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Prologue
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Sok followed the deer path through Braydon Wood to the Well of the Ancients. The velvety night sky was dusted with stars that glittered like flakes of gold between parting clouds. The trees, stirred by the chilly autumn breeze, whispered softly of the coming winter season. Sok breathed in the crisp night air, filling his entire being with the glorious scent of the rain-soaked earth. This was his favourite time of year. The world was cooling down. The days were growing shorter. The heavy work of summer was almost done and soon he could look forward to the Dragonfoil burnings. As a young elf, about to come of age, Sok still felt the thrill of seeing the Dragonfoil trees burst into flame and crumble to ash as they did every fall only to grow again in the spring. 

He stepped out from the trees into the clearing where the Well of the Ancients stood. More of a pool than a well, the Well of the Ancients was fed by a natural spring and ringed by eleven small standing stones, each carved with symbols of elven magic. He was there that night to receive his guild assignment from the ancestors—a personal ritual that all young elves were required to participate in. That night, he would discover his destiny. 

He paused before the well, uncertain of what to expect. He had no desire to enter any guild. To do so would mean being bound for life to one craft. He might never be able to travel the world or be free to explore his passions. Whatever the Ancients decided for him would become the only path he’d walk. But the Elders were waiting. Already, the guilds were preparing for his induction into whichever one the Ancients chose for him. As much as he longed to, he couldn’t put it off any longer.   

Typically, the elves brought trinkets, gems or small carvings that they would drop into the well. Sometimes, they brought wildflowers or offerings of food that they placed next to the standing stones. Occasionally, they offered moon wine, which they poured from a goblet onto the ground next to the well. But Sok had something different with him that night: eleven Dragonfoil leaves, one for each of the well’s standing stones. And instead of placing them on the stones, as tradition dictated, he let the silvery, purple-blue leaves fall from his hands into the water. 

There was no specific ritual to follow when making an offering to the Ancients; each elf was free to make the offering in any way that felt right. Aside from not putting food or plants into the water, there were no other rules. Sok had no idea what would happen when he broke that one. Being rather more curious and somewhat more rebellious than was cared for by the Elders, Sok tended to follow his heart. And his heart said to drop the Dragonfoil leaves into the water.

Thus, he was more than a little disappointed when nothing happened. The leaves simply did what leaves simply do when they land on water. They floated. Sok watched for a while, thinking that it might take a little time for a reaction to occur. But the Dragonfoil leaves merely drifted on the surface, pushed by the chilly autumn breeze toward the edge.  

Sok sighed at the anticlimax. He had anticipated a spectacular alchemy to occur. The Dragonfoil leaves in the Well of Ancients should have... done something. 

He knew the legend of the Dragonfoil, as it had been told to him, by heart. Many centuries before a knight named Orhowyn Bravvenshyn conquered the great dragon, Xzynthyrius Dreamfinder. As the dragon lay dying, his blood, and thus his magic, seeped into the earth and from it the first Dragonfoil tree grew. Every autumn the leaves took on the colour of Xzynthyrius Dreamfinder’ scales and when the last leaf fell from the branches, the tree was consumed by dragon fire, serving as a reminder of the dragon’s great power over the land. 

Sok was sure that combining the Dragonfoil leaves and the water in the Well of the Ancients would invoke something. But it seemed, as he gazed into the crystalline waters, that he had been mistaken. 

His disinterest in joining a guild had been a source of trouble for Sok. While his peers spent their time visiting the Guild Houses and learning all they could about the trades and crafts each house was expert in, he preferred to wander the streets of Colwygshire and sit in at Court while King Gnik presided over the petitions brought forward by his subjects. His fascination with the humans was frowned upon by the Elders and he was constantly being reprimanded for it. Even that night, as he set out for the Well of the Ancients, he’d been warned not to tamper with the wishes of the Ancestors. 

He kneeled down and rested his elbows on two of the standing stones, then rested his chin on his arms as he gazed at the Dragonfoil leaves. The stars reflected in the water along with the silvery shimmer of the leaves made the well look like a pool of jewels. Sok was tempted to reach in and drag his fingers through the water and he wondered what would happen if he did. No one had ever expressly forbidden him to touch the water. Maybe it wasn’t the offerings that mattered. Maybe to get a message from the ancestors, he had to make contact with – possibly even drink? – the water. Sok slowly stretched out his hand toward the surface of the well.  

His fingers were so close to the water that he could feel the coolness of it when one of the leaves burst into flames as it came into contact with a standing stone. Sok pulled his hand back, startled by the bright purple-blue flash next to him. He watched, half horrified, half excited as the ash from the leaf sunk in a silver spiral under the surface of the water. Did I just pollute the well? Or did I summon an Ancestor? Sok wondered. He continued to watch as, one-by-one, the Dragonfoil leaves were blown against the standing stones and ignited. He jumped back, ready to run and already wondering what he would tell the Elders when a phosphorescent green mist started to rise from the well.

As curious as he was scared, Sok stopped backing away and leaned forward to look at the mist. It rose higher, swirling and churning in an ever-quickening vortex. Sok gasped! In the center of the vortex, an ethereal figure was taking form. 

Orhowyn’s flaming armor! I have summoned an ancestor!

Sok wanted to flee. He backed further away from the well, wishing he’d never come. Hoping that whoever was rising from the well had nothing to tell him. 

“Sok,” said a soft voice. “Why do you run from your destiny?”

Sok stopped. And gulped. Slowly he looked up at the face of the most beautiful elf he’d ever seen. The mist had dissipated. Only wispy vaporous tendrils of it remained to dance around a regal elven queen. She wore a simple, silver circlet of intertwining leaves. Her hair was the colour of a tropical lagoon and fell in gentle waves to her knees. Her eyes were sparkling aquamarine gems, a perfect match to her silken robe. She smiled at Sok and beckoned him to come closer.

Wide-eyed and hesitant, Sok approached. Should I bow? Who is she? What do I do? 

“Be still, Young One,” the elven queen said. “I am Reine, the Singing Queen of the Braydon Woods. You wish to know what fate awaits you.”

Sok dared not speak. He nodded.

“You, Young One, will help to bring a lost child of Epoh home. You will travel far to find him and before he can return to take his place as king of this land, you will quest together to untangle the Truth of who he is. You will be one of many guides for him, but you must trust that no matter what happens, the path you travel together is the path to his birthright. You will be bound to him for a time, just as he is bound to the Dreamfinder forever by the fire that burns within him.” 

Sok’s heart leaped with terrified joy. He had a purpose. But...

“Am I not to be inducted into a guild, then?” Sok hardly dared to believe this could be true.

