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DESCRIPTION

Born in fire and magic, the evil monster Gwuam's first meal was that of human flesh. Driven by lust for more, he destroyed the peaceful kingdom of Napoli as he rampaged and fed. The terrified refugees took refuge in the mountains and forests, always trying to avoid his terrible maw. Napoli destroyed, Gwaum turned his attention to the other 5 kingdoms of Island World. Stronger than even the powerful Order of the Wizards of the Golden Star, the wizards tried to destroy him. Their every attempt failed in failure and loss of life. One wizard alone rose to defy him, the young wizard Arii. He faced off against Gwaum on the top of the magical mountain Crystalcrest. Could even Arii withstand Gwaum's terrible assault?

Quest of the Wizard is a powerful epic fantasy tale relating the trials of Arii and King Bearl as they struggled against all odds to defeat the monster. It is the first book in the Wizards of the Golden Star Series.
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Quest of the Wizard

Death in the Forest

Paul R. Wonning

Death moved relentlessly through the forest, making little sound as it crept along, hunger biting at its innards. Emerging into a clearing, the creature’s eyes swept the meadow beyond. A cottage lay at forest’s edge. A thin curl of smoke wafted from the chimney. The creature sensed the smell it sought. Humans. He would feed.

The afternoon sun caressed the land with its golden rays. Beneath its watching eyes, a boy gathered red berries at the forest’s edge. His pail was almost half-full when he heard his mother’s call.

“Arii. Arii honey, it is time to come home. Your father is here, and dinner is ready.”

Arii paused and looked in his bucket. The berries’ fragrance nibbled at his nose. His mother made some of the best red berry pie in the valley. He glanced back at the cottage that stood at the edge of the meadow where he was gathering berries. He saw his mother looking for him, her hand shading her eyes as she scanned the meadow. When she sighted him, she waved and then she went back inside.

It took a full bucket of red berries for a pie. He did not have enough. He looked back at the berry patch. Fresh red berries glistened in the sun, inviting him to pick more. Overhead, he could hear the chatter of birds as they awaited his departure so they could resume their feast on the delectable fruit. Just a bit further on he could see a large clump of berries. That clump would finish his bucket. It would take just a few minutes more and he would have enough.

He worked his way further into the patch, the thorns tearing his clothes and scratching his bare arms and legs. He regretted not listening to his mother’s warnings to wear thicker clothing. But the weather was warm and he did not want to get hot and sweaty.

He reached the clump and filled his bucket. Arii was happy, the bucket was full. He turned to walk back to his home. The sound of crashing trees in the forest behind his home swept across the meadow. Arii watched in terror as a huge oak fell, smashing the cottage. His feet froze to the ground as a huge red monster stepped from the forest. A single, hungry fiery red eye bored into his eyes as the creature stood towering over the meadow. He could see his mother, holding his baby sister, wriggle through a window, escaping the ruined cottage. His father followed. He looked up and saw the creature. He interposed himself between the monster and his family.

A huge red hand reached down and grabbed at the man, who turned to flee. He was too late, and the hand clasped him. Arii could hear the crunching of his father’s rib cage as death cut short his scream. Blood flowed from his mouth. The monster raised the man, and with a single gulp, swallowed him. His mother backed away. Her foot caught on a log. She tripped. The monster caught her by the foot and picked her up.

With upturned maw, he dangled the screaming woman over his head, the baby dangling from the terrified woman’s hand. The baby slipped from her grip and fell into the black, gaping mouth. The woman followed her child an instant later.

Terror froze Arii’s breath and chilled his heart. The monster belched. He then looked at Arii. A smile played across Gwaum’s face. One more small morsel would finish his meal. He began striding towards him.

Arii dropped his bucket of red berries. The bucket spilled, and the red berries stained the boy’s bare feet. He backed up, slowly at first. Then he turned and ran. He could hear the giant feet of the monster thumping hard on the ground behind him. He ran faster and faster. He reached the trees and fled deep into the forest. The thumping behind him stopped, but Arii ran harder, flung on by his fear.

On and on he ran, until exhausted, he fell at the edge of a small stream. A huge log lay in front of him, dead and hollow. He crept into the log. The rotting wood was dank in his nose as it flaked away. White grubs, exposed from the disturbance, wriggled and burrowed deeper into the wood.

The sun fell. Darkness descended and the night sounds began. Narls howled in the distance. Arii pulled himself deeper into the log, tears of grief and fear falling from his eyes. Exhaustion crept upon him, and he finally fell asleep. 

Morning dawned in the tiny hamlet of Jarna. Nerza awoke to the chirping of birds in the garden behind his stone cottage. A few people still clung to this village, so far from the Road of Terror. As the sleep left his eyes, Nerza sat up.

The dream had left him unsettled. He had seen a vision of terror drifting through the mists of his sleeping mind. His sister’s face had appeared, her eyes filled with horror. Then it had disappeared, followed by the image of the infant she held in her arms. 

Worry ate at Nerza. His sister, her husband and two young children dwelt in a cottage in a protected valley near Jarna. The horror that he saw in his dream he knew well. Hoping it was a vision of the future, he dressed quickly. He would have to hasten if he were to save them.

He ate a sparse, hurried breakfast of hard cheese and bread to satisfy his hunger. He took his snow-white staff with the golden star on the tip of the hilt and strode off down the road. By noon, he reached the small stream that marked the valley. He followed the footpath upstream. His path soon reached the clearing and meadow that marked his sister’s cottage. He stopped horrorstruck, as he saw the crushed cottage. He walked towards it. A bloodstain marked the ground near the cottage. The monster had fed.

Hot tears of grief filled his eyes and sobs burst from his throat. He fell to the ground and beat it with his fists. Finally, he stood. Something glinting in the sun at the edge of the meadow caught his eye. He walked towards it.

As he neared it, he could see that it was a metal pail lying on its side, its contents of red berries strewn across the path. He picked it up. He looked towards the forest. Broken branches and trampled wildflowers marked the path of someone fleeing into the forest.

He could see the larger footprints of the monster, which trailed towards the woods.  They appeared to follow someone who had escaped into the forest.

Nerza strode towards the woods. He noted that the huge footsteps stopped, then turned back into the meadow. Who ever it was that escaped was too small a morsel for a monster who had just fed on two adults and a baby.

Perhaps Arii had escaped. The boy loved red berries. Maybe the boy had picked red berries in the meadow and escaped into the woods when the creature appeared. Nerza stepped into the wood. He could see the disturbed leaves on the forest floor, marking the passage of someone.

He noted the distance between the footprints. A child had fled this way. Hope arose in his breast.

Nerza paused and studied the terrain before him. It was summer, and the early spring flowers had faded. The leaf litter from the previous fall was rotting, turning to the mould that would nourish the soil. Tracking the boy would require more woodcraft than wizard craft. Nerza’s father had been a hunter and had imparted these skills, long unused, to Nerza when he was a boy.

