thought, but he knew that for whistling in the dark. He wanted to be rid of the itch he sensed. “So, what am I supposed to do in this particular spot that magic is making such demands of me?” he asked to change the subject.

      Mohan tried to shrug, imitating his human's mannerisms. “I do not know. It must be a human thing, for I do not sense this magic unless I am listening to your soul. If a dragon was meant to do this act, I would feel it instead. Do you see something or imagine something here?”

      Owailion sighed. “No, I feel only the itch. Do you always know what your promptings are asking you to do magically?”

      “Rarely do I know the full purpose of the compulsion. For example, I knew the Land would be hosting a human when I was given the prompting to bring a volcano – Jonjonel – into being, but I had no idea the two were connected. I still do not understand the reasons for the Sleep either. However, I have already learned to obey the prompting even if I do not know its purpose. God will reveal Himself in time.”

      “Are you tired then? Is the urge to fall asleep too strong?” Owailion asked.

      “Do not ask me to wait here long without something to occupy myself,” warned Mohan. “It is not a very comfortable or safe place to sleep a thousand years.”

      “Safe? Why would this be unsafe?” Owailion asked in alarm. Then he looked out to sea and remembered the ships full of sorcerers he still could not confront on his own. He could easily envision attacks against the Land after the dragons slept, especially if the Seal weakened under Owailion's watch. Deliberately he shook himself away from the vision and realized he had gained an answer to one question. “I know I need to build here. God wants some kind of protection here on this cliff,” he announced.

      Mohan rumbled in a pleased fashion. “The 'where' and 'why' is a place to start. The 'what' and 'how' will come if you meditate on them. This is good.”

      Owailion found himself shaking his head even before the words died in his head. “No, I have to move on. You are growing sleepy, I can tell. I should keep going to find all of…the… the palaces. Palaces? I am supposed to build a home and this itch, it is telling me that this is the spot for one. It will one day have a Wise One here that will watch the western coast for all of us. That is the compulsion I'm feeling.”

      Owailion could not believe it had come so easily, but the itch eased even as he said the words.

      “That is good. It is a human task then. A dragon would not begin to know what a human Wise One needs in a palace…if we know what a palace even is. It is a duty for you. How long will a human palace require?”

      Owailion almost snorted with surprise. “I have no idea what it looks like? How big? What materials? Why a palace? Humans never really need something that large. A palace…it's a ridiculously grand thing…like wearing diamonds and gold to pull weeds. A simple house is all most humans require.”

      “You understand it more than I already,” Mohan chirped. “What can I do to help you?”

      Owailion stood and looked up and down the shoreline and cliff edge. His mind spun with the overwhelming sense of all that would be involved, even with magic. How would he move stone, bring water, find materials, design these homes? Was he an architect in his old life?

      “Well, I don't know what a palace is, but I presume it will take a long while to create, even with magic. Do you mind if I go find something to eat while you work on that? If I stay long here I will fall asleep and that won't be good.”

      Horrified that he had inconvenienced his friend, Owailion immediately encouraged Mohan to go and take as long as he needed. The human suspected he would be weeks here and he couldn't imagine having the dragon slowly petrify, or worse, grow ravenously hungry while he waited. He watched as Mohan lifted off to the east, launching himself off over the plains. What did a dragon eat, Owailion wondered idly and was reassured, just as Mohan disappeared from view. “It has been a long while since I've tried buffalo. That's the big game out here on the open plain.”

      Owailion chuckled as he turned away, grateful he did not have to watch a buffalo being hunted by a massive dragon. In the meantime, he considered what he wanted to eat for himself, and began by conjuring himself a fire and his tent again, just to have the reassurance of normalcy, and as soon as it grew dark, Owailion went to sleep.

      Owailion slept soundly with the wind gentle, even here at the edge of the Land and the ocean booming at the base of the cliff. He dreamt that he walked on the beach below, looking up at the white cliff wall above him like a barrier, blocking him in. That thought chilled him and he looked farther up, seeking the top of the cliff. And there he saw her – the woman from his dreams.

