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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]ulves Mesk watched as the last twelve buildings of the town of Hawney burned. The walls of most of the buildings remained, but the fire was consuming the roofs and everything within. Anything that the Yellow Death might have contaminated was either buried with the dead or burned.

Four people survived in a town of almost five thousand. Their town wasn’t large enough to have a town Mage, and no one wanted to go for help because of the risk of spreading the disease. 

Fulves couldn’t decide if he was one of the lucky ones. He was sixteen years old, and the woman he intended to marry was one of the first to die, followed two weeks later by her father, the master carpenter under whom Fulves was studying.

“What do we do now?” Fulves asked. He was the youngest of the four by a few months.

“We go our separate ways,” Breek said. “Never speak of Hawney again.” He was almost sixty and had lost his wife, four children, their spouses, and twelve grandchildren to the plague.

“Why?” Maggeri asked. She was in her mid-thirties. She watched her parents, husband, and three children succumb to the illness.

“Breek is right,” Keirton said. “If we tell people we fled a town destroyed by the Yellow Death, we’ll be lucky if they cast us out.” Keirton’s wife was one of the last to die, along with their unborn child. He was six months older than Fulves.

“But we’re not contagious,” Maggeri said. “All four of us got sick and recovered.”

Breek shook his head. “No one will believe you. Yellow Death is always fatal unless a Healer intervenes. They won’t take the risk.”

“What do I tell people when I find a new town?” Fulves asked.

“Don’t stop in the first town you find,” Breek said. “People there might know your family. Go farther. Find a town you’ve never heard of, or a town big enough to get lost in a crowd. Tell them you had a fight with your parents, or tell them your fiancé left you at the altar, and you couldn’t bear the shame. Just don’t tell them the truth.”

“Fulves and I have been friends since we started learning our numbers,” Keirton said. “We’ll go together.”

Breek shook his head. “Not a good idea.”

“I don’t care!” Keirton yelled. “I’ve lost everything and everyone I care about except Fulves. I can’t lose him, too!” Tears started pouring down his cheeks.

Breek nodded. “Very well. Stay in touch, but build separate lives in the new town. Never talk about this place where others can hear you.”

Keirton nodded as he tried to stop the tears.

“We’re heading west,” Fulves said.

“I’ll go east,” Breek said.

“Then I’ll go south,” Maggeri said.

“No,” Breek said. “Stay out of the Forgotten Forest.”

Maggeri shook her head. “I can handle it. I’ll get through to the other side and find a place to settle down. I’ve always wanted to see the ocean.”

“You’ll lose yourself before you get ten miles in,” Keirton said.

“Those are just stories,” Maggeri said.

“But there’s a dragon in the Forgotten Forest,” Fulves said. “Maybe two!”

“I can live off the land in the forest,” Maggeri said. “I don’t believe those stories of a ten-horn purple dragon living on her own in the forest. And if I do meet her, I’ll offer to be her Thrall.”

Breek shook his head. “You’ve been warned. I’m not your dad.”

“No,” Maggeri shot back. “You’re the man who infected my father!”

“That’s enough,” Keirton shouted before Breek could respond. “We never have to see each other again. Come on, Fulves. Let’s go west.”

Fulves nodded and started walking. He had a full coin purse, as the four of them had split the coins they found while searching the town for other survivors. They disinfected the coins according to the health protocol. He was wearing clothing two sizes too large for him because it was the only clothing he could find in the whole town that hadn’t been touched by one of the infected. He planned to buy new clothes at the first opportunity and burn the ones he was wearing, just in case.

“Any idea where we’re headed?” Keirton asked.

Fulves nodded. “We can get supplies in Harrisburg before continuing on.”

“How long to Harrisburg?” Keirton asked.

“About six hours walk,” Fulves said. “We should arrive around noon.”

“Good,” Keirton said. “I need a beer before we continue.”

Fulves scowled. “The first thing we have to do when we get there is buy new clothes, take a hot bath, shave off all our hair, and burn it with the clothes.”

“Won’t people notice if we do that?” Keirton asked.

“We can get a room at an inn with its own fireplace,” Fulves said.

“That sounds expensive,” Keirton said.

“It sounds necessary,” Fulves said.

“Very well,” Keirton said. “As long as we don’t stay at the Three-Toed Frog.”

“Why?” Fulves asked.

“They already know me there,” Keirton said.

Fulves nodded. “We’re trying to lay low.”
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[image: ]rown Princess Hellen Lorac joined the Royal Guard on the practice field. It was three days before her fourteenth birthday, three days before formalizing her betrothal to a near stranger. She needed to blow off some steam before Prince Orimus Tornooth arrived to finalize the betrothal. 

Hellen practiced with the Royal Guard once a week. She’d inherited the family gift for swordplay. No one had adequately explained the origin of the gift, only that to pass it on, all she had to do was pick up a weapon before her wedding day. Hellen was born the Crown Princess of Puji and had been training with the Royal Guard since her tenth birthday. Whenever she picked up a weapon, her mind was filled with centuries of combat training. 