He continued his trek through the wood, with an occasional pause to peruse the signs left by the fleeing boy. The trail ended near the brook downstream from his earlier path. Nerza again paused and looked upstream. Then he looked downstream. He crossed the brook and searched for the trail, with no success. It had vanished. He returned to the spot where the trail stopped. Again, he studied the stream. The boy had apparently followed the stream. Arii despaired. What if he had passed the boy earlier; and had not seen or heard him. Which way did he go?

“Arii,” Nerza called. “Arii, are you here?”

A pall of silence hung over the forest.

A huge log by the stream’s bank beckoned him to sit and rest. Nerza sat down to think. Silence surrounded him as he sat, deep in thought.

He became aware of a slight sound. He pricked up his ears. The sound seemed to flow around him. What was it and where was it coming from?

He stood up and glanced at the log. Was the log talking to him?

He walked to the end and saw that it was hollow. The log was big, as was the opening. It was big enough to hide a small child. He withdrew the wand from the handle of the staff. Calling the power of fire, the wizard used the wand to ignite the tip of a wooden limb that lay on the ground nearby. He picked up the flaming brand and held it near the opening, peering inside. At first, in the flickering light he could see nothing. But he heard what sounded like a whimper of fear. Peering closer, he could see a small face peering back at him.

“Arii? It is your Uncle Nerza. Is that you? Come out, boy. Do not be afraid. You are safe, now.”

The whimpering stopped, and the boy crawled out, covered with the decaying wood of the tree and leaf fragments. A wriggling grub lay on his shoulder. Clothing torn and stained; he bore the dank smell of decaying wood. Nerza brushed the grub off.

“Uncle Nerza. Oh, Uncle Nerza.” 

The boy wrapped his arms around Nerza’s shoulders. His sobs filled the forest. His tears stained Nerza’s shoulders. He held the boy for a long time, trying to comfort him.

The boy, his voice thick with sorrow and fear, said, “Oh, Uncle Nerza, it was horrible. The monster broke our house. He killed momma and papa.”

“I know, Arii. I saw your house. I tracked you through the forest. I hoped against hope that you escaped and were safe.”

“We will never be safe, Uncle Nerza. Not as long as that horrible monster lives.”

His sobs returned.

Finally, Nerza pushed the boy away and studied his face. 

“You will come to live with me now, Arii. You will come with me to Jarna.”

“Will the monster come there, too? Will he eat us there?”

Nerza shook his head. “I have protected my house with a magic spell. Gwaum cannot see my house. He will pass us by.”

“Why didn’t you protect my house, Uncle?”

“I wanted to, Arii. Your father did not like wizards. He would not let me place any kind of spell. He thought the valley was safe.”

“But it wasn’t, Uncle. The monster found us. He killed them and ate them.”

“Yes, the monster did horrible things, Arii.”

Nerza stood. He took Arii’s hand and said, “It is time to go, Arii. We will go to my home. You will be safe there.”

He and Arii strode through the forest. Nerza took a different path. He followed the stream to its junction with the larger stream, and this he followed to the road. Then, holding Arii’s hand, they walked to his stone cottage near Jarna. In less than a day, Nerza’s role as uncle had changed to parent of a young, growing boy. He hoped that he was equal to the task.

––––––––
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What Do You Want to Be?

MEN HAVE A HABIT OF rising to a difficult task. Nerza responded to the daunting duty of raising his nephew with zeal and an acumen that he could never have guessed he had.

The years flowed by and Nerza watched as the boy grew. He sat on the stone bench behind the cottage and watched Arii, almost twelve now, weed the garden. It was hot, and Nerza needed a rest. The apple tree that shaded him was already fragrant with ripening fruit. Bees hummed as they worked, gathering their nectar from the flowers in the garden. He took a drink of water from a stone jar that rested beside him. The water, still cool from its sojourn in the nearby well, refreshed him.

As he studied the boy’s movement, his mind worked.

He sensed a growing strength in the child. Destiny promised great things for the boy, but what that greatness was to be, Nerza could not tell. He had taught him a bit of magic that the boy had grasped well. He had the makings of a wizard. Was that where his fate lay?

“Arii, come here.”

Arii stopped weeding and walked over to Nerza.

“Sit, Arii. I must talk to you.”

Arii sat down next to the wizard and asked, “What do you want, Uncle Nerza?”

Nerza looked down into the bright, inquisitive eyes.

“You are old enough to begin the studies necessary for wizardry, Arii. Would you like to do that?”

The boy nodded and answered, “I would like that very much, Uncle.”

Nerza smiled and asked, “Have you considered becoming a Wizard of the Golden Star?”

“Yes, Uncle, I have. The Wizards of the Golden Star are the most powerful wizards in Island World.”

Nerza stood, placed his hands on the boy’s shoulders and looked into his eyes.

“It is a long, hard road, Arii. You will have to study very hard. You will be away from home for long periods of time.”

“Why, Uncle? Why must I go away?”

“To become a Wizard of the Golden Star, you must first attain the Rite of Investiture from each of four major orders of wizardry. I have already spoken to Moog, of the Order of the Encircling Waters. He has agreed to instruct you, if you want to undergo the training. He is a member of the nix clan that inhabits the Nehru River. He can begin your training here, in Jarna. When he completes your training, you will have to travel far from home. Most of the wizards, save two, live in far countries.”

“If that is what I have to do to become a wizard like you, then I will do it.” 

Nerza studied the boy’s face, trying to read his eyes. There was more to this than he could discern. 

He asked, “Why do you want to be a wizard, Arii?”

The boy was silent a moment before answering. He scuffled his bare feet in the dirt under the bench. 

Finally, he said, “The monster killed my momma and papa. He killed my sister. He must pay. If I am a powerful wizard, I can make him pay for what he did.”

Nerza pulled his hands from the boy’s shoulders. 

“The monster is powerful, Arii. Too powerful, even for me. Even I, a Wizard of the Golden Star, must hide my dwelling with magic so he will not attack me.”

Nerza looked into Arii’s eyes. There was strength in those deep black eyes. He wondered at that time long ago and what he and the other wizards had loosed. Could it be? He pushed the thought back into his memory as the boy spoke.

“I will study and learn, Uncle Nerza. I will learn magic from you, and the others who train me. I will become strong. I will become stronger than the monster. Then I will destroy him.”

Nerza became afraid. He did not wish to train the boy to go to his own death. That other memory surfaced, again. Had they made a mistake those many years ago? A trace of fear filtered into his mind. Perhaps the boy was too hungry for power. Wizards that coveted too much power created problems. Gwaum’s existence was proof of that.

He looked again into those eyes. Perhaps that was what he felt. Perhaps that was the boy’s fate. He sighed.

“Tomorrow morning, we will go to the river. I will summon Moog. Then your training will begin.”

The boy smiled. 

“Good, Uncle. I want to start.”

Arii jumped up, returned to the garden, and resumed his weeding. Nerza followed him. The day passed. They continued to tend the garden, and the apple tree ripened its apples. His thoughts lay on that thing he and the other wizards created. They then moved to that other wizard; the one filled with evil. Nerza wondered if he truly was doing the right thing. 

The morning sun found the two standing on the bank of the river Nehru. Nerza watched the water as it flowed by. A fish smacked the top, grabbing some insect unfortunate enough to land near its watery lair. The fragrance of clear, running water and moss-covered rocks filled the air. He glanced at Arii whose eyes sparkled with anticipation.

