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​“There it is again. You’re not looking hard enough. It’s there, just above the eastern horizon. I think it’s growing larger. It ... no, you’re looking too far north. Look a hand’s breadth to the south. There. Now can you see it?”

“No.”

“Come, now, Donovan. I thought you knew how to use the spyglass. You’re not even trying to focus. Twist here, and...”

“Leave off, Connal. I know how to work the blasted thing.”

The two men were wearing full suits of armor and were en route to the Lentarian capital city of R’Tal, completing the last leg of their daily patrol. Ordinarily, sentries did not report for duty in their finest, but their shift had started just prior to the departure of the king and queen, and they had thereby been ordered to remain as they were for the duration of their shift. Cumbersome, uncomfortable, and extremely heavy, both men were eagerly looking forward to shedding the extra weight at the first opportunity. Now, however, on the final leg of their patrol, they had discovered something. Well, one of them had.

Allegedly.

The Sea of Koralis, on Lentari’s eastern shore, stretched for many leagues. Everyone knew that there was nothing worth visiting on the other side of the sea. Rocky, barren, inhospitable land stretched endlessly away in all directions. The few people that were known to live over there were primitive, savage, and—thankfully—devoid of ships and skills necessary to pay Lentari a visit. As far as anyone could remember, no one—including any relative, deceased or otherwise—had ever reported seeing a ship sailing toward them from the east. 

Therefore, such a discovery warranted another look.

The first soldier shared a glance with his companion. Both men held their spyglasses tightly against their eyes as they scanned the eastern horizon out over the Sea of Koralis. Gently undulating waves beckoned invitingly. Flocks of kytes could be seen circling overhead as well as resting on the surface. There was no indication that anything was out of the ordinary, except for the simple fact there was a dark spot on the eastern horizon growing steadily closer. The sentries stared at the water. The first man pointed again.

“It’s there. I do believe it’s coming closer.”

“What exactly do you think you see?” the second demanded. “I still don’t see anything.”

“Your glass isn’t even pointed in the right direction.”

“It is, too.”

Connal sighed and gently twisted his companion until the spyglass was at least facing the right way.

“I still don’t see anything.”

“I am taking you to see the wizard just as soon as we’re off duty.”

Donovan turned to his companion and slugged him on his arm. The clang of metal striking metal echoed noisily across the quiet landscape. As a result, the first man’s visor was loosened just enough so that it fell down with a loud bang, startling both of them. Connal snapped his visor open with an irritated flick of his fingers.

“There’s a reason why the king discontinued the use of fully armored patrols. This damn armor is too noisy. Look, the only reason I mention seeing a wizard is that you want to continue to hold your post for another year, don’t you? If so, then you’re going to have to go through basic training. Again. If memory serves, you didn’t do so well the first time around. You’ll never pass the archery drills. How can you expect to hit the targets when you cannot see the targets?”

“You will not involve that wizard in any way,” Donovan contradicted. “The last thing I need to worry about is the possibility of growing an extra set of arms. No way, thank you very much.”

“Shardwyn did that only once,” the first soldier patiently explained. “And that happened years ago.”

“Absolutely not,” Donovan vowed. “Would you let him touch your wife, Connal?”

Connal fell silent. Donovan grunted by way of acknowledgment. It was a common belief—shared by many—that the castle wizard should seriously think about retiring. After all, Shardwyn’s acolyte had already proven himself countless times and he wasn’t even eighteen yet!

“What about the new princess?” Connal asked. “Everyone knows her skills as a healer are unmatched.”

“I would never dream of imposing on Kre’Lissa with such a trivial matter.”

“But she’s a healer,” Connal reminded him. “It couldn’t hurt to ask, could it?”

“We’ll see. I wouldn’t have the slightest idea how to ... wait. Wizards be damned, Donovan. I think I see what you’re talking about! That! That right there! That looks like a ship!”

“Well, look who just joined the conversation,” Connal scowled. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, only I saw that ship nearly ten minutes ago. Without having to use my glass.”

“No, you didn’t. You only mentioned it less than a minute ago.”

“Sight and memory,” Connal said, as if he were taking notes to be brought up at a later time. “That’s what I need to talk to Kre’Lissa about. On your behalf, of course.”

Donovan muttered a curse under his breath. Together, the two guards watched the ship move closer when the ship suddenly veered south. 

And accelerated.

“What’s going on?” Connal demanded. “How is it doing that?”

“It cannot be a ship,” Donovan decided. “Ships are incapable of sailing that fast.”

“It’s a ship,” Connal insisted. “I believe I saw a mast. In fact, I’m certain I saw two.”

“It’s your imagination. Besides, if there were masts, and that was a ship, then winds that strong would have snapped those masts in half. Like twigs.”

“You need to trust me,” Connal told his companion. “That is a ship, and it’s now speeding south.”

Donovan looked down at the suit of armor he was wearing, then over at Connal’s. Then his eyes fell on the spyglasses each of them were still holding. A nagging thought had occurred. 

“Do you think they could have seen us?”

Connal shrugged. “Perhaps. Why do you ask?”

“Let’s just assume what you say is true...”

Connal harrumphed in irritation.

“...and what we see there is a ship. Look at what we’re wearing. We were both required to polish our armor for the king and queen’s departure yesterday evening.”

“And?” Connal prompted.

“And we’re out in the morning sun now. You and I both know how easy it is to spot knights. On horseback. On top of which, that ship didn’t accelerate until they were within hailing range from the shore. I’m telling you, we’ve been seen. They were watching us!”

“And now they’re moving away from us,” Connal reported. He jammed his glass into its protective leather holder and spurred his mount to attention. “Then that means we need to follow. Hurry!”

