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      Troi was skinny, with an unfortunate beak of a nose. He was often made fun of for his looks, though now he looked even worse than usual in the traditional garb of an ancient Sohlgain hunter.

      To be fair to the boy, anyone might have looked ridiculous dressed as he was. The skirt wrapped around the waist, white with purple designs around the border, and leather sandals. That was it. It seemed doubly ridiculous when compared to the clothing of the watching crowd.

      From the large doors of the building he walked in the middle of the group of four robed priests. With dark purple cowls pulled over their faces, they made a solemn procession to the corral.

      The hushed conversations of the spectators were silenced at the sight of the skinny boy and his gilded spear.

      The dragon shifted in a yawn. The chain around its neck rattled with the motion. Two frills of iron-colored bone, one on top of the skull and one beneath the jaw, framed a square face. The beast was about the size of a large horse, covered in dull, iron-gray scales. It stretched, claw-tipped feet, as large as the boy’s head, dug furrows in the ground as it settled itself.

      Knobby knees shook as the boy gripped his short spear tightly. This particular spear was worthless against a dragon. The tip was no more than a dull, gilded point, and the shaft would likely snap if the boy tried a stab.

      The small procession of priests and boy stopped in front of the snoring beast. One of the priests was carrying the battery. He lowered the small cube to the ground and unwound the thin chain that was attached to the top of the device.

      The priest went to hand Troi the chain. Troi dropped the spear and almost dropped the chain as he bent to pick it up. He managed to regain his grip on the spear, his knuckles white as he stared at the sleeping monster and its iron scales.

      Another priest nudged Troi, who let out a startled gasp, then slowly walked toward the dragon, spear in one hand, coiled chain in the other. He kept his grip on the chain loose so it uncoiled behind him as he walked. He stopped in front of the snoring beast and with a shaking hand he tapped his spear against an iron-colored flank.

      The sound of steel on steel could be heard over the whispers of the crowd.

      The dragon shifted, raising its head to consider Troi. It yawned and rose, shaking itself. Static discharge scattered into the sky as it stepped up to Troi and lowered its head until they were eye to eye.

      Troi’s hand was shaking as he dropped his spear and took the looped end of the chain in both hands. He reached out cautiously and dropped the loop over the dragon’s top frill. Troi released the chain and a priest flipped a switch on the battery. Sparks flew up around the chain hanging from the dragon's neck and Troi jumped back. The dragon let out a breath that, to at least one boy in the audience, sounded like laughter.

      Troi stood still, trying to keep his eyes on the dragon until a priest called to him to remove the chain. The dragon bowed its head and allowed Troi to pull the chain off. Once the chain was removed the dragon turned around, flicking its tail once, sending a cascade of sparks into the air. It returned to its previous spot on the ground and collapsed in a huff. Its snoring returned almost immediately.

      The crowd began to applaud politely. Troi’s best friend Kyn put two fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly as Troi beamed with pride, lifting his battery over his head.

      One of the priests pulled his hood down and turned to face the crowd, the polite applause trailed off as all focused on the priest. He began speaking, his voice deep and powerful. "Today Troi becomes a man. In time before memory, Lightning, the child of Wind and Fire, came to our land and spoke with the son of First Man and First Woman. Lightning gave him power, and from that power our great empire was born. Today, Troi has taken a charge from this beast, a son of Lightning, a child of power, and with this charge he has proven his place in Sohlgain."

      He continued to speak as Troi was herded back into the visitor’s center to change. Berun Toirnach stopped listening. He had heard this speech enough in the past month.

      Instead, Berun returned his focus to the dragon. The soft rumble of the beast’s not-too-quiet snoring filled the air and mingled with the conversations of the rest of the guests and the droning of the priest.

      Eleven-year-old Berun stood underneath a canopy that had been set up to protect from the sun, as well as potential rain. With him under the canopy was his younger brother Rei, who was stuffing handfuls of chips into his chubby face, and their father, Jurou Toirnach, the emperor of Sohlgain.

      "Father," Rei said, spraying chunks of chip, "who’s that?" The boy pointed with a dip-stained finger at a low-ranking court official.

      Their father had been idly munching from a plate of vegetables while his attention drifted from the sleeping dragon to the other guests. He focused on Rei and followed the boy's finger.

      "That's Official Gren. He's a very important man. Manages the export of produce to the Teev Kingdoms and the west." Their father had always impressed upon them the importance of station. Rei had always taken it more seriously than Berun. Probably because Rei was heir.

      "So he's important enough to be invited?" Rei asked.

      "This isn't exactly a court event, Rei." Jurou smiled at the child.

      Berun hated that smile. It was the smile reserved for Rei.

      Berun had been born to the second wife and tradition said the first born son of the first wife was heir. It wasn’t that Berun wanted to be heir. Being emperor did not look like fun, but he would have liked to have that smile turned on him every once in a while.

      It also would have been nice if any of the four wives had managed to have another son. Not only did Berun have to put up with a palace full of sisters, but Rei tried to spend every possible moment with his older brother. It was exhausting.

      "But Troi's family was important enough for you to get invited." Rei spoke loudly, and Berun noticed a few of the other guests trying to look like they weren't listening.

      Berun did stop listening and returned to studying the dragon.

      "Ber?" Berun jumped at the sound of his father’s voice.

      "Yeah?" he said.

      "Were you listening?"

      "Of course. Um… what did you say again?"

      "I was just asking if you thought Official Gren's daughter was cute. Rei seems to like her."

      Berun looked across the the opening at Iva Gren. She was pretty, he supposed. Maybe a little fat. But she had a nice face. He shrugged in response. "Father?" He said, keen to change the subject.

      "Hm?" Jurou acknowledged while chewing on a stalk of something green, still watching the official and his daughter.

      "Do I really have to chain a wild dragon?" Berun asked.

      Jurou looked down at Berun. "Oh yes. Tradition." He lowered his voice an octave and waved the vegetable in his hand like a scepter.

      "Troi didn't have to catch a wild one," Berun said, slightly dismayed at the fear in his own voice.

      "Troi is not my son." His voice was serious now. "Not that long ago, every young boy had to chain a wild dragon. Claim its charge. It was how the village knew he was a man. Don't worry, Ber. I did it at your age, just like my father, and his." He looked at the dragon, his face seeming sad somehow. "Just because the rest of our country insists on using these tame creatures doesn't mean we have to.”

      Berun tried to keep the fear off his face. "You'll be there, right?"