Nerza withdrew his wand, stooped down and placed the tip in the water. He chanted a spell and then stood up. They waited for Moog to answer the call.

They did not have to wait long. In the deep part of the current, a shadow appeared. The shadow broke the surface, and the silver face of a nix emerged. He approached the bank, his feet struck the bottom, and he began to walk. When he reached the wizard and boy, he looked at Nerza.

“So, you have the boy. Is he ready to learn the magic of the Order of the Encircling Waters?”

“Yes,” said Arii, before Nerza could answer. “I want to learn.”

The nix smiled and said, “I see he is anxious. That is the sign of a good student.”

“I can’t wait to begin,” said Arii.

“I will leave him in your capable hands, Moog,” said Nerza. “Train him well.”

Moog nodded and Nerza departed, leaving the nix and the boy standing on the riverbank.

Moog sat down in the water. 

“We nixes cannot abide on dry land very long. We can breathe the air, after a fashion, but our skin dries out. We must return to water periodically to refresh our bodies.”

“I have never seen a nix before. Are there many of you?”

Moog nodded as he answered, “We inhabit every large river and lake in Island World as well as the Encircling Seas. We do not allow humans to see us often, as they hate us and fear us. They try to kill us when they can.”

“What do I need to learn from you?”

Moog swirled his webbed feet in the water and looked at the boy.

“The magic of our order is difficult for humans to learn. On dry land, our powers leave us except for our telepathic powers. Immersion of some part of our bodies in water imparts the rest of our magic powers. It is for this reason that humans have difficulty learning our magic. Most humans hate and fear the water and cannot long abide under the surface.”

Moog paused as he submerged his head to breathe in the refreshing waters.

He emerged, remarking, “We nixes do not talk underwater. We use mind talk. I will teach you how to do this.”

“When I learn that, can I read other people’s minds?”

Moog smiled. 

“No, Arii. You can only communicate with others who have the same skill. Their minds are open to you, but only to the extent that they wish to reveal them. A Wizard of the Golden Star will be able to detect you and communicate with you. You will also be able to communicate with any nixes that open themselves to you.”

Arii stepped into the water, feeling the rocky bottom with his bare feet.

“It will be best if you undress,” said Moog. “Clothing in the water will weigh you down. It is an unneeded encumbrance in our world.”

Arii got back on the bank and disrobed, laying his clothing on a rock near the waters. He stepped back into the waters and felt the cold-water flow over his body.

He looked at the nix and asked, “What else will I learn?”

“You will need to control your breathing and develop your lungs. Using our magic, you will be able to hold your breath for long periods. During these underwater periods, you will need to learn to slow your bodily functions down. It is important to learn to stay perfectly still, to increase the time that you can stay underwater.”

Arii nodded, saying, “I can do that.”

Another smile played across Moog’s face as he observed, “It is not an easy skill to learn. You humans have a dread of water. You will have to fight your own impulses to stay under water for long periods. You will have to learn when you reach your limits. When the air in your lungs runs out, it will do so quickly. If you do not know when to surface, you will pass out and drown.”

“How long will I be able to stay underwater, Teacher?”

Moog glanced at the boy and said, “That will depend upon the level of skill you develop. Some humans can learn to stay under water as long as half of one of your hours. Others can stay only a few minutes.

The cold water was penetrating Arii’s body. He began to shiver.

“You will learn to control that as well, Arii. It will be a part of your training.”

“Is that all I need to learn?”

Moog shook his head. 

“No. You will learn another spell, a spell which is difficult and cannot be learned if you do not master the first two.”

“What is this spell?”

“You will have to sit on the river’s bottom and reach out with your mind. When you connect with an underwater creature, such as a fish, you will have to exert your control over it. You must force it to come to you and eat out of your hand.”

“That sounds difficult.”

“It is very difficult. Most wizards are only able to control a very small fish for a short period. If you master that skill, we will accept you into our order. You will then be one of us.”

Arii stood up, announcing “I am ready to begin.”

“I see you do not daunt easily,” said Moog. “That is good. You will need courage and wisdom to complete your training. I see you have courage. We will find out if you have wisdom.

––––––––
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Master of the Waters

TIME, LIKE THE RIVER Nehru, flowed by. Arii climbed out of the waters. The next day would be his fourteenth birthday and excitement swelled through the youth’s body. Two years of intense training were behind him. He stood on the riverbank and turned to look at the impassive face of Moog who was standing waist deep in the river. 

“Arii, your apprenticeship is at an end. Tomorrow you will face your test. You have done well so far, showing mastery of the skills I have taught you. At dawn, you will have the final test that will consist of three trials. If you pass all three, you will be eligible for the Rite of Investiture into the Order of the Encircling Waters. I will meet you here, when the daystar rises. Be ready.”

At this, Moog slipped beneath the water leaving the young man alone on the bank. 

Arii turned his steps towards his home, as he had done every other day of his training. The news would please Nerza, as it had been a difficult task, this learning the magic of the water folk.

His mastery of mind talking took a long time. Repeatedly he had managed to connect with Moog’s mind, only to have it broken by distraction, fear or loss of faith. Finally, he did it. 

If that seemed hard, learning to still his fears to submerge for ever longer periods was harder. Mastery of his body took many weeks. The fear of drowning almost overpowered his will to stay submerged many times. Finally, he was able to remain under water, sitting on the bottom watching the fishes swim past him. 

Combining the two skills took more time and much effort. The effort involved in performing the magic shortened his underwater time. This made connecting his mind to the creature difficult. Time after time he connected, only to feel the burning in his lungs force him to the top, his task unfinished.

After many days and many trials, he finally succeeded. His mind melded with a fish, and he compelled the animal to swim in circles around him. He even fed from his hand as he watched a smile on his young face. 

A different situation loomed tomorrow. Three other Wizards of the Encircling Waters would be on hand to watch. If he made any mistakes or failed to complete any of his appointed tasks, they would vote him down. His dream of becoming a Wizard of the Golden Star crushed.

All his work and toil was on the line. Each day he labored under Moog’s direction. Each night he returned to Nerza’s cottage exhausted and hungry. He would eat and then fall into bed. Each day he had arisen early and gone to the river before Moog came to fetch him.

He thought of the spell he devised and practiced in secret. It involved magic that Moog had not taught him; magic he had made up on his own. It was a dangerous spell, but if it worked, it would impress the judges. When they saw it, they would have to admit him. On his birthday, the judges would confer on him the Rite of Investiture of the Order of the Encircling Waters. He was sure of it.

He and Nerza were there, at dawn, waiting at the edge of the river. Four shapes emerged from the river. 

A thought from Moog nudged his mind as it formed, “Are you ready?” 

Arii looked at Moog and nodded, icy tentacles of fear clutching his bowels.

“I am ready,” He thought, directing his mind towards the nixes, which smiled and bowed as he implanted the words.

“Greet your uncle.” 

Until this moment, Moog forbade Arii to use his skill with Nerza. He turned to face his uncle, and he reached out with his mind.

