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ZARED’S APPRENTICE
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Logan knew he shouldn’t be sneaking into Zared’s private rooms but he had to prove something to himself. He knocked gently on the old, heavily carved wooden door, and then opened it and peered inside. It led to a Zared’s room in the lower apartments of the Golden Palace of Radolk Falls. It was plainly decorated and contrasted with the plush decorations in the rest of the palace. A dozen shelves lined one of the walls were crammed with spell books, all ordered by size and colour. At the back of the room was a long wooden workbench that was dented and scratched, showing many years of use. Above the workbench were smaller shelves with dozens of bottles and jars — the necessary ingredients for most spells.

Logan knew he hadn’t been a very good apprentice wizard — but he could try harder, he knew he could. Now that he had discovered that Zared was his grandfather, it was even more important that they stay together.

That was why he was down here, in the depths of the Golden Palace, in Zared’s quarters. He intended to perfect a spell and then show Zared that he deserved to remain Zared’s apprentice. Logan pushed the door shut behind him and walked over to the rows of spell books. He ran his finger along, looking for something familiar. There was no point trying to learn one from scratch as it would take far too long. He needed one that he had seen before — one that he could almost do.

‘White roses,’ Logan muttered to himself. It was the only spell he’d had any success with in the past. If Logan could create a room full of white roses, Zared would have to keep him on — and hopefully take him back to Shanoria.

He looked for the slim green volume and finally found it tucked away in the corner. He took it over to the wooden workbench and flicked to the page he needed. It was crisp and clean, not like the tattered and stained page of the spell book he had used back in Shanoria. He had tried the spell so many times that he was sure that this time it would work.

He quickly selected several jars off the shelf and laid them in a row. It bothered him that this was exactly how Alyxa would have lined them up and she wasn’t a wizard of any sort. He pushed the thought from his head and turned his attention back to the page. He reached under the bench for a stone bowl and began to cast the spell. He had only just uncorked the first jar when he heard voices just outside the main door.

Quickly he looked for somewhere to hide. He wasn’t ready to show the wizard what he could do, nor was he willing to explain why he had sneaked into his rooms uninvited. A long padded bench stood just out from one of the walls and he dived for cover behind it just as the door opened. He glanced back at the workbench, realising that he had left everything on it, but knowing there wasn’t time to put it away. 

‘I’d like you to try something, Alyxa,’ an old man’s voice said as the door closed again. It was Zared. 

‘Sure,’ Alyxa replied, sounding curious.

Logan slithered along behind the couch to see what they were doing.

‘Silverhorn, can you keep an ear out for anyone coming?’ Zared asked. ‘We don’t really want Logan to see this. It would only upset him.’

Logan frowned. What would upset him? What was Alyxa going to do? He leaned out further and saw a small white dragon standing near the main door. Silverhorn had shrunk down to fit in the room, as his natural size would have filled most of the room.

Why don’t you want the boy here? Silverhorn’s deep voice rumbled around the room.

‘It can’t have been Logan who cast that seeing spell back in Shanoria,’ Zared replied, sadly. 

‘Yes he did,’ said Alyxa, looking confused. ‘I was there when he cast the spell. He charmed the silver medallion which helped us find Prince Erik.’

‘He failed the magic tests as a baby,’ Zared said, shaking his head. He stroked his long white beard thoughtfully. ‘It can’t have been him.’

You’re right, Zared. He couldn’t have cast that spell, Silverhorn agreed with a nod of his slightly oversized head. His single silver horn sparkled in the light of the gas lamps as he nodded. So who did?

‘I think it was Alyxa,’ Zared suggested.

‘Me?’ Alyxa asked, looking surprised and very doubtful. 

‘I think your dragon charming is another form of our magic,’ Zared said, nodding. He turned to the worktable and frowned. ‘I don’t remember leaving all this out. It will do for our purposes though.’ 

Zared pushed the open book towards Alyxa. Logan frowned: surely Zared wasn’t expecting Alyxa to cast the spell? It took years of training to be able to cast a spell that hard.

‘I’d like you to try this spell,’ Zared said calmly.

‘It looks simple enough,’ Alyxa said a little nervously, but trying to sound confident. She swept her unruly copper hair back into an untidy ponytail and rubbed her hands together as she stepped forward. ‘How many do you want?’

‘Just one white rose will do for the first attempt,’ Zared replied and pushed several jars towards her.

