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​Dark clouds of jet-black smoke billowed steadily up on the northern horizon. Just as the ominous smoke had begun to dissipate, more roars echoed loudly throughout the still forest. Flashes of bright orange light illuminated the surrounding countryside, followed almost immediately by more of the black smoke curling up into the air.

Several dozen villagers were chatting nervously amongst themselves, pointing at the uncomfortably close wall of smoke. Many had climbed onto their roofs and were dumping bucket after bucket of water on the tops of their thatched cottages in the hopes that the impending fires would spare their homes.

A large, middle-aged, barrel-chested man appeared astride a horse. Both he and the white stallion were out of breath. A moment later, a dozen more riders appeared by his side. They were the voluntary village militia, and from the looks of their less-than-stellar appearance, had been hastily assembled without adequate time to don their gear. The lead rider pointed angrily at the northern horizon.

“What the blazes are you people doing? Do you not see the approaching fires? Forget about your homes. They can be rebuilt. Your families are more important. Get them and yourselves to safety. Now!”

One villager, a gaunt older fellow in his late sixties, stubbornly crossed his arms over his chest and glared at the deputies from his position on the roof. “I’m not abandoning my home for one lousy fire, constable!” He emptied his bucket of water onto his roof and moved back toward the ladder propped up against his house. He descended only long enough to refill the pail before he returned to the roof. “Three generations of my family have lived in this house. I won’t turn my back on everything that I—”

“I don’t have time for this,” the constable irritably snapped. He looked over at two of his deputies. “The next time he climbs down that ladder you’ll see to it that he collects his things and leaves.”

“If he doesn’t?” one of his deputies asked, looking up at the angry homeowner who continued to glare at them as though they were nothing more than a band of filthy invaders. 

“Then take him into custody. No home is worth losing a life.”

The villager lobbed his bucket off the roof and angrily shook a fist in the constable’s direction.

“Over my dead body am I gonna leave this here house!”

“Don’t tempt me,” the constable muttered. He turned to watch the great clouds of smoke drift closer. He heard a distant roar and another section of the horizon went up in flames. Another bout of angry black clouds rose up into an already darkening sky. “Blasted dragons are going to force us all out. Perhaps we should...”

He trailed off, noticing his men had begun violently shaking their heads. 

“Don’t even suggest it,” one of his deputies told him in a wary voice. “There’s no way we’re gonna take on a dragon. We’re only volunteers. Battling angry dragons was never part of the job description.”

The constable scowled. A breeze had picked up, one that unfortunately came from the north. The dark clouds were being pushed closer, as were the fires. Three more distinct roars sounded in the distance. The constable groaned. This wasn’t the work of a solitary dragon. There must be at least two wyverians out there now. He sighed. He hadn’t signed up for this, either. He turned to look back at his deputy.

“Send word to the king.”
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“That’s a good girl. Bring it back, Peanut. Come on, if you want me to throw it you’ll have to drop it. No, I didn’t say we were going to play tug, did I? Now, drop it!”

A soggy, battered, fabric disc that had seen better days was reluctantly deposited at his feet. The young man tentatively stooped down to pick up the sodden toy. He ignored the numerous tiny rips and punctures the dog’s teeth had wrought on the old toy and expertly spun the disc around on his finger. His canine companion was beside herself with anxious anticipation. Her piercing barks could be heard all across the countryside, even as far back as the northern gates to the city. He glanced over at a nearby copse of fruit trees and narrowed his eyes.

Watching from a distance of several hundred feet were four soldiers, each standing stiffly at attention, and each wearing a distinctive maroon tunic embroidered with gold thread in the shape of the Royal family’s personal crest. These were the Javyn, his bodyguards. Each guard had been hand-picked by either the king or the commander and each one, Mikal dryly noted, had the personality of a slug.

The young prince sighed heavily. Even though his father insisted the soldiers were under orders to not interfere, Mikal knew that they were simply glorified babysitters. He turned to his left and snapped his wrist, sending the disc careening toward a row of sidah trees. Peanut took off amidst a chorus of joyous barks. In moments she had returned and was waiting by his feet. He bent down for yet another tug-of-war match with the dog and then flung the padded disc toward the mouth of the dragon cavern. The Welsh corgi bounded after the toy, eager to please him and anxious for the game to continue. 

Peanut returned to his side and dropped the disc on the ground. Not before Mikal’s feet but in front of her own two paws so the game could easily be switched back to a much more entertaining game of tug. Sensing her owner’s duress, Peanut whined, reared up, and placed her two stumpy front legs on top of his.

“What’s the matter, pretty girl? Are you bored, too? I know what you mean. Nothing ever happens here.”

Peanut cocked her head, staring at him, as if to indicate her long-term memory was much better than his.

“Fine. Nothing happens here anymore. Is that better?”

Satisfied, the corgi dropped back down to all fours and snatched up her beloved disc. She settled into the soft grass and started adding more punctures and rips to the already tattered surface of the padded toy.

Mikal slowly looked around the countryside. His last bit of fun was listening to the astounding tale his former protectors had spun when they described going back in time, two years ago. Why hadn’t he been the one to find that hidden portal? Why couldn’t he have been the one to have all those glorious adventures? 

