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	The Wizard’s Gambit

	By Jack Gallegos

	 

	 

	────────────────────────

	 

	 

	In the city of Elderrock, defined by sleek skyscrapers and modern convenience, there is one last plot of undeveloped land in the heart of downtown. The reason? An immortal dragon has squatter's rights. For centuries, the creature has claimed the space as its own, the city growing up around it, and any attempts to reclaim or buy the land have ended in fiery disaster. The city and even the biggest corporations have long given up on developing it, and no sane person would dare approach the beast. Yet Cormac, a desperate real estate agent, sees opportunity where others see certain doom. Facing a bleak future, he decides to do the unthinkable. He must confront the dragon. Whether he gets the fire-breathing monster to listen to his proposal or simply becomes its next victim, Cormac has to try. This deal, if successful, could save something far more important than his career.

	 


The Wizard’s Gambit

	By Jack Gallegos

	 

	 

	“You’re out of your mind!” Bryndhilda said, handing Cormac the proposal he had worked on all morning. It was freshly printed on good stock and bound neatly inside a forest green plastic covering.

	“Maybe,” Cormac said, examining the proposal, nodding at the quality and professionalism. “Probably. But if I can convince the owner to give up the lot… Whoever owns that lot is, by default, one of the richest people in the city.  Could you even imagine if I snagged it?”

	“No, actually, I can’t,” Bryndhilda replied. “Because it’s a stupid idea.”

	Bryndhilda wasn’t a real estate agent like Cormac, but she was head of the agency’s graphics and design department. The dwarf managed and maintained those big printers and sign presses with the same mastery as her ancestors who had stoked the Brightforges.

	“Don’t get me wrong –” She spoke over the sound of the large color printing press as she worked to get the charts Cormac asked for done. Usually, people had to wait at least twenty-four hours to get color charts printed, but she was a friend, and he was calling in a favor. “– it’s a nice fantasy, but that doesn’t make it any less stupid.”

	“Tell me how you really feel,” Cormac said.

	“Do you even know how many people have tried to get their hands on that plot over the years? Me neither. Hundreds? Thousands? Not just the Real Estate Agents of the Quarter, either.” This was a reference to an award Cormac received back in June. She didn’t actually roll her eyes when she said it, but the expression was definitely implied. “Misery! There’s not a single powerful person in Elderrock that wouldn’t kill to get their hands on the last undeveloped plot of land in the city! But nobody even tries anymore! They haven’t tried in years. You know why?”

	“Because people who tried stopped coming back.” Cormac waved the danger away. “I know the rumors. They also say that the people who did come back came back extra crispy.”

	“Exactly my point!”

	“But –”

	“But nothing,” Bryndhilda snapped and then composed herself. “Look. It’s dangerous at worst and a waste of time at best. The owner of that lot has squatted there… forever! He might be the original squatter. Some people say he was there before Elderrock was even a city! What makes you think you can do what others have failed to do for centuries?”

	One of his charts came off the press and she held it up for him to admire. It was a bar graph of projected profits versus costs over the course of ten years, then fifty, then a hundred. 

	“I know you’re just trying to look out for me,” he said, “and I appreciate your concern, but I’m on a hot streak and it’s now or never.” 

	“I never pegged you for being suicidal.”

	Nobody in their right mind would encourage the type of stunt Cormac had in mind. Even if he told her the truth, the real reason he had to do this and do it without delay, she’d still say he was out of his mind. He turned his gaze back to the top page on his clipboard, the Daily Leads, and read, and re-read, the undeveloped plot’s address: 

	 

	1107 Karthanc Ave

	 

	His bosses always put it at the top of the list. Not because they expected an agent to secure the lot, but because it was what the old epic poems called a wizard’s gambit. It was a goal to shoot for even though it was far beyond any mere mortal’s ability to obtain. Cormac had seen that address at the top of the Daily Leads page every single day since he started working here, but before today he had never once actually considered going after the lot.

	Before today? 

	Everything that had happened before today belonged to a different life. Cormac wasn’t the same man he was yesterday. 

	There were corporations that would pay… Hell, they’d pay all the gold in the city and more for such prime real estate – for the last undeveloped plot in Old Town! If Cormac was able to flip the lot his cut of the sale would be just a tiny percent of the total and yet it would also be enough to live forever in the lap of luxury, maybe even disappear…

	You can’t disappear from them, he reminded himself. The Mage Corps can always find you, no matter how far you go.

	There was only one person the Mage Corps feared.

	Not to mention everyone else.

	If the owner of the lot had been literally anyone else, the corporations themselves would’ve found some way to squeeze him out long ago, just like they had the owners of every other property in the area. Cormac wouldn’t put assassination past the corpos. But the owner wasn’t just anyone. It was Calixto, and no one had the balls to fuck with a dragon. Not the richest, most ruthless corpos, not the head of the black magic mafia families, not the mayor or the Mage Corps itself.

	That’s where Cormac’s idea came from.

	It was a wizard’s gambit type of idea, a suicide mission type of idea, but for his son he’d do anything. 

	Once his third and final chart was printed, he said, “I’m going to go talk to him. Right now. Before lunch.”

	Bryndhilda packed up his charts in a black bag along with a light wooden A-stand – what an artist would’ve called an easel – to help him with his presentation. The dwarf might not approve of his plan, but that wouldn’t stop her from doing her job. She even slipped him a laser pointer for good measure. 

	Lastly, she held out a manilla envelope. When he went to take it from her, she clamped down, not letting go at first. “Clearly, nothing I say is going to stop you. Just… Make sure you say your goodbyes.”

	“I will.”

	“Also, tell the bosses I get your parking spot when you die.”

	 

	────────────

	 

	Cormac unlocked the apartment door and found his son and daughter, seven and five respectively, playing in the living room. They both greeted him excitedly with big hugs and kisses and then promptly forgot about him as they returned to their game. Cormac watched them play with a smile on his lips a bit longer, and then retreated to the bedroom.

	Lacie was sitting in bed with the covers pulled around her, draping her like a cloak, only her tiny white face poking out. The door was open so she could still see into the living room and hear the children at play, but the room was dark, and her bloodshot eyes shied away when he flipped the light switch.

	He sat on the bed next to his wife and pulled her into him. She leaned over and he wrapped his arms all the way around her, like he could shield her from all the badness of the world with just one embrace. He could hear her breath catch as she fought back yet another bout of sobs. 

	“Has there been anything else?” 

	“Not since last night,” she said. “Not since…”

	And she was crying again. 

	Lacie was a former Marine and now she worked on construction sites, no job for the weak hearted. That was how they met, in fact – she was the on-site building manager of a property Cormac had flipped about eight years ago, back before he was a full-time realtor. To this day, she still handled his permits and took on most of his construction projects. In this marriage, she was the tough one. But since last night – when they had been woken up by alarming sounds coming from their son’s bedroom – she had been a mess.

	“I found a way to fix it,” he said. “Maybe.”

	She pulled away and looked at him, tears streaking her pale cheeks. Her expression was a mixture of hope and disbelief. 

	“How?”

	“I –” He wanted to tell her the truth, but he couldn’t look into those big beautiful blue eyes brimming with tears and tell her she might not just lose her son but her husband as well. He couldn’t. “– know some people. We have enough of a nest egg that I think I can get us – all of us – out of Elderrock, out of the country. We have about a week before they find out. Maybe longer, but we can’t delay. We need to stay one step ahead.”

	The lies tasted like bile.

	“Do you really think…?”

	“I promise,” he said. “I will fix this.”

	“Don’t make a promise you don’t intend to keep,” she said. “That was the deal, remember? All those years ago? Never make a promise if –”

	“Lacie,” he cut her off. “I promise.”

	She looked at him for a long time. Finally, she nodded. It was time to go. If he stayed any longer, he might lose his nerve, and then what?

	Their goodbye kisses were salty from her tears, but he took comfort in the fact that she seemed stronger now than when he first walked in. At the very least, she had shrugged the blanket off her shoulders and now sipped from a cup of ice water she got off the nightstand.

	Before leaving, Cormac hugged his children one last time, holding them close, holding on for so long that they both squirmed to get away. Finally, he let them go, with one extra kiss for his eldest, his beautiful son who didn’t – couldn’t – understand what was happening. 