Logan knew this spell. He’d done it many times and he knew it wasn’t as easy as it looked. His spell had exploded every time. Logan was jolted back from these memories by silence: Alyxa had already spoken the words of the spell and was mixing the ingredients in a small bowl. Logan tensed, ready for the explosion that would happen at any second — and then he stared in shock. A small white cloud was rising gently from the spell and Alyxa was taking a snow-white rose from the bowl.

‘But ... how could she do that?’ Logan demanded, standing up and forgetting that they didn’t know he was there.

Ah, Your Highness, Silverhorn said, dipping his head in a small bow.

‘Don’t call me that,’ Logan snapped irritably. He looked enviously at the perfectly formed rose as he walked over to the workbench. ‘My father is the king — wherever he is.’

‘Isn’t it pretty?’ Alyxa said, waving the rose proudly before, seeing the dark look on Logan’s face, she looked a little embarrassed. ‘Maybe it was just beginner’s luck?’

It wasn’t luck, Silverhorn rumbled, and his great golden eyes looked seriously at Logan.

‘But I’m Zared’s apprentice,’ Logan said stubbornly. If he wasn’t an apprentice, then who was he? He had grown up expecting a life of magic and spells and now it was gone. 

‘You’re the king of Radolk Falls,’ Zared countered. ‘You will never be a wizard.’

‘The people here don’t want a king — especially not me.’ Logan said sullenly. ‘And I don’t want to be a king.’

‘But it is your future, whether you want it or not,’ Zared replied.

‘If I can create a rose better than Alyxa’s, will you reconsider?’ Logan was almost begging. 

Zared stared silently at Logan for almost a full minute before finally nodding. ‘Yes, if you can create a rose as good as Alyxa’s, you will remain my apprentice.’

‘I’ll do one better than hers!’ Logan retorted as he set the stone bowl up in front of the jars again. ‘I’ll do a dozen of them.’

Zared simply raised one eyebrow and stepped back several paces. Alyxa and Silverhorn also retreated to a dozen steps behind him, and Logan clenched his teeth in frustration at their lack of confidence in him. He turned his attention to the spell and concentrated harder than he had ever done before. This was his chance to show what he could do. He followed the spell perfectly; tossed the ingredients in at exactly the right times, stirred them the exact number of times as directed on the page — then felt himself thrown backwards as the bowl exploded into a thousand of pieces.

‘What happened?’ he said, feeling dazed, a familiar ringing in his ears. He tried to sit up. ‘I did it all perfectly. I know I did!’

‘It’s not your fault,’ Zared said, brushing white dust from his clothes and coming over to help Logan up. ‘You’re just not a wizard.’

Logan felt his shoulders sag. He knew in his heart that his grandfather was right, but he didn’t want to admit it. He shook his head to dislodge the white dust from his shoulder-length blond hair and felt dizzy again.

A knock at the door broke the uneasy silence that followed and Zared walked slowly over to see who was there. A servant, clad in green and gold, stood in the corridor. He bowed low.

‘The people of Radolk Falls request an audience with their king,’ the servant said, without looking up. ‘They are waiting in the throne room.’

‘Then we should go and talk to them,’ Zared said with a grin. ‘They’re probably here to thank us for saving them from the red dragons.’

Logan shrugged. He doubted they were there to give thanks. He had seen the glares aimed at him in the past few days, and there was nothing grateful in them. He followed the wizard through corridors and upstairs towards the throne room.

**
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EVERYONE TURNED TO face them as they entered the huge throne room through a set of large double doors. In an instant Logan could see that this was not going to be a happy meeting. The people gathered looked angry and most of their anger seemed to be directed at Logan. He walked past them, feeling as nervous as he had done just a few weeks ago when he had walked through a park full of huge red dragons. Full-length green velvet curtains hung at the large windows and the view beyond them looked out over the entire city and village below. At the far end of the room, next to the windows, stood two golden thrones, draped in deep green and gold. They were raised on a dais and coated with a thin film of dust that showed that nobody had been in here for a very long time.

‘Get that beast out of here!’ a voice yelled from the front of the room.

Logan was surprised to see Djana, the young enchantress from Radolk Falls, standing next to the golden throne. She was pointing angrily at Silverhorn, and there was no trace of the kindness in her emerald green eyes that Logan remembered from when he had first seen her. Now, she was scowling so much that her rosy cheeks reflected anger not vivacity. Beneath her brown windblown hair, Logan could glimpse the leather shoulder straps of the back-pack that contained her magic crystal-and-gold flute.