At the time of their disappearance, he’d been studying. Always studying. Or perhaps sitting in on one of his father’s many boring sessions with various nobles and court officials. Yes, he knew it was for the day when his father would pass him the crown, but everyone knew that day was nowhere in the foreseeable future. Why, then, did he have to be subjected to such mundane proceedings on a daily basis?

Lentari was a peaceful kingdom, Mikal knew. Ylani, the neighboring kingdom to the north, hadn’t caused any problems since Shardwyn’s son, Thaden, had persuaded the Ylanians to invade Lentari, unsuccessfully. Keeping the peace through communication was something his father had drilled into him at an early age. Make sure you’re always in contact with your neighbors, his father had told him. Even in peacetime, it was prudent, according to his father, to maintain the bond of friendship. 

Mikal thought about their neighbors to the south. Straosia. The wild lands to their immediate south were largely unexplored and sparsely populated. The king had sent an emissary to visit their Straosian neighbors late last year but they had returned almost immediately, citing poorly maintained roads and a lack of hospitality, not to mention a disturbing absence of vacancies at the few inns they could find. 

They would try again, possibly in a few months, according to his father. While not overly concerned, Mikal knew the king would extend a helping hand if the Straosians would ask. But, more than likely, they would not. Perhaps he could ask his father to allow him to take an extended journey south to see if there might be anything he could do? After all, it was time he started accepting more responsibility, wasn’t it?

Hearing some heavy breathing, Mikal glanced down and smiled. Peanut had fallen asleep on her back with all four of her paws sticking straight up. 

“Come on, girl. Let’s go home.”

One of Peanut’s eyes cracked open and studied him. The corgi refused to move until he had taken the first step back toward the castle. In a flash, the dog regained her feet and bolted after him with several inches of her tongue hanging out.

Peanut yipped excitedly at him from the other side of the castle’s drawbridge, encouraging him to pick up the pace. As soon as the teenager stepped foot on the heavy wooden planks, she turned around and ran through the open doorway, expertly weaving between the many legs that were passing by.

“Peanut! Wait up!”

Mikal caught up to the playful corgi just in time to see her dash into the Great Hall. Horrified, and certain that his parents would not approve of the dog’s presence while they were conducting their usual dour meetings, Mikal hurried to catch up. He came to a halt as he noticed Peanut had jumped up onto his mother’s lap and was now snuggling against her chest.

“Oh, man,” Mikal softly muttered. 

His parents were in the middle of a meeting and it couldn’t have been good. The seriousness of the situation sunk in as Commander Rhenyon, Captain Pheron, and Lieutenant Darius turned to regard him with grim expressions. Mikal plastered his best smile on his face and looked at Peanut. The corgi was sitting complacently on the queen’s lap and was watching him, as though he alone were responsible for interrupting everyone in the room.

“Uh...”

Kri’Entu stared sullenly at him. “Son. Is something the matter?”

“I, er...”

Why wouldn’t his mouth work? It wasn’t as if he were there to admit his romantic interest in a certain girl from Capily, or to admit to bribing the dwarf keymaker to secretly create a portal key for him to visit her.

“Yes, Mikal. Is there something you need?” his father asked again.

“I, er, was wondering if perhaps I could make a journey to Straosia. Little is known about them, father. Perhaps I could—”

“A journey to Straosia will have to wait, son,” his father gently told him, shaking his head. “There are more pressing matters right now than sanctioning an exploratory expedition.”

“Like what?” He winced at the irritation in his own voice.

Kri’Entu’s face became even more solemn than it had been. “That which does not concern you, my son.”

“Father, perhaps if I...” Mikal trailed off, noticing his father’s darkening eyes. 

His mother came to his rescue. She quietly rose from her throne and gently placed the corgi onto the ground.

“I will leave you to your discussion, my love,” Ny’Callé calmly announced. “Mikal, come with me.” A look of gratitude briefly appeared on the king’s face.

Kri’Entu nodded. “Thank you.”

Within moments the king had returned to whatever quiet discussion he had been having prior to Peanut’s sudden appearance.
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“But there’s nothing to do,” Mikal grumped, plopping himself onto one of the plush chairs inside his mother’s private reading room. “It’s the same thing day in and day out. You and father sit in the Great Hall while I study in the Archives. I’m tired of studying, Mother. I’m eighteen years old now! Isn’t there something I can do? Something worthwhile?”

His mother was silent, studying him.

“Why wouldn’t Father let me go south? So little is known about Straosia. What if they’re in trouble? Wouldn’t it be prudent to send a Lentarian representative to offer help?’

His mother was softly stroking Peanut’s fur as the corgi snoozed on her lap.

“Straosia is the least of our concerns right now,” his mother softly told him.

“So it doesn’t rank that high on the totem pole. I get it. It’s still important to try, isn’t it?”

“What is a ‘totem pole’?” his mother asked, confused.

“I’m sorry. It’s a saying I’ve picked up from Steve. It refers to priorities. Straosia isn’t a priority. I know that. You know that. However, it’s still something Father thinks about.”

“How can you be so certain?” 

Mikal was silent.

“You’re not certain, are you?” Callé guessed, gazing at her son’s face.

Mikal slowly shook his head. “It was an educated guess.”

“Mmm-hmm. You’re bored, aren’t you?”