	Cormac left the manilla envelope – the one with his life insurance policy in it – on the table by the front door. Then, he was back in his car and on his way to Old Town to make a deal with a dragon.

	Not a deal, he reminds himself. A presentation.

	 

	────────────

	 

	The dragon stood when Cormac entered the small gap in the tall privacy walls at 1107 Karthanc Ave. Calixto put his snout right up into the real estate agent’s face. Cormac clutched his presentation materials to his chest and thanked the gods he took a piss before coming here. 

	Calixto’s shiny ruby eyes stared at Cormac over nostrils that were bigger than a human head. The dragon BREATHED. 

	A barrage of scents, warm and cold, more than Cormac could quantify or qualify, ranging from brimstone to the smell of the knockoff wax pastels his mother used to buy him when he was a child. His mind reshaped the dragon’s language, scent, into language and emotions, and the words cascaded into Cormac’s mind one letter at a time and yet so quickly it may as well have been instantaneous.

	You’re brave to come here alone.

	The dragon pulled away and circled around itself, massive talons digging into the dirt. Cormac, fighting down a bout of frantic humor, was reminded of a cat except, of course, a cat didn’t make the Earth shake. The dragon settled, relaxed but ready to level a city block at a moment’s notice. 

	Cormac forced steadiness into his voice. “Trust me when I say being brave is new.” 

	He gestured around the empty lot. The skyscrapers to either side were different from the rest of the ones in Old Town because they were spaced out more and the sides of the buildings that faced Calixto’s lot didn’t have windows. As for the black privacy walls along the border of the lot itself, Cormac suspected these were more for the benefit of the people outside than the dragon. The skyscrapers dwarfed even the magnificent Calixto who, tail to nose, was at least eight stories long. 

	“Yesterday,” Cormac said. “I never would have done this.”

	Bravery from desperation, then.

	“Yes.” He held up the bag with his charts and graphs. “Desperation and preparation. Never discount either.”

	I won’t sell.

	“I know. This isn’t about selling. And I’m not here to convince you to leave, either. In fact, for my proposal to work, you can’t leave. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Before we get to my proposal, I need more information. So, start by telling me your story, and then –”

	The dragon moved faster than Cormac would’ve thought possible. One moment, the dragon lounged, the next Cormac was raised into the air by a giant talon, brought close to the gaping maw of the dragon. This time the dragon’s BREATH smells like a burning forest and dirty copper, and it sets his fillings to vibrating.

	Don’t mistake bravery with brashness, little mortal.

	“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Cormac said. He couldn’t tell how much of the fear was his and how much was his emotions being manipulated by the dragon. Either way, his whole body shook with it. 

	“I didn’t mean… I didn’t…”

	The dragon dropped him, and he landed and let out a huge sigh of relief. He picked up his bag off the ground, patted it with shaking hands, hoping his charts and graphs inside hadn’t been ruined.

	Why do you want my story? 

	“Well, uh, well…” 

	Taking a deep breath, he composed himself. He forced himself not to think of the real stakes, about his son. He reminded himself that this was just a client. A rather large and deadly client, true, but still just a client. Cormac was here to give a presentation, just like the hundreds of presentations he’d given before. This was business. 

	He began again, “Nobody knows why you care about this place. We don’t know why you always come back here even if you leave for years at a time or why you guard it at all. I have my suspicions, and if the details of your story line up with my hopes…”

	And if I don’t meet your prerequisites? 

	“I’ll go away and you’ll never see me again.”

	The dragon moved so that just his left eye stared into Cormac. The vertical iris blinked and dilated as it focused on the real estate agent’s face, like a camera lens spinning to get a clearer picture.

	You say that like it means something. If I saw you every day for the rest of your life, I would forget you the day you died.

	“I don’t know about that,” Cormac said. “I can be really annoying.”

	This, I believe. 

	Scorching steam erupted from the dragon’s nostrils. 

	You’re really not going to offer me riches?

	“I don’t have any riches to offer. I work for an agency, and they have a lot of money, but I imagine the richest people in the world have already made you offers. More than my agency can offer.”

	Then, what do you offer?

	“Nothing. At least not until I’ve heard your story.” It was time to gamble. “I need to make sure I can trust you first.”

	More steam, and the dragon made a rumbling sound deep in its massive, green scale covered breast. Cormac thought for sure it was going to start blowing dragonfire and turn him extra crispy, but then he realized that the sound was laughter. 

	You want ME to prove myself to YOU?

	When the dragon said ME Cormac saw, and smelled, and felt an erupting volcano. The heat almost broke him, but then the sensation was gone like it had never been. Conversely, when the dragon said YOU Cormac saw – or, rather, sensed – a single insignificant ant in a desert, indistinguishable from the grains of sand around it.

	“I guess you could put it that way.”

	Others have asked for my story, and still, nobody knows why I stay here… Does this not tell you something?

	Cormac swallowed, feeling less confident by the moment. But wouldn’t the dragon have killed him already if he were going to? He swallowed and said something his grandma used to say all the time:

	“Three can keep a secret if two are dead.”

	Another of those rumbling laughs.

	Shall we see if I am worthy, then?

	Cormac knew better than to answer.

	The dragon brought his nostrils close again, flaring less than five feet from Cormac’s face. If he wanted to do it, Calixto could snap and eat Cormac whole. Instead, the dragon BREATHES.

	Hear. See. Live.

	 

	────────────

	 

	Fire. Vengeance. Death. Glorious death. 

	The screams are music. 

	But they are so tiny, those screams, so small the voices of human and elf and dwarf and all the other insignificant creatures that were not the glorious Obscure. Voices so tiny, music so small.

	Music is an addiction. But he doesn’t want small, insignificant music. He wants a symphony that will feed the addiction. 

	The more he kills, the louder the music, the more delicious the melody. More death. More vengeance. 

	More…

	More…

	It’s like storm clouds suddenly clearing when the Curse breaks. Dazed for a moment, it’s Calixto’s own internal cries of triumph that tip him off, but he knows it’s over. The Curse is broken, and… 

	…he’s…

	…free…

	Finally, finally free!

	There’s no time for elation, though, because his surroundings come into focus. Where is he? What is this place? Angry and scared faces stare up at him. He’s surrounded by little trolls and even smaller elves in armor and brandishing weapons and warcries. 

	What –

	They’re trying to kill him! Arrows bounce off his face! Spears jab into his sides! He roars as one of the spears gets lucky and slips beneath one of his scales. Ropes fly overhead, and – 

	– and he remembers….

	He remembers a peaceful life. Then the Obscure. Then the Curse. Then years of war during which time he killed everyone who dared step in his path, anyone the Obscure sent him to kill. He created beautiful music out of death and destruction, and he did so with a laugh in his belly. How many had died by his claw and flame? Impossible to count. Thousands. Tens of… Too many. Far, far too many…

	Even now he is surrounded by smoldering corpses.

	No…

	It wasn’t me; he wants to tell them. I didn’t want to do it! 

	But it doesn’t matter. They’ve seen his hesitation, and they pressure him. Elves and trolls try to kill him, their hatred for the Obscure – and for him – drawing them together, forcing them into an alliance that never would have existed otherwise. He is their enemy and if he doesn’t move now, doesn’t fly right now, they are going to overwhelm him, pin him and they will kill him.

	They won’t believe for a moment that the psychotic dragon they’ve fought all these years was a puppet of the Obscure. Even if they do believe him, would they care? No, they’d still want to kill him, and they would be right. He wouldn’t blame them; their hate is justified.

	I deserve to be hated; he thinks.

	Wings explode outward, accidentally killing more because they are crowding him so close.

	I’m sorry. I’m sorry!

	But it doesn’t matter as he launches himself into the sky. Spears and arrows fly after him. The ropes almost snag him, but he’s able to slice through them with his teeth and talons and get away. In the air, he picks a direction at random, and he flies. He is himself again, but who is that now? 

	I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m – 

	 

	────────────

	 

	“I’m sorry,” Cormac said, picking himself up off the ground. “It was… I wasn’t ready for… for that. It was so real. I could smell…”

	He put the back of his hand to his nose and shook his head rapidly even though it was still swimming from his tumble.

	You’re only human. We will stop. 