      Jurou's face softened and he placed a hand on Berun's head, ruffling the hair slightly. "Of course."

      "Can I come?" Rei's voice cut through the quiet murmur of conversation that was filling the partitioned area around them.

      The emperor looked at his younger son and smiled his heir-only smile. He would say yes, Berun knew. He always said yes to Rei. Not that he said no to Berun very often, but Berun's requests were never as demanding as Rei's.

      Before Jurou could answer, a hand fell on his shoulder. He turned, his smile broadening.

      "Sigurd!" he exclaimed, throwing his arms around the newcomer. The two men exchanged back slaps and laughed.

      Looking around, Berun noticed several envious looks from some of the other guests. The emperor had spoken with a few of them politely, but none of them could compete with the affection given to Sigurd Trindi. Berun supposed the worst part for the others would be that Sigurd was a foreigner. A merchant from another country was the emperor's closest friend.

      Berun didn't care what the rest of the court thought. He liked Master Trindi—he may have been biased, though, since he was also best friends with the man's son.

      The two men were currently laughing about the cotton prices in Maviern. High cotton prices were supposedly bad for the Li'yun Nations’ economy, which was hilarious. Apparently.

      Ogan Trindi, Sigurd's son, made his way around the laughing men and approached Berun. The young Trindi, like his father, was clearly a foreigner. Where Berun's hair was black and straight, like any Sohl, Ogan's was a light brown with a slight curl. Ogan's eyes were a light blue and seemed small on his face compared to the large brown eyes most common in Sohlgain. His build was also bigger, his shoulders broader than Berun's. But they were friends, and Berun didn't care if they looked different. Why should that matter?

      "Hey, Berun." Ogan gave him a friendly punch on the arm. "None of your sisters come?" He looked around the fenced party space hopefully.

      "Nope. Just us and Dad." He punched his friend back.

      "Hey, Ogan," Rei said through a fresh mouthful of chips.

      "Hey, Rei," Ogan said, his voice friendly. He always tried to be nice to the boy, even though Berun had told him he didn't have to. The kid was a brat. Berun knew it wasn't because Rei was the heir to the throne. Ogan was just nice to everybody.

      Ogan turned his attention back to Berun after listening to an awful joke Rei had overheard from a palace guardsman. "Fifth chaining this month." He feigned boredom. "Do you think the Thunder Priests know the ritual is so boring?”

      Berun smirked. Rei cocked his head in confusion. "Fifth?"

      "Yeah, four other guys from our class turned twelve this month. None of them were important enough for Dad to get invited though," Berun said.

      "Is that where you went last week?" Rei asked.

      "Yeah, Kyn's chaining."

      "Oh, I like him. He tells good jokes. I wish I'd been invited."

      "I'm sure he would've invited you if he knew you wanted to go," Ogan assured him. "Seriously though, you didn't miss anything. They're all the same."

      "Except ours," Rei said, puffing his chest out. "We get to chain wild dragons."

      "What?" Ogan laughed, looking at Berun. He opened his eyes wide at Berun's expression. "Seriously?" he asked.

      "Family tradition." Berun was ashamed at the quiver he felt in his voice.

      "Just the way it used to be done," Rei added.

      "Wow," Ogan said.

      "Yeah," Berun agreed halfheartedly, "wow."

      There was a small crowd gathering around Jurou and Sigurd now, so the three boys detached themselves from their fathers and went in search of others their own age. Now that the dragon was not the focus of his attention, Berun allowed himself to study the rest of the guests.

      The majority of those in attendance were court officials of one capacity or another—judges and bureaucrats, along with several wealthy land owners and successful merchants. There were also a large number of executives from Troi’s father’s company. Berun recognized those by the way the court officials went out of their way to flatter them.

      Around the perimeter of the party, along the fences and ropes that set this area apart from the rest of the dragon farm, were the bodyguards. Hired professionals, licensed thugs—all prized for their skill. Berun spotted his father's personal guard, Roland Glass, or Rowe, as he liked to be called.

      Berun had decided years before that his father must really like foreigners. Rowe was a tall man, head and shoulders taller than most Sohl. His hair was blond, and too short for Berun to tell if it was curly or not. His eyes were a piercing gray-blue, like a storm-filled sky. His right eye was framed by horrible scars. Berun had asked after them once and been told they were from a fire. He had not asked again.

      Rowe saw the boy studying him from across the party grounds and nodded politely. Berun liked Rowe. The man had been part of the palace staff for as long as he could remember. Not only was Rowe the emperor's personal body guard, he was also responsible for training Berun and his siblings in self-defense. And despite the man's cold exterior, Berun knew he cared about them. Berun waved before turning his attention back to the task at hand.

      As they searched for their friends, they avoided the group of girls standing around the punch bowl. Ogan had a gift when it came to speaking with girls, but Berun had not been blessed in any particular way in that area. Ogan understood this, and for his friend's sake allowed the detour away from the watching feminine eyes.

      Berun pretended not to notice the increased whispering among the girls as they passed at a distance. He could feel the eyes following him as they walked. Ogan waved cheerfully when he noticed the attention.

      After a little searching they found their friend, Kyn Ueno. The boy's father was a judge, not especially high-ranking, but well respected. Kyn looked incredibly bored as he sat in a chair next to his mother, listening to his father and another court judge discuss something.

      Rei began waving excitedly, jumping up and down as he did. A blob of dip fell off the chip he had grabbed at the last table they had passed and splattered on his silk robe. Kyn noticed the motion. He looked up at his mother, a pleading look in his eyes. The woman considered a moment, then nodded. Kyn slid off his chair and charged at his friends.

      He threw his arms around Rei’s and Ogan's shoulders and immediately began telling a profane joke. Rei laughed loudly, food particles flying out of his mouth.

      Their group slowly grew as they explored the party. Their classmates and friends followed the sound of Rei’s and Kyn's laughter. Before long there was a mass of young boys moving through the party. Loud whoops and inappropriate laughter drowned out the quiet conversations of the adults.

      Some of the boys began wrestling, getting grass stains and dirt all over their dress robes and shirts. If Berun had been paying attention he may have caught the occasional head shake, but he wasn't—he was too busy enjoying the fun that is reserved for young boys not yet men.

      Before too long, Troi exited the building dressed in something more appropriate for the current time period. The adults in attendance lined up to congratulate the boy on a successful chaining. Berun, Rei, and Ogan approached as Jurou reached the boy. The emperor held out his hand and Troi took it with his own still shaking hand.