“Aye, I am. You have to help me, Mother. Ask Father to give me something to do. I’ve earned that right, don’t you think?”

The door to his mother’s chamber suddenly opened. His father strode in, smiled warmly at the queen, then eyed Mikal. The king closed the door and took the seat next to his.

“I’m sorry for intruding earlier, Father,” Mikal told him, after a minute or two of uncomfortable silence had passed. “I was playing with Peanut. She ran into the Great Hall before I could stop her.”

“You were playing,” his father repeated, using a strangely neutral tone. His father eyed him in silence for another few seconds before he finally smiled. “I would have thought you’d be tired of playing by now.”

Mikal jerked up straight in his chair. His face reddened. 

“The look on your face pleases me, son. I assume you’ve been discussing your restlessness with your mother?”

“I, uh...”

“We will have to work on your public speaking skills,” his father dryly observed. He reached up to take off his crown and set it on a nearby table. “Let me ask you a question, son.”

“Uh, sure. What?”

“What has taken you so long?”

Mikal’s brow wrinkled. “Huh? What do you mean?”

“I have been waiting a long time to see if you were ready to start accepting responsibility worthy of your status as prince.”

“You have? Father, why didn’t you say something? I have wanted to do something worthwhile for quite some time.”

“Like running off to explore Straosia?” his father asked with a smile.

Mikal shrugged. “I still say it’s something we need to do.”

Kri’Entu nodded. “I agree, only there are more pressing things to deal with right now.” The king leveled a gaze at him, causing him to squirm in his seat. “I needed you to want to accept the responsibility and ask for it.”

Mikal nodded and cleared his throat. “Very well. Father, I hereby announce that I am ready to act on behalf of the crown.”

Kri’Entu reached for his crown. “We’d better make this formal.” He placed the golden circlet back on his head. “Very well. The crown acknowledges that you’ve requested a mission with responsibility. I have one to give to you.”

“You do?” Mikal asked, incredulous. The look of shock on his mother’s face was something he wasn’t going to forget anytime soon. 

“You do?” Ny’Callé repeated.

“That’s what I was discussing with Commander Rhenyon and the others. It would seem we have a situation brewing up north.”

Mikal grinned. “Dragons!”

Kri’Entu frowned. “You don’t have to look that happy. The dragons are our allies, aye. However, something has caused several of our wyverian allies to go on a rampage. Several fires have been started. The Dragon Lord has kindly extinguished the fires for us and offered his apology for causing the residents of Verdayn so much distress.”

“What would you need me to do?” Mikal asked in a small voice. Now that he was faced with his first mission on behalf of the kingdom, he couldn’t help but feel daunted by the involvement of the dragons.

“Kahvel assures me that he has his subjects under his control and will launch an investigation as to what happened. However, I would like to conduct our own investigation. You, my son, will be my emissary.”

Mikal’s eyes widened.

“You want me to find out why the dragons started a fire? They’re dragons! Isn’t that what they do?”

“Not without permission from the Dragon Lord. Kahvel assures me they did not. In fact, both dragons have denied any involvement even though they were witnessed by human and dragon alike. Something doesn’t feel right. I need you to get to the bottom of this. Will you accept this mission?”

Mikal stood and solemnly bowed. “I will, Father.”

“I will get you the portal key to Verdayn,” his father told him. “Unless Maelnar made one for you as well when he crafted your Capily key?”

All the color drained out of Mikal’s face. “I ... er ... uh...”

“We’ll talk about that later. I am supposed to send a representative to meet with Verdayn’s constable later today. May I suggest you start there?”

“Yes, Father.”

“Take Peanut with you. She is restless. She could do with the exercise.”

“I will, Father.”

* * *
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“There isn’t much to tell. One minute all is well and the next minute dragons are on the rampage. What more clarification do you need, Your Highness?”

“Were the dragons hunting?” Mikal asked, staring hard at the constable and feeling his anger rise. Peanut was lying at his feet and resting her head between her forelegs. “Were they fighting something? Were they fighting each other? Constable, for all we know the dragons could have been honing their targeting skills and an errant shot started those fires.”

Constable Brekon didn’t bother to hide his irritation. He rose from his chair and sat on the corner of his desk closest to Mikal, presumably to look intimidating. He folded his beefy arms across his chest and scowled. “Look, Your Highness, everyone knows you’re fond of all things wyverian, but don’t let that cloud your judgment. I know what the people told me. It happened exactly as I said. You’re wasting your time here.”

Mikal’s posture stiffened. “You will do well to remember who you’re addressing, constable. If you find your position to be that much of an inconvenience and you’d rather draw conclusions from secondhand information rather than conducting your own investigation, just say so. The list of suitable constables is something that I am privy to, and let me assure you the list is long and extensive. Have I made myself clear?”

The constable’s face noticeably reddened and his gaze temporarily dropped to the floor. “My apologies ... Your Highness.”

Mikal’s eyes narrowed. He had noticed the constable’s delay in adding his title after the forced apology. Mikal came to a decision, slowly walked around the desk, and sat down in the constable’s chair. 

“That will be all, Constable Brekon. You are dismissed.”

Brekon was on his feet in a flash. His eyes practically dared him to stay seated.

“What do you think you are doing, Your Highness? You don’t have the authority to dismiss me.”