The two riders thundered away from the cliffs, intent on heading south just as fast as they could.

“Can you still see it?” Donovan asked, raising his voice to be heard above the thunder of his horse’s hooves. “Your eyes are better than mine.”

“Aye, I can, but only barely.” Connal urged his horse on. “If we don’t hurry, we’re going to lose them around the promontory!”

Both horses emerged on the top of the narrow strip of land and came to a skidding halt. The edge of the narrow peninsula was only a few feet away and, from their vantage point, they could now see the water nearly a hundred feet below. Connal also noticed that their horses were covered with a fine layer of sweat. He hastily dismounted and urged his companion to do the same. Both men groaned aloud. The ship was gone.

“There’s no way it could have lost us,” Connal observed. “The ship was traveling fast, aye, but not that fast.”

“Then where did it go?” Donovan asked. He gestured at the wide-open expanse of water. “There’s nowhere for it to hide. Are you sure it’s not out there?”

Connal hurried to his mount and pulled out the spyglass again. He scanned the coast, starting at the base of the peninsula they were standing on and slowly panned south. There was nothing. Nothing but roiling waves and disinterested birds as far as the eye could see.

“What wizardry is this? They’ve vanished! This must be reported at once.”

Donovan turned to his companion with an unreadable expression on his face.

“You want to report this? And say what? We saw a mystery ship appear on the horizon, but when we started to pursue, it disappeared, right from under our noses? I’d just as soon not have to report an unidentified floating object, thank you very much.”

Connal shook his head, “No, we must tell someone. We both saw it. The king needs to know.”

“Kri’Entu isn’t here,” Donovan reminded him.

“The king left the prince in charge,” Connal said, nodding. “Very well. We’ll tell Kre’Mikal. He’ll know what to do.”
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“Are you sure this is it?” a voice whispered in the darkness. “Dawn is less than an hour away. We were supposed to be anywhere but here long before sunrise, and yet here we are. Still. Without anything to show for it, I might add.”

“What does it matter?” a second voice asked. “They can see at night just as well as they can during the day. We’ll be exposed no matter how you look at it. I’m tellin’ you, Von. This is a bad idea. There’s nothing up there but pain and death. We are outnumbered and outmatched. This ain’t smart.”

“Stop yer frettin’, Jino,” a gruff voice snapped. “If I want yer opinion, then I’ll give it to you. And keep yer damn voice down. Speak out of line again and I’ll have yer tongue!”

Several grumbles sounded, but nothing else.

“Rusty, you’re the one that led us here,” Gruff Voice continued. “You’d best be right about treasure being up there.”

“There’s treasure all around here,” Rusty confirmed, suppressing a sigh. “You can find it on practically every mountaintop in this blasted valley. What do you expect? Dragons are fond of gold, Captain.”

“How do we know that you’re not leading us to a dragon horde?” a second voice asked.

“Because I can tell the difference, Von,” Rusty whispered. “I don’t argue with you about which way is north, do I?”

“You have before,” Von pointed out.

“Hold your tongue,” Rusty ordered, dropping his voice to let it be known this particular subject was over.

“Aye, Q.”

“I told you before that only the captain may call me Q.”

“I’m sorry, Q, er, Quartermaster.”

There was a quiet rustling of clothes as one of their team moved about. Even though it was still fairly dark, Rusty could tell that someone was now standing directly between him and Von. He groaned. He could smell a strong odor of sardines. It didn’t take a genius to figure out who it was. Sardines—raw sardines—were the captain’s favorite dish.

“Captain Flinn,” Rusty acknowledged. “I have it under control.”

His captain leaned close, automatically forcing Rusty to take a step back, not from fear but from the smell.

“Be sure that you do,” the captain hissed. “Keep them quiet. There be dragons all around us. I, for one, do not want to tangle with the likes o’ them.”

“Nor do I,” Rusty hastily agreed.

“Which of these two mountains be the one we’re looking for?” Captain Flinn asked, turning to look at the silhouettes of the two nearby mountains.

Rusty closed his eyes and waited. Within moments, he felt a pull emanate from the larger of the two. He pointed right.

“Both have inordinate amounts of gold within them. However, that one has something worth more than all the surrounding nests combined. That has to be what you’re looking for.”

“Very well. Follow me. We’re heading out. We’ll conceal ourselves in those trees until we know for certain the nest be empty.”

For the next half hour the four men waited, in utter silence. Each man knew they were doomed if their presence became known, so everything relied on stealth. No one spoke. No one moved, for fear of making a sound. 

One of Rusty’s job requirements, as quartermaster, was doling out punishment, even though the captain had also been known to administer a little of his own. Flinn had confided with him on their first voyage that he alone liked to be the one administering punishment, but knew that any experienced crew would never board a vessel where one man had too much power. Therefore, the captain had instructed his quartermaster to be mindful of an agreed upon signal, which was Rusty’s cue to punish the offending crewmember. In this case, it was the removal of the captain’s hat after an altercation. The longer the hat was off his head, the more severe the punishment. Thankfully, the captain’s crew had been atypically loyal, and never once questioned his orders. Then again, the simple fact that Flinn had instructed him to divvy up whatever loot they acquired, fairly and evenly amongst the men, dissuaded most disagreements.

Rusty looked at the two men he had personally hand-picked to accompany them. They were becoming restless; fidgety. Thankfully both Von and Jino were experienced sailors and knew better than to disobey orders. Some of the newer crew members—left behind on their ship—would have done something foolish by this point, thus revealing their presence. Hence, the reason they were left behind. 

Rusty glanced at the captain. Flinn looked pointedly at him, then at Von, the newest man amongst them, and removed his hat. Understanding, Rusty nodded. He tapped Von’s shoulder and silently shook his head. Making eye contact with Jino, he repeated the gesture. They would be staying put, thank you very much.