      She stood at the crest of the cliff, draped in misty veils that flowed like water. And behind her stood a great glistening mansion fortress of faceted stone looked out over the ocean, facing it defiantly. Owailion's dream self-wished himself up atop the cliff beside her and his wish was granted.

      He found himself standing beside her, with her graceful gown trailing away, blending in with the stone walkway and over the side of the cliff, spilling like water. Her hair and face remained obscured beneath a waterfall of a veil, held in place by a gold and silver circlet of woven lilies. Owailion yearned to lift the veil and see her face, know her name and ignore the obvious purpose for her coming into his dreams.

      “No, Owailion,” she whispered in her voice like water. She did not let him divert from the task at hand. Instead, she reached out and drew him toward the palace, and he thrilled at her touch.

      Obediently he looked up at the palace he was meant to build here. Strong, thick marble-clad walls with stylized ironwork atop them lined the cliff, both menacing and yet beautiful in a majestic way, challenging any to come. The patterns engraved in the stark white walls in bas relief caught the light of the setting sun. And above the outer protections a spiraling tower, with a blinding gold roof. The iron gates repeated the decorative theme while still appearing fiercely stalwart against all comers. Atop the highest spire, Owailion saw a blue banner rippling like waves in the sky and a golden eagle circled, guarding the whole complex.

      The lady then pulled him forward, toward the formidable gates that opened for them, swinging wide as they approached. Together they walked inside on a path made of flint and agate through gardens, fountains and practice yards set under cultivated shade trees. Outbuildings for weaponry and horses hid among the gardens, discretely spread throughout the grounds and complementing the landscaping. With an effort Owailion took note. He knew this dream would show him what to build if not how and he needed a sense of the person who would live here, not be distracted by the wondrous beauty that walked silently with him.

      As they approached the doors of the main building, he paused in wonder, looking up at the polished gray wood that stretched two full stories above his head. Into each side of the passageway, a knight in full armor stood carved in bas relief, one holding a sword and the other a spear as if guarding the way. The Queen of Rivers kept moving, slipping from his hands and Owailion moved forward to take her hand again as the polished doors swung open for him.

      Inside they had entered a grand foyer, complete with two staircases that wound up into the heights above and a gold chandelier that reflected off the blue and gray polished marble floors. Full suits of armor stood in niches around the oval space, and several doors, inlaid with gold and more of the bas relief soldiers led off the main floor. Owailion drank it in, wondering at the beauty and grandeur, even in a military fortress. This Wise One would be a warrior, he was sure. He followed the graceful queen as she flowed up the spiral stairs. Her gentleness contrasted with the weapons hung like pieces of art in between grand tapestries depicting scenes of eagles and dragons in flight. Wood, metal, glass, and stone blended richly as building materials and Owailion felt grateful for magic, for no one could have gathered such a variety and quantity of raw materials, let alone built it all in one lifetime. This was a palace for the ages.

      Carefully, the dream-queen opened every room for him and some part of Owailion's mind cataloged every feature. They discovered a forge, a library, more weapons stores, and a workroom completely dedicated to sharpening and repairing all the various tools and weapons. Then he found more typical places; a kitchen with several ovens and a huge wooden cooking surface. Beside it stood a large table with simple chairs for eight. Nearby he found a larder with access to a kitchen garden surrounded by a marble wall so no one outside would know it even existed. The queen, with her regalia, fit better in a much grander dining hall that could easily seat twenty with regal blue and gold tapestries lining four fireplaces and glittering with light from candelabras and braziers. Eight private bedrooms, each with a privy and bath filled the upper stories, each with small balconies and stained glass windows with the soldierly motif etched into them.

      “Where is there a private place where a Wise One could sit and just relax after a long day of fending off demons or sorcerers…or in this one's case, whole armies?” he asked his queen escort.