Mikal kept his face neutral. “As a duly designated representative of the crown, I must disagree with you, Constable. Fear not. You haven’t lost your job. Yet. I haven’t decided what I’m going to do with you. I assume you enjoy your duties?”

Thick cords emerged on Brekon’s neck as he glowered at Mikal. After a few seconds he slowly nodded.

“May I give you a piece of advice?” Mikal coolly asked.

The constable nodded again.

“Show me you deserve to sit in this seat. So far you have failed to do so, and don’t think for a moment that I won’t have you replaced. However, I don’t want to do that if I don’t have to. You don’t like me? I don’t care, Constable. What I do care about is the welfare of this village. I care about our people. Do you?”

“Permission to speak freely, Your Highness.”

Mikal’s mouth turned upwards in the beginnings of a smile. “Granted.”

“I know full well why you’re here.”

Mikal sat back in the chair and clasped his hands in his lap. “Enlighten me, constable.”

“You’re a spoiled rich boy who has always gotten what he wanted. You’re the prince. I get it. However, just because you’re the prince doesn’t mean you’re the right person to be sent up here. The dragons live nearby. You know this and I know this. At least two dragons lost their damn minds and started a fire that came close to destroying the village. My village, Your Highness. I ask the king for help and I get a boy who is trying to become a man. I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot, Your Highness, but I need someone else. I need someone to believe me.”

“Your point is taken,” Mikal conceded, keeping his expression and his voice neutral. “Your opinion is that I shouldn’t have come up here and instead my father should have sent somebody more experienced in these matters, is that it?”

A smug look appeared on Brekon’s square face. “Aye. That is my opinion.”

Mikal nodded. “Excellent. It’s a good thing that neither my father nor I care about that opinion, Constable. My father sent me here. I will be conducting an investigation on behalf of the crown. You will assist me in whatever way that I need, is that clear?”

Brekon gritted his teeth and was silent as he studied the prince.

“This isn’t open for negotiation, Constable. Either you will agree or you will be replaced by one who does. Which will it be? I grow tired of your impertinence. I’ll have you know my father would have replaced you ten minutes ago.”

“Very well,” the constable softly grumbled.

“I’m sorry, what was that? Please speak up.”

“I said, ‘very well’,” the constable repeated, only marginally louder. “My men and I will be at your disposal. Ask what you will.”

“Thank you. Please be seated and we can begin.”

The constable hesitantly sank down into the seat closest to him. Brekon cast a quick look at Peanut, who was eyeing him as though she would bite him at the slightest sign of trouble.

“Call off your pet,” Brekon mumbled.

Mikal, about ready to pull out several sheets of blank parchment, hesitated, glancing back at the constable. He kept his irritation from showing on his face.

“Your Highness,” the constable grudgingly began, “please call off your dog.”

Mikal smiled. “Peanut, off. Leave him be. For now.”

Her snarl disappeared. However, Peanut’s ears were still lying flat and she stared, unblinking, indicating Brekon had yet to be invited to join the corgi’s pack of humans. 

“Now,” Mikal began, as he spread the papers on the constable’s desk and reached for the quill and ink that were sitting nearby. “Has this happened before?”

“No.”

“Do you know of anyone who was in the area when these dragons went on the attack?”

“No.”

“Has anyone witnessed any other obscure wyverian behaviors that bore repeating to someone else?”

Brekon’s mouth opened, ready to give an immediate ‘no’ when he realized the question was legitimate and worthy of an honest answer. The constable paused as he thought about the question.

“Not that I am aware of.”

“Are there any other behaviors, non-wyverian in nature, which you or any of your deputies have witnessed?”

Again, Brekon hesitated. The scratching of the quill pen paused as Mikal looked up. 

“Constable? Have you something to say?”

“I personally haven’t, no, but I do remember one of my deputies, Bresk I think, mentioning something a few days ago. Something about a string of burglaries.”

Mikal blinked with surprise. “Did you not file a report?”

Brekon’s face colored with shame. 

Mikal rose from his position behind the constable’s desk. “Let’s do this, constable. I’ll give you some time to find that missing report while I visit the attack area. I’ll also give you time to question your men to see if there are any correlating facts.” Mikal turned to look out the window directly behind the desk. “There are only a few hours left before sunset. We will meet again tomorrow to discuss our next move.”

For the first time Mikal felt a sense of gratitude coming from the constable. The hard lines around Brekon’s face appeared to soften. A little. 

“Very well. I will have everything you have requested ready for your perusal, Your Highness.”

“Perfect. I’ll let you know when I’m ready. Peanut, come.”

* * *
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Half an hour later Mikal emerged from the forest and looked out across the grass-covered valley floor. Far off in the north, visible as a thin blue line, was Lake Raehón. The majority of the dragons, Mikal knew, lived in the mountains directly ringing the valley and the lake. He also knew dragons were experts at camouflaging themselves, so it was possible that he could be standing directly before a wyverian and not even know it. Thankfully a peace treaty existed between humans and wyverians, and he didn’t have anything to fear from a dragon should he come face to face with one.

Nevertheless, the last thing he wanted was to meet a strange dragon up close while he had Peanut with him. Knowing the feisty little canine, Mikal was certain the dog wouldn’t hesitate to jump out in front of an adversary regardless of their size. He gripped Peanut’s leash tightly in his fist and stepped out into the bright sunlight on the valley floor. 