Rusty detected a new presence on his right. He looked up. Captain Flinn was squatting on the ground beside him. He wordlessly pointed up at the mountain.

All four men looked up. While faint, they could hear something large moving about. Moments later, they saw a large object hurtling to the ground, as though the dragon had forgotten where the edge of its cave was and had simply stepped out into open space. Moments before the huge form would have crashed onto the ground, huge wings snapped open and beat the air. The dragon swooped by overhead and eventually rose into the clouds, disappearing from view.

Von grunted, “Good. The dragon is gone. I can’t wait to see what treasure this dragon has. Heh. That is, had.”

Captain Flinn turned to his pilot and cuffed him on the back on his head. Hard. The captain held a finger to his lips and again pointed at the top of the mountain. Rusty threw a disapproving look toward Von before he turned to look back up at the mountain, too. Did the captain think there were more dragons up there? Since when? Everyone knew dragons were loners. He didn’t see any reason why one dragon would live in such close proximity to another.

“The mate, ye blatherin’ idiot,” the captain hissed, correctly guessing what his first mate was thinking. “We can’t do anything until its mate is gone.”

“What happens if it doesn’t leave?” Von softly asked. “Do you think we could lure it out?”

Captain Flinn grinned lecherously at Von, “Perhaps. With live bait. Either the creature leaves on its own accord or else we kill it. One way or the other, the nest will be devoid of dragons, mark my words.”

The three other men turned to look at their captain as though he had sprouted shiny green scales all over his body and grown a tail.

“Captain,” Jino hesitantly began, “I don’t think that’s a wise idea. Did you see the dragon that flew over us? It was so big that it could’ve squashed us flat. The dragons grow large in these parts.”

“And how would you know?” Von asked. “It’s not like you’ve seen one of ’em up close before, Jino.”

Jino nodded vigorously, “Umm, hello? We just saw one a few minutes ago. I can’t speak for the others, but I’m pretty sure we all got a good look at it.”

“That dragon was several hundred feet above us,” Rusty calmly—but firmly—pointed out. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, okay?”

“It had a wingspan of at least a hundred feet!” Jino insisted. “I know I wasn’t the only one who saw it. No, this is a bad idea, Captain.”

“No one asked you,” Captain Flinn snapped. “We’re here for one reason only. It’s up there. I want it.”

“What is up there, Captain?” Von asked. “What could be worth the trouble? We passed four different dragon nests on our way here. Dragon gold is there for the taking. What’s so special about this cave? What has Q found in that nest?”

“It’s the only one that has been recovered in the last century,” the captain murmured softly. His eyes had a faraway look to them. “Recovering another, especially for a human, is all but impossible. Therefore, I will have this one.”

“Heads up, Captain!” Rusty whispered excitedly. “You called it. There goes another one!”

Everyone looked up in time to see a sleek, dark form streak by overhead. The men silently turned to regard their leader. Captain Flinn fearlessly stood up, scanned the immediate vicinity, and once he had decided it was wyverian free, he beckoned to the others. Once they had gathered at the base of the mountain, Captain Flinn gave each of his three men a crooked smile.

“Well, we’re here. We’ve invaded foreign soil, evaded capture, and snuck into an area infested with dragons. It’s time to put this plan into action. What are we, boys?”

“Pirates!” the three men growled, as they raised their clenched fists.

“And what do pirates do?” Captain Flinn continued, making eye contact with each of his men.

“We steal!”

“Damn right we do. Now, you lot be ready to move. Chances are there’ll be a dragon or two on our arse when we leave. Methinks I can hold off one, but not for long. We’re gonna want to vacate the area as quickly as possible. You boys had better be ready.”

“We’ll be ready, Captain,” Rusty assured him.

The first mate grunted with satisfaction. Never had he served a more cunning—or lucky—captain than Flinn. Rusty still wasn’t sure how Flinn had managed to avoid being captured after all these years, but he had a sneaking suspicion it had something to do with Flinn’s power. Confronting the captain was out of the question. It was best to keep his nose out of Flinn’s business lest it be cut off. 

Rusty absentmindedly rubbed his nose. That had been a direct quote from the captain the last time he tried to inquire into the nature of Flinn’s secret abilities. Well, he thought, if the captain wanted him to know, then he would have told him by now. 

Rusty looked back at his companions and grinned. One thing was certain; he was damn glad he held the rank of quartermaster, of first mate. Holding such a title almost afforded him as much clout as the captain himself. Almost.

Captain Flinn strode purposefully to the base of the mountain. His men looked on as he leaned back to study the distant mountaintop. Before any of them could think about joining him, Captain Flinn held up a hand and signaled them to wait there. 

A wind started blowing. Rusty automatically scanned the skies. The last thing any of them needed was to have one of the dragons return to the cave prematurely. He wasn’t certain how long the dragons would be out of the nest, but what he did know was that they couldn’t waste a moment. The cave was empty. Whatever the captain was going to do, now was the time.

Suddenly the captain was airborne. Having been witness to this particular demonstration before, Rusty watched the other two closely to see how they’d cope with what the captain was doing. 

The winds grew stronger.

Captain Flinn now floated several feet off the ground. Rusty heard a cry of amazement from behind him. He knew Flinn’s power was responsible for his levitation, only he didn’t know exactly how it worked. He caught Flinn staring at him.

“Be ready to move.”

Rusty nodded. They would be.

* * *
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Captain Flinn rose steadily higher. He glanced down to see his shipmates rapidly shrink until they were no bigger than specks of sand. He had to make this quick. Like his first mate, he had no idea how long the dragons would be gone. The last thing he wanted was to be discovered by one of the huge, flying lizards when he was hundreds of feet up in the air. 

