
        
            [image: cover]

    
LPUBLISHERL Dreamspell 
www.lldreamspell.com 

Copyright ©2009 by L. Stewart Hearl
First published in Spring, Texas, 2009


NOTICE: This work is copyrighted. It is licensed only for use by the original purchaser. Making copies of this work or distributing it to any unauthorized person by any means, including without limit email, floppy disk, file transfer, paper print out, or any other method constitutes a violation of International copyright law and subjects the violator to severe fines or imprisonment. 


[bookmark: toc]
CONTENTSCHAPTER 1
CHAPTER 2
CHAPTER 3
CHAPTER 4
CHAPTER 5
CHAPTER 6
CHAPTER 7
CHAPTER 8
CHAPTER 9
CHAPTER 10
CHAPTER 11
CHAPTER 12
CHAPTER 13
CHAPTER 14
CHAPTER 15
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
* * * *

Hamilton Swoop, Wizard of Green Ridge
By L. Stewart Hearl
Published by L&L Dreamspell
Spring, Texas
Visit us on the web at www.lldreamspell.com
Copyright 2009 by L. Stewart Hearl
All Rights Reserved
Cover and Interior Design by L & L Dreamspell
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise without the prior written permission of the copyright holder, except for brief quotations used in a review.
This is a work of fiction, and is produced from the author's imagination. Any resemblance to real people is a coincidence. Places and things mentioned in this novel are used in a fictional manner.
ISBN- 978-1-60318-113-6
* * * *Published by L & L DreamspellProduced in the United States of AmericaVisit us on the web at www.lldreamspell.com