	“No!” Cormac swallowed, realizing he probably shouldn’t shout at a dragon. He held up a hand and tried not to vomit. He had experienced every moment along with Calixto.. “I mean…  I’m sorry, I just mean… Please keep going. I can handle it. And if I can’t? Well… That doesn’t matter because I need to know more.”

	Though, truth be told, didn’t he know enough already?

	This isn’t about me anymore, he thinks.

	“Please,” he said, picking his presentation materials up off the ground a second time.. “Please, tell me the rest of your story.”

	No. Not the rest but some. 

	 

	────────────

	 

	The war ends. Time, as it always does, passes. The world says the Obscure is gone, defeated. So why is it that Calixto can still smell the vile creature out there in the world? The monster that turned him into a killer?

	I know you’re out there.

	And so, he scours the lands, looking in the most likely and unlikely of places. He searches the Obscure’s tower and the metal city where his followers lived while they ravaged the world during the war. But the scent is wrong. Faded. Some of his followers remain, but the Obscure hasn’t been here since the war ended.

	Calixto’s anger at being used all these years burns inside of him hotter than any fire, and he wants to enact vengeance on the Obscure’s followers, but would that mean he’s no better now than when he was Cursed? And how many of them had been used like he was? He’ll let the other races sort through that mess. 

	I’ve seen enough death; he tells himself when he can’t sleep. The compulsion to rage, to destroy, to create music, burns inside.

	Those few who will speak with him, mostly trolls and goblins, say the Obscure is gone, that he’s wasting his time, but Calixto can smell him still. So, he keeps searching, keeps flying, weeks, months, until…

	There!

	A tiny village. No, not even a village. A patchwork farming community nowhere near the front line. The place is completely abandoned, though the fields are still green or lush and close to harvest.

	This is the first time since his hunt began that the Obscure’s scent is actually stronger, like he’s finally getting closer. 

	He circles and lands.

	He’s here!

	Where are you!

	Anger spills over. Dragonfire streams into the sky, declaring his challenge.

	Nothing. But the scent is unmistakable. If he takes a step in any direction, the scent grows weaker. The same if he flies. There’s only one thing left to try, and so he digs into the soft earth. 

	He will find the Obscure and make him pay. Talons tear into the dirt, and – yes! The Obscure’s scent does get stronger the deeper he digs! He digs, and digs, and –

	“Hello? Can you hear me down there!”

	The shouting finally breaks through the haze of determination. He looks up at the sound only to realize he can’t see out of the hole anymore. He cranes his neck at the opening above. A tiny head pokes over the edge, smiling down, waving at the dragon.

	“Hi there! Can we talk?”

	I’m busy.

	“Yes, I can see that. From the looks of it, you’ve been busy for quite some time. Found any buried treasure?”

	I don’t care about treasure.

	“Well, that’s good because there’s none down there. For that matter, you won’t find the Obscure that way, either.” 

	Finally curious – and annoyed – enough, Calixto climbs out of the hole that he must’ve spent days digging without noticing the passage of time. Disconnecting from time is nothing new for him – it’s the only way to stay sane as an immortal being – but it usually doesn't happen when he’s actively doing something. 

	Back up on the surface, the farming community is mostly crater. He recognizes the man, an elven hero from the war.

	Theodysus.

	“Call me Ted,” the elf says. “I’m honored to finally meet you, Calixto.”

	We’ve met. On the battlefield.

	The memories of those battles make Calixto sick to his stomach. While he and Theodysus had both survived, so many others had not.

	“Doesn’t count,” Ted says. “Based on the color of your aura, I’m talking to a different consciousness altogether. Unless, of course, the bloodthirsty version of you I did meet is the real you, and this –?”

	No!

	“Didn’t think so. How did you find this place, anyway?”

	I can smell the Obscure here.

	“Interesting.” The elf sniffs but then shakes his head like he’s being an idiot. “I’ve had the world’s greatest mages searching for this place night and day, and none of them have sensed it yet. I even had some other dragons trying to sniff the Obscure out, but they found only cold trails. Nobody I tasked with finding him has come within a five-hundred miles of this place, and they all say the same thing: The Obscure is gone. And yet here we are. You, me and the truth.”

	The truth…? So, he is here!

	That rage, again, at his very core of being.

	“In a manner of speaking. I don’t think the monster we knew as the Obscure exists anymore, at least not as a conscious being. But I think his essence lingers. A portion of his power is trapped here. I don’t know why. Maybe this is where he originated. Maybe he had a plan.”

	We must destroy him.

	“Why?”

	The dragon is taken aback by this question.

	For what he did! So he will not rise again!

	“I suppose so,” Ted says. “Unfortunately – or, perhaps, fortunately – there’s nothing left for us to do but wait and watch and guard this place. You and I don’t have the power to destroy him any further than he’s already been destroyed. Even with the power of the Elven War Hymn still pumping through me… Perhaps if we revealed he was here, we could find enough people to help us, to lend us their power, but I think even that is a wizard’s gambit at best. And if we do tell other people the truth, then everyone would know his power lingers here. Everyone. Not just those who want to destroy it. Then what?”

	More war.

	There’s always more war.”

	The dragon snarls. Fire burns in his belly.

	Then what?

	“The war might be over for the rest of the world, but for me… My newest war is now against time itself. So long as his power remains, I can’t let anyone have it. Not ever.”

	I know about it.

	“Indeed. And I’m choosing to be thankful for that. I thought I was going to have to fight this particular war by myself. That is… What I mean to say is…” The elf hesitates but not from indecision. Calixto senses an unspoken threat in those pauses. “I’m hoping that since both of us now know the truth, I don’t have to bear this burden alone?” 

	 

	────────────

	 

	“And you’ve been here ever since? Guarding this spot?”

	I used to leave. For decades at a time, but I came back once and found a whole town, the hole filled in. I had to scare everyone off. I didn’t leave for extended periods after that. Eventually the city that is now called Elderrock began to form, but it was miles away at the time. I should’ve stopped it, but I didn’t. And now this is my life. Preventing evil people from putting a skyscraper on the dark lord’s grave.

	“What about Ted? The elf?”

	He’s an elf. He found other causes, other dark lords to fight. He still checks in, but I haven’t seen him for a century.

	“So you’ve been guarding this place, alone, for all this time? Why? It can’t just be because of revenge, surely.”

	I haven’t been alone.

	“What do you mean?”

	Insofar as dragons can shrug, Calixto did so.

	It’s time, Cormac told himself. Now or never.

	He reached into the black bag Bryndhilda prepared for him and he pulled out the wooden A-frame, which he set up with practiced ease. Then, he brought out the three charts, wishing he had had time to make more, and placed them on the frame. He rolled up the proposal long ways, implying increased preparation based on his disregard for the paper itself, and held it in his left hand like it was a navy green bludgeon. He left the laser pointer in the bag. Not his style.

	The plan was to begin by showing the dragon his own fiscal worth. He did not come with a typical offer, but this was different. Showing the client their own worth was a good way to put them at ease. After that, Cormac would move onto the proposal, making sure to frame it like the best possible alternative as times were changing. There’d also be projected earning reports over the course of five, ten and fifty years.

	Cormac felt confident.

	This was where he shined.

	“First and foremost,” he said, standing with the A-frame to his left, gesturing toward it with the rolled-up proposal. “I just want to say thank you for letting me speak with you today. I wish to begin –”

	The world exploded with heat. 

	Dragonfire burned white and hotter than the sun. 

	You try my patience. I thought you were brave.

	Cormac blinked. Again. The lot came back into focus, the dragon, too, slowly, as his eyes readjusted. There was a shadowed streak directly across his vision that wouldn’t go away no matter how many times he blinked, the after image of the thread thin stream of fire.

	What was left of the wooden A-frame and his charts were smoldering on the ground. He held his left hand up to his face, the one with the rolled-up proposal. About a quarter inch from the skin of his hand, the proposal just… stopped, blackened, like the fire sliced through the plastic and the paper instead of burning it away. He opened his hand and the remains of the rolled-up proposal fell to the ground, not even warm. How had the dragon been able to destroy with such pinpoint precision? He touched his eyebrows, surprised to find them still intact.

	Voice far steadier than it should’ve been considering he had thought he was dead, he said, “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

	Why are you really here?