“Will you come with me, Uncle Nerza?” 

The wizard nodded, saying, “I will.” 

The thought, as it entered Arii’s mind, gladdened him.

He and Nerza disrobed and entered the water, and they swam to a point in the middle of the river. 

“Below us is the site of the examination,” said Moog. “You have passed the first test, demonstrating the ability to mind talk with multiple nixes and a human.”

The nixes all nodded in agreement. 

“He has indeed passed the first test,” said one. “Let us proceed.”

They dove into the water. Down and down, they swam until they found the bottom. Nerza felt the tug of the river’s current as it sought to carry him with it. 

Five rocks formed a circle on the bottom of the river. Nerza sat on one and assumed a sitting position with his arms folded in front of him. He sat very still, his eyes focused on Arii, at the center of the circle of rocks. One of the nix wizards sat near Nerza and leaned towards him, seeming to whisper in his ears. 

Arii drifted down to the bottom and sat, his arms folded in front of him, his feet drawn up and tucked into his knee joints. He curled into a ball, reducing the amount of skin in contact with the cold water. With closed eyes, he sat for a long time, focusing his mind on slowing his bodily functions. He could feel his heart rate slow. The gentle beating became slow and regular. The pressure on his lungs eased as the demand for oxygen lessened. He concentrated on his blood, forcing it out, near the skin, forming a protective shield around his body. He felt his body warm. The risk of hypothermia diminished. Many minutes passed. The minutes stretched into an hour, and still Arii waited. His lungs were beginning to burn, and the cold fingers of fear reached into his mind. Still, he waited. Images began to form in his mind. Then it seemed a huge black hole opened in front of him. He felt himself drawn into that hole. Finally, he felt the touch on his mind he had hoped to find. 

“You have passed the second test, Arii. Now it is time for you humans to rest. You will surface and return to your uncle’s home. Return when the daystar stands directly overhead.”

Arii unbent himself and felt the stiffness of his joints. He and Nerza surfaced and returned to the shore. Arii lay a long time on a rock by the shore. His lungs could not drink in the air fast enough. At last, he recuperated. 

He looked at his uncle and asked, “How is it that you are not exhausted? You were down there as long as I.”

His uncle smiled. “There are still some nixian mysteries for you to unfold, Arii. The nixes have ways of preserving life in us surface dwellers. It is something you will discover in time.”

They walked in silence to the road, then to Nerza’s stone cottage. 

“You have done well, Nephew.”

The words touched Arii’s mind. 

He reached out to his uncle’s mind, thinking, “Thank you, Uncle Nerza.”

They entered the cottage. Arii kindled a fire while Nerza retrieved some cold roasted lerfs from the storage pail in the well near the garden. They heated the lerfs and nibbled on greens that Nerza had gathered the previous evening.

“You have not told me much about my parents, Uncle.”

“It has pained me to speak of your mother, Arii. We were close until she married your father. He did not like wizards, so he did not like me. Her death created darkness on my soul that I did not wish to explore.”

“Tell me about my mother. I was so small when she died, I do not remember much about her. Her face has faded from my memory.”

Nerza got up and removed the pan containing the lerfs. The water steamed when he removed the lid, releasing the savory fragrance of the roasting meat. 

“You come from a long line of wizards, Arii. Your mother was of the Exalted Order of Healers, as was our mother. Your father forbade her from practicing her craft. Our father was a member of the Order of the Winds. Our grandparents were wizards, also. Our grandfather, Calan, was of the Order of the Golden Star.”

“Why was my grandfather not also of that order?”

Nerza took a bite of the hot meat and chewed slowly. His eyes were thoughtful from memory. 

“Your grandfather almost drowned when he was young. He carried a fear of water his entire life. He could not endure the training of the Order of the Encircling Waters. Because of that, he could never be a member of the Order of the Golden Star.”

“Are there other wizards in our family?”

“I have a sister-in-law in the town of Cleery, at the mouth of the Nehru River, where it pours its waters into the sea. She will be your last stop on the way to becoming a Wizard of the Golden Star.”

“I have an aunt?”

“Yes. She was my brother’s wife, your uncle, many years ago. He died in a hunting accident. She remarried, but Gwaum took her second husband.”

“Why will she be the last?”

Nerza cast a furtive glance at Arii and answered, “I have my reasons.”

He got up and walked to the window. “The sun is at zenith, Nephew. We must return to the river.”

Again, they sat at the bottom of the river, with Arii in the center of the watching nixes. Nerza sat behind him, and again a nix wizard sat near and leaned towards Nerza. 

Moog arose and looked into Arii’s eyes and said, “It is time for the last trial. You must now cast a spell on a water creature. You must force it to eat from your hand.”

Moog swam over to Arii and extended his hand, placing a small dead fish in his palm.

Arii stood and looked about and finally located the object of his search. A group of smooth skinned bristlefish lay on the river bottom, heads facing upstream. Arii directed his mind to the closest one, a huge fish. He felt himself enter the creature’s brain. In a moment the fish began to stir, then arose from the bottom, raising a swirl of mud as it swam towards Arii. It entered the circle of nixes and stopped in front of the boy. 

Arii extended his hand and opened the palm. The fish, with an intake of water, vacuumed the fish from Arii’s hand.

“That is good Arii. The trial is over. It is time for the gathering to vote.”

The effort of the spell had drained energy from Arii’s body. He began to feel the burning in his lungs which indicated that his time underwater was about to end. 

Now it was time for the final touch. It would be a spell that would cement his chances of admittance to the order.

He reached out and touched the fish. He focused his efforts. There was no turning back now that he had started. He could feel the beginning of the blackness. This was draining the last oxygen from his system. He could not last longer. Then he saw it. A bubble of air began to form behind the fish’s gills. It grew as the fish worked its gills harder. It was now large enough for Arii to climb on the fish’s back. He inhaled air. He had done it. He had forced the fish to form an air bubble for him to breathe. Now he commanded the fish to swim. The fish swam downstream a short distance. Arii commanded the fish to return. The fish stopped, and slowly turned about. He rode the fish back to the center of the circle of nixes, who were staring at him with surprise in their eyes.

He looked at his uncle. Fear coursed through his body. As he finished his trial, the nixes had started to ascend to the surface. So surprised were they by Arii’s magic, Nerza was forgotten. The excitement from this last bit of unexpected magic drained the oxygen from Nerza’s lungs. He, unseen by the nixes, began to float downstream. Nerza’s eyes were open, bubbles beginning to sputter from his mouth and nose. None of the nixes looked at Nerza. They were unaware of his peril.

Arii commanded the fish to swim towards his uncle, caught by the current and drifting downstream. Arii neared his uncle’s body and reached out. He caught his hair and pulled him into the protective envelope of air. Nerza gasped and his eyes opened. 

“Do not let go, Uncle,” Arii’s mind screamed. “We must ride to the surface where we will be safe.”

The bristlefish, at Arii’s command, swam upwards, followed by the four nixes. They broke the surface. The fish slipped away. The nixes grasped the boy and the man and pulled them towards the shore. The uncle and nephew clambered ashore, and both collapsed face down on the huge rock on which their clothing lay.