      "Grip it tight, son. Yes, just like that." The emperor winked at the boy. "That was well done, Troi. I remember my chaining. Never been more scared in my life."

      "Really?" Troi asked, his voice shaking as much as his hand.

      "Yes, but we face our fears in Sohlgain. I expect great things from you, young man." He put emphasis on the last word. Berun wondered if his father knew that Troi's ambitions amounted to living off his parents’ vast fortune and not much else.

      Troi's face split in a grin. "Thank you, sir."

      "Go play with your friends." Jurou slapped the boy on the shoulder warmly.

      Troi rushed over and joined the other boys. They all talked over each other trying to congratulate him first. Those who had already had their chaining shared knowing words and secretive looks. After a while the conversation changed and they began offering advice to the boys who were yet to officially become men.

      "Two weeks, right Berun?" Troi asked.

      "Yeah," Berun answered.

      "That's going to be one stone of a party," Kyn said.

      "Yeah. I'm sure the palace will go all out for you," Troi threw in.

      "I bet he pees himself," one of the other boys said.

      "No he won't," Rei said, pulling his hand back to hit the boy.

      Berun caught his hand before answering. "Too bad you won't get to see me chain anything."

      The boy looked hurt. "I'm not invited?"

      "I'm sure you'll be invited, but I won't be chaining anything at the party."

      "What?" The question erupted from almost every boy in the group.

      "Wild dragons," Ogan said, pride in his voice.

      "That's right." Rei stood tall. "Me and my brother get to chain wild dragons."

      The group fell into awed silence. Before chaos could reclaim control, a man in a black suit loomed above them. "Young princes," Rowe said, "it's time to go. Your father has meetings to attend." The body-guard waited patiently while the boys said their goodbyes.

      "See you tonight?" Berun asked Ogan.

      "Yeah, Mom's got to tutor your sister tonight. I think they're starting a new project in the archives. I'll be there."

      "Great. See you then." Shoulder punches and insults were exchanged as Berun and Rei were led away.

      They followed Rowe through the lavishly decorated visitor's center and out the front door. The Center had a large, circular driveway that led to the main road. Idling in front of the door was their father's car and the emperor himself, paying the valet.

      He turned as they exited the building and opened the car door for them. "Have a good time with your friends, boys?"

      "Yeah," Rei said, crawling across the seat to the opposite window. "Kyn told some good jokes. Want to hear one?"

      "Maybe later." Jurou closed the door after Berun climbed in.

      Rowe held the passenger door open for Jurou, who flicked his cigarette away before climbing inside.

      "They were asking about my chaining," Berun said as Rowe climbed in the driver’s seat and put the car in gear.

      "They were excited about the party," Rei added.

      "Oh, it's going to be a big one." Jurou looked over his shoulder at his eldest son and winked. "Excited yet?" he asked with a grin.

      Berun couldn't help it. He smiled back. "Yeah."
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        * * *

      

      The large warehouse was lit with flickering light, the electric bulbs buzzing as they warmed up, brightening to illuminate the gathered crowd.

      There were more people watching and waiting than Yol had expected. The boy felt like he was hiding his nerves well. When he felt the need to weep with fear he forced a smile on his face.

      In the center of the large room, tied to a chair, was a man, scarred and bruised. His eyes burned with hate as he studied the men and women gathered to watch him die. The man looked at Yol, his hatred burning brighter.

      Yol forced himself to smile back. He could not show fear. That was not a luxury intended for an executioner.

      Yol’s father stood behind the chair and the bound man. He locked eyes with his son and raised a questioning eyebrow.

      Pulling a long, thin knife out of his belt, Yol readied himself.

      The circle of spectators drew their own weapons, guns and swords, axes and spears. No one was leaving that room until Yol or the scarred man was dead.

      Yol’s father pulled his own knife out of its sheath and cut the bonds of the prisoner. He offered the man the hilt of the dagger before stepping back and joining the watchers.

      The man rose, testing the weight of the blade in his hands. He paced back and forth within the circle, studying Yol. If he killed Yol he would be free to go.

      If he had given away his intended movement at all, Yol hadn’t noticed. The man darted forward, blade first, aiming for Yol’s chest.

      The boy staggered back, bringing his own knife up, pushing it up and out. There was a dull clang of steel as he deflected the blow. He recovered quickly and pressed his own attack.

      It did not take him long to realize that this man did not know how to fight with a blade. How was that even possible? Had his father not trained him? Had he not been given a dagger as soon as he was old enough to hold it? Had he not been forced to cut himself so he could know not to fear the pain?

      The man did fear the pain. Yol could see it in his eyes. That emboldened the boy, pushed him closer, encouraged him to risk more.

      He pushed another clumsy attack away. With an angry snarl the man lunged, stabbing forward. Yol ducked beneath the attack and stepped inside the man’s range. Before the scarred man could bring the dagger back Yol’s own blade slid into his stomach. He angled it up, right where he knew the heart to be.

      The hatred in the man’s eyes burned away, replaced momentarily by fear. Then that too left him, and only emptiness stared out.

      Yol stepped away quickly, the weight of the corpse pulling his knife out of his hands. He looked around at the watchers, waiting for someone to say something.

      After a moment of silence his father stepped forward. He said nothing to Yol, but turned to face the rest of those gathered.

      “Today, Yol becomes one of us. Bring out his Eye.” The group parted, and a girl, she looked to be a few years older than Yol, was led into the circle. She wore a blue robe, and Yol could see she was naked beneath. He could feel himself blush.

      The young girl met his eye briefly, before her nervous gaze darted back to the ground.

      At his father’s direction Yol removed his shirt, and he and the girl knelt side by side on the cold ground as Yol’s father and another Artist began their work.

      Yol bit back his scream as the needle bit into the flesh of his chest. A soft gasp escaped from the girl as the work on her tattoo started.

      At the next sharp instant of pain, Yol forced a smile. The pain was good. This pain gave him power. Power for which he had big plans.
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      "The Sohlgain Dragon Center is the largest dragon farm in the country," the manager droned as he led the new clerk through the administrative building. "We have several hundred acres of fields and barns, which are used for both the dragons we rely on for our income as well as several large herds of cattle we use to feed them." He stopped walking as he remembered something, "We also occasionally sell a cow or two if the herds are large enough that we can spare them, so every so often you will see a payment that is not associated with the normal accounts."

      "I see," Chika answered, pretending to listen. She had already been feeling overwhelmed with her new job, and that was before her new manager had decided to teach her everything he could before the end of the day.