Queen Reine laughed. “Do you wish to become an apprentice?”

“No, your majesty. I wish to Bound to other worlds or to serve the king of Epoh in the castle.” Sok swallowed, afraid that he’d been too bold. 

“Then that is what you shall do, young Sok.” Reine’s smile was radiant.

Sok couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing. “But...”

“The Ancestors do not dictate the destiny of elves, Sok. We affirm what is in their hearts.” Queen Reine paused. “And someone must bring the lost child home. Shouldn’t it be an elf, like yourself, whose heart longs for the adventure?”

Sok was overcome with joy and awe and so many questions. “How will I know who this lost child of Epoh is?”

“When you see a man holding a silver fox, you must give him this.” Reine held out a gold coin.

Sok reached up and took the coin. On one side was stamped the image of a dragon inside the fire of a burning Dragonfoil. Beneath it was the single word, Epoh. On the other side was the face of a human king, but there was no name, nothing to say who he was or when he may have reigned. 

“So, I just give a man carrying a silver fox this coin and he becomes king of Epoh? Epoh already has a...” Sok looked back up, but Reine was gone. The mist was gone, too, and the Well of the Ancients was still again. “...king.”

A gust of the chilly autumn breeze lifted Sok’s long, silver-blond hair and tossed it over his shoulder. His emerald eyes, were glued to the Well of the Ancients in hope that Reine would return. He had questions. So many questions. 

Where did he have to travel to? Who was this lost child of Epoh? How did he get lost in the first place? What was going to happen to the king Epoh had now? What if this silver-fox-holding man didn’t take the coin? What does it mean that they would be bound together for a time? And how could anyone be bound forever to the Dreamfinder? Xzynthyrius Dreamfinder – if that’s who Reine meant – was long, long dead. And what would the Elders say?

When it became clear that Reine was not coming back, Sok looked at the coin again. It wasn’t very well made. The edges were uneven and the surface was rough. Not a very good casting at all. “Well, you’re not very impressive, are you?” he said aloud to the coin. “I hope that whoever this lost child is, he’s more remarkable than you.” He flipped the coin into the air and caught it before tucking it into his pocket for safe keeping. 

As exciting as this was to him, Sok was not one to speculate too deeply. Mysteries had a way of resolving themselves and so he resolved to bide his time. Besides...

“I’m hungry,” he said aloud and, with one last look at the Well of the Ancients, he turned away from it and returned to his tree house to look for something to eat.
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Chapter 1
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When Arthur Prentice woke up on that fateful Monday morning, he should have felt at least a small measure of excitement. He should have leapt out of his bed, greeted the glorious spring day with a smile and donned his new mantel with enthusiasm. He should have felt proud of his achievement. Instead, he groaned in misery.

With a heavy sigh, he tossed the covers back and swung his feet to the floor. Sitting on the edge of his bed, he rested his elbows on his knees and let his head hang forward in an air of despondency. He knew he would fake his way through the day, let everyone see how right he was for the job, show them what a great boss he was going to be... But he needed to take a few minutes to convince himself of that first. 

Until ten hours earlier, he had all the confidence in the world. He had been looking forward to today, to donning that new mantel with pride and stepping enthusiastically into this next stage of his life. And then his cell phone had rung.

He had been ironing a clean shirt, preparing it for its first day wrapped around the body of a store manager, when his girlfriend’s ringtone – the X-files theme – split his smile into an even bigger grin across his face.

“Babe!” Arthur answered the call expecting a personal cheerleader to be on the other end. He listened for a few moments. “What? Are you serious?... I don’t understand... I thought you... What do you mean a lowly comic book store manager?... Cheryl, honey, please don’t... Why don’t I come over and we can...”?

And then, like his smile, his personal cheerleader was gone. 

He stared at the cell phone in his hand like he’d never seen one before. The wallpaper on the home screen stared back. It was a photo of Arthur and Cheryl taken at a party shortly after they had started dating. They were smiling, happy to be together, looking forward to seeing what the future would bring. He put the phone down on the counter and stepped away from it as if it was now something dangerous. Poisonous.  

A lowly comic book store? 

Fox Comics was not a lowly comic book store...

Or did she mean lowly manager?

And Arthur was no lowly anything! 

How dare she!

His ironing forgotten, Arthur snatched the phone off the counter and called Cheryl back. On the fourth ring an unfamiliar voice... an unfamiliar male voice... simply said, “It’s over, Arthur.” 

He was stunned. He hadn’t seen the breakup coming, but that unfamiliar male voice sent him straight into blindsided shock. The phone was dangerous. It was poisonous.

This promotion to store manager at Fox Comics was supposed to have launched a new chapter, not just in Arthur’s professional life, but in his personal life too. He and Cheryl had been talking about moving in together and... possibly... maybe... getting married some day. Arthur was ready to settle down. And there was no one he would rather settle down with than Cheryl, who, by the way, was an assistant manager at a bead store. And then, on the eve of what should have been a great day, she pulled the plug on their plans and turned his reward for eight years of hard work into something... Lowly? 

With another heavy sigh, Arthur forced himself to get up and get moving. He moved through his morning ablutions by rote, showering, shaving and getting dressed on autopilot. He tucked the half-ironed shirt into his jeans and reached for his new nametag. A. P. Prentice, Store Manager. The irony printed in black on the nametag was not lost on him as he fastened it to his shirt pocket. Always gonna be an apprentice, he thought, giving the magnetic nametag a small adjustment to straighten it out, then tucking his shoulder-length hair behind his ears. Looking in the mirror, he saw a stranger looking back. 

The hair was dark brown, just like his. The eyes were gray, just like his. The nose was a little crooked, just like his. The lips were full, just like his. The shoulders were a little too narrow, just like his. To all intents and purposes, this was an accurate reflection of Arthur, a thirty-year-old, newly-promoted comic book store manager. With a nametag to prove it. But Arthur barely recognized him. It took a minute to realize what was so different. The man in the mirror was single. And, Arthur reflected, it didn’t look good on him.

He turned away from the sadness in the mirror. He needed to make his bed. And this he did with the precision befitting a boot-camp private avoiding failed-inspection push-ups. A point of pride with him was keeping his apartment clean and tidy. His mother, Marian, had taught him the value of a neatly organized home. As a boy, making the bed had been a ritual that set the tone for the whole day ahead. Smoothing out the wrinkles in life was as easy as smoothing out the wrinkled sheets and blankets on a bed. “You can overcome anything,” his mother said.

Well, there was a wrinkle in his life now, wasn’t there?  And what a huge, painful, confusing, gut-wrenching, terrifying, awful wrinkle it was.