Per Captain Terza’s request, Hellen had her hair tucked under a hat and wore a fencing mask, hiding her gender more than her identity. It also hid the fact that her eyes turned pure white whenever she sparred. That was unnerving, even to the Royal Guard who saw it frequently.

All the Royal Guard knew Hellen. The mask was only necessary when there were visitors in the castle. Hellen finished defeating four guards at once, then turned to see someone new had joined the crowd.

“Impressive form,” the stranger said. “But can you take on the best swordsman of Milteth?”

“Let me know when he gets here,” Hellen said sarcastically. Trash-talking was common on the practice field. Her voice was low enough to be mistaken for a young man.

“Very well. I see we shall have to settle this with our blades.” He pulled out his blade. “En garde!” The stranger charged.

Hellen parried his thrust and smacked him on the arm with the flat of her blade, surprised at how boldly the teenager charged.

“Hey!” the stranger called out. “Be careful with that blade. You could have cut off my arm! This is supposed to be a friendly match.”

“I’m always careful,” Hellen said with a chuckle. She kept her voice low. “If I wanted to disarm you, I would have.” She loved the rush of memories that came with sparring. They stretched back over twelve generations, spanning two hundred fifty years to King Grayson Trebor Lorac’s first sparring lesson.

“Clearly, I’ll have to teach you a lesson in manners!” The teen charged at Hellen again. There was a flurry of thrusts, parries, crossed blades, and minor curse words.

“Had enough?” Hellen asked. He was doing better than most of the Royal Guard she’d sparred with, but not nearly well enough to overcome the advantage of the memories she commanded.

The stranger took several deep breaths before replying. “If you’re not willing to take this seriously, I’ll stop holding back,” he said. The speed of his attack doubled.

New memories of battling people using a speed spell came to Hellen’s aid. There were also memories of battling the Royal House of Tornooth. One of the Tornooth family’s treasures was a ring that allowed the holder to increase the speed of each attack. 

He wasn’t wearing it on a finger, so it must be hidden in a pocket. She blocked all his blows and sliced through each of his pockets. Coins and jewels littered the ground before she found the speed ring. As soon as it fell from his pocket, he slowed down, and she easily disarmed him.

The stranger’s clothing was in tatters, barely hanging on. “How dare you! I demand to know your name!”

“Why should I submit to questioning from a stranger?” Hellen asked. “Everyone here knows my name, but no one knows you.” She set down her sword and the memories retreated, leaving her only with the memory of her own actions.

“I am Prince Orimus, betrothed to Crown Princess Hellen Lorac! I am your future King!”

Hellen removed her mask and helmet. “I am Crown Princess Hellen Lorac.”

“A Princess who crosses swords with the guards?” Orimus asked. “I’ve never been more insulted in my life!”

“Insulted because I’m a better swordsman than you?” Hellen asked.

“No,” Orimus said. “I expected you to have some skill with the blade, given your genealogy. I meant what you’ve done to my clothing!”

“It was necessary,” Hellen said. “How else was I supposed to find your speed ring? If you’d kept that for another five minutes, you might have defeated me.”

“My ring!” Orimus shouted. “Where is it? That’s been in my family for over twenty generations!”

Hellen picked the ring up off the ground and handed it to him. “Here’s your precious magic object.”

“I don’t have to stand for this!” Orimus said as he grabbed the ring. “I’m leaving!” He picked up the other objects she’d liberated from his pockets and stormed off the practice field as pieces of his clothing fell off.

An hour later, Queen Akeeba Lorac, Hellen’s mother, found Hellen getting dressed for lunch. “What did you do to Prince Orimus?”

“He came on the practice field without declaring who he was,” Hellen said. “We sparred, and I had to cut a few slices in his clothing to find his speed ring.”

“He says you humiliated him in front of the Royal Guard,” Akeeba said.

“I kind of did,” Hellen said.

“Didn’t you recognize him when he first showed up?” Akeeba asked.

“I haven’t seen him in three years,” Hellen said. “Apparently, he’s been through a few growth spurts recently. Besides, I thought they were arriving tomorrow.”

“Well, he’s leaving,” Akeeba said. “Right now.”

“I guess he needs a few hours to cool off,” Hellen said.

“No, you don’t understand,” Akeeba said. “He’s breaking off the betrothal. He’s not coming back.”

“What? He doesn’t want to be King?” Hellen asked.

“Not with you as his Queen,” Akeeba said. “I think you need to talk to him.”

Hellen sighed. “Very well. Where is he?”

“Probably packing,” Akeeba said.

Hellen quickly finished getting dressed before leaving the family spire and heading for the spire assigned to Milteth for the duration of the ball. Four Pujian Royal Guards escorted her. The castle had seven spires, each with bedrooms, smaller kitchens, and meeting rooms. These smaller spires were part of the circular inner wall of the castle, filled with more humble quarters. A much larger central spire housed the throne room, larger meeting halls, and the main kitchen.

One of the seven spires was always for the ruling family. During a ball like this one, one spire was designated for the guest kingdom of honor, in this case, Milteth. The other five spires were divided among the other seven kingdoms based on how many family members and staff each kingdom brought. Each spire had more than a dozen bedrooms large enough for a Prince or Princess, and one larger bedroom usually reserved for Kings and Queens. The Royal Guards they brought with them were given quarters within the inner wall, on either side of the spire.