      “Above,” she whispered, sending shivers down his spine.

      She then beckoned gracefully for him to follow her up one more flight of marble stairs. There she stopped before a single gray wooden door guarded by the sculpted sentries, this time with an eagle perched on one shoulder each. She opened these doors for him, but then held up her hand to stop him entering.

      Inside he discovered the room he had anticipated; comfortable chairs in royal blue, large welcoming hearths and splendid light coming from crystal openings in the arched ceiling as well as a grand chandelier of iron, silver, and gold. The floors of marble continued the military motif but a cerulean carpet with a gold star covered most of the sitting room and a stunning suit of armor, gold, platinum, and silver-lined steel stood at the ready, complete with a blue plumed helmet. Owailion, standing stunned in the doorway, yearned to approach for a closer examination and took one step toward the beautiful room but found his way blocked.

      “No, my love,” the gentle voice of the Queen of Rivers rippled through his mind. “Look and remember, but here you cannot enter. Not until it is given to another. This is the Chamber of Truth. Each will have one. Here only the truth will be revealed and you will see all as it should be.”

      Owailion had no reply, but the chilling challenge quelled his regret and he stepped back. He would build this palace just as he had been shown and one day he would see the fruits of his labor. He turned away regretfully from the wondrous room, wanting to speak with the lady, but as the doors closed behind him. Her veiled face turned away and Owailion woke with a start from the dream of the Lady and Palace.

      Owailion sensed Mohan's sudden alarm and abruptly the horizon above the plain filled with the alarming sight of the dragon looming like a golden storm above him, wings spread, with a buffalo hanging from his jaws and an extra one clutched in one talon. “What is wrong?” the dragon asked frantically, settling down on the ground, spitting his prey out and licking his bloody chops with his black tongue. “Are you harmed?”

      Owailion tried to calm himself, swallowing his fear at the sight of the predator nibbling on his food in chunks ten times a man's size. “Oh, no,” Owailion tried to brush off his thundering heart. “You go on and eat. I just woke up from a dream. You eat and we can talk later.”

      “I can talk and eat at the same time. What has this dream done to you?”

      Dawn peaked over the horizon and Owailion regretfully realized he would have to explain. He began packing up his blankets and conjured a fire to cook some breakfast while he tried to think of how to explain. He deliberately turned his back on the dragon as Mohan picked up his fallen prey and stuffed it back into his maw, hide, horns and all.

      “I dreamed about the Queen of Rivers again and she showed me the palace that I need to build here. I think I can build it but… I want to meet her and…and why keep the rest of humanity away if we are the only ones here to enjoy these grand homes? Having only sixteen humans doesn't make any sense to me.”

      Owailion also allowed Mohan to hear the thoughts he could not put into words. It made sense that the dragons were the only sentient beings in a country sealed against humans. He very much doubted having humans and dragons at the same time would go very well for either species. And yet having a sealed Land, with the dragons sleeping and just a handful of humans, made little sense. Were these sixteen Wise Ones expected to repopulate the entire continent? Well, if so, he had the responsibility to make the newcomers comfortable too.

      Owailion sighed, with no answers. “You go finish your meal,” he advised Mohan. “I'm just going to sit here and think on how to build a palace with no idea of who will live here in some distant future.”

      “This sleeping you do, it seems to teach you much,” Mohan commented. “I wish dragons could sleep as humans do and gain such insight and guidance. How does sleeping lead to this? You don't seem to be doing anything.”

      “Dreaming is all we do when we sleep. I don't know if dragons will dream but I hope so.”

      “Dream, I do not understand this word very well.”

      “Here, let me show you,” and Owailion passed a compressed vision of all that had transpired in the night into Mohan's mind. Then he added, “When we sleep we most often see many things that are silly or random. And sometimes, like in this dream, they are a message from God of what I must do.”

      “You must create that…that place?”

      “Yes, for one of the Wise Ones who will be a warrior, or so it seems.”