      "As you would expect, we make the majority of our money the same way any farm does. We collect the energy the dragons produce and sell charged batteries to various cities and individuals. Cheap energy is in high demand these days. We are also one of several farms that cater to traditionalist citizens by providing a venue for chainings. Every month we host hundreds of events. Our clients tend to be wealthy, we are the closest farm to the capital, so that is to be expected."

      "Does that mean we charge more than other farms?" she asked.

      "Well, we charge what the clients are willing to pay." He offered a sly grin as he spoke. "After all, can you truly put a price on tradition?" He obviously saw concern on her face so he continued. "To put it in perspective for you, today we hosted the Breun family."

      "Of Breun Arms?"

      "The same. The emperor himself was in attendance."

      "Well, I suppose they could afford a bit extra."

      "Yes. And it is this second source of income, the services we provide to our nation's wealthy, that has allowed us to grow so large. We have close to five hundred dragons. With that volume of power, we are currently providing energy to a full third of the nation."

      "That is impressive," Chika said.

      "Now, I know it's your first day, but our senior clerk is currently working with another client. We have a man in from the city of Hurthow." He checked the notebook he carried under his arm to ensure he named the correct city. "He is interested in purchasing a dragon. It will be good training for you to see how we handle transactions of that nature."

      "We sell dragons?"

      "If the client happens to be a city. Some cities find it cheaper to buy a young dragon and chain it directly into their power grid. The daily output of one dragon is enough to power somewhere around five city blocks. We then charge an annual maintenance fee. Hurthow is a returning customer. They've already selected their dragon and just need to pay."

      "Sounds good. Please, lead the way."

      "Then after that," the manager continued, as he led her toward the waiting room, "we have payments to make to the local Summoner’s Guild. Dragons are not free, after all."

      “Summoner’s Guild?” she asked.

      “Oh yes," the manager continued.

      “I thought—”

      “You thought correctly. Dragons are the one exception to that. Did you read the contract you signed before we employed you?”

      She flushed slightly.

      He sighed. “Don’t worry. I don’t think anyone ever does. There was a non-disclosure clause in there. You cannot reveal anything you learn while employed by the farm. Ever.” He gave her a meaningful look.

      “Of course.”

      “Good. Now, not every employee is given this information. The majority think the dragons are just bred to be so tame and docile. The truth is they are created by the guild. It is all the guild does. Anyone discovered by the guild with the knack to become a summoner is hired by our government and put straight to work with the organization.”

      “So,” she interrupted, “why am I allowed to learn this?”

      “Your references are impeccable,” he said, his tone never changing from the dull drone. “Because of that, we have decided you will be trained to handle our dealings with the guild. Occasionally we have to hire them to inspect one of the creatures. Such as today. We have someone here now checking on the dragon we are selling to Hurthow. It would never do for one of our dragons to not have the docility needed to operate as a power source.”

      “I suppose not," she said.

      “Very good. Here we are.” He indicated the large double doors that led to the waiting room, and with only a hint of greed said, “Let’s make some money.”
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      Berun gripped the railing as the small off-road cart—their guide had called it an O.R.C—bounced over the rough terrain. Rowe drove the four-wheeled bike expertly, dodging branches and riding over rocks.

      Berun craned his neck around to look behind them. His father was following close behind, with Rei sitting in front of him, grasping the handle bars of the bike. Behind them was the small caravan of guards and the Thunder Priest, all riding the O.R.Cs. The younger boy saw his brother watching and waved enthusiastically. Berun waved back before turning around, tightening his grip as Rowe guided the vehicle through a ditch.

      “Are we close to where the guide saw the dragons?” Berun asked Rowe. The engines of the machines were powered by the electricity taken from dragons, so he only had to speak loud enough to be heard over the wind and through the helmet that covered Rowe’s ears.

      “I believe so, Prince," Rowe answered, keeping his eyes on the trail as well as the guide’s bike in front of them. “Jackson will signal us when we reach the game trail.”

      “Okay," Berun said. He was enjoying the ride. The last two days had been nothing but camping and riding. It had been much more fun than he’d expected, but now that he was close to a dragon, he was starting to feel nervous again.

      The Sohlgain Dragon Reserve was a large area of land. Their guide had told them it would take about a week of riding to reach either end of the expansive woodland. The land was littered with hills, large and small, broken by the occasional wide valley. With Sohlgain’s persistent rain, the area was very green, lush and vibrant. The trail they followed now was also very muddy.

      Rowe drove through a puddle, sending a wave of brown water up into the air. Behind them Berun heard his father ride through the puddle as well. He could just make out Rei’s excited laughter.

      "Don't worry, Berun," Rowe said. He had always been good at sensing the boy's mood. "You're not the first to chain a wild dragon. Jackson is a talented guide, and he has years of experience dealing with the things. Your father did this when he was your age, and we a have a good group of guards. Most of them have also chained wild dragons."

      "Really? Which guards?" Berun asked, a small amount of his courage returning.

      "At least half the guards in the palace. If their family has been with the palace for at least two generations then they’ve performed a chaining out here."

      "Did you?" Berun asked.

      "No." Rowe laughed gently. "Your father hired me away from a company in Mertencia. You know that."

      "Oh yeah. I forgot. Do you worship Fire like Ogan's family?"

      "Why the sudden interest in religion?"

      "Just curious. I thought maybe if I worshiped Fire I wouldn't have to chain a dragon."

      "You still would. The chaining is a cultural rite of passage, not a religious one. Not really. Besides, the Trindis actually worship the Unborn God as I understand it. Most Mertencians do."

      "But he has that necklace with the symbol for Fire on it. He said it was his great great—… um, I don't remember how many greats—grandfather's."

      "Well, family heirlooms do not religion make, Berun."

      "Yeah, I guess."

      "Fire worship is fairly common in Sohlgain as well. You remember our visit to the Fire Shrine last summer?"

      "Oh yeah. Dad bought me that sword the monks made. You still need to teach me how to use it."

      "It’s a fine blade. If you want, we can begin training as soon as we return home."

      "Okay," Berun said, not even trying to contain his excitement. "So do you worship the Unborn God?"

      "No, Prince, I do not," Rowe answered, he was using his patient voice. It was the tone he used when he was tired of a certain line of questioning but knew it was better to just answer.

      "What do you worship?"

      "What do you worship, Berun?" Rowe countered.

      The boy thought about it for a moment. "I don't know. I never really thought about it before today. I guess I thought, since the chaining is a Thunder thing, we must worship Thunder."