	“I have an idea for a building,” he said. He didn’t need his materials. He could still do this. He could! Was he not the Best Real Estate Agent of the Quarter?  Gods, he’d do anything for a glass of water right about now, though. “But not a corpo building like all these. I’m talking about a halfway house, a place for those shunned from society, a place for those who want to be redeemed or saved. Based on what you told –”

	Before he knew what was happening, the dragon had reached out, grabbed Cormac by his feet and lifted him so that he hung upside down. The world blurred as the dragon lifted him, higher, higher, until he dangled above Calixto’s upturned maw.

	“Wait! Please! No! Please!”

	Much like how the Curse on Calixto broke all those years ago when the Obscure died, Cormac also broke. He had come here because it was the only option. He had prepared all morning the best way he knew how. He came with logic and numbers to prove that he could make it happen, that he’d be a good business partner. That he was professional. He practiced his proposal, leaning on preparedness to carry him through, using professionalism to override his fear.

	Now, all that remained was fear.

	Why are you here?

	“You’ve stayed here all this time because you want to be redeemed! That’s why I think a halfway house would –”

	LAST CHANCE!

	He felt the dragon’s grip loosen!

	“My son!” The words were ripped from Cormac. He knew his mistake. He should have come as a father, not a real estate agent. Everything else, the grandstanding, the proposal, the charts. It was all meaningless. He was not here with a proposal. He was here to beg, beg and hope. “This morning! He used magic. Do you know what that means for a human?”

	The Mage Corps.

	“Yes! They’ll take him from me. From us! The children they take aren’t allowed to go back to their families, not ever. That’s why I need you! I need you to protect him because I can’t. Because there is nobody else in this city the Mage Corps fears. But you? They fear you. Even –”

	Yes.

	“– if I convinced you to sell so I could flip the lot, it wouldn’t matter. All the money in the world won’t make a difference. Nothing mortal will stop the Mage Corps. Only a partnership – Wait. Did you say yes?”

	Yes.

	The world around him blurred and then Cormac was once again on the ground, laying on his back, with the dragon towering over him. He stared at the darkening sky beyond. When did that happen? 

	Where had the hours gone? 

	I kept my promise, Lacie, he thought, tears of relief pouring down his face. Just like I said I would. Our son is safe.
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	Three siblings journey through a desolate valley on a quest from their king: to slay a mighty dragon that is terrorizing the land. A surprise attack separates the trio, leaving them reeling and vulnerable. Their journey takes them to the village of Wychsbreath, where an unexpected welcome pits them against the very village they have come to save. It is a trial by fire as the siblings are forced to battle both man and beast in a desperate attempt to carry out their mission and escape with their lives.

	 


 

	The Dragon of Wychsbreath

	By Stephen W. Chappell

	 

	The road led them through a valley of embers and the charred remains of dead things. Blackened, broken trees reached for dark storm clouds as they swayed in the wind. The clip-clop of the horses echoed eerily, the only sound of life in this desolate place. Helen pulled her cloak tighter, but it offered no comfort against the palpable dread that shrouded her soul.

	“The dragon’s work, no doubt.” The deep timbre of Daegel’s voice broke the traveling trio’s grim reverie. His callused hand drifted to the hilt of his sword as if the dragon’s return was nigh. A drab woolen cape billowed behind him to reveal heavy, battle-worn armor. A scuffed shield painted with the red and gold of the kingdom hung at his side.

	The silvery voice of Orvyn floated back to him. “Your grasp of the obvious is excellent.” Though his words were lighthearted, he spoke them in gloomy, subdued tones. The youngest of the three siblings adjusted the ornate staff slung over his back. He shook his head to release a bit of his long, brown mane from beneath it.

	Chestnut hair framed the annoyed look on her face as Helen turned to glare at her younger siblings. “Hush, you two, before you draw someone’s attention.” A wooden bow hung at an angle on her back. Quivers beat against her black stallion, keeping time with the gait of her steed.

	A lone vulture circled, a dark, feathery movement against the tempestuous sky. It settled high in the remains of an old, dead oak and cast its brooding gaze upon them.

	Orvyn looked around theatrically, a hand outstretched towards a skeletal corpse at the side of the road. “Perhaps we attract the attention of that poor elk? Do you think it prefers the monotony of the wind whistling through its ribs?” The animal’s white skull grinned at them from its resting place on the barren sand. A scrawny rat emerged from an eye socket, drawing the vulture’s scrutiny.

	“Enough.” Daegel’s tone brooked no argument, Orvyn’s sarcastic mimicry notwithstanding.

	Helen sighed. “Will you never grow up?” At nearly eighteen summers, Orvyn was the youngest and often acted the part.

	Daegel scratched at his beard as he searched the foreboding sky. “We’ll need to pick up the pace. Those clouds promise a miserable night if we don’t make the village.”

	“It looks like we’re approaching something. A farm, perhaps,” Helen said. Indeed, a short, rickety fence graced the side of the road ahead. “Perchance they’ll agree to shelter us.”

	Beyond the fence, a patchy, poorly tended field of barley stretched across the valley floor. Some of it had been harvested, but most of the field was stricken with blight. A ragged scarecrow stood watch over the withered, dying grain. Gangly chickens clucked on the ground, pecking at the occasional bug that happened across their path.

	At the edge of the field stood a dilapidated farmhouse. The ramshackle structure wore a sagging roof and a porch full of broken floorboards. Behind it stood an open barn with a large hole smashed in its roof.

	“Is it possible that someone lives here?” Daegel asked as they dismounted.

	Orvyn shook his head. “Someone may exist here, but I wouldn’t call it living.”

	Helen strode towards the building, the hulking Daegel trailing behind. A skinny cat ran away as they stepped onto the creaky porch.

	Helen rapped on the door. “Is anyone there?” she called as she lowered her cowl.

	There was a scuffling sound from within, but no answer to her call. Daegel swept back the fabric of his cape, revealing the cold, polished pommel of his blade.

	The door creaked open, but only a crack. “Yes?” a gruff voice drifted out to them.

	Helen cleared her throat. “We’re travelers heading for Wychsbreath. We’re in need of shelter. The weather, you see, it’s no night for camping.” Distant thunder rumbled as if to underscore their plight.

	The door swung open just enough to reveal the farmer’s whiskered, gaunt face. He spared a glance skyward. “The weather is the least of your worries, methinks.”

	She raised her eyebrows in an unspoken question, but he did not elaborate. “May we come in?”

	He thought about it for a moment before shaking his head. “No, I’d not...”

	Thunder rumbled across the valley floor, joined by a nervous neigh from one of their mounts.

	“Are those horses you’ve brought?” His eyes lit up as he spotted them by the road.

	Helen raised her eyebrows at Daegel questioningly. “Yes,” she said at last. “We, ah, we rode them here.”

	The farmer licked his lips. “We don’t see many horses hereabouts.” He pulled the door the rest of the way open. “You can stable them in the barn. Yes, the barn will do. You can stay here in the house. I’ve an extra room in the back.”

	A curt smile crossed Helen’s lips. “Thank you for your kindness. I’m Helen.”

	“Ivan.”

	A cold sleet began as they led the horses to their home for the evening. Though there was a gaping hole in the rickety barn’s roof, enough remained to provide some shelter for the animals.

	The gray light of the stormy day faded as they prepared their steeds. Orvyn said a brief incantation and a bright orb appeared to light the barn as brightly as the daytime sun. “Does that man strike you a bit odd?” he asked.

	Daegel grunted in reply as he untacked his black stallion. “I don’t trust him.”

	“You don’t trust anybody,” Helen groused as she hung her saddle. “We can accept Ivan’s hospitality, or we can spend the night in the tents.”

	“We should press on to the village,” Daegel growled.

	“Not in this rain,” Helen said. “We’ve no choice, really.”

	Orvyn shuddered. “It’s good that it is only for one night.” He put down a bag of feed for his mare. “There you go, Matilda,” he said softly to the horse. “Eat up.”

	Daegel glowered at them. “It would do us well to sleep with one eye open.” He nodded at their steeds. “Ivan is a bit too interested in them.”

	Helen turned to Orvyn. “Can you do anything about the door?”

	He shrugged. “The master has taught me some wards. I know one that’ll keep Ivan out.” He glanced at the hole in the roof. “I have no magic to seal up that hole, though.”

	They finished in silence. Orvyn waved his hand, extinguishing the floating orb. A flash of lightning heralded the start of the downpour. “Go,” he said. “I’ll catch up.”