      “And what is its purpose? It is a very large…cavern for a small creature like a human.”

      Owailion chuckled at that observation. “It is. Most humans would find one room in that place adequate for their entire family. However, it must mean something more. Each of the Wise Ones is supposed to have one of these palaces for their home. I was shown how it appears and I know I can do it with magic, but I do not know the purpose. Maybe the magicians who attack the Land will fear us more if they see this…this extravagance.”

      “That is often the case,” Mohan commented sagely. “When the outlander sorcerers see a dragon's magnificence, they often fear and turn back,” Mohan said this humbly, without a drop of understanding human instincts.

      “I very much doubt it is just your magnificence…only.” Owailion enlightened his friend. “A dragon your size is going to freeze any human in primal fear. You forget we don't run fast, don't have claws and talons, or blow fire. Your sheer size is most intimidating.”

      “I am the largest,” Mohan observed, again with an innocent embarrassment that he had to point this out. “How long will it take you to build this place?”

      “I don't know,” Owailion considered. “Do I have to even be here to monitor it if I tell magic what to do?” Without expecting an answer he stood up and considered the effort needed to build this dream into reality. His magical instincts began stirring, drumming deeper than he had gone thus far with his shields and conjuring. He could sense deep below where water, long gathered in natural cisterns had pooled and he would tap into them. He felt for the bedrock of the cliff under the thick topsoil and with a flick of his mind began lifting that earth away, making it disappear into the ether. He would found the palace on stone deep below the prairie surface. He gave magic its instructions and then turned away, looking for something to distract himself, testing if he needed to concentrate on the excavation once he had ordered up the magic to do it.

      “Are you done eating?” he asked Mohan as if there was not a gaping hole appearing right next to him on the cliff.

      Mohan looked a little startled; his gold eyes bugging out at this prestigious use of magic and had to tear himself away from watching the dirt fly away. “Ummm, I've never eaten so much before and yet, I don't feel that I'm stuffed. Thank you for asking.”

      “It sounds like gorging,” Owailion pointed out, “like bears and other carnivores that hibernate. They eat a tremendous amount before they sleep for the winter. Is that what you're doing?”

      “I don't know. No dragon has done this hibernate before. Is gorging normal then? I ate sixteen buffalo and I think I could eat as many again and not feel bad about it.”

      “Remind me not to go wandering off in the mountains alone any time soon if your entire species is out gorging right now,” Owailion teased. “Do you feel up to continuing our journey or do you need time to digest? This palace seems to be building itself once I tell magic what to do and if we keep moving you will stay awake longer.”

      Mohan assured him that he could fly on with no trouble. Owailion ate his own breakfast quickly as he surveyed the progress of the deepening and widening hole his magic drove into the earth, reassured it would work independently of his concentration.

      “I need to give it a name, for the map,” Owailion commented before they left the site. He pulled out the map and noted the approximate location with a diamond on the western coastline. “How do you say fortress in your language?”

      The dragon tilted his head awkwardly, blocking out the sun so Owailion couldn't see well enough to continue his drawing. “It is another language, I suppose. I would say…Paleone. It is strange, I did not think of it as another language. What you and I speak to each other is not the same as we name things. True names are spells to have power over a thing. When we name it we give it magic. This naming of things…it is human magic I think.”

      “Paleone it is.”
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      “I think you should meet with Tamaar,” Mohan announced.

      “Why?” Owailion almost squeaked in sudden alarm at that prospect as they took off again, leaving Paleone as an active dig site on the cliff.

      “First of all, she is an expert in Seals. She has set a double shield around her territory and she can teach you the fundamentals. Also, she guards the southwest coast. That is where most of the ships are met. If anyone has taken the stones as you say, perhaps she has seen them in her forays.”

      This sounded well enough to Owailion, at least in principle. He needed some new way to search for the runestones as well as a goal to get away from Paleone as it was coming together. He had made a memory globe of it so he could easily look in and know its progress, but now he needed a new project. Facing Tamaar, Mohan's mate might sound like a positive step but it also carried a large chunk of intimidation with it.