The top of the mountain loomed closer. Flinn scanned the skies. He could only hope that the two dragons he had seen would hunt for some elusive prey on the other side of the kingdom, or wherever else dragons chose to hunt. While he was fairly confident he could hold off the dragon long enough to make his escape, he didn’t want to press his luck. After all, this was a dragon’s nest and the dragon obviously would know the terrain better than he.

The nest was fairly easy to find, being the only cave on the top half of the mountain. Not only that, he could smell it. Dragons had a very peculiar odor, Flinn recalled. Not offensive, but distinctive, like that in a snake’s den. One dragon alone was easy enough to detect, provided one knew what to look for. However, this cave held two dragons. He could have found it blind-folded.

As soon as he stepped foot inside the den, he knew he had hit the jackpot. The mouth of the cave had to be thirty feet high and as many feet wide. The domed ceiling was nearly seventy feet high at its highest point and extended at least a hundred feet back, into the heart of the mountain. The walls curved up, suggesting that the cave might have started out as a giant pocket of gas. 

There, in the far corner, was the nest. Captain Flinn studied the area where the dragons slept for a few moments. It looked as though the dragons had burrowed down into the floor of the cave, hollowing out a section nearly fifty feet across and twenty feet down. The nest itself was covered in sticks, branches, leaves, and animal hides. Surprisingly, though, there were no signs of animal carcasses anywhere. In fact, he couldn’t see any animal remains—be it bone or otherwise—anywhere in the cave.

Flinn paused as his nostrils flared. Wrong. Correct that. His nose had picked up the scent of a rotting carcass, only he couldn’t see it anywhere nearby. Before he could ponder that mystery, another discovery surprised him. There was no visible gold in this cave. Where was the dragon’s treasure? Where were the pieces of gold stacked so high that they’d cascade down like falling rain? Where were the crowns, the scepters, the chests of jewels?

“It’s in here somewhere, foul beasties,” Captain Flinn softly muttered. “I know it be here somewhere.”

He moved up to the perimeter of the nest and gazed down at the numerous soft pelts that were lining the floor. He spied several small bones in the bottom of the nest and nodded. The remains had been picked clean. His eyes traveled over the rest of the lair. 

There was nothing worth stealing. Flinn grunted once, and stepped to the left. There was a vast area on the left side of the cave that needed to be checked. A small part of his brain wasn’t surprised that the dragons chose to hide their most prized possession. He just had to find it and do so quickly. 

A loud crunch startled him. He looked down, expecting to see a layer of gravel; only smooth stone met his eyes. Stone and ... Flinn stooped to run his fingers over the thick, chalky substance. Whatever it was, it crumbled the moment he had applied his weight to it. What was it? A type of limestone?

He picked up a small piece of the substance, no bigger than a doubloon, and studied it in the palm of his hand. He closed his fist around it and squeezed. The unknown substance cracked noisily and was reduced to tiny particles. Flinn let the remaining pieces trickle through his fingers.

He grunted again. He didn’t know what the substance was. He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. He had more important matters to attend to. First and foremost, he had to find it.

Flinn explored the far recesses of the cave and was surprised to discover a tunnel which angled steeply down. It barely looked like it was big enough to pass the smaller of the two dragons. Could this be their hiding spot? Had the dragons hidden it down there? There was only one way to find out.

He hurried down the tunnel and was momentarily rendered speechless. He had found the dragons’ horde. Gold, silver, jewelry, and anything else he could have imagined, lay before his eyes. Large chests of coins, huge open jars of pearls, and even several containers of gems larger than anything he had ever seen before sparkled enticingly. 

He poked an arm into the heart of the mass of treasure and felt around. Coins clinked noisily as they slid away from him. Cursing, Flinn pulled his arm out and reinserted it in another location a few feet away. Still nothing. He tried several other times before realizing the dragons must not have hidden it with the rest of their treasure. Where, then? Where could they have hidden it?

“Too obvious,” Flinn muttered. He hurried back up to the top floor of the cave. “It’s got to be here, but where? Think, Flinn. Think! If I were a dragon, where would I hide my most prized possession?”

A spark of light drew his eyes back to the nest. Something was there, suspended up on the wall, nearly twenty feet above the nest in the far corner of the cave. The object was shiny enough to reflect light.

Flinn hurried back to the nest and stared up at the item nearly two dozen feet above his head. It was a fang. Or, more precisely, it was a silver fang from the mouth of an incredibly rare red oskorlisk. 

The fang had been pressed into the wall, as though it was a stone that had been pressed into soft mortar. Flinn shuddered. He didn’t want to think about how much strength it’d take in order to accomplish a feat like that.

Nodding, Flinn backed out of the nest. That was what he had come for. That was why they were risking detection by the dragons. Possession of that fang was the first step Flinn needed in order to achieve his ultimate goal.

Unlimited power.

A strong wind materialized inside the cave. Instead of picking Flinn up, this wind focused its energy on the silver object and began hammering away on it. The fang refused to move. The winds intensified, resulting in pieces of the nest scattering around the cavern. The animal skin coverings flew out the mouth of the cave.

Now, a full-blown gale was whipping around the confines of the large cave. Flinn remained motionless just inside the nest. He only had eyes for the fang and was eager to claim it as his own.

Bits of stone began flaking off as the jet of air blasted at it with the force of a full-fledged hurricane. With a loud cracking of stone, the fang was finally pried from the wall. The winds died out immediately. The fang fell toward the nest but was caught—one-handed—by Flinn, just before it could strike the ground. 

“It’s about bloody time!” Flinn happily exclaimed. “Long have I waited for this blasted...”