	While Helen and Daegel dashed for the farmhouse, Orvyn latched the barn door. He traced a shape with his finger and said a few words. The ward flashed brightly, then faded to a dim, blue glow. Though it took only a moment, he was thoroughly soaked by the time he rejoined his siblings.

	Ivan was waiting for them. He showed them to a room in the back. “I haven’t beds for the lot of you.”

	“This will do,” Daegel said.

	With a smile, Ivan pulled the door closed. “A pleasant night to you, then.”

	“Strange man,” Orvyn reiterated as he prepared his bedroll.

	“Shut up and go to sleep,” Daegel grumbled.

	They slept fitfully, the storm frequently rousing them. When sleep took hold, they dreamed of gilded treasure just beyond their grasp and a dragon moving sugar-dusted pawns in a grand match of chess.

	In the morning, the horses were gone.

	 

	────────────

	 

	Candles kept the cold, dim window light at bay. The steady pelting of rain showed no sign of slowing, though the thunder had finally ebbed. Ivan stoked the fire in the hearth, filling the room in warmth and light.

	“The chickens haven’t given me any eggs lately, but there’s a loaf and a bit of jam.”

	“Thank you.” Helen broke off a piece of bread and handed the loaf to Daegel. He tore off a piece of his own and placed the rest on the table in front of Orvyn’s empty chair.

	“You live here alone?” Daegel asked.

	Ivan nodded. “Wife died a few years back, and my sons, well...” He trailed off, the faraway look of a painful memory in his eyes.

	Orvyn burst into the room, dripping wet with rainwater. “Ivan! What happened to our horses?”

	“What!” Helen and Daegel both exclaimed.

	The farmer shifted his gaze towards Orvyn. “Not in the barn, eh?”

	“Where are the horses?” Helen snapped.

	“Thieves, maybe,” Ivan mused. “Predators.”

	Orvyn shook his head. “The doors were warded, and they were unbroken this morning.”

	The table shook as Daegel stood and drew steel. “Where are they? And what was your part in it?”

	A pale-faced Ivan pushed back, Daegel’s blade at his throat.

	“Save it for the dragon!” Helen said through gritted teeth. Daegel lowered his weapon but didn’t sheath it. “If they’re gone, we’ll have to make do.”

	Orvyn scowled at her. “Make do? How do you propose we carry all of our gear?”

	“You’re after the dragon, are ya?” the farmer asked. “Why, may I ask?”

	The siblings looked at each other, then at their host. “Are you daft?” Orvyn said. “It’s a dragon!” He gestured towards the window. “Look at the damage it’s done here.”

	“And it’s been ranging further,” Helen added, “encroaching on more populated lands.”

	“That’s not the dragon’s doing,” Ivan said. “It’s our own. For doubting its strength and wisdom.”

	“You’re addled,” said Orvyn.

	“How far is the village?” Helen asked.

	Ivan raised his eyes to the ceiling, considering. “Laden with grain and leaving at dawn, I’d make it on foot by midday.”

	They all groaned.

	“I’ll not go on foot,” Orvyn announced.

	“Do you propose we turn back?” Daegel growled. “It took a week to get thus far with the horses. How long do you think it’ll take without?” He sheathed his sword. “With the dragon’s wealth, we’ll have no trouble replacing them.”

	“If we can kill it, you mean,” Orvyn said. “And don’t you mean the King’s reward? Its hoard belongs to the people from whom it was plundered.”

	“And the remainder is for the King,” Helen added. “We’re moving on, and I’ll not hear any more about it. Horses or no, we’ve a job to do.”

	With no further dissent, they gathered their things and started on their way.

	“I’d think twice about going,” Ivan called as they walked out the door. “Ain’t nothing there for outsiders except death.”

	 

	────────────

	 

	Misery clung to them as they trekked to Wychsbreath. A headwind fought against them while its ally, the cold rain, battered their spirits. Even the rutted, muddy road opposed them, sucking at their feet with every step. Chilled beneath their sodden clothes and burdened with all the gear they could manage, the trip was slow going. Though the rain had tapered off by midday, the village remained out of sight.

	Helen led them down the soggy road, her mood as foul as the weather. The withered landscape weighed on her; she made her home in lush, vibrant forests, teaming with life and infusing her with energy. Here, the desolation drained her, a stifling fog that severed her connection with life and surrounded her with its impenetrable misery.

	Her brothers’ bickering didn’t help one bit.

	“We never should have stopped there,” Daegel said as he side-stepped a deep puddle.

	Orvyn rolled his eyes. “We couldn’t have gone on in that storm,” he said. “And the dragon would have gotten the horses anyway.”

	“You don’t know that,” his brother snapped. “How did the dragon even know the horses were there? The farmer, I bet.”

	Orvyn sneered at him. “Dragons have a very keen sense of smell.”

	Daegel snarled disdainfully. “Did you learn that from your wizard-master in Fair Haven?” He grunted as he pulled his foot out of the mud with a slurp. “The least you could do is cast a spell to dry the road.”

	“I’ve had about enough of you two,” Helen said. “You’re bickering is making me insane.”

	“You may be the eldest,” Daegel rasped, “but that doesn’t mean you’re in charge.”

	Her eyes narrowed at him. “The bounty was granted to me, Daegel.” She had earned respect in the kingdom as a hunter, both for food and for bounty. Her track record had caught the attention of the Royal Court and earned her the right to this warrant. “That puts me in charge.”

	“Really? Then why do you think Father sent me along?”

	Their father, the King’s Master-at-Arms, had had his own plans for dealing with the dragon. When the warrant was instead granted to Helen, he was livid. The thought of a woman, even his own daughter, collecting this bounty was anathema to him. He forced her to disband her hand-picked team and instead include Daegel; he would collect a portion of the reward and all of the credit.

	“You know why,” she snarled, her face red with anger. “I’ll not discuss it further.”

	Her father, she had learned over the years, had little use for her except as a political tool and fodder for an arranged marriage. It appalled him that she shunned such a path and shamed him that she was as skilled a hunter as any of the men under his command.

	“Speaking of Ivan,” Orvyn interjected, interrupting her ruminations. “Why does he support the dragon?”

	Helen harrumphed. “People are drawn to power and wealth.” She gave Daegel a pointed look at Daegel. “Dazzled beyond sense by it.”

	“But what does he get out of it?” Orvyn protested.

	She glanced at Orvyn. Her father’s reasons for including Orvyn on this team rather than a seasoned warrior were a mystery to her. He was a wizard’s apprentice, an occupation their father found distasteful. She would have to ask him about it sometime.

	“Who knows?” She shook her head sadly. “Protection, maybe? The illusion that some of it will eventually trickle down to him?”

	“Dragons aren’t givers,” Daegel noted. “They’re takers. As much as Ivan has lost, if he believes the dragon takes more from someone else, then maybe that’s enough.”

	They walked quietly for a few minutes before Orvyn interrupted the peace. “Strange,” he mused. “We’ve passed many farms but have seen no oxen to work them. Nor cows, nor pigs. Not even any goats.”

	Daegel harrumphed. “The beast has been here a long time. When it runs out of game, what do you think it is going to eat?”

	“Haven’t seen a lot of people, either,” Orvyn said. “You think it’s eating them?”

	“It can’t have eaten the whole valley clear, can it?” Helen asked.

	Daegel sidestepped a deep puddle, landing instead in a slippery bit of mud. His foot squelched as he fought its grip. “Never underestimate a dragon,” he replied. “And it is ranging further.”

	Helen turned to address Daegel. Instead, her eyes grew wide at a figure that appeared in the sky behind him. “What’s that?”

	Orvyn followed her finger. The figure was closer now, close enough to see the beat of its enormous wings. “It’s the dragon!”

	With a low, terrifying screech that echoed through the valley, the dragon dropped out of the sky, flying fast and low and trailing a stream of black smoke.

	“Orvyn, stand behind us!” Daegel demanded as he lifted his shield and drew his sword.

	Orvyn ignored him. He pulled a pinch of ash from his cloak, waved his hands, and chanted an incantation. A shimmering curtain formed in front of them.

	The dragon shrieked, and a ball of fire screamed through the air. They cringed, but for naught; the fireball splashed harmlessly against the shimmering barrier that Orvyn’s magic had erected.