      “Very well,” Owailion agreed.

      It took no time to arrive at the edge of Tamaar's sealed territory, and they landed on the northern edge of a forested peninsula that jutted out into the ocean. Just as they landed and Owailion slid down, the sky just beyond the cliff, filled with a blinding flash of silver, gold and bronze dragon. Tamaar, three-headed and with shadowy wings filled his view. She couldn't match Mohan for size, but the amethyst, sapphire and emerald eyes mesmerized. She hovered, unwilling to land, displaying an alarming array of teeth, each one the size of his arm. Owailion straightened up in sudden fear as the incredibly long necks and heads snaked above him. Then some instinct drove him to do something strange.

      Owailion bowed to the dragon, lowering his head and murmured, “Lady Tamaar, thank you for meeting me.” Exposing his neck to a dragon was the most unnatural act he could recall but he clamped a shield of steel over that thought and waited to be acknowledged.

      “Lady?” Tamaar's mind voice came in three tones, all speaking at slightly different times.

      “A term of the highest honor to the most beautiful females,” Owailion provided as he lifted his head, wondering if he would have to translate 'human' to Tamaar as well, or if she was just surprised at his manners.

      “We know what a lady is,” Tamaar's triple voice replied haughtily. “We are just taken aback by a warrior using it to describe a dragon.”

      “I am no warrior…at least I do not think I am. In my memories and magic, I'm only a few days old and do not remember my former life. That is why I have come to speak to you. I wish to learn more about seals as part of my duties for when the dragons are all in the Sleep.”

      “Not a warrior? You will be,” Tamaar's reply dripped with cynicism. Then she turned one set of glowing emerald eyes toward Mohan, keeping amethyst and sapphire warily on guard on Owailion. “Has there been more news about the standing stones, Beloved?”

      Mohan's manner seemed to lift with the endearment, and he rose up on his haunches before he answered, spreading wide his wings. “Owailion believes they have been removed from the Land by ship and was thinking that you might know of a ship that has passed by carrying them.”

      “By ship?” This caught Tamaar's curiosity again and her three sets of eyes swiveled back to inspect Owailion all the more. She finally came to land on the cliff right next to the much-dwarfed human, nearly bowling him over with back winging. He felt exposed and naked again on the mountainside facing her intense gaze as if she could see into his soul. “What makes you think this?” the triple tone rang in his head. “Earlier at conclave you thought that it might have been a dragon who took them. A dragon would not use a ship to carry them.”

      For one frightening moment, Owailion could not dredge up a reply. “Yes, but a dragon would also never think they were important. Yet a human would value them highly. He might persuade a dragon to give the stones to him and then take them back to his home.”

      “And what would you, with no wings, do if you found the ship that carried them?” Tamaar asked with an insinuating tone as if she mocked him for his powerlessness.

      Owailion felt his heart sink. She was right; in this situation he was powerless. Yet he could not refuse to answer her. He waited breathlessly, thinking behind his shields. Then the Wise One instincts finally kicked in and he did not fight the prompting.

      “Lady, I shall defend the Land with all the power at my disposal,” Owailion swore, feeling the Heart Stone pulsing in his chest.

      And at his oath, the most amazing thing happened. One moment he stood on the bluff in the simple utilitarian clothing he had originally conjured for himself that first day on Jonjonel and the next moment, without any intention, his clothes changed. He suddenly found himself dressed in brushed leather breeches dyed a soft dove gray, with silver stitching on the seams and over that he wore a velvet jerkin that shimmered and shifted through shades of silver, with patterned stitching of gold and silver in it, richly decorative. The sleeves of a cloud white shirt billowed in an unfelt wind. Across his body, a molded steel bandoleer carried a platinum sword encrusted with diamonds. It held down a silver velvet cloak lined with white fur, also embroidered until it stood stiffly, barely stirred by the magical wind. And most alarming, on his head he could feel a crown. He didn't dare reach up to inspect it, for the dragons, both of them reared back in alarm at this transformation. Owailion could understand the reaction.