Out in the water, the huge bristlefish drifted on the surface of the water, working its gills rapidly as it regained its strength. After several minutes, the fish, with a splash as its tail, broke the water and dove back down into the depths. 

Arii rolled over, and the sun glared in his eyes. He could see the face of Moog staring down at him.

“Where did you learn that spell?”

Arii sat up, water running down his face and dripping off his chin. 

“I made it up. I used portions of things you taught me and made up the rest.”

“That is amazing. No human has ever done anything like that before. That is nix magic of the highest order. So complex, we never try to teach it to humans.”

Nerza sat up and stared at his nephew. 

“It seems you saved my life, nephew. That was an incredible work of magic.”

“Does that mean I have passed the trial?”

Moog glanced at the assembled nixes 

“It is time to vote.”

The three all nodded in agreement. 

“You have each already chosen your pebbles. A white pebble indicates the applicant has passed. A black pebble denotes failure.”

Moog held his hands cupped together and walked to one judge at a time. Each chose a pebble and dropped it into Moog’s clasped hands. When the last pebble fell, Moog walked back over to Arii. He opened his hands. Three white pebbles glistened in the sun. Arii had passed the trial.

Moog faced Arii; his hands pressed together, palms touching. “Tomorrow when the daystar rises, we will meet at this spot. We will go again to the place of testing for the Rite of Investiture. You have done well, young student.”

At this, the nixes descended beneath the waves and disappeared, leaving the uncle and nephew naked on the rock. 

One last time, Arii stood in the circle of stones in the murky water of the river. He felt almost that he was in his natural element. 

Moog stood before his student. 

“We will keep this short,” the words entered his mind. “You humans have had a difficult day under water. Your endurance is less, and it weakens your bodies.”

“Clasp your hands in front of you,” said Moog.

Arii did as Moog commanded. The nixes gathered about him. Each placed his right hand on Arii’s clasped hands. 

“We find that the applicant has satisfied all the requirements of the Order of the Encircling Waters. The Wizards of the Induction Assembly hereby admit the applicant into our exalted order at the level of Master of the Waters.”

Arii looked at Moog in surprise as he queried, “Master of the Waters?”

Moog nodded. 

“You have demonstrated a level of magic which surpassed Apprentice. We have decided to ignore precedent and elevate you to a level never achieved by a human. You are now one of us. As a token of your investiture, we give you this.”

Moog handed him a clear vial, secured to a silver chain.

“What is this, Moog?”

“It is a vial filled with the waters of all the rivers of Island World as well as waters from the Encircling Sea. Take it as proof of your induction into our order.”

Arii smiled and bowed. The nixes smiled and bowed in return.

At this the circle broke. Arii was now a member of the Order of the Encircling Waters. He had completed the first step.

––––––––
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Another Request Granted

THE SUN CAST LONG SHADOWS as it descended towards the western horizon. Nerza opened the door to the cage that housed his prized flock of yuhma birds. The birds fluttered towards the door, cooing in anticipation. Nerza did not disappoint them as he emptied his wooden scoop of grain into the feeding bins. He stepped back and watched the birds peck at the grain.

The training and use of yuhma birds was Nerza’s specialty. The birds had a peculiar ability to find their home, even if released hundreds of miles away. The wizard had taken advantage of this ability and developed it further. Through training and a special form of magic he had developed, Nerza could use the yuhma birds as a communications system. He could send a bird to a person anywhere on Island World. The bird would find the recipient and deliver the message. The recipient could then write a reply and tie it to the bird’s leg and release it and the bird would return home. The only weakness in his system was that Nerza had to know the person he to whom he sent it. It was a good system, however, and it had served him well during this time of Gwaum’s dominance of Island World.

He glanced at the setting sun. Arii would be returning home soon. He was proud of the boy and his achievement. A couple of months had passed, and summer was waning. Nerza had let the boy enjoy his new skills and rest from his endeavors. The lad spent so much time in the river, riding that bristlefish and spending time with the nixes, he expected him to try to grow gills.

He smiled at the thought, but time was passing, and he wanted to get Arii to his next mentor before winter. A shadow passed overhead, and he looked up. The bird he had sent out a few days ago was returning with his answer. The bird circled twice and descended. Nerza held his hand up, index finger extended. The bird lit on his finger and cooed in greeting.

“Ahh, little Brin, you have returned. Let us see what answer you have brought to me from Nahru.”

As he untied the leather cord that secured a note to the bird’s leg, he heard footsteps behind him. He turned to see Arii, a smile on his face, running towards him.

The boy shouted in glee, “Uncle Nerza, Moog has consented. He will grant my request.” 

Arii loved the time he got to spend underwater and the bristlefish was a perfect mount. The spines that extended from each side of the fish’s mouth were ideal places to hold on to the fish. He had fashioned a sort of saddle for the fish that he could fasten to the back with a strap. The saddle held the dorsal spine down and had another strap with which Arii could fasten himself to the fish. He could unbuckle the saddle quickly to release himself from the fish when it became exhausted.

After about an hour, the effort would exhaust the fish and Arii would then release the saddle and swim to the surface. During this time, he joined in games with the young nixes while they cavorted in the river. He made many friends among the nixes and the word of his presence among them spread throughout the various clans. Cerna, a young nix about Arii’s age, and he became best friends. Together they shared many underwater adventures.

His mentor, Moog, watched the young human as he cavorted among his kind. 

This lad was a unique human, and he trusted him in a way that he never trusted humans before. Nixes and humans did not intermix much. There had been unions from which hybrid children had been born. Nixes usually tried to avoid humans as much as possible, though. The humans feared the nixes, thought them monsters and tried to kill them when they saw them. This created a fear of men among the nixes and nixian attacks on humans were not unknown. There was much enmity between the two races.

Arii noticed that the water was darkening, a sign that the daystar was waning. His fish was showing signs of tiredness, so soon he would have to return to the surface. He watched Moog approach. He noted the look on his face, and he knew. He was granting his wish.

Moog swam to the boy and swam beside him. Their minds touched.

“I have given your request much thought, Arii. We nixes have discussed it and we have agreed. Tomorrow, we will allow you to visit our city. Something we have never done for a human.”

Arii said through a smile, “Oh, Moog, that is wonderful.”

A rare smile touched the nix’s face as he touched Arii’s mind with his reply, “Tomorrow at the rise of the daystar, come to the river. You will not need your fish.”

“But how will I be able to spend much time in your city without my fish? I cannot breathe underwater.”

Again, Moog smiled. 

“There are still some mysteries about us nix wizards that you do not know, Arii. Tomorrow I will reveal another of our secrets.”

With this, Moog swam off, leaving Arii to his thoughts. He reached under the fish and released the saddle. In a minute, he was bobbing at the surface. He swam to his rock, climbed out and dressed.

Then he scaled the bank to the road and ran to his uncle’s house.

His uncle Nerza would be tending his birds, so Arii ran along the house to the garden and grassy area behind the house.

He saw his uncle, a yuhma bird on his finger and a small, rolled up parchment in the other. His uncle heard him and turned. When he saw Arii, his face lit in a smile.