A small commotion silenced him mid-sentence, a clatter like small rocks falling down a steep hill. An icy chill spread down his spine. He was no longer alone. Something was behind him, of that he was certain. Flinn took a deep breath and turned to look.

A small creature was standing inside the mouth of the cave. It was tiny, compared to a full-sized dragon, probably the size of a juvenile griffin. It was covered in lustrous golden scales and was just folding two small wings against its back when it paused to curiously sniff the air. The creature’s head whipped around and Flinn suddenly found himself looking into a set of strikingly green reptilian eyes. 

The creature returned his frank stare for a few moments. It tilted its head a few times as if it couldn’t figure out what it was looking at. The small creature grunted once and moved deeper into the cave, automatically angling straight toward him.

Flinn stifled a curse and hastily retreated from the nest.

The creature ignored him as it moved past and climbed into the nest. It squealed with delight as it caught sight of the small bones Flinn had noticed earlier, snatching one with a claw. It jammed the bone into its mouth, grunting contentedly. Almost immediately Flinn heard sickeningly loud crunches as the creature made short work of its snack. 

“Not good,” Flinn muttered, sliding the fang into his belt. It wasn’t too difficult to figure out what the creature was, having always wondered what a baby dragon would look like. Now, however, his instincts were screaming to beat a hasty retreat. If the baby was here, that could only mean the mother dragon was on her way back. “Not good at all. I do believe it be time to go. I certainly don’t want to be here when your mama...”

An ear-splitting roar rent the air. 

“...gets here,” Flinn finished. He groaned.

A second form appeared at the cave mouth, only this one was much, much larger. The dragon bared her fangs and roared a challenge. Flinn’s eyes narrowed. If it was a challenge she wanted, then it’d be a challenge she received.

The jet of air returned and blasted the dragon square on its chest. Such was the strength of the blast that the mother was knocked clean out of the cave. Flinn hurried toward the mouth, intent on escaping the confines of the nest just as soon as possible. The massive winged reptile roared again. Flinn risked a glance up. The dragon was madly flapping its wings as it attempted to reenter its nest; thankfully, the jet of air was strong enough to keep it at bay.

Flinn sighed. The creature’s incessant roaring was giving him a headache. He saw that it had spied him, and was now spitting a steady stream of fire straight at him. The wind, presently preventing any other entries into the nest, shifted, causing the jet of fire to blast harmlessly up into the sky. 

More roars ensued. The mother dragon tried again. Once more the fiery breath was redirected, this time blasting harmlessly to the east, away from the mountain. Before a third blast could be lined up, the winds doubled in strength. The struggling wyverian was slowly forced back, away from the cave.

Flinn grinned at the overgrown lizard, gave it a mock salute, and fearlessly stepped off the ledge. He plunged several hundred feet straight down before the blast of air caught him, slowed him, and allowed him to step unhurt onto the ground. His crew was waiting for him, open-mouthed.

“Stow yer questions, lads,” Flinn ordered, before any of them could speak. 

A distant roar caused his men to all look up at the same time. Flinn looked up, too. The dragon was still trying to unsuccessfully gain entry to its cave. It roared, no doubt angry and worried about her baby, when Flinn heard an answering roar in the distance. He quailed. More dragons were on the way. Mama dragon must have somehow called for help.

“Did you hear that, Captain?” Von nervously asked. “I think there are more...”

“Of course, there are more of ’em on the way!” Rusty interrupted. “Do you really want to just stand around and wait for them to show up? Move, sailor!”

“What’s keepin’ that one from comin’ after us?” one pirate tremulously asked. 

“That’s not yer concern,” Flinn snapped. “We’ve got what we came for. Back to the Cadaymas. Hurry!”

​Chapter 2 — King for a Day

––––––––
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“Look, it’s the same design, the same stones, and the same metal, all attached to the same chain. There can be no doubt about it. He’s copying my work.”

“Wizards be damned, Rasfin. Clean your spectacles. My pendant does not resemble yours in any way. Ask anyone.”

“I fully intend to, Laramas,” Rasfin snapped, turning his back on his accuser. “Your Majesty, clearly you can see the similarities, can you not? My competitor lacks, shall we say, artistic imagination. His designs don’t sell. Mine do. He copied my work, plain and simple.”

“I most certainly have not!” Laramas cried. “Rasfin, everyone knows how much you favor your ale. Might I suggest that you switch to water? It’ll make you look less of a fool, trust me.”

Rasfin frowned. “Less of a fool?”

“You have no proof, Rasfin,” Laramas argued. “Give up this pointless nonsense.”

Rasfin suddenly smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that. You want proof? Here it is.” Rasfin retrieved a wadded bundle of felt from within his jacket and carefully unrolled it on the counter before him. “I don’t have proof? Allow me to prove otherwise.” The felt was unrolled, revealing small pouches sewn onto the surface of the soft fabric. Rasfin slipped a piece of jewelry from within one pocket and held it up. “This is an opal from my own personal mine deep inside the Selekai mountains. Do you see the setting? It has silver wire wrapped helically, with a blue crystal at the top. Now, I draw your attention to this.” Rasfin slipped another piece of jewelry out of a different pocket. He held it up for all to see. “I purchased this under disguise from Laramas last week. It...”

“That was stolen from me!” Laramas cried. “I filed a report with the Constable as soon as I discovered the loss!”

“You did no such thing,” Rasfin scoffed. “I purchased this with my own gold. I have proof of the transaction.” He held both pendants up to one another. Any untrained eyes could see they were a matching set. Then he retrieved a folded slip of parchment from another pouch and waggled it victoriously in front of Laramas’ face.

Scared, embarrassed, and now concerned, Laramas turned to the throne and bowed his head.