      “What is this?” Tamaar's three voices and Mohan's one simultaneously rumbled through Owailion's head.

      “I….I….I don't know,” he replied honestly. “I didn't do this.”

      “Your…coverings…they change?” Tamaar pointed out the obvious.

      “He calls them clothes,” provided Mohan helpfully. “But I have never seen them change before. A dragon does not change his scales.”

      “A human changes clothes so they can be washed but…but this…this is magic. I didn't do it, I swear,” Owailion sputtered.

      “I think that is the word. You swear or take an oath and this happens. Have you encountered this before?” asked Mohan.

      “No,” Owailion replied honestly, and as he did so, his clothing, without any action on his part, returned back to his original attire. “No, I've never imagined something like that could happen. It's like the palaces I'm supposed to build; too grand for any normal person.”

      “Palaces?” the sapphire mind of Tamaar queried.

      Mohan provided the answer helpfully. “God has commissioned him to build caverns…he calls them houses or palaces, for the other Wise Ones. They are also glittery…like those clothes. But God wants them.”

      Owailion nodded and then realized he had an opening to continue his interview with Tamaar, despite the distraction of the regalia appearing. “That is another reason I have come to speak with you, Lady Tamaar. God has asked me to build palaces throughout the Land…as outposts so the Wise Ones may take up the guard of the Land. One of these palaces may be in your territory and I must be near it to sense where I am to build it. May we have permission to enter and see if there is a Wise One who must stand guard in your lands?”

      Tamaar let out a strange sound, half bark, half chirp, in alarm, and reared back, with the amethyst head even hissing. Mohan growled low, a calming purr. “Tamaar, he comes with God's commission. He cannot harm you, the Land or anyone in your protection. He can do no evil.”

      Owailion wanted to know what caused her distress at his coming to visit, but he held his peace. Mohan had more credibility in his littlest talon than any human would ever garner with her, and if anyone could convince the tri-colored dragon, it would be her mate.

      “He holds a Heart Stone, yes, but he can remove it. What is to keep him from throwing it aside?” Tamaar reasoned.

      “By nature he is good. Humans are like that. They either are slaves to their nature as the ones you have battled, or they are like Owailion; trained to be good by nurture. See him in truth spell and witness for yourself his soul.”

      Owailion again underwent Tamaar's serious glare and this time watched for what dragon magic might emerge. He waited for some wave of power but instead felt nothing until he found his appearance once again had changed, back into the silver and white regalia. This time he pulled the crown off his head and inspected the silver circlet decorated with a faceted diamond the size of his eye. He could not catalog the changes he had withstood but he knew last week he had been a typical human, ignorant of this world of dragons and magic. He had been called the King of Creating and now he dressed as a king. He had become a sorcerer and immortal… unless this she-dragon ate him, and he would never be able to comprehend it all.

      “I see no falsehood in him,” Tamaar declared.

      That comment made Owailion look away from the crown and up at the dragon again. She had done to him as he had done to the sorcerer on the ship; put him in a truth spell. Was this wondrous costume how he truly was now and his common clothes were the disguise to help him blend in like a normal person? He almost laughed to imagine tramping crossing the Land wearing such finery.

      “You must be what you say you are; a good man, for you appear as this….this…glittery human and that shows you as honest,” Mohan explained to the flurry of questions that tripped through Owailion's mind. “You are not bloody, serpent tongued or showing as a demon. It is difficult for a dragon to speak a falsehood but man has the ability. However, as a Wise One, you probably cannot lie either if you appear so…what is the word in human terms?”

      “I appear as….I think the term is a King. Only a king in the world of men would dress this way. And can I lie? I don't know why I cannot…and ….”

      Owailion experimentally tried to say something, anything false. He could barely think of something; he preferred summer over winter, but the words would not come out of his mouth. Why couldn't he say a simple untruth?