Milteth used one of the two spires as far from the Pujian Royal Family spire as possible. As such, Hellen had ten minutes to think as she walked. Yet she still had no idea how to fix this. She wished she could access memories of diplomacy the way she could for battle.

As Hellen entered the Milteth spire, Prince Orimus tried to storm out, followed by four servants carrying his belongings. “Get out of my way!” Orimus screeched.

“Please, Orimus,” Hellen began. “This was all a big misunderstanding.”

“Was it a misunderstanding when you sparred against me without revealing who you were?” Orimus shot back.

“Yes!” Hellen declared. “Captain Terza insists that I hide my face when visitors are present.”

“Was it a misunderstanding that you didn’t recognize your betrothed on site?” Orimas asked.

“Yes!” Hellen repeated. “We haven’t seen each other for three years. You’ve grown a lot since then. The reason for the betrothal confirmation is so we can get to know each other again before we’re handfasted. If you had announced yourself, I would have refused to spar with you. I thought you were just one of the Royal Guard of Milteth trying to make a name for himself.”

“Then, was it a misunderstanding that caused you to tear my clothes to tatters in front of the men I’m supposed to command in battle two years from now?” Orimus asked.

“It was the only way to defeat your speed spell,” Hellen said.

“How did you even know about the ring?” Orimus asked.

“That’s a little harder to explain,” Hellen said.

“Go ahead,” Orimus said. “Explain.”

“King Grayson Trebor Lorac fought King Timothy Tornooth when Milteth tried to conquer Puji two hundred years ago,” Hellen said. “Trebor cut off Timothy’s finger to defeat him. That’s when my family found out about the ring, and we’ve never forgotten. I’m just glad you weren’t wearing it on a finger.”

“You would have cut off my finger in a friendly sparring match?” Orimus asked.

“No,” Hellen said. “I would have found another way to win.”

“Are you saying every member of your family is told about the ring?” Orimus asked.

“Not everyone,” Hellen said. “But I was warned about it.” She didn’t dare explain that it was King Trebor’s memories of that battle from over two hundred years ago that told her about the magic ring.

“You could have declined to spar me, or accepted an honorable defeat,” Orimus said.

“Again, if you had simply given your name, I would have!” Hellen shouted back. He was so stubborn.

“Instead, you decided to dishonor me in front of the Royal Guard!” Orimus shouted back, ignoring her reply.

“That’s another Lorac family secret,” Hellen said. “We refuse to lose a sparring match. I had to maintain my perfect record.”

“Are you saying you’ve never lost a sparring match?” Orimus asked.

“I’ve never lost a fair match,” Hellen said. “The last time I lost was five on one.”

“Well, you might have won our sparring match, but in doing so, you’ve lost me,” Orimus declared. “Goodbye!”

Hellen reluctantly got out of his way and watched as the servants loaded his belongings and those of his parents into a group of royal carriages. As the carriages drove through the castle gate, something broke inside Hellen’s heart. 
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]anima, the Greater Purple Dragon, woke from another Centennial Far Future Foresight only two days before the turn of the seventeenth century. A feast lay before her. Three freshly roasted pigs sat next to two cows worth of beef, four sheep’s worth of mutton, and five hundred pounds of apples, pears, and peaches, all out of season, yet all were perfectly ripe and fresh. Zanima consumed them all, satisfying most of her enormous hunger.

There were seven dragon colors, and only the most powerful dragon of each color displayed that color without streaks, although they all had a rainbow-colored stripe of scales on their undersides, starting at the neck and continuing across their bellies, down to the tip of their tails. 

Displaying one solid color wasn’t a matter of protocol or etiquette. Some deep magic of the dragons prevented other purple-eyed dragons from hiding the streaks of other colors. 

Legally, Zanima was a member of the Dragons Council and the leader of all purple-eyed dragons. But she was hiding from Targash, the Greater Black Dragon, and the Centennial Far Future Foresight was the only duty she actually filled. 

Most dragons called Targash the Lesser Black Dragon because King Cortiban was also black. But Targash had no streaks of other colors except on the strip of scales down his throat and over his belly. Even the youngest dragon displayed the same rainbow strip of scales. 

But King Cortiban’s underside was as black as the rest of him. He was also the largest, most powerful dragon of all. The last time Zanima saw him, Cortiban had twelve horns, indicating that he was at least twice as powerful as Zanima, who had ten horns. Likewise, Zanima was at least twice as powerful as any eight-horn and so forth.

As Zanima was finishing off the mutton, Miazan entered the cave. He had eight horns and green scales, except for a small streak of yellow, identifying him as the Lesser Green Dragon. He was very gifted at curing or causing illnesses in humans, animals, and even trees. He was also skilled at manipulating the plants to mature quickly and produce fruit. That was how he could provide hundreds of pounds of fresh fruit during the last week of winter. “Eight months, two weeks, three days, and eighteen hours,” Miazan said. “A new record.”