“Your Majesty, I cannot begin to fathom how this has happened. If you’ll only permit me to...”

“Enough,” a firm, quiet voice spoke.

The Great Hall fell silent. Everyone turned to the gilded thrones, yet all eyes were only on one. The substitute king sat back in his chair and rubbed his temples.

Mikal groaned. How his father, the king, could handle two hours of this nonsense every day, five days a week, was beyond him. Constant bickering. Baseless accusations. One person accusing the other of some trivial matter, day in and day out. How much more was he expected to take before he lost his mind? He eyed the two vendors and kept a neutral expression on his face. This pettiness had to stop. He pointed to the first vendor.

“You. Rasfin, is it?”

Rasfin nodded. 

“You claim that this man, Mister ... I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

“Laramas, Your Majesty.”

“Thank you. Rasfin, you claim Laramas stole your work and Laramas insists he has never...”

“But he has, Your Majesty!” Rasfin interrupted.

“I most certainly have not!” Laramas objected.

Mikal held up a hand. Both vendors instantly fell silent.

“Allow me to finish. I need to make certain I understand. Rasfin, you have designed a piece of jewelry. There’s no doubt in my mind that Laramas’ design has been modeled after your own.”

“Hah!” Rasfin triumphantly exclaimed.

“Hold your tongue, Mister Rasfin,” Mikal ordered, his voice becoming firm. “Have I given any indication that I need your help?”

Rasfin’s head fell. “No, Your Majesty.”

“As I was saying,” Mikal continued, “there’s no doubt in my mind that Laramas is selling Rasfin’s design. And, from what the constable has told me, Laramas’ shop is selling considerably more than yours. Is that right, Rasfin?”

Rasfin had just sunk down onto a nearby bench when he leapt up, as though he had sat on a nail.

“Your Majesty, it’s insulting! If he had any idea just how much...”

“Focus, Mister Rasfin. Answer the question. Is his shop having better luck selling the necklace than your own?”

Laramas’ head fell, and he mumbled something.

“Do speak up, Mister Rasfin.”

“Aye.”

Mikal’s attention shifted to the second vendor, who was now studying the floor.

“Now, Mister Laramas. Choose your next words carefully. Did you fashion your own necklace from that of your rival’s? And do be mindful of the ramifications should you decide to lie to me.”

Laramas’ head fell and, after a moment, he nodded. “Aye.”

“Finally. We’re making progress.”

“He has no business selling my designs!” Rasfin protested again. He caught the disapproving look Mikal threw him and bowed his head. “I’m so sorry, Your Majesty. I’ll be quiet now.”

“Speak out of line again and it’s an automatic one-night stay in the dungeon. As you can probably imagine, it wouldn’t be pleasant. Do you understand?”

Rasfin hastily nodded.

“Good. Now, as I was saying, Mister Laramas has been selling more of the pendants than you have, but has failed to give credit where credit is due. Here’s my judgement. Laramas is hereby ordered to cease and desist the sale of this particular pendant...”

Rasfin gave his rival a broad grin.

“...unless an arrangement can be struck between the two of you.”

Both vendors shared a quick look before skeptically turning to the king.

“Aye, you heard me right. It would appear to me that Laramas is the better salesman but Rasfin has the better merchandise. It would make sense that the two of you pool your resources. Each can help the other.”

Both of the vendors, Mikal noted, had lifted their chins to look down the nose at the other. Rasfin had already crossed his arms over his chest. Mikal sighed. So much for diplomacy. 

“It’s your choice. Very well. Mister Laramas, you are hereby ordered to give half the proceeds from every sale of Mister Rasfin’s pendant to Mr. Rasfin.”

“Only half?” Rasfin sputtered.

“Precisely half,” Mikal agreed. “It may be your design, Rasfin, but it was Laramas’ skill that sold the necklaces. Since neither of you is willing to work with the other, then I will consider this matter closed. You are both dismissed.”

Both jewelers turned to leave. Mikal heard the grumbling start even before they left the Great Hall. His gaze fell upon the empty throne beside him. His new wife, Lissa, was away in Capily, visiting her father. Constable Fensham had wisely asked his daughter for help when an outbreak of some type of skin rash had begun spreading throughout the populace. The village healer had quickly become inundated and asked for assistance. 

“Is that it for now?” Mikal asked, as he turned to one of his advisers. “Please don’t tell me there are more waiting to be heard.”

The elderly adviser nodded.

“That is all of them, Kri’Mikal.”

Mikal’s eyes narrowed. He still wasn’t used to people addressing him as king instead of prince. In ancient Lentarian, adding Kri in front of your name signified the bearer held the highest office a human could hold in Lentari, namely the kingship. The next level down, Kre, signified princes and princesses, which was why it appeared both he and Lissa shared the same title. Kre’Mikal. Kre’Lissa. It was enough to give him a headache.

Mikal had just wearily regained his feet when a commotion sounded from outside. He groaned. Now what?

A guard poked his head into the Great Hall.

“Bredo has escaped!”

Mikal blinked a few times. “Would you care to run that by me again?”

“Bredo — he’s the serpent from the moat — has escaped!”

“I know who and what Bredo is,” Mikal snapped, growing angry. “How in the name of the Three Sorceresses did our moat monster escape? He’s been in that moat for decades!”

The guard hesitated, which prompted Mikal to scowl with irritation. 

“Out with it, soldier. What happened?”

“The moat has been drained. While it’s being cleaned, the castle foundations are also being repaired. As for Bredo, he, uh...”

“What about him?” Mikal prompted.

“He was removed.”

Mikal stared at the guard, waiting for a better explanation. When it became obvious that the soldier wasn’t offering any other information, Mikal frowned.