‘He is no threat to anyone.’ Logan tried to raise his voice, but only managing a hoarse whisper — the stares of all those eyes upon him almost froze the words in his throat.

‘We don’t want dragons in Radolk Falls,’ Djana snapped. 

‘People, listen to me!’ Zared said loudly. He waved Silverhorn back into the corridor, and then took hold of Logan and Alyxa and dragged them through the mob and up to the throne. ‘Silverhorn was vital in helping us free the city.’

An old man stepped forward and glared at Zared. ‘And he abandoned us to them in the first place — along with the king and queen. They left us to the mercy of the red dragons without a second thought. Just like you did!’ 

‘They didn’t abandon you,’ Zared replied with a hint of a waver in his voice. ‘I didn’t mean to leave. I had to get the prince to safety ...’

‘You should have stayed to help defeat them,’ a voice said bitterly.

Logan saw Zared’s shoulders sag, and a familiar haze began to creep into the old wizard’s eyes. The old man could not cope with the guilt and shame of past events and Logan knew it would be wise to get him away from this angry crowd as soon as possible.

‘You distract them and I’ll get him away,’ Alyxa said, nudging Logan in the ribs. Then she said loudly. ‘Your new king would like to speak with you all.’

Logan glared at Alyxa as she shoved him onto the dais where the two golden thrones stood. He turned to face the room full of people who were staring at him silently and sullenly, waiting to hear what he had to say. He saw Alyxa leading Zared around the back of the crowd and the huge doors clicked shut as they left.

‘I don’t remember Radolk Falls,’ Logan began hesitantly, having no idea what he should say to these people. ‘I didn’t even know I was born here until just recently.’

‘How can you be a king to a people you don’t even know?’ Djana interjected. ‘We don’t need a king — especially not you!’

Her outburst caused a roaring agreement and Logan stood dumbly, at a complete loss for anything to say. He had been about to say he didn’t want to be their king, but that didn’t seem to matter now. All he had wanted was to know more about his past, but now he wished he had stayed in Shanoria and been content with what he had. Now he had nothing. He was no longer an apprentice to Zared and his inherited title seemed of little use either.

‘We don’t need a king!’ Several people began to chant as Logan stepped down from the dais and backed away as far as he could. He worked his way through the yelling throng to the small door at the back of the room. They didn’t want him here, and that suited him just fine. He didn’t want to stay. He may have been born in Radolk Falls, but his home was on the marshlands of Shanoria. He had no idea where he was going, but anywhere was better than here just now. 
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ANOTHER KING
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The door opened out into a narrow corridor. It was poorly lit and Logan assumed it must be used by the servants to get around the palace unnoticed. This was confirmed a few seconds later when an elderly lady came hurrying along with a basket full of clothes. She was muttering to herself and her eyes were watching the ground as she walked. 

‘Which way to the roof?’ Logan asked, suddenly deciding he was going to ask Silverhorn to take him back home. The old woman looked up and dropped her basket in surprise.

‘King Jarret!’ She exclaimed, throwing herself to the ground in a kneeling bow. After a second she looked up quizzically and stared at Logan. ‘You’re not the king.’

She struggled to her feet and began to pile the clothes back into the wicker basket.

‘No, I’m not your king,’ Logan agreed, stooping to help her with the clothes.

‘Well, you look just like he did when he was young,’ the old woman said, hefting the basket to her hip and shaking her head. She had hurried off down the corridor before Logan realised she hadn’t given him directions to the roof. He set off after her, but when he turned a sharp bend in the corridor she was gone.

‘Now where do I go?’ he muttered. As he looked back down the corridor, he realised that all the doors looked identical. Even if he had wanted to go back to the throne room, it would take ages to find which door led to it.

With a small sigh he decided to try to find the roof on his own. Surely if he just kept going up he would eventually end up there? He took the next set of stairs and hurried up them, wondering if the white dragon would agree to fly him home.

Logic told him that Silverhorn would have gone to his nearby lair, and the entrance to that was on the roof of the palace. After many turns and a few dead ends, Logan finally emerged onto the flat roof of the golden palace. 