      “I can't. I can think of a lie but the words won't come out of my mouth,” he gasped after struggling over forming just a few syllables. “That is so strange.”

      “That you cannot lie, it is a good thing. Dragons find it very strange, but humans find lying too easy. There is no reason to be false,” Mohan advised and then turned back to his mate. “Does he have permission to enter your territory and learn about seals? I will be his escort. He is mostly following the coastline…creating a map.” And Owailion heard the gold dragon pressing the concept of 'map' into his lady's minds.

      “You are welcome to see it when I am finished,” Owailion added.

      All six of Tamaar's eyes flashed in a glare at him. “We shall not need that. We will grant you access.” haughtily Tamaar replied. “We will also leave you something we have found so you can train him,” she added for her mate's sake. Her sapphire head reached out and brushed lightly against Mohan's jawline and a gentle cat-like purr. Then she pulled away. Owailion bowed low once again in thanks to the lady-dragon and then mounted up on Mohan's neck while Tamaar dove over the cliff and into the sea.

      Two weeks later Mohan and Owailion flew away from the lush jungle forest under Tamaar's influence. They left behind the start of another palace, this one themed for the ocean, with aquariums and mother of pearl in the planning. He had enjoyed yet another dream, escorted by the lovely Queen of Rivers who had remained shrouded and elusive, walking him through this palace as well. While it felt nice to begin – and be able to continue the palace at Paleone simultaneously – building at Tamaar with no further answers disturbed him.

      Owailion also had learned how to create a shield, at least in theory. He could defend a wide area, almost as large as the palaces would be, but nowhere big enough to encompass the entire Land. That was still beyond his abilities and might be forever unless he could combine with the other Wise Ones. Tamaar didn't have the patience with him and he did not have the capacity to study more under her tutelage so they gave up. Perhaps the yearning to meet the Queen of Rivers distracted him too much so he and Mohan left Tamaar's territory just as fall was descending.

      Now, just outside Tamaar's seal Owailion faced a dilemma; go up the wide river he now encountered or keep following the coastline. Traveling into empty mountains - Mohan's definition of dragon-free– that lined the coast, did not appeal and so Owailion decided to follow the river, filling in the map rather than the perimeter of the Land. If he trusted his instincts – which he did not- something waited for him up this river.

      They had flown only a few strokes up the river when Owailion asked Mohan to stop. The glorious river valley, deep and rolling, with the rising sun glancing off the water spoke to him and he felt the now familiar itch of another palace. They landed just where the water spread into the channel and into the northern tip of the delta. There Owailion found an island in the middle of the wide flow, calling to him.

      “How many of these palaces can you do at any one time?” Mohan asked as Owailion began stripping down to swim over to the island. He wanted to inspect the island where the dragon probably would not fit. The deep river valley with the steep slopes was forested more naturally than Tamaar's magically maintained jungle and tickled at a lost memory from his old life.

      “I have no idea,” Owailion replied. He had regularly checked in on his two projects so far and noted that Paleone had reached the stage of walls of white marble lifting into the sky and Tamaar's foundation had not been excavated quite yet.

      “What are you doing?” Mohan asked curiously as Owailion dove in.

      Apparently, Owailion felt at home in the water as if he swam all the time in his old life. “Swimming of course. What's the name of this river?” he asked as he climbed ashore.

      “We dragons call it Laranimilirinilolar, but you might call it the Lara,” Mohan replied.

      “Lara, the river and I'll call the palace Lolar,” Owailion called to him. “Shall we stay the night here to await inspiration?”

      “I am hungry again,” Mohan admitted sheepishly. “At this rate, I'll get fat. Is this normal?”

      Owailion chuckled but didn't speculate as Mohan launched himself into the sky for his customary 'while dreaming' meal. Then, when the valley had fallen into shadow, Owailion lay down in his bedroll to go to sleep, anticipating a dream about what he should build on this island.