Before leaving for work, Arthur stowed the iron and ironing board he had left out the previous night in the hall closet. He had been too upset after hearing that unfamiliar male voice telling him it’s over to bother with it then. His world had shattered, those two tiny words falling on it like a bomb the way they had. It had been all he could do to stagger off to his room, undress and go to bed. Alone. And now he just had to get out of his apartment. Everywhere he looked, something reminded him of Cheryl. Her yellow sweater hanging on a peg next to the door. The spider plant she’d given him that hung by the patio door. The photo of the two of them at the Edmonton Comic and Entertainment Expo. A framed reproduction of a Daredevil comic cover from 1973 that she had given him for his birthday. The precious, ugly afghan she made for him when she was learning to crochet. How many nights had they spent snuggled under it watching sci-fi and fantasy movies together? 

Arthur grabbed his dangerous, poisonous cell phone, his keys and a hoodie, and slammed his apartment door shut on the collection of agonizing mementos, each one a horrific relationship zombie, bent on devouring his heart. 

He left his apartment and walked west on Whyte Avenue in the trendy arts district of Edmonton, Alberta. The eight-block walk to Fox Comics would do him good. The bright, spring morning was already infused with warmth at 7:45 a.m. and Arthur was determined to make his first day as store manager as good as it could be. He stopped at a bakery and bought a box of donuts for the staff. At the counter, he chatted with the pretty Customer Service Rep about the clement weather and how welcome it was after the long, cold prairie winter. He stopped again at a bus stop to help a middle-aged man in a tweed blazer figure out when the #4 was going to show up to take him to the university and discuss the warm weather for a few minutes. He stopped at Little’s Books to pick up a copy of a book he had ordered, and there he exhausted his repertoire of arrival of spring in the city platitudes with the perky girl with the too-thick glasses who worked there.  For the millionth time, he wondered what her name was and for the millionth time he refrained from asking her, though he couldn’t say why. As always, it struck him odd that he knew her cats’ names and that her brother was gay, but had no idea what to call her. By the time he finally arrived at work, he was only ten minutes early, but the wrinkle was far enough behind him then that he could put it away for a while. Tucking it under a sigh, he withdrew his keys from his pocket and unlocked the door to his kingdom.

“Okay, Arthur, you’re the manager now,” he said aloud as he disarmed the alarm and flicked on the overhead lights. “So, figure out how you’re gonna manage!”

Fox Comics was more than just a comic book store. It was a sprawling labyrinth of aisles and islands, filled with graphic novels and sci-fi/fantasy memorabilia and merchandise from bobble-head superheroes to elaborate, licensed costumes from every major franchise in the genres. Need a Hobbit sword? Fox Comics had them. Looking for a first edition Spiderman comic? Fox Comics was the place to go. There was even a transporter room set up in one corner where customers could have their photos taken being beamed up next to life-size cardboard cut-outs of their favourite Star Trek characters. 

Arthur loved this place. Every beep, buzz and whir, every flashing light, every tacky souvenir, every poster, every page in every book was a bit of magic. To him, Fox Comics was a gateway to other worlds.  

He stood for a moment, surveying this haven of geekdom and delight. This was a place where whole universes existed side by side. There was nothing lowly about it. And, yes, he was proud to be the manager.

He was dragged from his contemplation by his cell phone vibrating in his hoodie pocket. He pulled it out and looked at the screen. It was his boss’ assistant, Toby, calling.

“Hello, Arthur Prentice here,” Arthur said, trying to sound like a confident and competent comic book store manager and not a broken-hearted sap.

“Toby Poppins, calling. Just want to remind you that Mr. Fox will be stopping by the store today around eleven.” The effeminate inflection of Mr. Fox’s assistant’s voice, as it often did, made the statement sound more like a question.

“That will be perfect,” Arthur said. “I’m looking forward to seeing him.” Arthur was not looking forward to seeing Mr. Fox. Not on his first day. Not with the wrinkle threatening to fold in on him at any moment.

“Of course, you are,” Toby crooned. “Tootles.” He disconnected the call.

Arthur tootled off to a tiny room in the back of the store that served as his office. His office! That was weird. Until a few days ago, it had been Cliff’s office and now Arthur was struggling to come to terms with the concept of it being his. The staff at Fox Comics referred to it as Engineering, because that’s what comic geeks do; they indulge in making unobtainable personal goals such as science fiction space travel seem real. The room itself was barely bigger than a broom closet. There was no window and Arthur could touch opposite walls with his elbows still bent. There was a built-in desk to the right of the door. To the left of the door were two small filing cabinets and a double safe beneath built-in, wall-to-wall shelves that, appropriately, held office supplies. If anything about Fox Comics was lowly, it was the manager’s office. The staff washroom was bigger.

Arthur draped his hoodie over the back of the chair and booted up the computer. He had to do the deposit from the previous day, count the cash in the safe, and put the cash drawers in the tills so they were ready when the staff arrived and the store opened at 10 a.m., a chore that would take all of fifteen minutes. As expected, the sales for Sunday were relatively low. He was neither alarmed nor surprised by the small numbers. He was surprised that everything balanced. To the penny. That never happened. Arthur wanted to take that as a good omen, but he was too raw, too hurt by being dumped that, at best, he could only dub it a small win for the day.

Once he was done with the deposit, he traded it for the cash drawers from the safe and took them to the tills. He booted up the computers and logged into the POS system. He had plenty of time before the store was to open to go through his emails and make some phone calls. Once Allen and Sherry arrived for work, he would get ready for Mr. Fox’s visit. He wasn’t sure why Fox was coming in, but he assumed it was a first-day-on-the-job courtesy and, probably, to approve Allen as assistant store manager, a position Arthur had recommended Cliff recommend Allen for before Cliff handed in his keys. He had a few ideas that he wanted to run past his boss and he needed to write them down so he wouldn’t forget them. After that, it would be lunch time and after lunch he expected to be on the floor, helping customers and generally enjoying a relaxed afternoon. This manager stuff wasn’t so hard.

Shortly before ten, Allen arrived. The six-foot, three-inch, ginger beanpole shook his new boss’ hand and clapped Arthur on the back. He’d brought coffee and he handed one of the steaming take-out cups to the new captain. “So how does it feel?” Allen asked.

“Well, the first hour was uneventful.” Arthur shrugged. He had a sudden urge to blurt out that Cheryl had dumped him, but he swallowed it and sipped his coffee instead.

“You’ll be great!” Allen said. 

“We’ll be great,” Arthur amended.

“So, it’s official? I’m the new ASM?”

Arthur felt bad. That’s not how he meant it to sound. “Not yet. Fox is coming in this morning. I’ll find out for sure then.” I hope.