The view of the snow-capped mountains was just as breath-taking as it had been the first time he had seen it, but it did not hold his attention for long. The wind blew a fresh flurry of freezing snow into his face, and he wiped it away as he stared at the remains of the city below. The fires started by the red dragons had changed the entire city. Over half of the buildings were burnt — some right to the ground. The city was topped with a fresh coating of snow, and the pristine whiteness of the snow contrasted sharply with the black charred remains of the buildings. People milled about, looking like ants from the height of the roof, and the scene spoke of despair and defeat.

‘It didn’t look like that before you came here.’ Logan turned to see Djana standing on the small stone wall.

‘And red dragons ruled the city and the people in it,’ Logan reminded her. ‘They would have done this one day anyway.’

‘We would have defeated them on our own eventually,’ Djana said defensively. 

‘So we should let them out of their prison and allow you to do it on your own?’ Logan asked with a raised eyebrow. He looked over beyond the city towards the crumbled remains of what had once been Red Mountain. Now it was just a jumble of rocks with a faint blue glow hovering over it. He knew that under that rubble hundreds of red dragons and one golden dragon were trapped.

‘Your wizard’s spell might not hold them in there anyway,’ Djana replied, pouting and crossing her arms.

‘Let’s hope it does,’ Logan said simply. He had no desire to see a red dragon ever again. He stared at the mound of rubble and half-imagined that he saw one of the rocks move. Tearing his gaze away, he climbed the small wall that separated the servants’ area from the formal gardens. He stepped around Djana and headed for the golden arch that framed a large hole in the cliff face that the palace backed on to.

‘Silverhorn!’ Logan called out as he paused by the immense entrance to the dragon’s lair. ‘May I come in?’

Logan’s voice echoed faintly in the huge cavern, but there was no reply from the white dragon. He peered into the darkness and stepped slowly inside. Shadows and the dark had once filled him with a mortal dread, and they still made him feel uneasy. Stories of shadow dragons were so firmly engraved in his mind that he wished he had a light to chase away the darkness.

‘Is your pet dragon in there?’ Djana asked sarcastically.

Logan suppressed a small sigh and ignored her. The enchantress seemed intent on getting him angry, which made him even more determined to leave Radolk Falls.

The heat that rose from the lair washed over him as he walked slowly into the darkness. It was nowhere near as hot as it had been in Silverhorn’s other lair, but it was still uncomfortably warm for humans. The light from the entrance faded as he worked his way further into the cavern and finally vanished as he turned a corner. The floor fell away suddenly and Logan had to pull back to avoid a sudden fall

‘There are steps just over there.’ Djana’s voice just behind him gave him such a fright that he nearly leapt over the edge. She took a small torch from the wall and struck a tinder to light it. She lit a second torch and handed it to Logan. ‘It’s not safe to go down them in the dark.’

‘I want to talk to Silverhorn alone,’ Logan said, taking the torch and trying to get her to leave.

‘I want to talk to him as well. I want to make sure he leaves Radolk Falls,’ Djana said sweetly, walking off to the steps and hurrying down them with a confidence that said she had been down there many times before.

He followed her down, realising that she was going to do whatever she wanted, and they reached the base of the cavern in a matter of minutes. The floor of the lair was laid out in a manner similar to the lair Logan had seen when he went looking for dragon heart. A large pile of gems lay in one corner, next to a steaming lake.

‘Silverhorn!’ Logan called out again, even though a first glance told him that the dragon was not there.

‘Your pet isn’t here.’ Djana raised her torch higher to cast more light in the steamy cavern.

‘He isn’t always easy to see,’ Logan pointed out, remembering how the white dragon had blended in with his nest of gold and gems the first time they had met. 

‘He’s a dragon,’ Djana drawled. ‘They’re hard to miss.’

‘Silverhorn is different. He changes colour as well as size.’

‘He’s still a dragon and we don’t want him around here,’ Djana insisted. Then her voice took on an indignant and annoyed tone that rose sharply. ‘What are they?’

Logan moved closer and saw she was pointing at a large pile of silver-wrapped eggs that were lying next to the lake.

‘Dragon eggs,’ Logan replied, even though he knew she already knew what they were Two could play at being pig-headed and annoying, and he wasn’t in the mood to take any more.

‘You want more dragons?’ Djana asked incredulously. ‘Where did they come from?’

‘We found them out in the mountains. Prince Myles insisted we take them with us. The prince likes blue dragons and they are highly valued where I come from,’ Logan told her as he continued scanning the cavern. Silverhorn wasn’t here, and he didn’t intend to hang around and talk to Djana any longer.