“Uncle Nerza, Moog has consented. He will grant my request,” cried Arii. “He will take me to their underwater city tomorrow. I get to see where the nixes live.”

The smile on his uncle’s face grew broader.

“That is good news, Arii. You have wanted this for a long time.”

Arii gushed and excited reply, “I finally get to see where my friends live. He told me I do not need my fish. How will I live underwater long enough to see their city?”

Nerza turned to put the bird that occupied his finger in the cage. He closed the door to the cage and said, “Moog has a surprise for you, so I will not spoil it. You will learn many things from the nixes. They are a surprising folk, the nixes are. There is much that I do not know.”

Arii looked at the parchment that Nerza was unrolling. He waited for the wizard to read it.

“What is it, Uncle? What does it say?”

“It is a reply from the wizard Zaleb Toone, in Nahru. He is a Wizard of the Order of the Winds. He has consented to mentor you and teach you the ways of that order.”

Arii studied his uncle’s face.

“Nahru,” he said. “Where is that?”

“It is far away in the kingdom of Naul.”

“I don’t want to go so far away, Uncle Nerza. I want to stay here, with you and my friends.”

Nerza looked into Arii’s eyes. 

“You will have a lifetime here, at Stone Haven after your training, if you wish. But if you want to become a Wizard of the Golden Star, you will have to go to Nahru. You must learn the ways of the Order of the Winds.”

“I do want to become a Wizard of the Golden Star, Uncle. I did not think I would have to go so far away.”

“I don’t want you to go either, Arii, but you must if you want to enter the Order. Gwaum has devastated all Island World, and the people are in hiding. Our numbers decrease as the monster feeds on us.”

“All the more reason for me to become a great wizard,” said Arii. “I will destroy him.”

Nerza studied Arii’s face, noting the determination there.

“You should not let your hatred of Gwaum drive your ambition, Arii. Hatred is a dangerous thing.”

“The monster killed my parents and my sister. He kills people all over our land. Someone must destroy him, or he will destroy us. I mean to become a powerful wizard. I mean to destroy Gwaum.”

Nerza saw the determination in Arii’s eyes. Before, he had thought Arii’s quest was impossible. The lad had a natural talent for magic. He had an inner power that Nerza had never felt before. Nerza had caught glimpses of that power. It was a fearsome power. That type of power had existed in ages past. That power had not been benevolent. Island World had suffered greatly from it. Gwaum’s presence was proof of that.

Mualla​

The excitement Arii felt grew as night fell. He slept little and arose early, well before the sun. He walked to the river and awaited the arrival of Moog in the darkness. The stars kept a silent vigil as a gentle breeze played across the river valley. The mists that played across the flowing waters carried the perfume of the flowers that grew along the river’s bank. Arii drank in the morning with all his senses, his young soul singing with anticipation.

A glow lit the eastern horizon as the sun approached, ready to begin its trek across the Land of Island World sky. Low-lying clouds, illuminated by the nearing sun, cast a magnificent palette of colors across the morning sky. A dark shape appeared in the waters offshore. The shape paused and amid a circle of splashing water, Moog emerged from the river, water dripping from his face.

“Are you ready to begin your journey?” the nix asked as he stood before the waiting boy.

Arii nodded, his face glowing with excitement.

“Then climb on my back, and we will begin.”

Arii gave Moog a questioning look, and then did as the nix bade him. Moog turned and entered the water. As the waters enveloped Arii’s face, a bubble emerged at the back of Moog’s gill slits. The bubble grew until it encased Arii’s head.

“You can do as I made the fish do.” Arii cast the thought into Moog’s mind.

“Yes. It is one of our Order’s skills, the ability to sustain life for two under the waters. You, because you do not have gills, cannot master it. The skill you have learned will serve you well, though. You are the only human to have mastered it. It is how we sustained you uncle during your trial.”

That riddle solved; Arii settled in to enjoy the rest of his trip.

“Where are we going?” asked Arii.

“We are going to the nix city of Mualla, at the mouth of the Nehru River.”

“Why is it so far away?”

Arii could feel the question working its way into the nix’s mind.

“Nixes do not need cities in the same way that humans do. Most of us do not dwell there. “

“Where do you live?”

“We live individually, or as families or clans in small natural caverns or homes that we have dug in the river’s bottom.”

Arii asked, “How is it that I have never seen one of your homes?”

“Our homes we consider sacred. Seldom do we allow visitors into our abodes, even our trusted friends. Our cities are trading places and sites for our festivals. We will visit Mualla during the time of the Summer Star Festival. It is a wondrous thing to see.”

The murky waters sped past Arii’s eyes. The nix navigated through schools of fish, which swirled and danced out of his way as he swam. Arii could see the occasional dark outline of a boat overhead, and its shadow cast on the river’s bottom. The river grew broader and deeper as they progressed.

Moog stopped and pointed. “There, see that opening in the river’s bottom?”

Arii could see a dark crevice from which issued a constant stream of nixes entering and exiting the fissure.

“It is quite busy,” said Arii.

“The festival attracts nixes from all over Island World. You will see Mualla at its best.”

Without another word, Moog plunged into the crevice. Instead of darkness that Arii expected, they now swam in a large cavern illuminated by a soft, silver iridescence. They emerged into a huge plaza, surrounded by giant orbs that radiated the silver light, bathing the plaza in its magic glow.

Arii looked with wonder on the glowing orbs.

He asked, “What is the source of the light?”

“In the oceans there are clouds of organisms which glow with their own phosphorescence. We gather these creatures and keep them in crystal globes. They emit their light, providing a welcome, soft illumination that suits our eyes.”

As Arii gazed at one, the crystal glowed from the light of the creatures held within. It was not a steady light, like the sun or moon. Instead, it shimmered, with bands of lighter areas snaking across dimmer sections. It was a magical site.

Nixes were swimming everywhere in his huge plaza which had several divisions.

“Over there is the Mualla Marketplace. It is always busy with merchant nixes from the Nehru and other areas of Island World.”

“Take me there,” said Arii.

Moog swam into the marketplace. He could see exotic fishes offered for sale, as well as other creatures he did not know. Other nixes offered exquisite jewelry adorned with shells, gems and stones.

He saw tapestries that displayed ornate patterns formed by colorful shells, stones and gems.

The myriad colors and workmanship of the jewelry, tapestries and other offerings dazzled Arii.

“Now we will go to the festival,” said Moog. They swam towards the center of the plaza. In the center a huge column stood. It was not a stone column, Arii was certain. It glimmered with a myriad of colors that seemed to move in cadence to some unheard music.

“What is that column, and why do the colors move?”

“In the deeps of the sea many strange creatures dwell,” said Moog. “Small creatures of many colors compose this column. The light from a Sea Lamp in the center irradiates these creatures. They swim in response to the music.”

“What music?” Then Arii saw a group of nixes whose hands and feet moved in unison, each with a grace not seen in land creature. “What are those nixes in the center doing?”

“Nixes love music and dance. The nixes in the center are musicians. The others gathered around are dancing to the melody they are playing.”