	Helen unslung her bow and loosed an arrow at the oncoming beast, then three more in rapid succession. Though they flew true to their target, the arrows could not penetrate the dragon’s scaly hide.

	Smoke flared from its nostrils as the colossal serpent soared towards them, a terrible maelstrom of power and fury. Yellow eyes peered out from a face of blood-red scales and framed by a crown of deadly horns. It folded back its powerful wings and extended razor-sharp claws like a raptor approaching its prey. Daegel raised his blade and prepared to strike.

	The creature let out an ear-splitting screech as it passed over the trio, so close they could smell its fetid breath. Orvyn was knocked over by the draft of its passage. Helen drew and released, then knocked an arrow for a second shot but stayed her hand; with its speed and a sudden climb, she had no chance to strike her target.

	They turned to follow the dragon’s flight but were startled by a heavy thump and a splash.

	“What is it?” Orvyn cried as he pulled himself out of the mud and watched the dragon head to the mountains.

	Helen approached the bundle. A battered horse’s head stared lifelessly at her beside its chewed, mangled remains.

	“It’s Matilda,” she said with a note of disgust. “The dragon’s eaten her.”

	He stared at the remains of his horse in shock. “Is it some kind of message?”

	“A warning.” Her brow furrowed as she scanned the area. “Where’s Daegel?” She looked around frantically. “Daegel!”

	They searched the area, more frantic with each passing minute. They found only his longsword mired in the mud. Daegel was gone.

	 

	────────────

	 

	A sullen Orvyn turned towards Ivan’s farm and started the long journey home.

	Helen sniffled and wiped her tear-streaked face. She felt forlorn, defeated. Lost. She spun slowly in the center of the road, searching for some sign of Daegel. The sight of Orvyn walking away stopped her. “Where are you going?” she asked. “We can’t stop now.”

	He didn’t turn around. “‘Tis a fool’s errand we pursue, Helen. He was the strongest of us.” He wiped at a damp eye. “With him dead, what chance have we?”

	She stepped in front of him and held out a hand. “He’s not dead!” she insisted. She wiped her nose and glared at him with puffy, fiery eyes. “If the dragon wanted to kill him, it would have killed him here. And us, too.” She sniffled and blinked away a tear. “No, he’s not dead. The beast has carried him off somewhere. Alive.”

	Orvyn shrugged, his youthful face as hard as stone. “You’re delusional. He’s gone now. In pieces, perhaps, or at the bottom of the dragon’s belly.”

	Helen shoved him. “Don’t talk like that! He’s not, I tell you.” She searched the ground around them. “Do that thing you do. That thing with the puddles.”

	“Scrying?” he scoffed. “I haven’t the skill; ‘tis not an easy thing.”

	She poked a finger into his chest. “I’ve seen you do it.”

	He shrugged. “That doesn’t mean I can do it now.”

	She stepped towards him and got in his face. “That doesn’t mean you can’t try.”

	He sighed and dropped his gaze to his feet. “Alright.” He searched the area, eyes darting from puddle to puddle. “Over there. I’ll need something of his.”

	Helen spied Daegel’s sword where it had fallen. She stalked over to it and pulled it out of the muck, then marched back and held it out to Orvyn.

	Orvyn took it from her and nearly dropped it. “Oof! How does he manage this thing?” With a groan, he cradled it in his arms and knelt before the puddle. His reflection regarded him from the muddy water, gray clouds floating by overhead, and Helen’s impatient reflection beside him. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, then muttered a few words. A moment later, he opened his eyes.

	A hazy view of gray clouds appeared in the water, indistinguishable from those overhead.

	“Nothing happened,” Helen said.

	“Something happened,” Orvyn corrected. “Our reflections have abandoned us.”

	She uncrossed her arms and put her hands on her hips. “What of Daegel?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Well, shouldn’t you mumble some more words?”

	“It’s not just about the words!” he snapped. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, then continued in a steadier tone. “It’s intention. And focus. Energy. And other things too, sometimes.” Irritation wrinkled his face. “This isn’t easy, you know.”

	“Well, do something!”

	“Something? Right.” He stood, grabbed the sword by its hilt, and pointed the tip at the ground. He lifted it, red-faced, then thrust it into the puddle while shouting something that, to Helen, sounded incoherent. Muddy water splashed in all directions as the sword sank into the earth. He took his hands away, leaving the sword standing straight up from the puddle.

	“There’s something,” he said wryly.

	A mist rose around the sword, swirling and expanding, covering the road and rising until the landscape around them was completely obscured. The temperature dropped precipitously as the wind picked up. A rhythmic flapping sounded above them.

	“What’s happening?” Helen asked, worry creeping into her voice.

	Orvyn shrugged. “Something?” At Helen’s dirty look, he added, “This has never happened before.”

	A dark shape appeared in the mist, not five feet away. Orvyn swooshed his hands, and the mist cleared to reveal a red-scaled leg and a fist full of claws. Clasped within, Daegel beat against it.

	“Daegel!” Helen yelled.

	“He can’t hear you,” Orvyn chided. He withdrew the sword from the puddle. The mist cleared and the vision faded, leaving them alone on the muddy road. “But you were right, he’s alive.”

	Determination hardened her features. “Then our only choice is to go after the dragon. We’ve got to help him.”

	“How do you expect that we two can achieve such a lofty goal? Daegel was our strongest.”

	Helen sneered. “We were never going to defeat it with steel alone, Orvyn. We’ll think of something.”

	“Of course we will,” he said, resignation creeping into his tone. “We shall think it to death.”

	“Don’t be an ass.”  She stalked off in the direction of Ivan’s farm. “I’ve got to retrieve my arrows. Then we’re off to Wychsbreath.”

	 

	────────────

	 

	The road sought refuge in the shadow of the northern range as the valley narrowed. Abandoned farms stood watch over blighted fields. Mutilated carcasses stood like macabre statues, whispering of their unseen, violent ends. The air was heavy with the pungent stench of decay; with each breath, it dampened their souls and shrouded their hearts with foreboding darkness.

	Their arrival at Wychsbreath, a peaceful farming community far from the Kingdom’s enemies, should have lightened the blanket of oppression that had followed them. It did not.

	The first sign of trouble was that the village had erected a wall. The makeshift barrier was a simple construction of logs and rope stretched across the road in each direction. Sharpened poles jutted from the ground every few paces. Bowmen watched them from platforms at the top of the wall. A wooden arch marked the village’s entrance. Two gaunt, weary guards stood beneath it, their pikes crossed to bar entrance.

	“State your business,” one said brusquely. Their weathered, drawn faces were suffused with a pale gray pallor.

	“We have a warrant from the King,” Helen said. “We’re to slay the dragon that plagues his subjects in this valley and the village of Wychsbreath. The burgher is ordered to provide whatever aid and comfort are necessary for us to complete this mission.”

	“Our village has no burgher,” one of the guards said.

	Orvyn looked to his sister as he reached inside his cloak. “His Majesty has told us...” he started.

	The men tightened their grip on their weapons. “Your Majesty is mistaken.”

	“He is your King as well,” Orvyn chided.

	The guards shook their heads. “We recognize no king.”

	Helen placed a calming hand on her brother’s shoulder and met the guard’s stony gaze with soft, firm tones. “Perhaps we might speak with whoever is in charge.”

	“The High Priest.” This from the other guard, who had not yet spoken.

	Helen adopted a disarming smile. “Perhaps His Eminence would grant us an audience?”

	The first guard nodded at the other. “He is a busy man, but you may seek an audience.” The guards raised their pikes to allow them to pass. “Know that his authority here is absolute.”

	Helen and Orvyn exchanged a look. “We thank you,” she said to the men. “On behalf of His Majesty the King.”

	The village was small, and they had no trouble finding their way to the guildhall. But the uncanny stillness of the empty streets made them uneasy. From every darkened shadow, Helen could feel the villagers’ eyes upon them, sending chills down her spine.

	The guildhall looked as though it had been the site of a devastating battle. The pitted stone walls were stained with black soot, and broken shutters clacked against the building as they swung in the wind. Spires rose from each corner of the building, but one had been shorn off as if cleaved off by a giant axe. The unguarded, open door beckoned them to enter.

	“Dare we enter?” Orvyn asked, leaning heavily on his staff.