Allen nodded and hid his disappointment by taking a sip of his own coffee.

A tap on the front door alerted them to Sherry’s arrival. Not being a key-holder, she had to be let in and Allen granted her access.

Sherry, in high heels, bright pink skinny jeans, and a low-cut sweater blew a pale pink bubble between her neon pink lips as she waltzed past Allen into the store. Her hair was, incongruously, a poison green that morning and her eyelids were framed by sparkly fake lashes long enough to cause a breeze when she blinked. “Thanks, Al,” she said in her nasally voice. Then turned to Arthur. “So, boss man, did ya bring donuts?”

“On the counter.” Arthur watched her pick out a donut hole with two-inch-long, black and green nails. How she managed to do anything with those talons glued to her finger tips, Arthur didn’t know. “It’s showtime, people!” He announced.

Allen re-unlocked the door and Sherry flipped the switch for the open sign. Within minutes customers began trailing in, spreading out and browsing through the stacks and aisles. Arthur watched from the door to the back room, wishing Cheryl was there to enjoy this moment with him and wishing he understood why she wasn’t.

At five minutes past eleven, the door opened and a silver-haired man in a dark-blue suit entered the store closely followed by blue-haired man in a silver suit and twenty feet of blue lame scarf looped around his neck and shoulders. A black, leather satchel hung from his shoulder. Mr. Fox and his infamous PA, Toby, had arrived. 

“Where’s Arnie?” Mr. Fox asked Allen.

“It’s Arty,” corrected Toby.

“Uh... Arthur is in his office,” Allen said, correcting them both.

Mr. Fox and Toby headed for the back of the store. Allen and Sherry exchanged glances and the odd couple disappeared through the staff-only-beyond-this-point door. 

“Ah, Arnie, there you are,” Mr. Fox said as he approached Arthur’s office.

“It’s Arty,” Toby said patiently.

“I prefer Arthur,” Arthur said, coming out of his office and shaking his boss’ hand.

“Son,” Mr. Fox said, “You’re doing a find job here. A really fine job.”

“Uh... Thank you?” Arthur was confused. He looked to Toby for some sort of clarity. Was he talking about the last eight years or the last two hours? Toby tipped his head slightly and shrugged one blue-lame-draped shoulder.

“So, it pains me to tell you this,” Mr. Fox continued, draping an avuncular arm around Arthur’s shoulder. “I’m afraid that, effective immediately, Fox Comics is out of business.”

What!? Arthur was paralyzed.

“I know, it’s quite a shock. It was a shock to me too, believe me. But my accountants assure me that it’s for the best. You and the staff will, of course, receive generous severances. Toby?” Mr. Fox snapped his fingers and Toby stepped forward to place a stack of envelopes he had retrieved from the black, leather satchel in his raised hand, which Mr. Fox then handed to Arthur. “We’ll be liquidating the entire inventory and all of the store assets online over the next few weeks, but feel free to take anything you like. Anything at all. Toby will instruct the... my people to overlook any inconsistencies in the inventory.” He touched the side of his nose, conspiratorially. “It’s the least I can do. Right, Toby?”

“That is correct, sir,” Toby agreed whole-heartily.

What is happening? Arthur stared stupidly at the stack of envelopes in his hand. The top one had his name printed on it. 

Mr. Fox removed his arm from Arthur’s shoulder. “I’ll let you break the news to the staff. And if you could all be out of the store by two p.m., that would be great. The... my people will be in to start cataloging the inventory at that time.” 

When Arthur didn’t lift his arm to shake Mr. Fox’s outstretched hand, Toby lifted it for him. It was enough to loosen Arthur’s incapacitated tongue. “But...”

But Mr. Fox was already half way to the door. 

“I think you’ll find that generous was a bit of an understatement.” Toby patted Arthur on the cheek. “I did that.” He winked and then followed his boss out of the store.

“But...”

But they were gone. 

Arthur stood there. To say he was dumbfounded was yet another understatement. Nonplussed. Flummoxed. Discombobulated. All fit. None completely. This was bigger than any of them. In less than twenty-four hours, he’d lost his girlfriend and his job. In the category of shortest managerial careers, this had to be a world record. There was no reconciling any of it.

“So, did I get it? Did he say I am the new ASM?” Allen had waited until Mr. Fox and Toby had left the store to rush into the back room. “Arthur? Are you okay? What happened?”

Mouth agape, Arthur just stood there. 

“Speak to me, dude.” Allen waved his hand in front of Arthur’s face. 

“I... We... The...” The words wouldn’t come. Saying them would make it real. 

Allen took the stack of envelopes from Arthur’s feeble grip. Seeing Arthur’s name across the top one, he flipped through them to see who the others were for. When he came to the envelope bearing his own name, he tore open the flap and pulled out the contents. A record of employment, a letter of reference, a paystub and paycheque to the end of the week, a severance cheque – six week’s pay - and another envelope with a card expressing Mr. Fox’s sincerest regrets and best wishes for a bright future.

“Um... Arthur? What’s going on?” He looked at his new and soon-to-be-ex boss for some kind of explanation. “Damnit, Arthur, talk to me!”

Arthur met his co-worker’s troubled eyes with troubled eyes of his own. “Fox Comics is out of business.”

“Why?”

“He didn’t say. Just that his accountants said it was for the best.”

The two men stood in silence, trying to come to terms with this strange and inexplicable turn of events. Then Sherry poked her head in the back room. “A little help out here, please.”

“Go,” Arthur told Allen. “And send Sherry back here when it’s quiet again.”

Allen’s tall, slim frame slumped and Arthur watched a young man appear to age right before his eyes. He felt guilty about that, though he couldn’t say why. He’d done nothing wrong. Though he felt like he was being punished nonetheless.

Arthur had to deal with the rest of the staff. These were phone calls he dreaded making, but he sucked it up and started dialing. Each of the four people he talked to took the news rather more calmly than he expected. There was disappointment, a little fear, some confusion. It didn’t help that he had no real information to give them. He gave them each the option of coming to pick up their envelopes before two o’clock or have them mailed. Everyone opted to have them mailed. The only key-holder among them asked what he should do with the store keys and Arthur told him to just throw them away. 

When he’d finished the last phone call, Sherry had still not come to the back. It was after noon already and Fox had said that they needed to be out by two o’clock. He had to get the customers out and close the store. Then he’d talk to Sherry.

Arthur opened the door leading from the back room to the main store and found it empty of customers. At the till, Sherry was sitting on a high stool, hunched over and sobbing into tissues that Allen was feeding into her hands every few seconds. Obviously, Allen had taken it upon himself to tell her that she was out of a job. Glaring at the helpless would-be assistant store manager, Arthur took advantage of the lack of customers and locked the doors. He signaled Allen to turn off the open sign and then, steeling himself to face the blubbering Sherry, approached the tills.