[bookmark: chap0]
CHAPTER 1* * * *Hamilton Swoop jerked awake at the sound of breaking glass. With one hand, he reached for his spectacles; with the other, for the club he kept by the bed. In the predawn light entering through a dirty window, he donned his tattered robe and headed down the stairs to his shop below. A moving shadow on the stairs caused him to freeze mere steps from the bottom. Cat? he asked in his mind.
Who else? What's going on, came a response from the darkness only Hamilton could hear.
Someone's tryin’ to break in. Out of my way!
The shadow disappeared. Hamilton crept down the remaining stairs. In the dim light, he saw an arm reaching through the shattered pane of glass in the front door to his shop. The arm twisted about attempting to find a way to unlock the door from the inside.
Hamilton raised his club and advanced toward the door. His plan to bash the offending arm came to an abrupt end when his shin contacted something hard in the darkness. He released the club, his arms flailing for support as he toppled forward. The club skittered across the floor and slammed into the base of the door with a bang. He managed to avert a fall when his hand grabbed the edge of a counter.
The arm withdrew from the hole. A blast of wintry air blew in from outside. Hamilton shivered, massaged his shin and then limped back up the stairs to his apartment.
Very graceful, Old Man, said the calico cat, Whiskers. She jumped onto the bed and lay down next to Hamilton.
He rubbed his shin again. “We can't all see in the dark."
Sorry, I forgot. You okay?
"I'll survive."
Hamilton glanced up at the clock on his wall, squinting to see it in the near darkness. It read 11:32. “Wonderful. Power's still out.” He frowned and then picked up the little fish oil lamp from his bed side. Two spins on the spark wheel set the wick alight. He rose from the bed and went into the bathroom. In the flickering lamp-light a sixty-year-old face looked back at him from the mirror. For what seemed like the millionth time, he contemplated shaving off his beard. Instead, he trimmed an inch off the bottom, which still left six inches of somewhat ragged grey beard behind. A little cold water and his brush put his long, salt and pepper hair into a temporary semblance of order. Ten minutes later he finished dressing in black cotton pants and a grey tunic. Satisfied, he extinguished the lamp. More light now entered through his window.
He looked out across the town of Green Ridge. The day's previous snow fall had already turned to gray, but even gray snow was an improvement. The name Green Ridge was a joke of sorts. Even in the summer there wasn't much green, save for the scum that grew in the puddles in the streets.
For a few moments, he pondered his efforts of the previous day. Normally business was slow, but a rash of fires several blocks away had upped demand for his old chairs, tables, lamps, and such—the bread and butter of Swoop's Antiques and Curios. This required restocking his shop so he had attended an estate sale. In Green Ridge, estate sales consisted of emptying out the contents of run-down homes where the owners had either been murdered or had just disappeared. Few people ever died of old age in the neighborhood, although Hamilton at sixty was on his way to setting a record of sorts.
The sale he had attended was for the possessions belonging to Archibald McDuggins, the only locksmith in Green Ridge. He had disappeared four weeks earlier. Small talk at the local pub suggested he'd missed a few loan payments to the local shark, Mickey Strike. The police expressed no interest in pursuing the case.
Hamilton had arrived at the sale just after it began. Barnaby Floss, the auctioneer, didn't have the singsong of professional auctioneers, but even if he had, it would only have confused the bidders who attended. They were neither looking for investments nor art. There were only a half dozen bidders in attendance, drawn to bid on Archie's lock picks. Once the picks were gone, so were the bidders.
Hamilton bid on nothing until Barnaby finished. “I'll give ya a hun'ert and fifty for the rest."
"Make it two,” Barnaby grunted.
"How ‘bout a hun'ert an’ a quarter?"
Barnaby frowned. “Sold. The remainder of the Archibald lot for one hundred and fifty royals."
"'Cludin’ delivery."
"Cripes, Ham. I gotta make something out of this."
"Hun'ert an’ a quarter."
Barnaby shook his head and winced. “A hundred and fifty—including delivery."
Hamilton peeled off the bills, all small ones, from a stack of rumpled currency. “Bring it round t'marra."
"OK.” Barnaby accepted the notes. Hamilton continued standing in front of the auctioneer. “I said we'll deliver the stuff tomorrow. What?"
Hamilton held out his hand, palm up. “Receipt."
* * * *Whiskers rubbed against Hamilton's leg and mewed. He reached down and scratched the old cat's head. Whiskers closed her eyes and purred.
How about some food?
"Patience, m’ cat. ‘S cold in here. I've gotta get me some heat on or I'll freeze me buckers off."
I'm not a customer, Old Man. You can top talking to me like you got your education from a retarded gorebat. Whiskers padded out of the bedroom and headed for the kitchen.
The kitchen was small, but adequate. Whiskers stood in the middle of the dining table basking in the weak shaft of light entering through the window.
Hamilton shook his head and opened a cabinet. “So what will it be today? Mouse, rat, pigeon?"
I think the mouse.
He removed a can of Mouse Feast in Gravy from the shelf and opened it with a manual can opener. “You know, they'd better get the power back on soon. I can't run this shop in the dark much longer."
It's not so dark.
"It is if you're not a cat.” Hamilton dumped the can into Whiskers’ ceramic bowl on the floor by the refrigerator. The feline jumped down from the table and started eating. “How's the mouse?"
A little gamey. She took another bite. But it'll do. After finishing a quarter of the food, the cat left the bowl and lay down on the mat in the corner.
Hamilton glared at the remaining food. “I thought you were hungry."
I was. Whiskers closed her eyes and went back to sleep.
After attempting to heat some water over his little lamp, Hamilton made a cup of instant coffee. The water was tepid, but at least the coffee was warmer than the air. He glanced at the useless electric pot on the counter and frowned. Power had been a problem in Green Ridge ever since the big snow storm a week ago. The heavy snowfall snapped the main transmission lines from Central City. Since then, they had received an assurance from the electric board that the problem would be corrected within a day. That was three days ago.