	Helen nodded slowly. “Stay on your guard.”

	Inside, torchlight provided dim illumination. The walls were covered with dark tapestries, giving the hall a dark, oppressive atmosphere. A smoky haze swirled and infused the air with an acrid, sulfuric stench. Rows of pews faced a blood-stained altar, behind which a human skull grinned at them from atop the high back of a black, wooden throne.

	“Good afternoon.”

	Helen jumped at the eerie voice that greeted them from the shadows. She cleared her throat as she sought out its source. “We seek an audience with the High Priest?”

	A figure emerged from the darkness; a stooped, ancient man draped in blood-red robes laced with golden filigree. Long, wispy hair dangled beneath a black cap while he studied them with yellowed, rheumy eyes. “You have the advantage of me.” A crooked smile was pasted on his lips like a costume.

	“We have a warrant,” she said. “From the King.”

	The man raised a skeletal hand to the skull. “Have you met the town burgher?” The painful creak of his voice tumbled across the room. “He was loyal to your king.”

	Helen swallowed. “We are here to dispatch the dragon.”

	“He blasphemed,” the man continued, stroking the skull as one would a pet. “He suffered the fate of all blasphemers, as was his due.”

	“The dragon,” Helen said. “Where is it?” With a shift of her hips, the folds of her cloak fell open to reveal a worn hilt and a sliver of cold steel.

	“Scalithrax protects us,” the man said. Doors opened at the back of the hall. “He has delivered us from the hordes of ogres that would ravage our town.”

	Orvyn raised a nervous eyebrow. “You’ve, ah, seen these ogres, have you?”

	The man spread his hands before him. “Scalithrax enriches us with its wealth.” Behind him, four guards strode forward, each holding a sword.

	“Ah, perhaps you’ve not noticed the desolation that surrounds your, ah, your fine village.” Orvyn tightened his grip on his staff. “I’m not sure I’d call that enrichment.”

	The High Priest’s grin became a sneer. “Enrichment takes many forms. We want for nothing here in our peaceful utopia.” He clapped his hands together. Behind them, the doors to the hall slammed shut. “We want nothing from you or your king,” he snarled.

	The soldiers passed by the priest and stepped around the altar.

	“You have come at an opportune time,” the man continued, rubbing his hands together. “Our tribute to the mighty dragon Scalithrax is overdue. The two of you will do nicely.”

	 

	────────────

	 

	Daegel struggled against the dragon’s grasp. He pushed and pulled. He beat his fists against it. But his efforts were for naught; he could not overcome its iron grip. He reached for a weapon, but the dragon’s thick, leathery toes denied him access.

	The air grew misty as they gained altitude, and dizziness clawed at his consciousness. His fists pounded even as his head swam and his vision went dark. He gasped and slumped, succumbing at last to the rarefied air.

	He was lying on his back when his senses returned to him. He breathed deeply of the thick, smoky air around him. Nausea gripped his stomach as his head spun with vertigo; he shut his eyes tighter until the feeling ran its course.

	When he felt well enough, he cracked his eyes open a sliver. Firelight provided dim illumination but gave no clue as to his whereabouts. Beside him, something yellow glinted in the faint light. He moved and was greeted by the tinkling sound of shifting metal. His hands rested in a sea of small metal objects. He grasped one of them and examined it. The face of the King stared at him, stamped onto the side of a gold coin.

	His eyes flew open as he pushed himself up. Not twenty feet away, the dragon’s narrowed, yellow eyes stared at him as he floundered atop its hoard.

	He scrambled back, coins flying as he struggled across the mound. He slipped and stumbled his way to his feet, fumbling to reach a blade as he did.

	The dragon laughed.

	“You mock me?” he yelled with as much bravado as he could muster.

	“I pity you,” the dragon replied in a resonant, slithering voice that shook the cavern. “To stand amidst such wealth and grandeur while under the sway of fear and misplaced loyalty.”

	Daegel’s eyebrows curled into question marks. “What?”

	The dragon lifted its head to a set of braziers placed high in the cavern walls and exhaled a breath of fire. The braziers roared to life, filling the lair with a warm, flickering light. The dragon’s blood-red scales shimmered as the firelight danced across them, but even its deadly beauty shrank next to the dazzling display the flames revealed.

	Mounds of gem-studded treasure towered above them while half-buried chests spilled their riches into the hoard. Rubies and sapphires, diamonds and exotic gems he couldn’t name. The air glowed with dazzling brilliance as the firelight danced across them. It was more treasure than the awestruck Daegel had ever seen. He ached to touch it, to hold such brilliance in his own two hands.

	“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Its voice slithered to him across the cavern and enticed him with its warm embrace.

	He forced his gaze back to his captor. The serpent was draped atop a mound of gold. It sprawled and spread, rolls of scaly flesh cascading over its hoard. Its head was longer than Daegel was tall and yet appeared too small for its immense body. Gluttony on an unmatched scale, Daegel thought.

	“Why do you show me this?” he breathed.

	Scalithrax lifted its great bulk from the mound. It dipped its head and buried its nose in the golden treasures, then tilted its head back to shower itself with its riches.

	“Answer me!”

	The dragon laughed. “I wonder at the wealth your king has promised to dispatch poor Scalithrax.” It lowered its head yet again, this time nudging a small pile of the treasure towards Daegel. “I wonder at the price for you to dispatch someone for Scalithrax.”

	He eyed the stack sliding towards him. Small when compared to the riches around him, but much larger than what the king had offered. “Why would a mighty dragon like you need others to do their dirty work?”

	Scalithrax chuckled. “To snack on a troublesome human can satisfy a craving but sabotage a goal.”

	Daegel lowered his sword. “But were I to take care of your troublesome human...”

	“A new leader for the human vermin that dwell below would serve me well.”

	He averted his eyes from his captor. No matter where he looked, though, he saw only incredible wealth. And it could be his to share. Or, his alone, perhaps. He adjusted his grip on his sword. “My warrant is clear. Why shouldn’t I just slay you now and be done with it? The villagers below would be better off without your tyranny.”

	The beast threw back its head and let out a great guffaw. “The villagers welcome Scalithrax. It is your King who is a tyrant. He taxes them into poverty. For protection, your King claims. But he gives them no protection. He gives them nothing.”

	Scalithrax narrowed its gaze and put its nose right up to Daegel. “Your King’s ‘protection’ is to hunt my kind. To add the heads of my kin to his wall. To grind our horns and smash our eggs for his sorceror’s so-called ‘magic.’ To breed more vermin and sully our hunting grounds.”

	The dragon slid another pile towards Daegel. “Scalithrax tires of fighting the human vermin. A partnership with the humans, I have offered. A partnership with Scalithrax, they have accepted.” The dragon sat back, looking at him expectantly. “The King will oppose it at his peril.”

	Daegel eyed the offering. So much treasure! With such wealth, even his father would bow down before him.

	Scalithrax clucked in amusement. “You wear the stench of avarice like a fine perfume.” It closed its eyes and inhaled deeply. “Its bouquet is intoxicating.”

	Daegel shook his head but could not turn his eyes from the gold. “The humans below already follow you, dragon. Of what use am I to you, then? Why should I help you?”

	Scalithrax snorted derisively. “Their priest follows his own agenda. But you. Ah! Unstoppable, we would be. Even your King would tremble with you at my side.”

	Daegel reached a hand towards the dragon’s offering. His fingers touched the gold and caressed a ruby the size of his fist. He pondered the dragon’s words, the warrant drifting from his mind and fading into a distant memory.

	 

	────────────

	 

	The guards threw themselves at the siblings. Helen dodged their attacks, a blade in each hand. She blocked and parried, thrust, and jabbed, driving the men deeper into the hall. She stabbed one man, slipping her blade beneath his armor. He gasped and fell, his life gone before he hit the floor.

	Orvyn was a whirlwind of motion, his body flowing with the lethal dance of the warrior-mage. He leapt and kicked, a fountain of blood spurting as the man fell. The crack of a rib left another man wheezing as Orvyn twirled his staff. With the sweep of a leg, the man’s head smashed into the floor. A look at his face and Orvyn knew the man would not again bother them.

	“Orvyn!” His head snapped up at Helen’s strangled plea. She clutched at her throat and struggled for breath, her face beet-red. The remaining guard advanced, hand outstretched in a bid to capture and subdue her.