“Why?” Sherry wailed. “Why?”

“I don’t really have an answer for you,” Arthur said, quietly and calmly. “All I know is that the store is closed and we all have to be out of here by two.”

“What?” Allen broke in. “I thought we had until the end of the week.”

“Apparently, not,” Arthur said.

“But I was paid until the end of the week.”

“Bonus,” Arthur shrugged. He still hadn’t opened his envelope. “Look, I’m going to try to find out what’s going on, but for now, let’s just do as Fox says. When I know more, I’ll let you both know.”

“I need this job,” Sherry wailed.

Arthur’s fortes did not include crying females. He wanted to fix this, make it all go away, but there was nothing he could do. “Fox told me we could take whatever we want from the store.” Free stuff always cheers women up, right?

Allen’s eyes went straight to the replica Excalibur sword from the latest King Arthur movie and Arthur nodded his head toward it to let him know it was his if he wanted it. Allen didn’t need to be told twice; he abandoned Arthur to deal with the snot and tears alone.

“Can I have the Zena costume?” Sniffle. Sniffle.

“Anything you want,” Arthur said, handing Sherry a fresh handful of tissues.

While his distraught employees were occupied looting the store, Arthur dashed off a sign for the door: Out of business. We apologize for any inconvenience, and taped it to the glass. He didn’t know what else he could do. Cash out? Why bother? So, he wandered over to the locked cabinet where the limited and first edition comics were kept, opened it and retrieved a rare copy of a Batman comic from the 1940s worth $15,000.00. He’d been longing to have it ever since it showed up in box of old comics that had been donated to the store almost a year earlier. While most of the comics in the box had ended up in the FREE bin, the value of this one was recognized and it was added to the inventory. Arthur had suggested that Cliff call the lady who had donated the box to let her know, but Cliff’s sense of ethics was dubious at times. The only thing that had kept him from taking it himself was the fact that Arthur had been the one to recognize its rareness and knew it was there. A few people had looked at it, but after its value had been confirmed, it remained in the store under lock and key. 

“You’re mine, now,” Arthur whispered. And then he headed back toward Engineering to delete it from the inventory software. No point in taking any chances that Fox didn’t include rare and valuable comic books in ‘anything at all’.

Just as he reached the back-room door, he heard a grunt coming from the Excalibur display. He turned to see Allen yanking on the replica with all his might. Seriously? He walked over and stood beside Allen at the display where Excalibur was sticking out of a molded resin stone. Allen had one foot braced against the stone and was pulling and pushing the blade back and forth, trying to wiggle it free. 

“Need some help?” Arthur asked.

Allen continued to yank and wiggle the sword for a few more seconds. “Be my guest,” he said, finally giving up.

Arthur rolled his eyes and stepped forward. He gripped the sword hilt and smoothly drew it out of the stone. Handing it to the open-mouthed Allen. Arthur patted him on the shoulder and left to complete his clandestine task of erasing the vintage comic from the system.

An hour later, Allen and Sherry, laden with bags full of merchandise, announced that they were ready to leave. Arthur nodded. He could feel the tears welling up in his eyes and blinked them away. He wasn’t going to break down in front of them. 

“Are you sure this is okay?” Allen asked, holding up the bags in his hands.

Arthur shrugged. “Fox said we could take anything at all.” 

“I’m taking Kirk and Spock too,” Allen said, referring to the life-size cut-outs from the transporter room display. 

“I’m sure you’ll give them a good home,” Arthur said with a small pang of regret for not having claimed them himself.

“You can come visit them anytime,” Allen offered.

Arthur smiled and nodded. “I’ll do that.” 

Sherry remained strangely quiet, standing back a bit and keeping her head down. Arthur wanted to say something witty and wise, but all that came out of his mouth was, “See ya around.”

He let them out of the store and, taking one last look around, felt his heart break completely in two. It struck him hard that losing this was a hundred times worse than losing Cheryl and he realized that if he’d have had to make a choice between the two of them, he’d pick Fox Comics hands down. I’m a terrible person. Maybe he was just entering the anger stage of grief over the breakup. Or maybe this new breakup, for that’s what it felt like, was just fresher.

He put the comic book and the envelopes for the staff into a bag with the store logo depicting a silver fox wearing a superhero cape, switched off the lights and, out of habit, started to set the alarm. He flipped the panel cover down and was just about to punch in the first number of his code when he stopped. It was a few minutes before two and Fox’s people were supposed to be arriving on the hour. He didn’t know who Fox’s people were or if they had an alarm code. Why should I make it easy for them? His inner terrible person was having a field day. He patted his pocket to confirm his cell phone was there and finished punching in the code. Then he locked the door on another, even bigger wrinkle.

* * * * *
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Arthur stood on the sidewalk wondering what he should do next. Eight blocks to his left was his apartment. But it was full of pesky relationship zombies and he didn’t have the energy to face that apocalypse right then. To his right was O’Bryan’s Pub, his favourite watering hole on Whyte Avenue. As if making the decision for him, Arthur’s stomach growled. O’Bryan’s Pub it was. Some food and some beer might just help smooth out the wrinkles. He turned to his right and walked a block to the pub.

Being early on a Monday, the pub was relatively quiet when Arthur walked in. A half-dozen people were dispersed throughout the Irish-style tavern at tables and booths, but there was no one at the bar itself. Arthur took a stool at the far end and waited for John, the bartender, to finish loading the beer cooler, getting ready for the busier hours ahead when folks would arrive after work looking to wash away one grind with a drink – or two or three – before going home to face another.

While he waited, Arthur nibbled on some pretzels from a bowl on the bar. He looked at himself in the mirror on the wall.  Who am I now? he wondered. A jobless, loveless nobody, that’s who. Maybe it’s all just a dream. Maybe I’ll wake up and everything will be the way it was.

“Oh, hey, there, Arthur. Sorry I didn’t see you come in. What can I get for ya?” John put a coaster on the wood and was already reaching for a glass in anticipation of...

“Just a beer. Thanks.”

While John pulled a draft for Arthur he continued to chat. “So, what’s new? I haven’t seen ya in a while.”

“Well, Fox Comics is closed for good and Cheryl dumped me last night,” Arthur said, pulling a ten-dollar bill out of his wallet and sliding it toward the bartender. 

John traded the beer for the money and moved to the till to ring in the sale and pocket his portion. “Oh, wow! Sorry to hear that, man.” He almost gave Arthur’s tenner back. Almost.