His gaze was automatically drawn to his left. A huge swath of charred land revealed the blackened husks of hundreds of trees and burnt grasslands. The charred, brittle vegetation crunched loudly under his feet. Remembering that Peanut was with him and would undoubtedly end up hurting her paws if she tried to follow, Mikal moved to the edge of the scorch marks and slowly walked along its border, keeping Peanut well away from the blackened ground.

The two of them approached the first row of burnt trees. Peanut edged close to a charred remnant of a tree and gave it a few cursory sniffs. Disinterested, the dog turned to Mikal.

“We’re here looking for clues,” Mikal told the dog. “Something set these dragons off. It’s up to us to find out why.”

Peanut’s ears suddenly perked straight up. She lifted her head as high as she was able and looked around the valley.

“What is it, girl? What do you smell?”

She pulled at the leash.

“What are you doing? We came from that way and there was nothing. We want to check out the damage, remember?”

Peanut whined, pulling on her leash. She wanted to go back the other way.

“Peanut, if you go to the bathroom, I just can’t leave it there. I don’t have a baggie. You had better not do what I think you have to do.”

The corgi pulled him over to a large mound of rocks, guided him to the base of them, and whined. Then she pulled forward a few inches more, just enough to give the closest rock a lick.

Mikal stared at her as though she had lost her mind. “What’s gotten in to you, Peanut? You’re licking rocks now? Don’t be a goofball.”

Peanut sat in the soft grass before the rocks and gave a playful bark. Before Mikal could shush her, the rock pile began to shimmer. Mikal backed away, picked up Peanut, and retreated a dozen steps before the rocks completely disappeared and an immense form began unfolding itself from its curled-up position.

It was a dragon, a luxurious dark green color that had a hint of a golden glow around the scales. Mikal’s eyes widened. He knew that dragon. He had met her before. In fact, so had Peanut, except the last time he had seen this particular dragon she had been a quarter of the size she was now.

Peanut barked and adopted her playful stance, waiting for acknowledgment from her former playmate.

“What have we here?” The dragon spoke and stretched her wings before folding them flat against her body. She lowered her enormous head until she was staring straight at the two of them.

Mikal cleared his throat. “Hello, Pravara. Do you remember me? We’ve met once before.”

Pravara took a step closer and inhaled. “Ah. The young human. I do remember you.”

Mikal pointed at Peanut. “Do you remember her? She certainly remembers you.”

Peanut yipped loudly and maintained her pose. Her stumpy tail waggled back and forth with excitement.

Pravara smiled, showing that not only had she gained her adult size but a mouthful of long dagger-like fangs, too. “The creature from another world. I do remember you, small one. We played together.”

Peanut gave a sharp piercing bark. The corgi had yet to move from her playful crouch.

“What is she doing?” Pravara inquired. “What does she want?”

“I’d say she wants you to sniff noses with her. It’s her way to say hello.”

“Of course. Now I remember. Mother has sniffed noses with her before, hasn’t she? Peanut. The name is Peanut, correct? Or is the species called ‘peanut’? I do not remember.”

Mikal chuckled. “It’s Peanut. That’s her name.”

Pravara took a small step forward and touched her nose to Peanut’s. The corgi finally bounded forward, barking excitedly, and then dropped straight to the ground to roll over onto her back, exposing her furry belly to the whole world.

Smiling, Mikal looked up at massive green dragon. “What are you doing here, Pravara?”

“The same as you, I would imagine,” the dragon answered. She lifted her head and turned to look at the blackened forest. “My father wants to know what happened. Dragons did this. My father wants to know why.”

“Do you know which dragons are responsible?” Mikal asked.

“Aye. Catrin and Jasmyre.”

“Have you talked to them yet? Maybe they could tell you what was going through their heads when they did this.”

“I spoke with each of them yesterday. Neither had any recollection of how they got here or what they did upon their arrival. I have been investigating the surroundings ever since. No matter how hard I try, I cannot see why this area was targeted. Was there a hidden purpose?” Pravara growled irritably. “Clearly someone better than I should be searching for clues. I think my father chose poorly when he picked me.”

Mikal took in the extent of the damaged ground and burnt trees and whistled softly. “That must have been one heck of a fire. I don’t think Steve could have put that one out.”

Pravara’s neck turned until she was looking down at him. “Tell me, young Mikal, is that why you are here? Is the human king looking for answers, too?”

“Don’t call me young. I’m older than you are, remember? By a number of years.”

“Very well. My apologies. I meant no disrespect.”

“It’s okay. I get that all the time. I have been under the assumption that my parents don’t take me seriously enough and then all of a sudden here I am, conducting an investigation on behalf of my father. I’m starting to doubt my father’s decision to send me here, too.”

“You, too?” Pravara asked, interested. She dropped her head back to the ground. “My father decided it was time I became an adult and tasked me with unraveling the mystery of why several of our brethren would jeopardize the peace we have with the humans.”

“Nobody was hurt,” Mikal pointed out. “We don’t know for certain if the purpose of this fire was to hurt humans. If it was, don’t you think they would have started the fire closer to Verdayn?”

“You have a point,” Pravara admitted.