	Orvyn’s staff crashed against the man’s forearm with a satisfying crack. The man cried out but slumped in silence when the staff struck the base of his skull.

	Helen’s knees crumpled as Orvyn reached out to her, but she shook her head. She pointed weakly at the High Priest. A gleeful glint in his eye, the priest chanted, wringing his hands, and staring at her.

	With a snarl, Orvyn reached into his cloak. “Quiet!” he yelled as he threw a simple, black cloth towards the priest.

	The cloth vanished in a cloud of smoke. The priest’s mirth transformed into shocked surprise as silence befell him. He worked his jaw, but his mouth would not open. He clawed at his face, frantically working to peel apart his lips.

	Helen gasped, sucking in huge lungfuls of air. She stood unsteadily and retrieved her swords, then took one swaying step toward the struggling priest.

	“Helen, no!” Orvyn warned. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

	The sounds of rushing footsteps echoed around them. Soldiers streamed into the back of the hall, joined by villagers wielding axes, pitchforks, and clubs.

	They bolted for the doors. Helen slammed into them, twisted the handles, pulled, and pushed, but they were held fast.

	Behind them, the priest smiled gleefully, his lips parted to reveal his yellowed teeth. He grunted and groaned as he worked his jaw; his silence would not long continue.

	“Stand aside,” Orvyn said. His eyes lost focus as he chanted an incantation and punched at the empty air. The doors rattled but held firm.

	The first of the soldiers ran past the altar, slashing with his sword as he reached them. Helen parried and buried her knee in his groin. “Orvyn, hurry!” she said as she clubbed the ailing man in the side of his head.

	His chants dripping with anger, Orvyn punched again at the empty air. The doors shook. With a shout, he shoved with both of his palms. The doors exploded off their hinges and landed several yards away.

	Helen grabbed Orvyn by the wrist, and together they fled.

	 

	────────────

	 

	The trail to the dragon’s den was obvious and well-worn. But while it provided them with a clear direction toward their goal, it left little mystery about their flight.

	Helen turned and loosed several arrows towards the villagers. She checked her quiver but was dismayed by its dwindling supply.

	“Orvyn, it would do wonders for our chances if you could send a few lightning bolts their way.”

	Orvyn ducked a branch as he continued upward. “It would, wouldn’t it? But as Master Izinoth has said, why summon a lion when a house cat will do?”

	Helen risked a glance over her shoulder. “If you’re going to summon cats, it better be a lot of them.”

	He chuckled. “Lightning needs a rod to guide it. We’ll have to try something else.”

	The storm had downed several trees. With a muttered chant and a wave of his hands, the trunks quivered and slid a few inches, then rolled and tumbled down the mountain. His eyes rolled up in his head as he continued. More trunks rumbled down the slope in a great, billowing cloud of dust, joined by loose rubble from higher up the slope. When the dust settled, the clamor from below had become cries of anguish.

	Helen glanced back. Most of the villagers were on the ground nursing injuries; those who weren’t were fleeing towards the village. For the moment, at least, the siblings had evaded them.

	 

	────────────

	 

	The trail wound a meandering path up the mountain, stealing time but taking no great effort to follow. Dusk had fallen, and a light mist enveloped them. Around a bend, the dirt and stone of the trail met a flagstone path leading into a darkened cave.

	An unlit brazier rested in the center of the chamber. With a pinch of ash and a brief incantation, Orvyn lit the firepot, filling the space with warmth and light. A dais stood to one side, and a nook in the back wall held a bloody altar. Beside it, an opening led deeper into the mountain. The air wafting from the corridor shimmered and stank of sulfur. Orvyn conjured an orb of light to guide them as they crept into the passage.

	“Something feels...off. Don’t you think so, Helen?” She shook her head, her attention consumed with their mission.

	At the end of the passage was the dragon’s lair.

	They stepped from the rocky corridor into the gold-filled cavern. The malevolent gaze of the dragon Scalithrax greeted them. Beside him stood their brother, a cold smile on his face and a sword held loosely by his side.

	Helen held her bow at the ready. “Scalithrax, we come by order of our King to rid the land of your pestilence.”

	“No.” Daegel stepped forward. “The dragon and I have reached an agreement.”

	She scowled at him. “What agreement?”

	Orvyn surveyed the cavern and its treasures. “Something’s not right here.”

	“He offers a partnership and considerably more gold than the King.”

	“No,” Orvyn objected. “It’s a lie.”

	“You should know better than to trust a dragon,” Helen said.

	A tendril of smoke escaped the dragon’s nose as it watched, its scales glistening in the flickering light.

	“I assure you, there’s no deceit here.” Daegel held out a hand. “You can join us. Rule the valley and share in the dragon’s wealth.”

	“You’re blind,” Orvyn said through gritted teeth. “There is only deceit here.” He closed his eyes and started an incantation. His chants grew louder and more urgent as he raised his arms. The treasure rattled as his voice echoed about the chamber, reverberating and building until they had to cover their ears. As his incantation reached its crescendo, he brought his hands together in a mighty clap.

	A bright flash of light filled the chamber and momentarily blinded the siblings.

	“What have you done?” Daegel breathed. Behind him, the dragon growled menacingly.

	Where once there had been a cavern-filling hoard of gold, now there was garbage. Bones and rotting corpses were piled high along the walls, the true scope of the dragon’s gluttony now apparent. Beneath the dragon, a small mound of gold and silver coins formed a bed on which the gluttonous beast lay.

	“It was all a lie, Daegel.” Orvyn wheezed, exhausted from the effort of dispelling the illusion. “There is but a paltry treasure. Dragons are deceitful creatures, and you fell for its lies.”

	“What have you done?” Daegel shouted. Fire blazing in his eyes and sword held high, he charged. Helen ran to intercept him, a blade in each hand and fury etched on her face.

	“You have been so easily swayed by this foul beast that you would attack your own brother, Daegel?” she shouted.

	The dragon lifted its massive bulk from its bed of coins. Its yellow eyes burned with fury as it drew in its breath.

	Orvyn threw a pinch of ash in the air and began a chant of protection. The air shimmered with Orvyn’s protective barrier.

	As the dragon’s flames splashed against Orvyn’s barrier, Helen crossed Daegel’s sword with her own. Sparks flew as their blades met. A thrust and a parry, a swing and a block, each deftly countering the other’s attack. Their skills were well-matched, but as Helen was forced back, she was reminded that their strength was not.

	Daegel swung at Helen’s head. She ducked and jabbed but couldn’t connect. He thrust with his shield, striking Helen’s hand and forcing her to drop a blade. She deflected his follow-up swing but stumbled as he pressed her.

	The dragon swiped at Orvyn. He ducked the worst of the blow, but still, a claw raked painfully across his arm. He rolled behind Daegel, blood from his wound staining the ground where he rolled.

	Daegel pressed his advantage, advancing and swinging. She retreated, parrying each blow. But her foot caught a rock, and she stumbled and fell, the breath knocked from her as she landed on her back. Daegel stood over her, wild fury in his eyes. He lifted his sword overhead, the tip aimed at her heart.

	Helen gasped as she waited for him to plunge his blade into her waiting chest. His mouth dropped open as he jerked with a sudden spasm. He staggered and coughed, blood trickling from his mouth. The tip of a sword emerged from his chest. His own blade fell from his hands as he dropped to his knees. He slumped and fell over on his side, dead.

	Helen stared at her fallen brother. She recognized the blade that skewered him; it was her own dropped sword. She turned her gaze away and found Orvyn, eyes glazed and face pale. He reached out an unsteady hand to her.

	Then she saw the descending maw of the dragon behind him.

	“Get down!” She grabbed his arm and pulled. Scalithrax bit, catching only the folds of his billowing cloak. The dragon lifted its head, drawing Orvyn into the air. He shrugged off his cloak and dropped to the ground next to Helen.

	The beast shook its head and threw aside the empty cloak. The cavern shook as the dragon bellowed a fear-inducing roar and pushed itself up to its full, terrifying height.

	Its jaws snapped as they rolled and regained their feet. It swiped as Orvyn swung his staff, landing a harmless blow against the creature’s thick hide. Helen charged at it with a sword raised high but was knocked aside with a flap of its wing.