“I grow tired of saying this, so let’s try this again. Tell me what has happened, without leaving anything out. You say Bredo had been removed. By whom? Where had he been placed?”

“Uh, Shardwyn said that he could...”

“Oh, no,” Mikal moaned. “Tell me he didn’t.”

“Shardwyn levitated Bredo out of the moat and into a holding cage.”

“Sounds harmless thus far,” Mikal decided. “So, what happened? How’d he get out?”

“The pen wasn’t strong enough to hold a serpent his size,” the guard explained further. “Did you know that our moat monster is a relative of the oskorlisk? Those are the serpents the dragons hunt. They can grow...”

“I’m familiar with them,” Mikal hastily interrupted.

“Anyway, Shardwyn administered a sleeping potion.”

“And it didn’t work?” Mikal asked. He motioned to the door and indicated the guard should lead the way.

“Oh, but it did,” the soldier contradicted. “Bredo fell asleep almost instantly.”

“So, what happened?”

“He, uh, woke up. Early.”

“That’s just great. Where is Bredo now?”

Right on cue, a series of screams erupted from within the heart of the city. The soldier winced. Mikal groaned.

“He’s, er, on the loose in the city.”

“Fetch Gareth at once,” Mikal commanded. They were going to need someone who had full control of their faculties if they were going to get the ornery serpent back where it belonged.

“Shardwyn’s apprentice isn’t here,” the guard moaned. 

Mikal whirled around. “What? Tell me you’re joking.”

“I’m not. All I know is that he returned to his home to spend some time with his family.”

Mikal nodded. He did remember his friend saying something about it being the time of year when his father would shift from shealk—water dragon—to human and spend time at home with his wife. Naturally Gareth hadn’t wanted to miss out, so he had been granted a few weeks leave of absence from his duties as Shardwyn’s acolyte.

They rounded a corner and almost bowled into a group of armed soldiers. All leapt to attention as they recognized who he was.

“A thousand apologies,” the lieutenant hastily offered. “We didn’t see you there, Your Majesty.”

“Lieutenant Darius!” Mikal exclaimed. “You’re just the person I’m looking for.”

“I am?”

“I need your help. The moat has been drained.”

“That must be what I’m smelling,” Darius said, more to himself.

Mikal smiled fleetingly. “Aye. It’s one of the reasons it was drained. The moat needs to be cleaned. Listen, Shardwyn was responsible for securing Bredo, and he...”

“What did the old fool do now?” Darius grumbled. He suddenly remembered who he was addressing and stifled a curse. “I am so terribly sorry, Your Majesty. As I was saying, how can my men and I help you?”

“We need to get Bredo back into his holding pen.”

“And how are we to do that?” Darius asked.

“With live bait,” a new voice added.

The group turned to see an approaching adult griffin. Mikal smiled. It was Raben, the griffin liaison. This griffin, Mikal remembered, was also a female.

“Kri’Mikal,” Raben said, bowing low. “I offer my assistance.”

“I’ll gladly take it,” Mikal returned. “Thank you. Do you have any suggestions that could help?” Mikal asked.

“The moat serpent is, in essence, a small oskorlisk,” the griffin explained. The voice was high and nasal, as were all griffin voices, but at least this time they knew the speaker was a female. “Like any giant serpent, it’ll be attracted to prey.”

“That’s not encouraging,” Mikal said. “We don’t want him going after the people. I’ll give the order to kill him before I allow that to happen.”

“Oskorlisks are always hungry,” Raben added. “I suggest we lure him out into the open.”

“How?” Darius asked.

“With live bait,” the griffiness repeated.

“What live bait?” Mikal asked, turning to the griffiness. “What do you have in mind?”

Raben ruffled her feathers and lifted her head high. “Me.”

“You?” Mikal and Darius echoed. 

“Oskorlisk typically hunt in the water,” Raben explained. “They’re used to finding prey above their heads. Give the order for all the humans to retire indoors. I will fly above the streets, making lots of noise as I do so. In fact, I’ll send for my brothers and sisters. The more griffins circling about, the better. The serpent will be too tempted to resist. He’ll then be lured back to the wizard’s tower. I assume your wizard will be able to handle him from there?”

“He’d better be,” Mikal muttered. He looked at the men that were surrounding him. “Make it happen. Evacuate the streets. Raben, give us about ten minutes and then begin your flight. Give us some type of signal to let us know when you’ve spotted Bredo.”

Raben bowed. “Understood.”

Two hours. That was how long it took for three full squadrons of men and half a dozen griffins to lure the cantankerous serpent out from his hiding place. Bredo had coiled up under the foundation of a small one-story cottage and pointedly refused to come out. It wasn’t until Raben alighted on the roof of the house did the elusive snake make an appearance. 

Characteristic of his species, Bredo’s movements were smooth, fluid, and incredibly quick. Raben only narrowly escaped by pretending she was going to jump out of harm’s way. If it was possible for the huge serpent to have a surprised look on its face, Bredo would have had one. He had clearly expected the griffin to launch herself into the air, never dreaming that she’d flatten herself on the roof as much as she could. 

Bredo hissed angrily the moment he hit the ground. And just like that, Raben led the huge snake back to Shardwyn’s tower, where the old wizard was waiting with what he promised was a much stronger sleeping potion. Five minutes later, it was all over.

Mikal thanked the griffins, thanked the men, and hastily retreated before anything else could go wrong.

* * *
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An hour later, Mikal was back in the Great Hall, this time listening to a group of vendors request permission to borrow one of the kingdom’s three galleons moored off the coast of Capily. Apparently, they had decided it would be highly profitable to take groups of people out on the open seas and let them experience what it was like to be a sailor for a few days, but without any of the work. For a hefty fee, of course.