      "Makes sense. Religion is something you can worry about later. It’s a private matter. Something a man must decide for himself."

      "So you're not going to tell me what you worship?"

      "I respect all creeds and beliefs, but I hold to none of them."

      "Okay. That sounds like a good religion."

      "It is."

      They rode in silence after that, until their guide, Jackson, stood up on his cart, stopping in the middle of the trail. Rowe pulled up next to him, climbed down and unstrapped the rifle he had attached to the front of the O.R.C, slinging it over his shoulder.

      Berun jumped down into the mud as his father and Rei pulled up behind them. The rest of the carts rolled into place a moment later.

      "Find one?" Jurou asked.

      “Yes, sir," Jackson answered, pulling his helmet off and adjusting the red scarf around his neck.

      Berun had thought it strange that a Mertencian was their guide, but according to Rowe the man was the world’s leading expert on dragons. Even the Thunder Priest, Grid, seemed to respect the man’s experience, and Berun had always heard that Thunder Priests were selfish with their respect.

      Jackson pointed at a patch of ground next to the trail, where there was a large imprint in the mud. "I'm guessing it passed this way less than an hour ago. And it doesn't look too big, which can be nice."

      "Excellent." Berun's father clapped him on the shoulder. "Now, the biggest benefit to chaining out here, besides the ride, is that you don't have to wear that ridiculous outfit." Several guards laughed at that. The Thunder Priest offered a displeased look but said nothing.

      “Yup,” Jackson said, opening a large crate on the trailer attached to his cart, “those sandals would not help. Good boots and a pair of pants you can actually move in. That’s what you want.”

      The guide began pulling out various pieces of equipment and handing them to guards. Berun recognized them from their first day on the reserve—several net launchers and the large bundles of wrapped nets with which to load them. Some of the guards were handed short spears with two-pronged tips. Those were to stick the net into the ground and hopefully hold the dragon in place while Berun chained it.

      Rowe was handed the chain itself. It was a lot like the chain Troi had used: a long length of steel links, covered in a layer of insulating rubber. After the chain was around the dragon’s neck it would catch the beast’s static discharge and send it into the cells of the battery. Once the battery was full, Jackson would sedate the creature and Berun could remove the chain.

      The priest had told everyone that in ancient times the chain would be left around the dragons, mainly because they didn't really have any sedatives powerful enough to slow the beast, and because the chains were not insulated and as a result, unsafe to touch. Back then, once their primitive battery was charged, they just disconnected the chain and ran.

      It was also for bragging rights, of course. If ever the men of the village were out hunting and spotted a dragon with a chain around its neck, someone could claim the glory. Grid had joked about how the older men loved it, because dragons would continue to grow the longer they lived, so the older hunters would be able to claim larger dragons if ever they were spotted in the wild.

      "Here you go." Jackson handed Berun a spear. Where the spearhead met the wooden shaft, there was a hook. "That's to move the dragon's head if you need to," Jackson explained. “Just hook that over the top or bottom frill, depending on which way you need to move the face."

      "Wow," Rei said, stepping up to Berun and running his small, chubby hand down the length of the weapon. "Do I get one?"

      Jackson looked to Rowe and the emperor. Rowe shrugged and the emperor nodded. “Sure thing, buddy.” Jackson pulled a second spear out of his crate. It came in two pieces to fit in the crate. Jackson screwed them together and handed them to Rei. He distributed spears to whichever guards had not received nets or stakes.

      Berun was about to ask Rowe if he was holding his spear correctly when he noticed the bodyguard checking his rifle. "I thought bullets wouldn't do much to a dragon."

      "You just have to know where to put them. That's the secret." Rowe gave Berun one of his rare smiles. "Do you remember what Jackson said our first day in the reserve?"

      Jackson considered Berun as the boy thought back to their first day. "He said that dragon scales are very thick, and that most weapons would only irritate them. Spears are the easiest, most effective way to control one without making it too angry.”

      "And?" Rowe pressed. Jackson was nodding to the answer so far.

      "Um… oh! Weak spots, if absolutely necessary, are the eyes and the roof of the mouth. He also said that it wouldn't be good to kill one, since wild dragons are so rare and only found in the reserve." Berun grinned up at Rowe. Several guards clapped. He balked a little at the attention.

      "That's right," Rowe said, his smile broadening. "And I will shoot anything in the eye if it means protecting you and your family. Of course, I doubt it will come to that."

      Jackson nodded. "I can guarantee that everything will work out just fine today."

      "I hope so," the priest said, eyeing Rowe, "I would hate to see a child of Lightning dead today."

      Once everyone was ready they hiked into the woods. They left two guards to watch the O.R.Cs. Berun rested his spear on his shoulder and looked at Rei as they hiked through the trees. The two boys grinned at each other.

      "We're soldiers," Rei said.

      "No," Berun said, shaking his head, "we're dragon hunters." The fun was marred only slightly by the fact that it was true.
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        * * *

      

      The smooth wood floor of the testing chamber had been polished not an hour before. Suna could still smell the strange mixture of fruit and chemicals from the cleaning.

      From her seat behind the long table at the end of the room she studied the girl that patiently waited in the middle of the chamber. The girl’s dark skin and colorful clothing was a sharp contrast to the white walls of the room.

      Beside Suna at the table was the rest of her Cell. It had been almost a year since she had seen the five of them. As the first Cell, they were all responsible for the management of the company. Those responsibilities took them all over the world, and rarely together.

      One of the few things that brought them together was the testing of the candidates for God Mage. The teenage girl in the room with them was set to become the fifth Mage in the company’s hierarchy. She and her Cell would complete the companies roster when the girl earned all five members of her own Cell.

      This would be her first test. If she passed, she would earn an Eye. The girl had already selected whom she wished to choose: a girl from Nativity by the name of Mori. From what Suna had seen of Mori’s file, she was a fine choice. There hadn’t been a potential Eye to score so well on the aptitude tests since Roland Glass.

      After Suna and the others spent a few more moments studying the paperwork in front of them, Suna spoke. As the Mouth, she was usually asked to direct any formal event. Traditionally the God Mage should have conducted this occasion, with the Eye announcing success or failure. But those traditions were from the days when the Duniya Razarac were a religion. They tried to be a little less dependent on ceremony these days.

      And, if everyone were being honest, none of the others were very good public speakers.

      “Isibeal Coo’an," Suna said.

      The girl rose gracefully from her seat on the floor and took one step forward. She picked up one side of her colorful skirt and offered the table a curtsy.