Arthur sighed and lifted his beer to his lips. “Yeah, well, what are ya gonna do, right? Stuff happens.” He tried to sound nonchalant. 

“What are ya gonna do?” John asked.

“Find another job. I guess. I haven’t really had any time to think about it.” Arthur twirled his beer glass between his fingers. Then a thought struck him. “I haven’t been on a vacation in a long time. Maybe I’ll do that first.” 

“Oh, yeah? That sounds good. Where to?”

“Thinkin’ maybe I’ll throw a dart at a map.”

John laughed, splitting his mustache and his goatee to reveal an unnaturally white set of unnaturally straight teeth. “Well, it’s a big, bad ol’ world out there, Arthur. Let’s hope that dart lands somewhere where the women are hot and the drinks are cheap.”

Arthur raised his glass to John and downed the rest of the beer. “Another, please,” he said. “And a burger and fries,” he added. Just then Arthur was thinking that hot women were not all they were cracked up to be. But cheap drinks? That he could go for. He drew two twenties out of his wallet to cover the burger and beer. 

“Keep it, man,” John said, wishing he’d known Arthur was going to order a meal. He’d have made that previous almost a for sure if he had. “Seems like you could use a break today.” He handed Arthur his beer and told him the burger would be out in a few minutes.

This one he took to a table at the front of the pub. John was a great guy, but Arthur didn’t want to chat anymore. He finished his beer and the burger, when it was served, and gave John another tenner.
“Thanks, man,” John said, taking the tip. “Hey, if you’re interested, one of my guys just quit. It’s just part time, but the tips are good...” He held up the ten-dollar bill. “...and I’d be happy to have you if you want it.”
“Oh! Thanks. Can I think about it?”

“Sure thing. Let me know soon, though. Guy’s last day is Friday and I’ll need to replace him right away.”

“I will. Thanks, again.” 

Arthur hoped he didn’t sound too ungrateful. After the last twenty hours, making a decision – any decision – felt like a huge risk. He needed time to think, to process things, to figure out what he should do. But the first thing he needed to do was mail the envelopes to the staff members. This felt like an easy, non-threatening step to take. All he needed to do was pay for a few stamps. 

He left O’Bryans’s and crossed to the south side of the street. From there, he walked to 104 Street and turned right. As he passed the alleyway that provided access to loading zones for the business on Whyte Avenue, a motion caught his eye and he turned to see what it was. A large man in a top hat was standing about forty feet away. He waved a cane of some sort, then appeared to fade and blur as he walked right into the wall of the building and vanished. Arthur did a double take.

What the... He shook his head and rubbed his eyes and looked again. Unable to quell his curiosity, Arthur walked down the alley to the spot where the man had been standing. There was no door, not even a window, anywhere close. Just a solid brick wall. Arthur touched it. It was, indeed, solid. He looked for a seam that might indicate a hidden entrance, but found nothing. Great! Now I’m hallucinating. Arthur left the alley, determined to get to the post office, mail off the envelopes and go home. Suddenly, the zombies waiting for him there didn’t seem so bad.

The post office was located in a drug store on the east side of 104 Street between 80 and 81 Avenues. There was a short lineup when he arrived at the counter. Two people, a man and a woman, ahead of him had packages to send. While the woman just paid for the fastest delivery time, the man had to question every detail of the transaction, eating up fifteen minutes before he took out is wallet and produced his debit card. Finally, Arthur was called forward and he handed the four envelopes over to the clerk, who weighed each of them separately before announcing the total. Arthur handed over his last ten-dollar bill, thanked her and left. 

He returned to Whyte Avenue the way he had come, glancing up the alleyway as he passed it on the opposite side of the street. The only thing moving was a plastic shopping bag caught on spindly tree bobbing in the breeze. As he tried to recall what he thought he saw, he had the strangest feeling that there was something familiar about the man in the top hat. He’d only seen him for a split second, but still...  No. I’m just tired. My mind was playing tricks on me. He continued to the corner to wait for the light to cross Whyte Avenue again.

As he approached the intersection, Arthur noticed an abrupt change to the rhythm of the traffic. Tires squealed. Horns blared. People shouted obscenities. A scream crescendo-ed above the commotion. He pushed through the crowd in time to see a tall, slender man leaping across the intersection between and over vehicles that were swerving to miss him. He was wearing brown leggings under a velvety green tunic and knee-high leather boots. His hair was a gleaming cascade of silver-blond that fell nearly to his waist. A bejewelled dagger hilt protruded from an ornately tooled, leather scabbard attached to his belt. His eyes were brilliant emerald and his sharply-pointed ears were adorned with golden dragon ear cuffs. 

With a final and spectacular bound off the hood of a grey Ford Escort, the man landed on bent knees right in front of Arthur. He looked up and saw the bag with the silver fox logo in Arthur’s hand and his eyes widened. “At last! This is for you, brother,” he exclaimed as he pressed the coin he’d been carrying for eight long years into Arthur’s hand. “Come! We must get to the Boundary before the Bounder Guard...” 

It seemed impossible, but Sok’s eyes widened even more when he saw a large man in a top hat pushing through the crowd toward him and Arthur. He grabbed Arthur’s arm, pulling him into the street.

“Let go of me!” Arthur hollered. He yanked his arm free and turned into the throng of people that had gathered on the corner curious to see what all the tire-squealing and obscenity-shouting was all about. He didn’t see the large man in the top hat, but he was relieved to see the slender man in the elf costume run off. The last thing he wanted was to get caught up in some street performance.  

Rather miraculously, the congestion in the intersection caused by the strange man, had not resulted in any serious damage. A large, angry man on a motorcycle had wiped out and his loud, angry epithets could be heard over honking horns as the rush hour traffic was even further held up. Arthur wove his way, against the light, through the knot of cars to the north side of the street and resumed his own path to his own destination. Behind him, pedestrians and drivers suddenly lost interest in the fracas and worked to cooperatively untangle themselves from the mess they found themselves in. The traffic resumed its sluggish flow.

He looked at the coin he’d been given. It was about the size of twoonie. The image of a man wearing a crown was stamped on one side and the image of a dragon inside a burning tree was stamped on the other. There was nothing to indicate its value or its origin. At least nothing in English. There were four characters, possibly letters, stamped below the dragon, but Arthur didn’t recognize the language. The coin itself was crudely cast, the edges uneven and the surface flawed. Must be a home-made game piece, Arthur concluded. But who makes solid gold game pieces? It was too heavy to be anything but real gold. He’d have to take it to the gaming shop and see if they could tell him what it was. I wonder if there’s a LARP happening on Whyte Ave. Arthur pocketed the coin and carried on toward his apartment. 
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Chapter 2 
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Harpur Diggins had to make a decision quickly. Follow the elf. Or follow Arthur.