“We’re both trying to solve the same mystery,” Mikal told her, smiling. He had just thought of something that would make his father proud. “What do you say we work together? It sounds like we could each use the help. Besides, I’ll bet both of our fathers would agree.”

Pravara slowly nodded. “I see the logic in that decision. Very well. I agree. Where would you like to start?”

“Well,” Mikal began, scratching the back of his head, “what have you learned so far?”

“There’s nothing noteworthy about this locale,” Pravara told him as she took a few steps back and started walking toward the center of the scorch marks. 

Mikal scooped the corgi up and rested her against his shoulder. He gave the dog a few friendly pats before he started walking. Peanut whined and tried to get down.

“I’m sorry, Peanut. We have work to do. You’ll hurt your paws on the burned ground. Just bear with me, okay?”

He looked over at Pravara and saw that the dragon was already standing in the center of the torched earth. Mikal’s boots crunched noisily on the blackened vegetation as he joined Pravara. His companion looked over at him.

“I have searched the Collective. This is just an insignificant corner of the valley.”

“Okay, so the location is irrelevant. What about the trees? Or the vegetation?”

Pravara glanced at the blackened remnants of several trees. “I see oak, pine, and birch. There are dozens of healthy specimens all around this valley. I fail to see why these trees would be targeted.”

“How big of an area was burned?” 

Pravara glanced east and slowly tracked her head to the right. “It’s just a guess, but I would say at least five hundred meters.”

“Five hundred meters,” Mikal repeated. “What about the depth? How far did the fire burn inside the forest?”

Pravara approximated a shrug. “Unknown. I have not investigated inside the forest as it would be difficult for me to move around. As a young hatchling, I’d be able to do it but not like this. Do you believe this is information we need?”

Mikal nodded. “I’d like to know.”

“Very well. I will investigate from the air.” Pravara leapt straight up and snapped her wings open, mimicking her mother’s technique.

He watched the dark green dragon fly back and forth overhead, inspecting the area. Several minutes later she returned to his side.

“The extent of damage inside the forest is minimal. No more than a hundred meters were burned. No more, no less.”

“What, all the way across?”

“Aye. Why?”

“You’re telling me that the area the fire burned looks like a perfect rectangle from the air? Since when does a fire burn so evenly?”

“I hadn’t thought of that. Allow me to do a more thorough investigation.”

Pravara returned to the air and circled slowly. Mikal shifted Peanut to his other shoulder and gave her a few friendly scratches behind her ears. He was rewarded with a goose bump-inducing lick on the back of his neck. 

Mikal looked at the burned ground again. How could the dragons make a specific portion of the forest burn? Why would they? The only person he knew who could accomplish something like that was Steve. He and Sarah had attended his birthday party only last week and had since returned home. Besides, hadn’t he heard his father say that Pravara’s father, Kahvel the Dragon Lord, had put out the fires? Why hadn’t the fires spread to the rest of the forest?

Mikal shook his head. There must be something he was missing. Pravara swooped in from high above and snapped her wings open to arrest her descent. She landed twenty meters outside of the burned grass and waited for Mikal to join her. As soon as he did so, Mikal lowered Peanut back to the ground and let her run around on her own. The playful dog looked up at Pravara and barked excitedly at the dragon. Pravara crouched low and swished her tail through the grass. 

Once Peanut was running around in circles, chasing absolutely nothing, Pravara straightened and approached Mikal. “I found something you should know about.”

Mikal’s pulse quickened. “What? What did you find?”

“Upon closer inspection I can see that you were right. The fire burned a shape into the forest.”

“A shape? What shape?”

Pravara extended a foreleg and used one of her talons to scratch a symbol onto the soft ground. She drew a rectangle with two interlocking diamonds in the center.

“How did you miss that before?” Mikal wanted to know.

“Those marks are only slightly lighter than the rest of the scorched earth. I had assumed they were mere discolorations. I know now they are not.”

“It’s a picture of two joined diamonds? What’s that supposed to mean?”

Pravara shook her head. “Unknown.”

Mikal stared at the symbol as a thought occurred to him. The dragons had placed it there for a reason. The symbol, while unknown to him, must have a purpose. 

“What is it?” Pravara asked. “Your pulse has quickened and you are expelling more air than most humans need in order to survive.”

“Pravara, this is a clue. It has to be. The problem is, what does it mean?”

“I would agree that the symbols are too specific to be random patterns. That is, unless there was a human structure that matched that shape and it resulted in the ground being marked as it is.”

“Do you believe that?” he asked the dragon.

Pravara shook her head no. “I do not believe so.”

“Neither do I. Hmm, you know what? I think I know what this might be.”

“What?”

“A wizard’s mark!”
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“Are you sure? Mikal, it could be from random striations in the surface rock. It could be vegetation that perhaps burned hotter than the rest. We don’t know this was the work of a wizard.”

“Pravara, you saw it for yourself. Do you think it to be coincidence we found two interlocking diamonds branded on the ground? Left by dragons?”

Pravara was silent, studying the scorched earth. “And if you are correct? What then?”

Mikal gave Peanut a few friendly pats on her head. “Then my father should be told. He’ll want to know.”

“It would be prudent to notify my father as well.”

Mikal turned to look up at her with a skeptical look on his face. 

Pravara, sensing she was being watched, glanced down at him. “What?”