      Suna resisted the urge to smile. According to Isibeal’s file she was the daughter of a street vendor in Su’od. Of the lowest caste, yet here she was acting as though she were a noble meeting equals. Suna liked this girl. She knew what she was and what it meant.

      “Are you prepared for today’s test?” Suna asked.

      “I am, First Mouth," Isibeal answered. There was a slight quiver in her voice.

      Suna smiled at the response. The girl spoke Teev perfectly. That was a good sign. She made a note of it in the file. “Good. You have been informed of the nature of this test?”

      “I have, First Mouth," the girl answered.

      “Then we shall not waste any time.” She nodded at two women standing against the wall, members of Suna’s personal staff.

      The women rushed forward. One of them carried a piece of black fabric. Isibeal bowed her head and the woman stretched the fabric to reveal a small hood. It fit perfectly over the girl’s head. The bottom of the hood stopped just under the eyes. The fabric had been cut so that her nose and ears were not covered, but her eyes were. There was no way for her to see.

      The girl straightened again and stood still. She had turned slightly and was no longer facing the table directly, but just a little to the side. There were hushed whispers from several at the table at that. Pens scribbled on paper and Isibeal bit her bottom lip at the sound.

      “Bring him in," Suna said.

      The women ran to the door opposite the table and let in a large man.

      He wore no shirt, and his pants were black cotton tied up with a bright green rope. He strode confidently into the room, stopping next to the girl. He offered her a dismissive glance before bowing to those behind the table.

      “I am Oto," he said in a thick Sohl accent. “Who am I to fight?”

      Suna indicated Isibeal, who had turned at the sound of Oto’s entrance and stood facing the large man.

      He rubbed at one of his deformed ears and gave Suna a confused look. “You want me hurt this small, blindfolded girl?”

      “I would like you to try," Suna answered. There were a few snickers from behind the table, and a smile even tugged at Isibeal’s mouth.

      “I don’t think I can do that," Oto answered. “Would not be fair.”

      “Do you want your money?” Suna asked. “We have plenty of other willing fighters.

      Oto grimaced. “Very good. I beat skinny little girl.” He turned and held out a fist. “I let you know where I am first. Here, touch my hand.”

      Isibeal reached out with her hand and missed Oto’s fist. The large Sohl sighed and grabbed the girl’s hand. “I sorry, girl. But money, you know?”

      The girl nodded. “I understand, sir. Thank you for your concern.”

      “When I say begin, you fight. This is to knockout. Understood?” Suna said.

      Isibeal nodded and Oto gave Suna a look.

      “Good. Begin.”

      Oto released the girl’s hand and took a step back as a small black fist shot out. The man let out a short bark. “That is good form, girl. I think if you could see this might not be bad fight.”

      He stepped in closer, spinning around another blow and ending behind the girl, his back toward her. He stepped back and threw and elbow toward Isibeal’s head.

      The girl took the blow and went down. The fall ended in a graceful roll as she quickly got her feet under her and spun in the direction of the last strike.

      She held her hands out, moving them from side to side, tying to predict where the next attack might come from.

      “Not bad at all. What your name, girl?” As Oto spoke Isibeal jumped forward.

      The man let out a surprised gasp as Isibeal’s fist connected with his chest. Her hands began to move in a flurry of motion. Now that she knew where her opponent was, she wasn’t going to stop.

      The man overcame his surprise quickly and moved his own hands up to deflect the blows. The sound of flesh on flesh began to fill the air as Isibeal’s fists found solid hits or were knocked away by Oto’s hands and forearms. Suna and the others made notes in their files as they watched.

      It appeared that Oto was having a difficult time keeping up with the girl’s assault, while she just seemed to be moving faster with every swing of her fists.

      Oto let out a victorious shout as he caught one of the fists and wrenched the girl in toward him.

      Isibeal let out a short cry of alarm but recovered quickly. She managed to get a foot firmly on the ground and kicked up into a jump. Using the force of Oto’s pull she was able to get a decent amount of air.

      Oto let out another surprised gasp as the girl wrenched her hand free of his grip and flew directly at his face.

      Both of her knees connected with the large man’s jaw with a resounding crack. Probably a lucky shot, but Suna would be a liar if she didn’t admit that was how most God Mages passed this test.

      Oto took one step back before collapsing onto his right side. The floor shook from the weight of him.

      Isibeal landed in a crouch and stood motionless, not sure if her attack had been successful or not.

      One of Suna’s staff rushed to Oto’s side and checked him. She looked at Suna and nodded.

      “Very good, Miss Coo’an," Suna said. “Please remove your mask.”

      Isibeal straightened and pulled the mask off her face. As she did so all six of the people behind the table rose and began to clap their hands loudly. The girl bowed her head, an embarrassed smile on her face.

      “Well done.” Suna said. “You will report to the Artist’s gallery within the hour. Your Eye will meet you there. Welcome to the Duniya Razarac, God Mage Coo’an.”

      There was another round of applause as the girl offered them another curtsy.
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        * * *

      

      The dragon's roar was not loud, really. Not anything like what Berun had expected. But when he heard it, he knew it was right. It sounded like the quiet rumble that came after the break of thunder. There was a power behind it. Berun could feel the dragon's roar in his chest. He felt like a pane of glass in a thunderstorm, every fresh cry shaking him to his core.

      The dragon was the size of a small truck. Its scales were a vibrant yellow that shifted in the sunlight as muscles moved beneath. It was much more impressive than the dull gray of a tame dragon.

      Several net launchers fired, and the "whump" sound as each net flew was louder than the dragon's cry. As each net hit the dragon, wrapping around its legs and torso, it snarled. The snarls sounded more like what Berun had expected, and impressed him much less than the quiet rumble of its roar.

      The dragon stumbled to the ground after a net wrapped its legs together. Berun could see the muscles straining against the bonds of the nets. With every jerking motion the cords tightened. The guards with the two-pronged spears rushed in close. They stuck the spears into the ground, catching net between the long prongs, staking the beast in place.

      The creature's square head rose, jaws snapping at its captors. Berun could see the erratic dance of lightning beginning in the creature's mouth. Lights began dancing along the tip of the top frill.

      "We need to hurry, Berun." Rowe grabbed him by the shoulder and began dragging him towards the dragon. Under one arm he was carrying the battery, the chain looped over a shoulder next to the strap of his rifle.

      Berun clutched his spear. His tight grip was beginning to hurt his hands as he stumbled behind Rowe. He knew he had to move forward, but his feet wanted to stay put. Behind him, Rei was crying, clutching their father's leg, his spear cast to the ground the second the dragon had erupted through the tree line.