He decided to follow Arthur. 

The elf, while certainly disruptive, wasn’t much of a threat. Whyte Avenue, collectively speaking, was used to strange-looking characters running around and an elf would just be another arts district story that folks would tell at dinner. The kerfuffle at the intersection was easily remedied; a quick spell to realign a few memories and all was well again. It wouldn’t do for people to remember seeing an elf jump from the roof of a three-story building and land unscathed on his feet, much less leap across an intersection afterward. 

Stupid elf!

The priority now was to catch up to Arthur and set things straight with him. That coin in his pocket was a problem. A big problem. And Harpur needed to solve it fast. 

He knew who Arthur was, of course. Arthur was the reason he’d set up permanent residence on Earth, the reason he lived in human form instead of in his natural state. Decisions have consequences and looking out for Arthur was the consequence of a decision Harpur had made eight years earlier. Knowing what he now knew, Harpur felt he had little choice but to stay here on Whyte Avenue and be ready... Well, for exactly what, he couldn’t tell. Yet.

* * * * *
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In the meantime, while he watched and waited, Harpur occupied himself as a Bounder Guard on Whyte Avenue, which was named after Sir William Whyte, superintendent of CPR’s western division between 1886 and 1897. At the time, Whyte Avenue was the main street in the growing City of Strathcona. As the City of Strathcona became absorbed into the city of Edmonton, Whyte Avenue became a hub for arts and entertainment in what subsequently became known as Old Strathcona. Filled with shops, café’s, restaurants and bars, and surrounded by theatre venues, it was a natural place for festivals of all kinds to take place. So, while ordinary folks worked and played every day on Whyte Avenue, a few extraordinary folks dropped by now and then. Generally, though, a guy dressed as an elf was just another Monday on Whyte Avenue. A potential photo op, but nothing to get overly excited about.

What no one on Earth was aware of was that on a Whyte Avenue roof top, a Boundary existed. These practically invisible - unless one knew what to look for - portals formed in places where the separation between universes is thin enough that a skilled being from either side could breakthrough, or Bound, as it were, from one world to another. They existed all over the world, with the highest concentration of them being in the UK, and were the reason that people believed, or disbelieved, in accordance with their personal inclinations, in aliens, fairies and other mythical creatures. 

The Whyte Avenue Boundary led both to and from an Earth-like planet called Thraeh (pronounced Tree) and was geographically synchronized within an area known as Braydon Wood that stretched from north to south across the western side of the Kingdom of Epoh.   Adjacent to the vast forest was the city of Colwygshire, from where the people of Epoh were ruled by a King Gnik. Because of its relatively secluded location, the Boundary was mostly unguarded, though patrols occasionally did apprehend unauthorized Bounders attempting to cross through. Also because of its isolation, coupled with the arts-oriented atmosphere on Whyte Avenue, it was a strong draw for young and adventurous Thraehlings wanting to make the attempt, a sometimes-dangerous undertaking requiring skill that could take years to perfect. Often, by the time the young and adventurous Thraehlings even came close to acquiring enough skill, they had long passed their adventurous youths and had lost interest. But some still tried. And some of them died. It was the natural Bounders that had the best chance of making it. 

Petitions for authorization to Bound were typically denied, adventure not being one of the valid options on the 18-20/B, a twenty-seven-page application form that included a six-generation family history, a nineteen-point personal history and a sixty-two-day waiting period. Proof of natural bounding ability and/or a two-year bounding certification diploma from an accredited bounding school were listed as definite assets, but remained no guarantee of success in obtaining authorization. What the application process came down to, in the end and for the most part, was the mood of one Edlyngton Bloomregaard, Senior Bounding Officer, Braydon Wood Division, Colwygshire, in the Kingdom of Epoh and a checkmark in the box buried in small print on page twenty-two of the 18-20/B form stating: I swear on my mother’s grave, current or future, that I have read Section 56 in its entirety and agree to abide by all of the conditions thereto set in, including, and especially, 56.13 that neither I, nor any of my heirs, current or future, shall hold the Braydon Wood Bounding Office liable for any loss or damage incurred to my person or my personal effects in the attempt to Bound through the Braydon Wood Boundary and, further, I recognize and accept that the probability of my survival is minimal, at best. The chances that Bloomregaard was in a good mood and the box was checked were about one in 10,000. And the Bounding Office, Braydon Wood Division only processed about 100 applications a year. Needless to say, Edlyngton Bloomregaard never authorized a Bounding application, save for those that were accompanied by a healthy bribe.

But that didn’t stop some rejected applicants from trying. Approximately one-quarter of the annually denied applicants, along with about another dozen or so non-applicants journeyed to Braydon Wood each year to attempt to Bound to Whyte Avenue, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, Earth. On average, only six made it unscathed. The rest were either squished as the Boundary pulsed closed or were bounced back. Hard. Into a tree. Or a rock. Either way, it wasn’t pretty. 

The Bounding Office did not see this culling of stupidity from the general population as being worthy of the expense of a permanent guard detail. A patrol was sent through periodically. And sometimes the fates aligned and they were able to stop a potential Bounder. Basically, however, the patrols just enjoyed a nice hike through the forest. Still, the ones that made it through had to be dealt with. That is where Harpur Diggins came in.

On Thraeh, Harpur Diggins existed in his natural form: a dragon. Like most dragons, he enjoyed eating livestock, burning crops, terrorizing villages and hoarding gold in his mountain lair, though he limited those activities within the borders of Epoh to occasions that required that he make an example of some rebellious group of individuals. As the Dragon Lord of Epoh, it was his duty to protect the citizenry as well as keep unruly dissenters in line. The trick was to do this without blatantly revealing his role as the official ruler of the kingdom. 

Like all dragons, he had no interest in virgin sacrifices. That people would willingly hand over a lovely young maiden to be burned alive was beyond comprehension. What kind of person does that? But it is the nature of dragons to be big and scary, just as it was the nature of people to be afraid of dragons and try to appease them by giving them innocent, young women to roast. Sure, the occasional hero would attempt to slay him, which always ended badly for the hero and always left Harpur a little pissed off. So, he would eat a few cows, burn a few crops and terrorize a few villages. It was a vicious cycle.

Until a bored Harpur Diggins happened to be digging through his hoard one rainy afternoon and came across a small, nondescript, wooden chest. How such an innocuous thing had ended up among the shiny gold and bright gems he’d so lovingly collected over the centuries, Harpur did not know. He assumed that it was part of a larger haul and that he’d simply overlooked it while sorting through the valuables. Usually, he was more judicious about what he kept, but occasionally a worthless item such as this one failed to be thrown out. 