“Are you sure you’re younger than me? You sound like you’re much older. It’s hard to believe you’re the same dragon that played with Peanut several years ago and consequently got me into a lot of trouble.”

“Dragons mature far faster than humans,” Pravara informed him. “I achieved my adult size last year after my last sloughing. As for you, are you at your adult size yet?”

Mikal looked down at himself. With his boots on he was nearly six feet tall. Not as tall as Steve, he thought bitterly, but still several inches taller than his father and six inches taller than his mother. His body was lean and fit, thanks to Steve’s interest in a type of exercise called ‘taekwondo’ and Mikal’s own desire to best him at it. Which, Mikal wryly thought, he had done on more than one occasion. 

“I think I am done growing,” he told the dragon. “At least my mother hopes I am. She still thinks of me as her baby boy.”

Pravara grunted by way of acknowledgement.

“So, you need to tell your father what we found today, is that it? How long will it take you to fly home?”

“Why would I fly home?” Pravara asked, curious.

“You used the Collective, didn’t you?”

Pravara’s giant head nodded. “Aye.”

“I wish we had something like that,” Mikal muttered under his breath. “It would make things a lot easier.” 

“Humans cannot telepathically communicate with other humans,” Pravara pointed out.

Mikal sighed. “I know, Pravara.”

“Inform who you must,” Pravara told him. “I will continue to investigate the environment to see if anything else can be learned.”

“Shall we meet back here tomorrow morning?” Mikal asked, hopeful the dragon would want to resume their investigation together. “Then we’ll be able to compare notes.”

“Very well. Until then.”

Pravara moved toward the closest corner of the large mark and brought her nose down to follow a scent. Mikal pulled the leash from his back pocket, clipped it to Peanut’s collar, and headed back to Verdayn. He looked up, briefly wondering if his father would have given the soldiers tasked with keeping an eye on him the day off. But, seeing the four sets of eyes watching from a distance said otherwise.

“I’m heading back to the castle. See you guys there.”

As expected, there wasn’t any response.

* * *
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“Let’s go, Peanut. We can play later. We have a job to do.”

Mikal made it three steps into the castle when his leash arm was yanked to a stop. The castle’s portal room wasn’t empty and Peanut felt it was her responsibility to make sure everyone received the corgi stamp of approval. She pulled Mikal over to a small group of kitchen staff who were having a meeting with the head chef. 

The entire group ceased talking at Mikal’s appearance. The head chef bowed while the rest of the staff dropped their gaze to the floor. Mikal nodded back. He gave the leash a couple of soft tugs to get the dog’s attention and moved toward the exit. Determined to stay by his side, Peanut abandoned her attempts to greet every passerby and hurried to catch up. Servants and guards alike saw him coming and hurriedly stepped to the side.

Mikal stepped out into the Great Hall and almost collided with Commander Rhenyon. Peanut hesitated only long enough to cast a quick glance up at the commander. Rhenyon changed course and matched Mikal’s pace, angling toward the Antechamber.

“Is the matter settled up north, Your Highness?” the commander casually inquired. “Was the fire an accident as the king believes?”

Mikal shook his head. “I don’t think so. We found something I think my father should know about.”

“Excellent. He and the queen are in... did you say ‘we’? Did one of the Javyn help you with your investigation? I expressly forbade them from interfering with your activities.”

Mikal finally paused and turned to look at the commander. “Commander, is their presence by your order or my father’s?”

Rhenyon kept his face neutral. “Why do you ask, Your Highness?”

“I feel like I am still being treated like a child.”

The commander stared at him silently for a few moments before he began walking again. Mikal automatically started walking, too.

“Both.”

“You think I still need a personal guard?” Mikal demanded, incredulous. “I can best anyone with a sword except for maybe you. I can beat anyone in a fight thanks to Steve and Marshall.”

“Marshall?” Rhenyon repeated, confused. “Who’s Marshall? Is he a friend of Sir Steve’s?”

“Aye. I haven’t personally met him but Steve talks about Marshall Arts all the time. I think Marshall might have taught Steve all those fancy moves and he, in turn, taught them to me.”

“You’ve bested me in hand-to-hand combat for several years now,” Rhenyon admitted as he smiled. “Your Highness, please understand. You are the crown prince. Do you know what your father would do in order to get you back should you ever be abducted?”

Mikal sighed. “Probably anything.”

“Exactly. For that reason alone, you must have protection at all times. It is no different for your father except his bodyguards number more.”

“I have enough protection for this mission, thank you very much.”

Rhenyon glanced over at him as they walked. “Oh? Please elucidate. And do not tell me you are referring to your canine companion, Your Highness. I’ve seen her with strangers. She’d lick a person to death before she’d be willing to take a bite.”

“Says you,” Mikal argued. “You’ve never seen her try to bite the bright red bug.”

“What red bug?”

“It’s a type of toy that lives in a pen,” Mikal explained. “It... it’s not important.”

Mikal and Rhenyon approached the heavy, wooden double doors leading in to the Antechamber, private chamber and favorite room of the king. This chamber, Mikal knew, could repel all but the strongest jhorun. It was also where the king conducted closed-door meetings where he could rest assured no one would be able to eavesdrop.