      "Watch my son," Berun heard his father say. An instant later the man was next to him, Rei's discarded spear in his hand. "You can do this, Ber," he said, a feral grin dominating his face.

      Berun felt a surge of confidence with his father beside him. He nodded, his young face a mask of determination.

      As they arrived at the netted dragon, Rowe dropped the battery and began to uncoil the chain. The guards holding the stakes in place were shouting at each other to hold it a little longer. Berun could see the sweat on their faces as the dragon thrashed around.

      Guards began shouting behind them. They spun at the sound in time to see a guard flying through the air and crashing into a tree. A second dragon, larger than the giant beast in the net, was standing in the opening, lips pulled back in a snarl.

      The new dragon was massive. There was no barn that could hold it. Its dark red scales, almost black, seemed to absorb the sunlight. From where he stood, Berun thought the teeth might be as long as his arm. The creature's eyes were locked on Rei, who was curled into a ball behind a guard who was now firing a rifle. The gunshots were loud. Berun covered his ears and whimpered.

      Rowe threw the chain to the ground and sprinted toward Rei and the guard, unslinging his own rifle as he did. He made it to Rei an instant before the attacking dragon did. He pulled his rifle up and took aim as a massive, claw-tipped hand hit him and the guard.

      The guard hit the tree with a loud crack, splinters flying, and Rowe smashed into the tree above him. The men collapsed into a heap at the base of the tree.

      Another guard rushed toward the dragon, fumbling with a net launcher. The creature spun on the charging guard, and with a small leap covered the distance between them. Its jaws flashed in the sunlight. There was a spray of blood and the guard reeled back with a scream. The bloody stump where his hand should have been poured a deep red onto the ground as the man collapsed.

      Jurou was already charging the dragon before it turned its attention back to Rei. The emperor was shouting at Rei to stand up and run, but the boy simply covered his face and wailed even louder.

      Berun looked at his brother. His stupid, annoying, brat of a little brother. He was in trouble. Berun gripped his own spear and charged after his father, a wordless cry escaping his lips. He could feel the rumble of thunder as he got closer.

      His father stood over Rei as the dragon stalked closer, its eyes locked on the fat child crying in the mud. Jurou pushed his spear forward, catching the hook over the top frill on the dragon's lowered head. He pulled down and away from Rei, trying to lead the creature off.

      The dragon snarled as its head was pulled down. Berun could see the muscles in his father's shoulders and arms straining with the effort. Berun had always known his father was a strong man, but he was impressed now as the man pulled the dragon down to eye level.

      The dragon opened its mouth and roared. The man opened his own mouth and roared back, spittle from the dragon spotting his face as he screamed.

      The dragon jerked its head up, pulling the man off his feet. Jurou swung forward into the dragon's snout. The beast flicked his head to the side, throwing the man. Then it returned its attention to Rei, no longer crying, eyes wide, full of terror. The dragon opened its mouth and lowered itself toward the prince.

      Berun charged forward, his body only reacting, not allowing him time to think. He placed himself between his brother and the dragon. The sunlight vanished as the massive jaws blocked everything else from view.

      He shoved his spear up with all the strength his young arms could offer. He felt resistance as the spear pierced the roof of the dragon's mouth. The dragon flinched, stepping back. It slipped in a patch of mud and fell forward. The butt of the spear stuck in the ground, shaft vertical. The dragon continued to fall as Berun clung to the spear, his legs not allowing him to move. He felt a warm stream of blood cascading over him. He looked up at the open mouth looming above him. Lightning danced between the teeth, just inches from his upturned face, as a final rattling breath escaped the creature's chest.

      Berun released the spear and stumbled away. He retreated away from the hulking corpse, grabbing his brother's hand and dragging him along. He stopped when he bumped into someone. He looked up to see Grid. The priest was studying the dead dragon, an unreadable expression on his face.

      "Here, boy," Grid said, his voice calm. He held out the looped end of the chain and nodded toward the still twitching corpse. "There is still power within. Claim it."

      Berun's hands shook as he looped the chain around the dead dragon. It barely fit over the top frill. He could hear the yellow dragon a short distance away, its roar slowing as the tranquilizer Jackson had administered took effect. Several guards had had to force its jaws open so Jackson could shoot the dart into the creature’s mouth.

      All the guards stood in silence as they watched. No one cheered. Two of them had been seriously injured, one had broken several ribs, and one had lost a hand to the dragon's teeth.

      Berun's father placed a hand on his shoulder as they waited for the battery to take the last of the dragon's power. "Well done, Ber." Berun couldn't help but notice his father's trembling hands.

      "My lord." The Thunder Priest approached them. In his hands he carried a jar he had filled with dragon blood. There were small flashes of light within the fluid, like lightning on a night lit by the red moon.

      "Yes?" The emperor said, hand tightening on Berun's shoulder.

      "May I speak with you and the prince privately?"

      "Am I in trouble?" Berun asked as he and his father followed the priest away from the battery.

      Rowe was watching intently from a distance as one of the other guards inspected his injuries.

      "Of course not," Jurou answered, glaring at the priest.

      "No, you are not," Grid answered. Berun felt his father's grip lighten.

      "This is not something I ever expected to do, but I am honor-bound to offer you a place within my order."

      "What?" both Berun and his father said in unison.

      "In ancient times, the slaying of a dragon was a sacred rite. It was only a feat sought by those who desired the title of Thunder Mage.”

      "Mage?" Berun asked. The word was familiar. Something from his history lessons.

      "Plenty of men have killed dragons," the emperor said, skeptical. "Are they all Mages?"

      "Some. Very few in recent history have killed one with a spear."

      "What's stopping people from walking onto a farm and killing a tame dragon?" Jurou asked.

      "The law was adjusted after dragons began to be farmed. They are no longer the same creature, not as far as my order is concerned. And it is not something we advertise." He gave both of them a meaningful look.

      "What would this mean for my son?" Jurou asked.

      "He would be an honorary member of my order. A Thunder Priest. He would also be one of a very small number to hold the title Mage. This title, of course, only has as much meaning as the bearer chooses to give it. I might also point out the practical benefits. Berun is not your heir. As is traditional, he would be expected to find a position within Sohlgain society that is fitting to his family name. Few in this country are respected above the order. Or he may simply accept the title of Thunder Mage, and pursue whatever career he chooses. Historically, Mages tend to find a comfortable home within the military."