      To his surprise, the dream did not start here along the river, or on this island. Instead, he was walking on the banks of Lake Ameloni again, where the conclave met. However, snow blanketed the diamonds on the shoreline although he could still hear their crunching. The volcano was lost in the low clouds that added to the ankle-deep snow. Owailion looked down the shoreline and finally saw her, the Queen of Rivers. He reached his hand out toward her, expecting to be shown a new palace to build, but he was wrong.

      She wore the thin veil of silver and gold, with an elegant gown embroidered with more of the silver on gray silk and chilly blue. Like the frozen lake beyond them, she did not move. Instead, she simply looked at him and he could almost make out her features through the gauze and patterns of the veil. Her alabaster hands were cool, even through his gloves and the moment he realized this, he looked down to see he too had changed into the glorious regalia he wore in the truth spell.

      His dream-self began to speak words he knew he should say. “I, Owailion, before God and this conclave, do take you…”

      Then Owailion awoke.

      He gasped, sitting up in the dark. No moon and only a few stars filled the night sky in the river valley and he could see nothing in the shadows of the hills. Owailion shivered miserably. He knew nothing of the mansion he must build here and felt empty, useless. Owailion yearned to touch her and see her face. He felt some kind of compulsion but unlike the itch prompting him to build the palaces, he could not scratch this. Loneliness descended on him like a great weight.

      “She is meant to be your mate,” Mohan's unexpected commentary interrupted Owailion's thoughts.

      The human looked up again into the night sky, wondering if the dragon had returned from his feeding early.

      “No, I just heard the alarm in your mind and thought you might like to talk about it. You have never been more….agitated. Remember, God promised you more because humans don't do well on their own. So why would she not be your mate?”

      Owailion put his hands over his eyes, trying to press the distracting after-images of burning light out of his mind. He could not concentrate, not with that alluring shape seared into his thoughts. “I don't know. Usually, we get to select our mates, not have them selected for us. It's just so…I have too much in my head right now. Maybe three palaces are too much…but this one, thinking of her…it's very distracting.”

      A draconic chuckle filled Owailion's mind. “You sound like me the first time I met Tamaar. This Queen of Rivers is your mate. Now you just have to find her.”

      “Uggg, I can't think about that right now. I'm supposed to be learning magic, battling sorcerers and building palaces, not thinking about…about a woman. It turns my mind to… I'm confused. Why would God show this to me when I'm supposed to be doing so many other things? I don't need this distraction.”

      “Of course you do. No one, even a dragon, can do as much magic as you are doing and not have a distraction,” Mohan declared.

      “I start a palace and walk away,” Owailion protested. “I've not found any demons to fight yet.”

      “You will. Demons will come and the invaders now know you are here too. I do not want to think about what will happen when they discover you are alone here in the Land and the dragons have fallen asleep. You cannot be the only one protecting our borders. She will come before we go to sleep, I think. Besides, she must be beautiful, for a human. Yes?”

      Owailion let out one quavering breath, trying to regain his bearings again and then admitted that Mohan probably was right. “She was more than beautiful. I've never….well I assume I've never met another of her like.”

      “Then let me give you something else to think about,” Mohan suggested. “This is a puzzle.” The dragon then plopped a rock in Owailion's lap, as if he conjured it.

      “A puzzle?” Owailion echoed. “Oh, this is what Tamaar gave you to train me.” Should he be surprised or worried by the lump of stone about the size of his fist that he now had to heft up and examine as if it were precious? It made him think of what a cat would bring, some dead mouse it had played with for too long and now had dropped it before her master on proud display. See what I've given you?

      “Ummm, thank you?” Owailion said aloud, hoping Mohan would not understand the awkward comparison.

      “I do not know what a mouse is,” Mohan shattered that hope, “but I have given you a puzzle with which to work some magic. This will keep your mind off the pretty lady. You can work with it and then when you discover how to deal with it, share it with me.”
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