“It’s a new record every hundred years,” Zanima said. “This is my fourth Centennial Far Future Foresight. I expect the next one will be even longer.”

“I still don’t understand how you can Foresee to the hour exactly how long the Foresight trance will last,” Miazan said.

“I never fully shut my third eye,” Zanima said. “And since you are the only one here to help, I must know exactly when the trance will end so that you don’t have to create a feast like this every day for months.”

“And what did you Foresee this time?” Miazan asked.

“I could only see the next hundred years,” Zanima said. “So many things are about to happen that we will have to interact with humans and other dragons again.”

“What kinds of things?” Miazan asked.

“I’ll finally get the dragonsbane flowers to finish the sword,” Zanima said. 

“How?” Miazan asked.

“I can’t see that,” Zanima admitted. “The flowers themselves block me from seeing how to harvest them. But two broken hearts will mend together into one. And together, they will retrieve the flowers.”

“Will one of them wield the sword?” Miazan asked.

“It looks that way,” Zanima said. “But something is still clouding my vision on that.”

“What could do that?” Miazan asked.

“My Foresight cannot destroy free will,” Zanima said. “It is possible that one of the brokenhearted will wield the sword. However, if he refuses or is unable, then his son will likely take up the blade. They look almost identical, making it harder for my Foresight to distinguish them. But I know that the sword-wielder’s sister will become your mate.”

“You mean my wife,” Miazan corrected.

“Yes,” Zanima said. “You must go to your cave on the east end of Puji. She will come to you there.”

“I’m confused,” Miazan said. “The sword-wielder will be here, but his sister will be on the other side of Puji?”

Zanima nodded. “Neither will know the other exists until they have each fulfilled their destiny.”

“Your Foresight is getting as complicated as a Prophecy,” Miazan said. “How could a brother and sister not know about each other?”

Zanima laughed. “If I tell you too much, it will affect the outcome.”

“I made my own cave shortly after the Battle of the Breach because you said it was important,” Miazan said. “Then, you told me to make a new cave near Bimtor Castle in Nebo because I would meet my wife there.”

“And you met a woman,” Zanima said.

“But she refused to go on the quest,” Miazan said. “She left me.”

Zanima nodded. “I know. I saw that possibility, but I hoped you two would fall in love. That didn’t happen.”

“Then you told me to make a cave on the far eastern side of Puji, in the foothills of the Nebuji Mountain Range,” Miazan said. “I met two women there who left during the quest.”

Zanima nodded. “You were brokenhearted both of those times. You loved each other, but it wasn’t enough for them.”

“That’s a very reductive analysis,” Miazan said. “But it captures the main point. Then, you told me to make a cave in Milteth. Again, a woman appeared, and this time she finished the quest and became a dragon. But she refused to marry me.”

“She wanted to wait until she was a six-horn,” Zanima said.

Miazan sighed. “She didn’t see me as an equal. And then that Mage found her while I was hunting and killed her.” He started crying.

“It’s been almost a hundred years since she died,” Zanima said. “Yet you are still grieving, showing how much you loved her.”

“And forty years ago, you sent me back to Nebo again,” Miazan said. “She died on the quest.”

“I know,” Zanima said. “But those five women were possibilities, not guarantees.”

“And is this one any different?” Miazan asked.

“No,” Zanima said. “You both still have to choose each other to make it happen. Foresight is all about choices and possibilities. That’s why it’s different from Prophecy.”

Miazan nodded. “If the right woman doesn’t come along in the next fifty years, I’ll come back. Just like before.”

Zanima nodded. “If you decide to test this one, I’ll assist.”

“You’ve never offered that before,” Miazan said.

“I know,” Zanima said. “But for this woman, I’ll be your guide on the quest.”

“The last two were so heartbreaking, I don’t know how many more attempts I have in me,” Miazan said.

“As many as it takes,” Zanima said. “You know that.”

Miazan sighed. “As many as it takes.”

“Those were your words,” Zanima said. “Not mine.”

Miazan nodded. “You’re right. I promised myself I would go on the quest as often as the opportunity presented itself until I found the right woman. Because the right woman is worth the effort.”

“That’s better,” Zanima said. “Now, I must deliver this Centennial Far Future Foresight Report to Pallick’s cave.”

“Are you going to put all this in the report?” Miazan asked.

Zanima shook her head. “Of course not. I’m only going to include the things that pertain to Dragon Island.”

“Such as?” Miazan asked.

“Such as you taking your rightful place on the Dragons Council,” Zanima said.

“What!” Miazan shouted. “Why would I do that?”

“If you turn this woman into a dragon, you’ll have to present her to the Dragons Council on the first day of the following spring,” Zanima said. “And once they see how powerful you are, they won’t want to let you leave again.”

“I’ve been the Lesser Green Dragon for over three hundred years,” Miazan said. “I think they’ve become accustomed to my absence.”

Zanima nodded. “But you haven’t displayed your full strength on Dragon Island for over three hundred years. Believe me, if Cortiban saw the full strength of either of us, he’d insist we stay and fulfill our duty as part of the Council.”

“Targash would never allow that,” Miazan said.

“Targash won’t be a problem much longer,” Zanima said.