      "It's up to you, Ber. You're a man now," Jurou said. The two men looked down at the boy. He knew he was still a boy.

      He recalled something about Mages. "Will I be able to control thunder?" he asked.

      "Well, no. Thunder is merely a sound. Lightning would be more accurate. It is possible you will have the ability to control lightning. If you have the gift. Not everyone is born with the ability to control the elements, they must be chosen by the god they serve. If Lightning finds you worthy, you will. But regardless of whether you are given this ability or not, you will hold the title. If you wish."

      "Wow," the boy said, his mind racing at the thought, "okay."
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      Two Years Later

      

      “Are you listening, Berun?” Grid asked, his voice impatient.

      Berun turned away from the room’s large window and nodded. “I am, Priest Grid. I’m sorry, I was just watching the preparations outside.”

      Grid sighed, putting his chalk down on the table in front of him. He moved away from his chalkboard, its entire surface covered in neat block letters and symbols Berun feared he would never understand. The priest stood next to Berun’s chair and looked outside.

      “I understand, Berun," he said, placing a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I still remember the first time I participated in a chaining. Granted, I was a lot older.” He trailed off. “Don’t worry though. You don’t have to do anything. Just stand there and look important. That’s at least ninety percent of our job: Looking important.”

      Berun wasn’t sure if the priest was joking or not until the man looked down at him, a toothy grin on his face. Berun returned the grin, though he did not feel the joke worth it.

      “I just don’t know how I feel being around a dragon again, sir," he said after a moment.

      Grid nodded knowingly as he returned to his chalkboard. He picked up the small piece of chalk and drew a quick symbol on the board.

      “What is this symbol?” he asked.

      Berun rolled his eyes. “That’s the symbol for Thunder.”

      “Very good," the priest said as he drew two more above the first. “And these?”

      “Fire and Wind," Berun answered.

      “What do you know about Wind?” Grid asked.

      Berun blinked at the question. The Elements were the gods of their faith. These were topics covered at the beginning of his training. Why was Grid trying to distract him with the basics?

      “Wind is the sibling of Earth. In the beginning it was only the two of them.”

      “What else? What do we know about Wind’s personality?”

      “Wind is the most jealous of the gods. There are plenty of stories in scripture where Wind does something that hurts mankind.”

      “Correct. Very rarely does Wind do something beneficial for Man. Though it does happen, and as a priest you need to remember to respect Wind.” Grid waited for the boy to nod his understanding before continuing. “Now tell me about Fire.”

      “Fire came into the world with his sister, Water, when First Man and First Woman brought her to marry Earth.”

      “Is Fire a man now?” Grid asked with a grin.

      Berun blushed. “No, none of the gods are, it’s just easier to say he or she than Fire and Water all the time.”

      “That’s fine for the common believer, Berun. Not us.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. Tell me about Fire’s personality.”

      “Fire is considered the kindest of the gods, after Earth and Water. His—I mean, Fire’s main purpose is to warm and shelter man.”

      “Good. Now Thunder. Tell me about Thunder.”

      “Thunder is the child of Fire and Wind," Berun said. “Thunder provides us with power. Thunder led First Man and First Woman’s son to Sohlgain and commanded he make a country of power and warmth.”

      “Right there.” Grid clapped his hands. “Say those two words for me again.”

      “Power and warmth?”

      “Yes.” Grid wrote the word “Power” underneath the symbol for Wind, and “Warmth” underneath Fire.

      “Thunder is a child of Wind and Fire. Therefore, Thunder possesses the characteristics of both parents. What does that mean for you?”

      “I honestly have no idea, Priest Grid. What does this have to do with dragons?”

      “You, good prince, are a Son of Thunder," Grid said. “Soon to be a Thunder Mage. Your one purpose is to stand for the tenants of Thunder. Provide warmth and shelter, just as Thunder’s parent Fire demands. And you are powerful. You are entitled to be feared, just as Wind demands of Its child, Thunder.”

      Berun screwed up his face as he tried to interpret Grid’s message.

      Grid sighed. “I’m saying, you have nothing to be afraid of. The dragons are children of Lightning. They would never harm one of their own.”

      “That didn’t stop them from trying last time.”

      “No,” Grid agreed. “But you’re going to have to trust me when I tell you that these dragons,” he pointed out the window, “the dragon your brother chains this afternoon, it will show you the respect and reverence that the wild monster two years ago should have.”

      There was a knock at the door and Rowe stuck his head inside. “The guests are starting to arrive. The two of you are being asked after.”

      “Very good. Thank you, Master Glass," Grid said with a shallow bow.

      “Better get the prince into his robes. Jurou was planning on showing him off.”

      Grid smiled, though Berun could tell it wasn’t genuine. “Of course. We’ll be right out.”
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        * * *

      

      Berun had worn the robes before. Grid had insisted he get used to them, and he thought he had, but now they seemed too tight. He picked at the purple fabric, trying to adjust it so it was comfortable.

      Berun stood with two other priests in a small covered pavilion. The two older men ignored the boy, instead focusing on Grid and Rei. Grid was squatting next to the heir and explaining, for the tenth time, what he had to do.

      “When you tap the dragon on the side with the spear, it will stand up and face you. I will then hand you the chain. The dragon will lower its head and you will place the loop over its head. That simple.”

      Rei nodded nervously as he listened to the instructions. Berun sighed quietly. He didn’t know why he’d been nervous. Grid had taken him to see the dragon before too many of the guests had arrived and shown him there was nothing to be afraid of. Why couldn’t Rei just accept that as well?

      After one more round of explanations, Grid declared the boy ready for his chaining. The message was sent to the band that waited outside the pavilion. The drums and strings filled the palace gardens with an elegant melody as Berun and the three other priests escorted Rei out of the pavilion.

      There was a storm of applause at the sight of the heir in his traditional dress. It was impossible for Berun not to notice his brother’s head triple in size at the attention.

      It was only a short distance from the pavilion to the corral where the dragon waited. It was a large dragon, as tame dragons went. Almost as big as the yellow dragon Berun had been meant to chain before the monstrous red beast had interrupted and changed Berun’s life.

      Rei looked over his shoulder and locked eyes with Berun. He grinned at his brother, his grip on his decorative spear tightening. Berun allowed himself to grin back.

      Rei’s knees didn’t shake once as he tapped the dragon on its side. When the beast turned its square face on the prince he managed to loop the chain without dropping it or his spear.

      Grid gave the same speech Berun remembered from Troi’s chaining two years before, the same speech given at every chaining.
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