It occurred to Harpur that the chest might hold something precious. Humans were wont to conceal expensive jewels in austere containers, believing that no one would be interested. So, he opened the chest and discovered, to his deep dissatisfaction, that it held nothing more than a bundle of lilac-scented love letters tied with a faded pink ribbon. Sentimentality barely registered on Harpur’s emotional scale and his first inclination was to burn the chest and its mushy contents. He was about to render the letters to ash when he noticed a familiar name across the top of one of them: Dearest Ylemnir. 

Ylemnir had been a powerful wizard as well as the first king of Epoh. Harpur had assisted him in the brief, but bloody, war against invaders from across the Crysteel Sea some four hundred years previously, and the two of them had become rather good friends. The chest and the letters must have been in the small hoard that Harpur had inherited from Ylemnir upon his death. Harpur’s dragon hands were too big to handle the delicate stationery, but he was curious, so he used his magic to unfold the topmost letter and read it. It was written by a woman named Beatrice Cooper and it advised Ylemnir that she was pregnant with his child. Beatrice Cooper was not a Thraehlian name and a little more investigation revealed that she was from Earth. Harpur was not the least bit surprised that his friend had kept this secret from him. He was, however, distressed. If Ylemnir had fathered a child on Earth, it was entirely possible that his descendants possessed magic. 

Harpur was no longer bored. Earth was assumed to be devoid of magic. It wasn’t that magic wouldn’t eventually evolve on Earth. But if it had been introduced by Ylemnir, then someone needed to find it and put a stop to it. That someone was Harpur. 

* * * * *
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According to the letters, Ylemnir’s clandestine affair took place in Edmonton about the time the Hudson Bay Company was establishing itself there in the late 18th century. The Braydon Wood Boundary would take him there. If Ylemnir and Beatrice’s descendants were still around, and they possessed magic, Harpur would find them. 

A few centuries had passed since he’d last Bounded to Earth through the Braydon Wood Boundary. He arrived on Whyte Avenue in a time and a place that was completely unfamiliar to him. The progress human civilization had made during the intervening millennia was astounding. And not merely a little worrying to Harpur. Technology had advanced considerably and this natural precursor to the development of magic had, it seemed, accelerated rapidly. 

Harpur was fascinated as he explored the city in human form, constantly scanning for any sign of magic. Several days passed before his efforts were rewarded. He was walking along Whyte Avenue, two blocks from the Boundary when he noticed a young man leaving a comic book shop bump into a woman and knock her coffee cup out of her hand. Harpur was standing only a few feet away and couldn’t help but see this seemingly innocent event unfold. People bumping into each other was not uncommon on this busy street. What was uncommon was the fact that the young man used magic to prevent the falling cup from hitting the ground. It was so obvious to Harpur as he watched the cup stop dropping for a split second before the young man took hold of it and returned it to its grateful owner. It was nothing spectacular in and of itself, but still, it was clearly magic.

In his eagerness to find out how the young man was able to do what he did, Harpur approached him. “Excuse me,” Harpur said, “my name is Harpur Diggins.”

“Arthur Prentice,” Arthur said, shaking Harpur’s hand and assuming he wanted something in the comic book store. “I’m afraid we’re closed now. Was there something you needed?”

Harpur realized he was referring to the store, but he was pleased to have gotten the young man’s name. “Actually, there is. Can you tell me about your magic?” 

Arthur looked confused. “This is a comic book store, not a magic shop. I think there might be one on Jasper Avenue somewhere, but I’m not sure exactly where it is.” 

Harpur looked confused in turn. “I meant your magic.”

Arthur’s confusion turned to suspicion and he assigned a minor level of crazy to Harpur. “Sorry, man, I don’t do magic,” he said and walked quickly away. 

Harpur didn’t know what to do. He hadn’t expected the young man to spurn him that way. Perhaps he isn’t aware of his powers. 

Harpur decided to follow Arthur, hoping to learn more, but in a bizarre twist of fate, Arthur was struck down and killed when a speeding car careened around a corner at an intersection Arthur was crossing. And that is when Harpur made his fateful decision. Amid shouts and mortified gasps, he scooped Arthur’s lifeless body up, became invisible and spirited him away to a secluded spot in Elk Island National Park, where he brought Arthur back to life by giving him some of his own blood. It was not the habit of dragons to dabble in necromancy, but he had to know about this young man from Earth who possessed magic.

Unfortunately, Arthur was unable to provide any answers, but since dragon blood could have dire consequences for him, Harpur made another decision. He wiped Arthur’s memory and decided to live on Whyte Avenue where he could keep an eye on the young man. When any of the myriad effects dragon blood might have on Arthur manifested, Harpur would do whatever he would have to do. And since the good folks of the Kingdom of Epoh were quite capable of looking after themselves for a while, Harpur came up with a plan. 

He returned to Epoh and called a parlay between himself and Edlyngton Bloomregaard and both sides agreed on a meeting time and place. Due to Harpur’s size, the meeting took place in an open field south of the city of Colwygshire and was scheduled for dawn on the Epohian equivalent to the Summer Solstice. 

Bloomregaard and his entourage arrived the night before and camped on the edge of the field. Bets were made around the campfire as to whether and how many men would be roasted if things went bad. Almost everyone wanted to bet against surviving the parlay, reasoning that if they lost, they wouldn’t have to pay. Except for Bloomregaard. He put a large amount down in favour of remaining alive, reasoning that if they did survive, he’d clean up and, if they didn’t, he wouldn’t have to pay anyway. In his eyes, he couldn’t lose.

At dawn, Bloomregaard and two chosen champions walked to the middle of the field. And waited. 

And waited.

And waited.

A stool was brought out to the field by a servant for Bloomregaard to sit on. The champions, in full armour, started to complain. Harpur remained un-present as the sun inched higher in the sky dragging the temperature up with it. Bloomregaard positioned his champions on the sunny side of the stool to provide shade with a warning to both of them that if either of them collapsed, they’d both gain first-hand knowledge of what an arrow piercing their visors felt like. To be fair, his gout was particularly disagreeable that day and, in spite of the confidence he conveyed, he harboured a healthy dose of fear for his own life at the hands, or fiery breath as was more likely, of the dragon who appeared to have forgotten the terms of the meeting. Cranky didn’t even begin to describe the mood that was developing within him.

Not many people knew the full extent of a dragon’s magical ability. They can do all kinds of things besides burn crops, terrorize villages, eat livestock, hoard gold and consume virgins. For example, they can become invisible. Which is what Harpur had done an hour or so before dawn that day. 

It wasn’t that he feared Bloomregaard
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