“That’s right!” Miazan said. “You said the champion was coming.”

Zanima nodded. “He will enter my forest within five years. But before he holds the sword, we must come to trust each other.”

“And I must do the same with my wife,” Miazan said. “No guarantees. Just possibilities.”

Zanima nodded. “That way, whatever happens is still your choice.”

Miazan nodded back. “I must press forward. I’ll see you in fifty years.”

“Probably sooner,” Zanima said.

Miazan smiled before flying away.
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[image: ]rown Princess Hellen Lorac spent over an hour searching the castle for the Royal Mage. When Mage Zander Lorac crowned his son as King, he stayed on as the Royal Mage, at his son’s request. But Zander was also the Fire Mages Guildmaster, so he appointed two Assistant Royal Mages. The practice caught on quickly among the other kingdoms.

Hellen wasn’t looking for Zander, her tenth great-grandfather. If she did find him, he would try to talk her out of it. Instead, she was looking for Mage Bixby Teerham. He wouldn’t refuse her request. He wasn’t as powerful as Mage Zander, but then, no Mages were.

This wasn’t an impulsive decision. Hellen spent six days after Orimus’s departure trying to figure out what to do. That’s when she thought of Bixby. She found him walking through the halls. “Mage Bixby! Wait!”

Bixby stopped and turned around. “What is it, Princess Hellen?”

“I’m fourteen,” Hellen said. “I want to be tested.”

“You’re the Crown Princess,” Bixby said. “If I test you, your parents will be furious. Why do you want to be tested?”

“I don’t want to be queen,” Hellen said. “Every fourteen-year-old has the right to be tested. Let Carlos be King.”

“There’s no guarantee that you’ll become a Mage,” Bixby said.

“I don’t care,” Hellen said. “Orimus refuses to marry me. I should at least have a reason I’m not Queen.”

“You’re still hurting from the rejection,” Bixby said. “Don’t do something you’ll regret.”

“I am fourteen years old,” Hellen said. “You are a Mage. I’m requesting to be tested. My motives are irrelevant. The law requires that you test me.”

“Very well,” Bixby said. He sighed, then focused for a minute before a portal opened up. “Step through.”

Hellen stared at the swirling darkness for a moment before stepping into it. The world twisted around her for a moment. Then, her body untwisted, and she stepped out on top of a large hill. There were trees all around, but for some reason, no trees grew within fifty feet of the hill.

Bixby stood next to her. “I have four spells for you to choose from. Each one took me at least three days to prepare. I keep these on hand just for situations like this. If you use all four, it will take me two weeks to replace them. If you bond with a spell, you will be able to perform that spell at any moment. Once you’ve bonded with a spell, there is no turning back. You will abandon your old life and become a Mage’s Apprentice. Is that clear?”

Hellen nodded. She was too nervous to talk because of what her parents would say, but they would have no choice if she bonded. Hellen would be an Apprentice.

“The first spell allows you to regrow limbs,” Bixby said as he pulled a small vial out of his pocket and set it on the ground. There was a brown gas inside. “The same gift as the Healers Deputy Guildmaster.” Bixby pulled out a small beaker filled with blue liquid and set it next to the vial. “The second gives you super strength. Very useful in the Security Mages Guild.” He pulled out a vial filled with a red gas and set it next to the others. “The third will make you fireproof. It is a popular gift within both the Security Mages Guild and the Smithing Guild.” He pulled a small beaker filled with a green liquid and set it next to the other three. “The fourth allows you to cause crops to mature. The same gift as the Hunters and Farmers Deputy Guildmaster.”

Hellen swallowed hard. She didn’t really care which one she bonded with. She hadn’t considered that her Innate Ability could determine which guilds she could join. She was trying to escape her life. Any new life would do, but Bixby required an answer. “Let’s try fireproofing.” She held out her hand, expecting to drink the potion. 

Instead, Bixby handed her a small log. He pulled the cork off the bottle, focused on it briefly, and poured the potion onto the log. Flames shot from Bixby’s hands onto the log for over a minute.

When the flames stopped, the log showed no signs of being burned or even singed. It wasn’t even hot in Hellen’s hands.

Bixby pulled out a blue crystal, stared at it, then held it up to Hellen’s head. He frowned. “Not that one.” He put the crystal away, then grabbed the log and tossed it aside. “Three left to choose from.”

Hellen frowned. “Why didn’t it work?”

“Either you weren’t meant to be a Mage, or your soul rejected the spell,” Bixby said. “It happens all the time. Many Mages don’t bond until the third or fourth spell. Some only bond with a single element. We are far from done here.”

Hellen nodded. She was afraid of the regrowing limbs spell, mostly because she thought that would involve having something cut off first. Maturing crops sounded boring. “Super strength.”

Bixby nodded and picked up the vial filled with a blue liquid. He pulled out the cork and swallowed it. “I apologize for this, Your Majesty.”

“For what?” Hellen asked.

Bixby picked up Hellen, transferred her to one hand, and lifted her over his head. It was as if Hellen weighed no more than an orange. He set her down and pulled out the blue crystal again. Whatever was supposed to happen didn’t.