“But I cannot hear any music,” said Arii.

“That is because I am blocking it from you,” said Moog. “Nix music is music of the mind. For you to listen to its full intensity would be fatal. Its passion would overwhelm you.”

Arii watched the dancers and the musicians for some time. “I wish I could hear it,” he said.

Moog glanced at Arii. “I will allow some of the composition to come through. You will be the only human to ever hear nix music.”

Arii was aware of a growing hum in his mind. The hum became a melody, a pleasing song, happy and full. He found himself wanting to dance free of Moog’s constraints. He wanted to be like those nixes, swaying and cavorting in the waters.

He almost let go of Moog, who grabbed at him and pulled him back. “I am providing you with more than air,” he said. “We are deep in the water, deeper than your body can endure. The water pressure here would damage your body and kill you. Do not let go of me.”

Moog continued Arii’s tour. He showed him the Crystal Chambers, a huge edifice constructed of crystal.

“It is where our people gather to talk of important matters in the nix world. We make many important decisions here, negotiating wars, trading rights and other matters.”

Arii saw that and many other wonders offered by the nix city of Mualla.

Moog sensed Arii’s tiredness. “It is time for me to take you back to your home,” he said. “The day-star wanes and your uncle will worry.”

Arii gazed one last time at the glowing city in the cave as they swam through the opening and reentered the river. 

He asked, “Can I come back someday?”

Moog nodded and replied, “You may, young wizard, when you have completed your studies and are a full Wizard of the Golden Star, we will honor you here, in our city. You are well-known now among the nixes and they will be happy to welcome you.”

Moog deposited a tired and happy Arii along the river’s edge.

“Thank you, Teacher, for showing me your city. I will always remember it.”

Moog folded his hands in front of him and bowed.

“It was a pleasure to show you our city,” he said. “It is my hope that nixes and humans can live together in peace. Maybe this is the first step.”

Moog turned and reentered the waters. Arii watched as the nix disappeared. He turned to see Nerza standing at the edge of the forest, watching him. It reminded him of his next step, the journey to the land of Naul and his apprenticeship to the wizard Zaleb Toon.

He contrasted the magnificent city he had just seen with the scattered, fearful towns the humans of Island World. Gwaum’s dominance did not extend to the water folk. They were free to build wonderful cities and not fear the monster’s ravages.

He felt the resolve harden within him. He would go to Naul and learn. He would complete the rest of his training and become a powerful wizard. Then he would destroy Gwaum and free Island World. Then humans would be free to build cities and live without fear. Just like the nixes.

––––––––
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Order of the Encircling Winds

A WEEK’S TRAVEL BROUGHT the wizard and the boy to the Mountain of Seven Rivers. Arii stood on the summit of the mountain and surveyed the scene below him. Autumn was preparing her palette and had already touched the leaves of the forests below. The sun stood at zenith. A gentle breeze blew against his cheek. It drove the pure white clouds before it, like huge white ships sailing on a blueberry-stained sea. The wind, tinged with autumn’s fragrance, caressed his face.

“It is beautiful here, Uncle,” he said.

“This is the most beautiful spot in Island World,” agreed Nerza. “I have traveled many places, and I love this spot the most.”

Arii turned in a circle, his eyes soaking up the sight as he noted, “There are seven rivers, indeed, Uncle.”

Nerza nodded, pointed north as he said, “There flows the Meroon River. It winds through the northlands, which is the land of Ghrond. To the east, you can see the Groar River. It traverses the Barnish Highlands as it finds its way to the Encircling Sea. To the east, you can see the Shimmering Mountains. Beyond them lies the ancient Kingdom of Napoli, now the realm of Gwaum.”

Arii gazed to the east, saying, “Those mountains are tall. Yet they do not protect us from the monster.”

“Crystalcrest is the tallest, however Gwaum has found passage there, the Road of Terror.”

“Where did Gwaum come from, Uncle?”

Nerza sat on a rock and stretched his legs. 

“That is a tale you are not yet ready for, Nephew. When you have completed your training, I will tell you. It is a tale of evil magic and tragedy for which you are not ready.”

Arii continued gazing at the immense, snow-capped mountains. 

“Just over those mountains the monster awaits. What can you tell me about the Kingdom of Napoli, Uncle? Has Gwaum destroyed it all?”

“It is said by the Barnish who inhabit these regions that a thick, red dust covers the land. They say only Crystalcrest has escaped Gwaum’s power. The Mountain top still shimmers with a silver-white fire.”

“What is this Crystalcrest, Uncle Nerza?”

Nerza stood up and stood by Arii’s side, saying, “It is the highest point in the Shimmering Mountains. Topped by a magnificent crystal, the mountain has defied Gwaum’s ability to defile it. Legend says that the crest has some magical power that protects it from the monster. The River Fleet springs from its base and flows through the land. But now the river is fallen from its glory and is just a reeking ditch filled with stinking red muck.”

Arii’s eyes now wandered to the south. He could see the Nehru River, whose course they had followed. Torne was beautiful in the noon sun. To the southeast, he could see the courses of two rivers. 

He asked, “What are those rivers?”

“The western one is the Nonn, and it flows south through the tropical land of Nuckland. The eastern one, the Firth, flows at the edge of the desert. It ends in the Kwauel Marshes before flowing into the Encircling Sea.”

Nerza then pointed to the northeast, continuing, “That river is the Meme. It follows a rocky course through the mountains. I have never been that way. It has always been a wild, uninhabited land, even before Gwaum.”

To the east, Arii could see the beginnings of the desert country. A thin, blue line, hidden at times by shrubby trees and undergrowth that lined its banks, meandered through the dunes.

“Is that one our path?” Arii asked, indicating the river with a wave of his hand?

Nerza nodded and replied, “We follow the Aeol River as it passes through the desert until we reach Naru on the coast. That is the home of Zaleb Toon, my old, and your future, mentor.”

“Have you visited all of these lands, Uncle Nerza?”

Nerza again sat down on a boulder as he mused, “I have visited most of them in my youth, when, like you, I was completing my training. Only to Ghrond have I not been. Nor have I visited the devastated land of Napoli. No one goes there, except an occasional Barnish explorer. Most of those never return.”

“What sort of man is Zaleb Toon?”

“He is a good teacher, but he will be tough. You will again have three trials to complete to qualify for Investiture. It is not easy, nor will it be fast.”

“Will you stay with me while I train?”

Nerza shook his head, saying, “I will stay a short while, but I must get back to my home before winter. I will keep in touch with you by yuhma bird.”

“How long will I be there?”

“It will take almost two years for you to prepare for the trial. There is much to learn.”

“I will miss you,” said Arii. “I will miss my nix friends.”

“They will all be there when you return,” said Nerza with a smile. He looked at the sun, now halfway down to its rendezvous with the western horizon.

“We will continue down to the river. There are some old diamond mines there. We can camp for the night on the bluff above the source of the river and in the morning, we will continue our journey.”

Arii arose and put the pack back on his back, then followed Nerza as he descended the trail that led down the mountain. 