‘Why bring them here? We don’t want them.’ Djana kicked one of them roughly.

‘Braveheart couldn’t carry them as well as the two princes. They had to get back to Shanoria to let the King know that Erik was safe,’ Logan said, barely keeping his anger in check. 

‘So take them back to wherever you come from and stay there yourself,’ Djana snapped.

‘I’ll make sure the eggs leave when I do and that will be as soon as I find Silverhorn.’ Logan picked up a small rock and threw it angrily into the steaming pool. A rattling, scrabbling sound made him look sharply around in the dim light. Was Silverhorn here after all? There was no sign of him and Logan picked up another rock. He was about to throw it when the scrabbling noise returned. Sounds were distorted in the huge cavern, but Logan knew it hadn’t been his imagination. They were dragon claws.

‘That egg moved,’ Djana said nervously, stepping back to stand slightly behind Logan as she pointed at the silver-wrapped egg she had kicked. She didn’t appear so brave now that she was confronted with a possible real dragon.

‘Myles said they would hatch within about a week,’ Logan mused as he watched the egg roll back and forth on the rocky ground. ‘I guess it’s been about that long.’

‘Get rid of them!’ Djana said, fear now clear in her eyes.

‘Blues won’t hurt you,’ Logan said calmly, although he wasn’t sure he wanted to stand here and watch them hatch. He had never been at a hatching before and he had no idea what to do. ‘We should go and find Alyxa. She’s a dragon charmer, so she’ll know what to do.’

Djana did not need to be told twice: she hurried over to the steps and climbed them two at a time. Logan followed a little more slowly, as he wondered where Silverhorn could be. Would there be time to get the blue eggs back to the dragon farm before they hatched? The people of Radolk Falls were bound to react the same way as Djana if they hatched here.

Logan stumbled as he emerged into the light, and squinted as he waited for his eyes to adjust. He rolled the torch on the snow to extinguish the flame, then tossed the torch next to the entrance of the lair. Blue spots filled his vision as he stood up and looked out across the city. Djana was also standing staring at the view: Why wasn’t she hurrying away from the eggs? Logan rubbed his eyes, but the blue spots were still there when he opened his eyes again.

With a small frown he realised they weren’t blue spots at all. A dozen blue dragons were flying into Radolk Falls. Logan knew it could only be King Aemon, but why was he coming here? Surely now he had his son back he would want nothing more to do with the mountain city?

‘We’re being invaded again!’ Djana exclaimed. Every trace of her arrogant attitude was gone, and Logan felt sorry for her when he saw the frightened look in her eyes.

‘It’s just King Aemon,’ Logan told her absently as he continued to watch the king’s approach. ‘He probably just wants to thank you all for looking after his son.’

‘Another king,’ Djana said with a sudden return of her angry tone. ‘Just what we need.’

Logan ignored her and jumped over the wall. The dragons were close enough that he could see that Braveheart was among them, which meant Prince Myles had also returned.

He wanted to check on his grandfather before he went to see what King Aemon was doing in Radolk Falls. And he needed to find Alyxa and tell her about the dragon eggs. But the palace was huge and he couldn’t remember how he had reached the wizard’s quarters earlier in the day. From the roof, it had looked as though the blue dragons were making for the front of the palace. Their arrival was bound to bring both Alyxa and Zared out of the palace, so Logan decided to make for there and wait for them there.

**
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THE WIDE COBBLED ROAD that led to the Golden Palace was barely wide enough to fit two dragons abreast, and the king’s party spread down the hill towards the charred and blackened city. At the head of the newly arrived dragons were King Aemon and his sons. 

Their arrival had caused quite an uproar — people were streaming from every part of the city to see what was going on. Some looked fearful, obviously half expecting these dragons to be taking the place of the red ones who had only just been defeated. Others, seeing humans on the backs of the great blue and purple creatures, came closer to find out why they were there.

Djana was scowling as she emerged from the palace doors. She stood next to Logan and glared at him as if it were his fault the king was here. ‘I thought it was bad enough that the white one was here. Now we’ve got all these blues to get rid of as well!’

Djana began to walk down the stone steps, and Logan was sure she was going to go straight up to the king and tell him to leave. He almost laughed as he thought how the king was likely to react. He followed her down and saw that there was already some sort of trouble down by the dragons.
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