“Two left,” Bixby said.

“Growing crops,” Hellen said.

“We’ll need to go down the hill for this one,” Bixby said as he picked up the last two vials.

“Why?” Hellen asked.

“Nothing but grass will grow on Tarna Hill,” Bixby said.

“I can see that,” Hellen said as they descended the slope. “Any idea why?”

“I heard that two dragons fought to the death on this very hill,” Bixby said. “That was over five hundred years ago. If the hill was soaked with dragon’s blood, it might explain the lack of growth.”

“Even after five hundred years?” Hellen asked.

Bixby nodded. “Dragon’s blood is very potent and difficult to obtain. The strength potion I drank was pure dragon’s blood, which I collected myself. What is your favorite fruit?”

“Scrumptious Scarlet Apples,” Hellen said. Her mind was spinning at the idea that Bixby had wounded a dragon badly enough to collect the blood.

“Perfect,” Bixby said. “I love those as well.” He reached into a pocket and pulled out a handful of seeds. He carefully placed one seed in the ground every thirty feet around the hill. It took almost an hour. Then, he drank the crop-growing potion and stretched out his arms.

Sapling apple trees sprang up everywhere he’d placed a seed. But he didn’t stop there. The trees quickly shot up to twenty feet tall and began to bloom. The flowers quickly transformed into apples, which grew in size before ripening to a deep red. The whole process took fifteen minutes.

Bixby sighed as he dropped his hands.

“That was amazing,” Hellen said. “You could have done that with only one tree. Why did you plant so many?”

“This is a potent spell,” Bixby said. He walked over and picked an apple. “Eat this.”

Hellen took a bite. The sweet, juicy fruit caused her to moan with pleasure. “Perfect.”

“If I focused on only one tree, it would have grown too fast, and the fruit wouldn’t be as sweet,” Bixby said. He waited until Hellen finished the apple before holding the blue crystal to her forehead. Again, he didn’t get the reaction he wanted, so he put the crystal away.

“Will anyone who eats these apples become a Mage?” Hellen asked.

“The remnants of the magic will dissipate soon,” Bixby said. “The chance of someone finding the trees before then and eating the fruit is low. And with every passing hour, the chances of them bonding with the spell will decrease. I think it’s safe. The last spell is for regrowing limbs.”

Hellen scowled. “Are you going to cut off a finger?” 

“Don’t worry,” Bixby said. “You won’t feel a thing.” He swallowed the last potion before pulling out a knife. He grabbed Hellen’s hand.

She tried to pull it back, but he was too strong and too quick. The knife sliced through the tip of her fingernail.

“My fingernail!” Hellen cried out.

Within seconds, the fingernail grew back to its previous length. It was as good as new.

“You could have told me you were only clipping my fingernail,” Hellen said as she pulled her hand free.

“Did you really think I would harm the Crown Princess?” Bixby asked.

“No,” Hellen admitted. “But you could have told me.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Bixby pulled out the crystal again, but once more put it back away. “Time for the pure elements.”

“Are you going to cover me in water or set me on fire?” Hellen asked.

Bixby shook his head. “You shouldn’t feel a thing.”

“I’ve heard that before,” Hellen said.

“And did you feel anything?” Bixby asked.

Hellen reluctantly shook her head.

“I am a man of my word,” Bixby said. “Just stand still.” He focused on Hellen with both hands held up. 

Hellen got a little warm, but that was it.

Bixby pulled out the crystal and put it away again.

This was repeated four more times. Each time, Hellen briefly felt something, but not much.

When Bixby put away the crystal for the ninth time, he smiled. “You have failed the Mage’s Test. You are not susceptible to magic.”

“So I won’t become a Mage?” Hellen asked.

“No,” Bixby said. “We should get back to the castle.”

Hellen frowned. “If I must.”

“You can still become Queen,” Bixby said. “There are other ways to find a husband.”

“Like what?” Hellen asked.

“Like meeting people at a ball,” Bixby replied. “Zander Lorac held a Sweetheart’s Ball to find his wife. I’m sure your parents wouldn’t object. Find a man you like. Any man will do.”

“I don’t have to marry a Prince?” Hellen asked.

Bixby shook his head. “If you marry Orimus, it strengthens the ties between Puji and Milteth. But you aren’t required to marry a Prince. You could marry a merchant’s son, a baker, or even a farmer. Anyone you think would be a good husband first and a good King second.”

Hellen sighed as Bixby opened another portal. “Very well. Take me home.” She stepped into the swirling darkness once more. When the world untwisted, she stood in Bixby’s bedroom.

A moment later, Bixby appeared next to her. “Today is the last day of the year. Tomorrow is the Spring Ball. That’s a great opportunity to meet someone new.”

Hellen nodded. “I know. I’m not sure I’m ready for someone new.”

“Then I suggest you dance with anyone who can take your mind off your problems,” Bixby said. “And don’t worry. You can’t get married for at least two years. If it takes you five years, everything will still be fine.”

Hellen hung her head as she left his room. She looked around and realized she didn’t know where Bixby’s quarters were. She could tell she was in one of the spires, and from the view out the window, she was on the fourth floor. Looking down at the buildings inside the inner castle wall, she spotted the greenhouse and realized she was in her family’s spire.