Arii watched as Nerza’s figure disappeared into the distance, leaving him alone with Zaleb Toon. Arii had liked Zaleb as soon as he met him. He understood why Nerza undertook the journey to bring him here, to this wizard.

“Your uncle is a great wizard,” said Zaleb. “I have mentored many wizards over the years, and he was my best student.”

“Have you mentored any more which became Wizards of the Golden Star?”

A vigorous shake of the head answered Arii’s question.

“The rigors of becoming one of that Order are many. A few have undertaken the training, but few finish. And since the arrival of Gwaum, fewer still are there who try.”

“Uncle Nerza says I am not ready to learn the story of Gwaum.”

Zaleb nodded as he said, “Even I do not know the full story. It is a story of forbidden magic and treachery. Few know it. Only members of the Order of the Golden Star know the full tale, and they do not divulge it. It involves a member of their order who touched evil. Your uncle was involved. He will tell you when he sees fit.”

The two turned and walked back inside Zaleb’s dwelling beside the river.

Arii looked at the river through the window that overlooked it as he asked, “Are there nixes in the river?”

Zaleb smiled. Nerza had told him of Arii’s fascination with the race. 

“There are nixes there, indeed, Arii. Nerza has told me of your prowess with their magic. He said that they inducted you as a Master of the Waters. That is a level never attained by a human.” 

Arii blushed and said, “I was fortunate. Moog was an excellent teacher who taught me well.”

“It is my task to keep you focused on learning our magic. You will have little time for nixes while you are in my keep.”

He ladled some stew that was simmering in the hearth into two clay bowls and handed one to Arii.

Arii blew across the bowl to cool it, and then asked, “Uncle Nerza has never told me all that your Order commands.”

“Our magic entails the winds and the creatures that live in it.”

“Can you control the weather?”

Zaleb laughed and answered, “No, our magic is not as powerful as that. We can control the winds and the air around us. You will learn to channel the air and command the birds and other creatures found riding the wind.”

“Will it help me defeat Gwaum?”

Zaleb glanced at Arii as he spooned a bit of stew into his mouth. He studied the young man as he chewed and swallowed. 

“Your uncle told me of your wish to destroy Gwaum. Be careful of the monster. He is more powerful than any wizard who has ever walked Island World. He has killed many wizards who tried to oppose him. Your uncle is among those few who have fought him and survived.”

“Uncle Nerza has never told me that.”

“It was long ago. He will tell you that tale when he is ready. When it comes to Gwaum, do not be rash. The wish for revenge is part of the evil side of magic. Beware of those forces. They can do much harm.”

“He killed my family.”

“He destroyed most of mine, too.”

Arii looked at Zaleb, questions in his eyes.

“It was I who discovered your uncle’s potential. Our family used to live in Torne, near the village your family lived. I had a wife, daughter and a son. The monster came upon us and destroyed our cottage. He killed my wife and my children. I fled here, to Naru, to get away from his ravishes.”

“So, the monster does not come here?”

“Yes, but not as often as he ravages Torne. Here we are further away. Gwaum has decimated Torne and is ranging further and further from his home in Napoli. He visited Nahru some years ago and left it a smoldering wreck. Many died and most fled. Nowhere is safe in Island World. He goes everywhere.”

“How did you discover that my uncle was to become a Wizard of the Golden Star?”

“We were neighbors. His father sent him to me for training as a Wizard of the Encircling Winds. He excelled in his lessons, much as you have. I sent him to the nixes in the river for training. He has fulfilled all our expectations.”

“Who trained him into his order?”

Zaleb finished his stew and leaned back in his chair. His eyes fastened on the lad who sat opposite him. 

“You are full of questions, boy. That is a story your uncle must tell you. He has not told even me of that ordeal.”

“Ordeal?”

“The wizard who trained him was a terrible, evil man. But that was not known to us when we sent him to him.”

“Who was this wizard?”

Zaleb stood and walked to the window and watched as the river flowed by.

“I will not discuss this wizard. His own handiwork killed him. I will say no more about him. That is a story your uncle must tell you but not until you are both ready for it. It is a miracle that your uncle did not turn to evil, himself.”

Outside the world was dimming, the sun was setting. He turned to look at Arii.

“You should ready yourself for bed. Tomorrow we will start early, and you will need your rest. I will begin readying myself. I need to study my books and scrolls. I must decide upon a course of study, which I did not want to do until I talked with you.”

At the dismissal, Arii stood up and placed his bowl by the washbasin. After cleaning his bowl, he went into his bedchamber. Exhaustion clogged his mind and already he missed Nerza. He worried about his training. After a time, he slept.

​

––––––––
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Great Wand for a Great Wizard

ZALEB WAS PREPARING breakfast when Arii arose and walked from his bedchamber. A fire crackled in the hearth while a teapot whistled, and soon the rich aroma of fresh brewed tea wafted across his nose. The sun was just peeking over the horizon, illuminating the treetops on the riverbanks across the river.

“Ah, young master, you have arisen,” said Zaleb as he glanced at Arii.

Arii walked to his side and stirred the pan of sliced meat that was sputtering and spitting in the hot grease. 

“I am sorry. I guess I overslept a bit,” he said.

“No matter,” said Zaleb. “The day is still young.”

“What will we do today?”

“After we have breakfasted, you will begin your search for a wand.”

After the meat cooked Arii began pulling it from the pan with a fork and piling it on a platter. Zaleb cracked some eggs and slipped them into the hot grease. The eggs spit and sputtered. The edges began turning white as they fried. The delicious fragrace of the cooking food filled the cottage. Arii’s mouth watered in anticipation.

Arii picked up a spatula and waited for them to harden so he could turn them, and asked, “Where will I find my wand?”

“The thickets near the river have many trees and that is where you must search.”

“How will I know what to choose?”

Zaleb plucked the cooked eggs from the pan with the spatula. He placed them on top of the meat and carried the platter to the table. They sat down to eat.

Zaleb glanced across the table as he filled his plate and replied, “It will not be easy to choose. You must examine many trees, place your hands on them and listen to them. When you find your correct choice, the tree will speak to you.”

Questions filled Arii’s eyes as he looked at Zaleb as he said, “Trees cannot talk.”

“Ah, but the trees do talk if you know how to listen.”

“How do I know how to listen?”

“The wind gives voice to the trees as it caresses their branches.”

“I have heard their voices then, but I do not understand their language.”

Zaleb smiled and answered, “When you find the right tree, you will understand its voice.”

“It sounds difficult. There are many trees.”

“It may be that you will have guidance in this matter. Pay attention to all that goes on around you. The birds and insects can all serve as guides. Take your time. This task may take several days. But it is the most important choice you will ever make.”

“The nixes do not use wands, why must we?”

“Nix magic is of the mind. They work long and hard to focus their thoughts, as you have found. The water serves as their medium. We do not live in water and the air is not so conductive, so we must use wands to focus our mind.”

The breakfast finished, Arii rose and started clearing the table.

“Never mind, Arii, I will clean up. You have a task before you. It is best that you get started while your mind is fresh.”

Arii went back into his bedchamber and dressed. He walked to the door of the cottage and looked out. The sun was well up and the sky was clear.
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