“We could call it The Erudian Cruises,” one of them said.

Mikal crossed his arms over his chest. “No.”

“We’d be renting the galleon from the Crown, of course,” another added.

“No.”

“We’d only have to retrofit the ship to take on more passengers,” the third added. “The cost and work to the ship would be minimal.” 

“No.”

“Is there anything we can do to change your mind?” the first man despondently asked.

“Nothing,” Mikal declared. “If you want to offer ... what did you call them? Cruises? If you want to offer a cruise to the people of Lentari, then I suggest you use your own ship and leave the Crown’s out of it.”

Dejected, the men moved off.

“I’ll be in the Antechamber,” Mikal announced, once he saw that there was no one else waiting to talk to him.

Mikal rose and headed to the Antechamber, his father’s enchanted-against-harm private room. He quickly walked to his father’s desk, took off the crown he had been wearing, and leaned forward to rest his head on the table.

What a week. What a month, for that matter. He and Lissa had returned from their honeymoon with dire news. They had chosen to visit their southern neighbors, the Straosians, in an attempt to make contact since no communication had been attempted in several decades. What they found had nearly broken his heart.

The country was in dire trouble. Run down roads, crumbling bridges, and bands of outlaws were just some of the obstacles he and Lissa experienced firsthand. Villages were in a severe state of disrepair. Food and fresh water were in short supply. 

When Mikal had finally reached Caracal, Straosia’s capital city, he was dismayed to see the castle was just as run-down as the rest of the country. King What’s-His-Name blamed the state of the economy on a country-wide recession. Mikal had offered assistance, which the Straosians quickly accepted.

Once he and Lissa returned home, and Mikal had filled his parents in on everything he had seen and done, his father immediately called for an emergency meeting with his advisers. It had been decided that an intervention was in order, with or without the Straosian king’s consent.

“I do not know how—or why—Straosia has been able to decline so far without anyone taking notice,” Kri’Entu had told Mikal the next day. “I am very proud of you, my son, for taking the initiative to travel south. I seem to recall I was against the idea from the beginning.”

Mikal grinned. He had been met with resistance from the first moment he had suggested venturing south. Thankfully, he had persisted.

“I remember.”

“The Ylanians are our allies,” the king continued. “I’m going to extend them the offer of aiding us in aiding the Straosians.”

“And what if King Ewam refuses?” Mikal asked.

“Then he refuses. We, however, will not stand idly by while our neighbors suffer.”

His father had immediately dispatched a message north, inviting the Ylanians to participate.

“One of our neighbors is floundering,” Kri’Entu had privately explained to the Ylanian king. “I will be dispatching aid and I invite you to participate.”

Surprisingly, King Ewam had leapt at the chance to help. 

“So, what are you going to do?” Mikal asked his father.

“Your mother and I will be going for an extended visit.”

“What about your responsibilities here?”

His father smiled at him. “How fortunate for us that I have a suitable substitute to rule in my absence.”

Mikal smiled as he remembered feeling all the blood drain out of his face. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“Son, you’re next in line for the crown. We’ve been preparing you for this practically your entire life. You’ll make a fine king.”

Two weeks later he was the acting king. His parents, along with a team of advisers, surveyors, cartographers, blacksmiths, and a variety of other skilled laborers, joined the team from Ylani and sailed south. While not nearly as large as Lentari’s, the Ylanian team also consisted of a variety of craftsman and materials, presumably to help restore anything that needed repairs.

“How long will you be gone?” Mikal asked, watching his mother board one of Lentari’s huge galleons.

“Long enough to put the kingdom on the right track,” his father had told him. “I would say at least a month. Perhaps longer. From what Ewam tells me, the entire government will probably need to be restructured. That sort of thing takes time. Trust me, son. You’ll be fine.”

The door to the Antechamber opened, breaking Mikal out of his reverie. The guards admitted someone he was finally glad to see. Lissa walked into the room, wearing her traveling clothes and humming to herself. She caught sight of Mikal sitting at the desk, smiled, and danced over to him. Mikal rose to his feet and took his new bride into his arms, hugging her tightly.

“Lissa! I cannot even begin to describe how glad I am to see that you’ve returned.”

Lissa wrapped her arms around him and gave him a fierce hug in return. “My love! I’m so glad to be back!”

“How did it go in Capily? Did you get those skin rash things under control?”

Lissa unfastened her traveling cloak, hung it on a nearby coat rack, and nodded. “At long last, yes. I’m not sure how it got started, or how the infection was spreading from person to person, but Charlin and I finally got it under control.”

“Charlin?”

“He’s Capily’s healer. Did you know he also used to be a teacher of mine when I was in school?”

Mikal shook his head. “I didn’t. It’s a small world, isn’t it?”

“It is. How did it go today? Did you resolve many differences? Oh, I know! There weren’t any, were there? You’ve been lounging around on the throne and were hand fed sliced jansas by the serving girls, weren’t you?”

“I wish,” Mikal muttered.

“You want to be fed sliced fruit by the serving girls?” Lissa carefully asked, frowning slightly.

“No,” Mikal said, shaking his head. “Well, anything would be better than the day I’ve had.”

Lissa went sympathetic. “Oh, you poor thing. Did something happen? Did you have to throw someone into the dungeon? I know you’ve told me several times that you hoped you’d never have to do that.”

“Worse. I had to listen to stupid, idiotic, petty arguments.”

Lissa took his hand and gave it a few compassionate pats. “Oh, I’m sorry. That had to be tedious. You had to do that all day?”

“Almost. I had to listen to complaints for nearly two hours.”

“Two whole hours?” Lissa scoffed. “Please. I had to treat infected people for the last four days.”

“For how long each day?” Mikal wanted to know. He knew he was
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