As she descended the stairs, she wondered why he was given quarters two stories above her own. Perhaps she’d ask her father.
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Description automatically generated]allick, the Lesser Purple Dragon, returned to his cave after the annual meeting of the Dragons Council. The other Greater Dragons continued to look down on Pallick for not knowing who the Greater Purple Dragon was. The Greens were also frowned upon for not identifying the Lesser Green Dragon, but not as much as the Purples. Pallick looked down and, as expected, a scroll was rolled up in the middle of his cave. He unrolled the scroll, and a smaller scroll fell out. 

The larger scroll contained the Centennial Far Future Foresight Report, signed once again by Your Friend, The Greater Purple Dragon. King Cortiban demanded a report on what the Purples could Foresee, asking them to see as far into the future as they could once every hundred years. If such a report only took a few days or weeks to create, he’d probably request it every year. But the last time Pallick gave such a report, it took him six months.

Since Pallick was no longer the Greater Purple Dragon, he couldn’t see more than a few years into the future. Not because his own skill or power had decreased. If anything, they had both continued to increase. But because there was a more powerful purple dragon perusing the future, it blocked Pallick’s own ability to see it.

Two hundred years ago, the report covered three hundred years, but the last hundred years were very vague. One hundred years ago, it only covered two hundred years, again with very vague details about the second hundred years. And now, this report only covered the next one hundred years, but in great detail.

Pallick quickly read over the smaller scroll.


Pallick,

I leave it to your best judgment whether or not to share this with King Cortiban. The Lorac Line Prophecy will be fulfilled this century. It will cost the lives of many dragons until the White and the Black meet in the final battle. The members of the Dragons Council will fall, one by one, bearing the brunt of the battle first. It is too late to stop this future. The Dragons Council is already divided, as my absence from the Islands shows. Cortiban himself will not escape the battles. His life will be threatened like never before. Yet he will be unable to stay on the Islands. All of this has been Foreseen.

Your Friend, The Greater Purple Dragon.


Pallick could hardly believe what he was reading. It explained why Foresight still couldn’t see past the next hundred years. There were too many choices by powerful dragons and Mages, creating so much change over the next hundred years that no one could see beyond the chaos.

He settled in and focused on the future. He could only see the next four years. That’s when he saw the purple sawtooth flowers enter the picture. He couldn’t see anything beyond that. How could anyone see beyond the haze of the magic-absorbing pollen of the dragonsbane flower?

Pallick hid the smaller scroll on a shelf in his cave before taking the larger scroll with him to Cortiban’s cave.

“Right on time,” Cortiban said as Pallick approached. “I take it that scroll has the Centennial Far Future Foresight Report?”

Pallick nodded.

“How far into the future did our friend see this time?” Cortiban led him inside his cave.

“Only one hundred years,” Pallick said. 

“Does the report indicate why?” Cortiban asked.

“Yes,” Pallick said. “The next hundred years will be so chaotic that seeing beyond is meaningless.”

“What kind of chaos?” Cortiban asked.

“The Lorac Line Prophecy will be fulfilled this century,” Pallick explained. “As you know, the Prophecy doesn’t say who will win. But within one hundred years, either the White or the Black will conquer the other.”

“Does it say who the Child is?” Cortiban asked.

“No,” Pallick said.

“Does it say how we guarantee the dragons will survive?” Cortiban asked.

Pallick shook his head. “Even if it did, would you follow the advice of a dragon who refuses to appear before you? One whose very name has been taken from your memory?”

Cortiban growled. “No. I cannot know their loyalty. Perhaps this level of detail is enough.”

“Should I assemble the Dragons Council?” Pallick asked.

Cortiban shook his head. “They will return in three days.”

“Why?” Pallick asked.

“We already scheduled the meeting to discuss this report,” Cortiban said.

Pallick nodded. “Of course. See you then.”
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]age Andirick Lorac stood outside the Town Hall of Shamballa, waiting for his guests to arrive. He wasn’t a member of any official guild, but that gave him the freedom to study what he wanted and go where he wanted. Grayson stood nearby, as always. He was in human form because, as a mouse, he couldn’t communicate with people other than Andi. 

Grayson was bonded to Andirick by a Spell of Need that Andirick cast just over one thousand years ago. Very few Mages lived past one thousand years, and at least two of the guests Andirick waited for were older than Andirick. 

Andi’s grandfather, Mage Mayor Thadduck Lorac, was the first to arrive. He didn’t say anything. He just stood there. Thadduck was six hundred years older than Andirick, but his appearance hadn’t changed since Andirick first met him. He looked like a man in his mid-fifties, and Andi finally looked ten years younger than him.

Spirit Mages Guildmaster Phasma arrived next in her black robes with the gold trim. She’d been named Guildmaster for bringing the age-appearance necklaces to the guild, and she had Andirick to thank for that. He believed Phasma was older than him, but hadn’t confirmed that.

Zander Lorac came around the corner in his red robes with flames along the edges and gold threads along the trim, marking him as the Fire Mages Guildmaster. He was also Andirick’s grandson.