The guards standing on either side of the chamber’s entrance leapt to attention and hastily pulled the doors open. Rhenyon indicated Mikal was to enter first. The king was sitting in one of the plush armchairs by the hearth. He had an open book in one hand and a half empty tankard of ale in the other. Kri’Entu glanced up at his guests and nodded, then smiled sheepishly.

“Didn’t Mother make you promise you’d stop drinking ale?” Mikal accused. “You must watch your health, Father. Too much ale isn’t good for you.”

Kri’Entu eyed his tankard before leveling a gaze at his son. “She doesn’t need to know about this.”

“Father, are you asking me to withhold information from my own mother? From your wife?”

His father’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “What do you want, son?”

“I don’t know what you mean, Father.”

“You haven’t called me Father this many times in the last ten years. Again, I ask, what do you want? What is your price for your silence on this matter?”

Mikal finally smiled. “Get rid of my bodyguards. At least for the duration of this mission. Please, Father.”

Both Rhenyon and the king frowned. Kri’Entu shook his head. “They are there for your safety. That is something that is non-negotiable I’m afraid. I travel with bodyguards, and so will you.”

“What are you worried about?” Mikal asked, exasperated. “You already arranged with the Dragon Lord for my new companion, did you not?”

The king sat up in his chair, interested. Rhenyon sat in the chair closest to the king.

“I have not been in contact with Kahvel,” his father contradicted. “Why would you suggest otherwise?”

“Do you mean to say you did not arrange to have a dragon meet me in their valley?”

His father again shook his head. “I did not. What dragon? Pryllan?”

“No. Pravara. She claimed her father asked her to launch an investigation of her own but I’m not sure I believe her.”

“Believe her,” his father told him. “I have not received any communiqués from the Dragon Lord aside from his acceptance of responsibility for the damage the fire caused. So, he has sent his offspring to conduct their own investigation, eh? How interesting.”

“If you didn’t send her then it’s just a coincidence?” Mikal slowly smiled. “That makes me feel better.”

“Why?” his father asked. “Do you think we’re intentionally spying on you?”

His father smiled at him when Mikal refused to answer.

“Very well. I will make a deal with you.” Kri’Entu held up the empty tankard. “Do not tell your mother about this, and I will call off your guards.”

“Yes!” Mikal exclaimed, enthusiastically pumping a fist into the air.

“Provided you remain in contact with Pravara. I do not believe she will allow you to come to any harm.”

Mikal’s feeling of euphoria vanished in the blink of an eye. “What? That means I still have a babysitter. Father, I’m a grown man now. You said it yourself. Why must I always have someone looking out for me? I can take care of myself!”

“You are the crown prince. Either you will accept the presence of your Javyn or else you will agree to be Pravara’s companion for the duration of this mission. I will not leave my only son unprotected.”

Mikal hesitated, trying to think of a loophole that would allow him to travel alone.

“Final offer, son. What will it be?”

“Fine,” Mikal grumped. “I will accompany Pravara.”

The king nodded, pleased. “Excellent.”

“What if Pravara goes somewhere I don’t want to go?”

“The two of you are committed to solving this mystery. I’m sure you can work together. And, I’m sure Kahvel is telling Pravara the same thing right about now.”

“You have been spying on us!” Mikal accused. “How else would you know she’s talking with her father right now?”

“Believe it or not, it’s an educated guess,” the king jovially told him. “Now, would you care to tell me what you’ve learned?”

“I think, er, we think there may be a wizard involved.”

Rhenyon coughed and sat up straighter in his chair. “Oh? What makes you say that, Your Highness?”

“Pravara checked out the destruction from the air. From up there she could see that there was a symbol burned onto the ground. From the ground it wasn’t apparent.”

The king’s interest was piqued. “Oh? What symbol? What did it look like?”

Mikal rose from his chair and walked over to his father’s desk. Peanut eyed his progress, but since he hadn’t made any move toward the exit, she rested her head back on her front forelegs. Mikal took a blank sheet of parchment, and a quill, and recreated the symbol Pravara had scratched out on the ground. He handed the sheet to his father. Rhenyon leaned to his left so that he could see what was on the paper, too.

“Interlocking diamonds,” the king softly murmured. “That’s a very distinctive symbol. Are you sure they weren’t some random marks that were already on the ground?”

I’m sure. Your father isn’t very trusting, is he?

Mikal’s eyes flew open and he gasped with alarm. 

Concerned, his father leaned close. “What is it, son? What’s the matter?”

“I just heard a voice in my head!”

Of course, you did. You heard mine, Mikal.

Pravara?

Aye.

What are you doing in my head?

Listening.

You mean you’re eavesdropping?

That’s one way to look at it.

“Would the owner of the voice be wyverian in nature?” Kri’Entu offhandedly asked. 

Mikal nodded.

“Sir Steve communicates with Pryllan in much the same fashion. I didn’t know you spoke with Pravara in this manner, too.”

“That makes two of us,” Mikal whispered. This is really weird.

Why? Because I can pick up your thoughts just as you can pick up mine?

Yes. Steve talks with your mother like this?

All the time. I wanted to try it out but I needed a human to talk to.

And you chose me?

Why not? Why wouldn’t I choose you? You were there. Is there a reason why not?

No, of course not. You just took me by surprise, that’s all.

Have you found anything out about the mark?

If you
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