Healer Marinda arrived next in her green Healer Robes. Andirick smiled at her as she stood next to the others. Marinda had already done a lot to further the cause, but she wasn’t an official member of the Mages Defense League. At least, not yet.

Mage Smith Karindda came next. She was already a member of the MDL, but none of the others were aware of that. In fact, she was married to the leader of the MDL, Mage Smith Peter Thannick, although he now went by Pello Tama.

Someone Andi didn’t recognize joined the group. The man wore orange robes, marking him as a member of the Merchants Guild. Another stranger walked up in green Healer Robes. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties. With Mages, that could mean anything.

Fiory came last. He used to be the Fire Mages Guildmaster. But now his robes were black, marking him a member of the Spirit Mages Guild. He should have been in his mid-forties. His eyes, once red, were now blue. If Andi didn’t know him well, he wouldn’t recognize this man. 

The Battle of the Breach had cost Fiory more than his position as Guildmaster. He now appeared to be eighteen despite being over five hundred years old. 

Andi shook each of their hands. His Thrall detector ring didn’t vibrate. They all passed the first test. He opened a portal to the family cabin, and they all filed through, Andi last.

“You’ve got me here,” Phasma said. “Wherever we are. Are you ready to tell me what this is all about?”

“All in good time,” Andirick said. “First, I want to tell you that what we are about to do is outside the authority of the Mages Council.”

“There are three members of the Mages Council here,” the unknown Healer said. “How can this be beyond their authority?”

“What is your name?” Andirick asked.

“Bixby Teerham.”

“Well, Bixby,” Andirick said, getting right up in his face, “not everyone on the Mages Council agrees with all the restrictions of the Treaty of 98. If you aren’t willing to risk violating the treaty, I suggest you leave.”

“I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t willing to help the cause,” Bixby said.

“I don’t know you,” Andirick said. “I don’t know what you’ve been told about our cause.”

“I heard the dragons are extremely agitated,” Bixby said. “No one knows why, but if this level of activity keeps up, they’ll be violating the treaty soon. Personally, I want to know why.”

Andirick nodded. “That’s exactly right.”

“What kind of agitation?” Phasma asked.

“I’ve received reports that members of the Dragons Council have left Dragon Island,” Andirick said. “Not just one, but at least nine of them.”

“One per kingdom,” Marinda said. “That is disturbing.”

“I believe they’re looking for something or someone they consider a threat,” Andi said. “With your help, we’re going to figure out what they’re looking for and get there first.”

“And the Mages Council is unwilling to act?” Bixby asked.

Andi smiled over at him. “I cannot present my evidence to the Council.”

“Why not?” Thadduck asked.

“Because they won’t approve of the methods I used to obtain it,” Andirick said.

“What kind of methods?” Marinda asked.

“You already know,” Andirick said. “But before I tell the others, each of you will have to take an oath.”

“What good will that do?” Phasma asked.

Andirick smiled. “This is an unbreakable oath.”

“What happens if you break it?” Phasma asked.

“The oath goes like this,” Andirick said. “I swear that I will not betray the Mages Defense League or divulge their activities to non-members. If I break this oath, I will forget everything related to the League.”

“You found a spell to enforce an unbreakable oath?” Fiory asked.

Andirick nodded. “You’ve already taken such an oath.”

“I didn’t realize there was magic involved in that oath,” Fiory said.

“Those of you willing to take the oath, raise your right arm and repeat the oath,” Andirick said.

Most of them raised their arms right away. Marinda was a little slower, and Phasma was the last to raise her arm.

“Don’t make me regret this,” Phasma said.

“If you do, you won’t remember taking the oath,” Andirick said.

All of them repeated the oath.

“Thank you,” Andirick said. 

“What about him?” The unknown Merchant asked, pointing at Grayson.

“Grayson is my oldest friend,” Andirick said. “He has already taken the oath. Now for the details. We have Thralls who tell us everything they can about what is happening on the islands.”

“You made double agents?” Phasma asked. “How?”

“We modified the Thrallstones to compel the Thrall to divulge everything to the MDL while the Thrall is in the throes of ecstasy used to reward and control them,” Andirick explained. “The Thrall does not remember reporting to us as the magical joy prevents memories.”

“And this works?” Phasma asked.

Andirick nodded.

“How long have you had these double agents?” Phasma pressed.

“About 250 years,” Andirick said.

“And in all that time, have you ever brought information to the Mages Council?” Phasma asked.

“Not directly,” Andirick said. “The Mages Council cannot be implicated in creating these double agents without risking all-out war with the dragons. But that war may be upon us. The MDL doesn’t want that war to happen unless we can be sure we will win. Right now, that victory isn’t assured, so we are working to calm the situation.”

“An effort the Mages Council would applaud,” Zander said. “Though we might not approve of your methods.”

“And that is why we haven’t approached the Mages Council openly,” Andirick said. “This is the first time we’ve been willing to accept Councilmen into the League. And that is only because the situation has become so dangerous. We need strong Mages in the League, and the strongest Mages tend to be members of the Mages
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