He looked down at Whiskers and felt a twinge of envy for the cat's fur coat. Whiskers’ original owner, Thorn Brightman, had been the only wizard still living in Green Ridge. When Brightman died, well, maybe died was the wrong term. When he shifted planes, Whiskers had needed a care-giver. He listed Hamilton in the will as such, though he didn't know why. He'd never been a fan of the wizard or of keeping animals in general. The cat came with a stipend to minister its needs, and Hamilton didn't refuse. Even in Green Ridge, talking cats, or for that matter, any kind of talking animal was a rarity. But then he was the only one who could “hear” the cat. Why he was the only one that could talk to and hear the cat was something he chalked up to Brightman's magic. It helped that the wizard had also increased the cat's intelligence.
As he returned to the ground floor to judge the damage, the power came on and the three overhead lights lit. Hamilton nailed a board over the broken window left by the burglar and then surveyed his shop. There was quite a bit of empty floor space. He made the space larger by re-arranging some of the remaining furniture in preparation for the delivery he expected. At nine o'clock, he unlocked the front door and flipped the CLOSED sign to OPEN.
The bell over the door tinkled. A stranger, dressed in a dark hooded cloak, entered the shop. A waft of ice-cold air accompanied him.
"Kin ah help ya?” asked Hamilton.
Whiskers, who had been sitting on the counter top, looked at the man, leaped down and then raced up the stairs.
The hooded man glanced around the shop. “I'm looking for a trunk, something solid that will withstand a sea voyage.” The stranger's voice was a thin reed, with a slight hiss to it.
"Got jest what ya needs.” Hamilton directed the man to the rear of the shop. “These be the only two trunks I got. One's kinda rickety, but t'other's purty solid. Look fer yersef."
The man glanced at the trunks. Hamilton caught a glimpse of the stranger's face. It was a pasty yellow. Even the eyes had a jaundiced cast to them. A pencil-thin mustache did nothing to enhance the almost lipless mouth with the rest of the head hidden by the hood. The man's appearance sent a shiver up Hamilton's spine.
Without examining the trunks, the stranger shook his head and muttered, “No. No. Neither will do. Are you sure that these are the only trunks you have?"
"They be da only ones I got.” The man grunted and, without another word, turned his back on Hamilton and left. The little bell tinkled his departure.
"Good-bye ... and good riddance,” Hamilton growled at the closed door. He seldom let a customer leave his shop without buying something, but in this case he was glad the man was gone.
* * * *Floss's delivery wagon arrived around ten-thirty. Hamilton held the door open for Strongback, a monstrous man whom Hamilton knew from the pub, and Pigeon, Strongback's more diminutive partner. The two delivery men unloaded their cart in the center of the shop's floor. The process took half an hour. Then Strongback said, “That'll be ten royals."
"Fer what?” Hamilton asked. “Floss was s'posed to pay the delivery."
"He paid the delivery fee. This is the union surcharge fee, the receiver's fee. It's new."
"An’ what if ah won't pay?"
"Pack it up, Pigeon."
Pigeon began putting items back on the hand truck when Hamilton put his had on Pigeon's arm. “Wait. Ah din't say ah wouldn't pay, all ah said was ‘What if ah won't pay.’ M'be we could do a trade? Fer the fee?"
Strongback scratched his head and glanced about the shop. “Well, we're supposed to collect cash, ‘cause half of it goes to the union, but the missus has been on me to get a table. Not too big. Got any?"
Hamilton replied, “Only got two left after da rush last week. Over here.” He led the two delivery men to the side of the shop. Two tables sat by the wall. One was plain, but the other displayed pearl inlays in an irregular pattern.
"That one.” Strongback pointed to the inlaid table.
"Ah c'not do that fer ten. Look at the workmanship. Look at the inlays. It's got two drawers! Normal like, ah can no sell it fer less ‘n fifty, and even that'd be a bargain."
Strongback examined the table as Hamilton lit his lamp and moved it over the table. “Tis no cheap table here, Strongback. Owned by a rich man, y’ can tell."
"I don't know. Fifty royals sounds like a lot."
"Yes, but less yer ten royal fee, it would only be forty, but then,” Hamilton paused, “Ah prob'ly shouldn't sell it for so little. No. Ah'd be lose'n too much money. How ‘bout this one?” He indicated the second table.
"You're not getting out of it. Deal's a deal. You said forty and forty it'll be,” Strongback bellowed. He extracted forty royals from his purse.
Hamilton did his best to look miserable and sold the table he had paid ten royals for. He accepted the two twenty royal bills. As the two men left the store with the table, he could hear Pigeon asking Strongback, “Hey, what about me?” The bell tinkled, and they left.
Whiskers came down the stairs. Whatcha got, Old Man?
"This is the lot I bought yesterday. Archie-the-Pick's stuff."
The cat jumped up on the top of the pile a sniffed at it. Something smells strange.
"How so?"
Don't know. There's a scent I've never smelled before. Definitely not local.
Hamilton often relied on Whiskers’ senses. While not as good as a hound, she could smell things out better than any human could. “Any particular place?"
Somewhere at the bottom of the pile, in the center. Maybe in one of those big boxes.
"Well, first things first."
Whiskers jumped down from the heap of furniture and leaped onto the counter, where she made herself comfortable. Hamilton set about moving the furniture to strategic places in the shop. He threw out several pieces that were in such bad shape, not even Hamilton could sell them. Several other items went into another pile that he thought he could repair or refurbish. Usually, refurbishing meant removing blood stains or at least covering them over. With all of the furniture out of the way, he was left with three large crates, each four feet on a side.
He got a pry bar from his tools in the back and popped the lid off the first box. It contained mostly old clothes and unimportant stuff from Archie's. At the bottom of the crate he found a small box that contained some jewelry, but none of it of good quality. Still, he was surprised that Floss hadn't taken it. He must have been running late and missed it.
The second box contained books, tools, and kitchen items. None very valuable, but almost all could be resold.
There was only one crate left and it looked considerably older that the other two. He tried the pry bar on the lid, but it wouldn't budge. This box was not sealed with nails, but with screws.
Hamilton, tired from his exertions, sat down on a newly arrived chair that smelled of old cigars. Whiskers jumped down from the counter and then up on top of the crate. This is the one. She sniffed the air again. Something definitely strange in there.
While Whiskers stood on top of the crate, Hamilton took a deep breath, got up and fetched a screwdriver. He set to work on the first screw. It took a few moments and Hamilton swore under his breath before he was able to apply enough force to get the first screw turning. When removed Hamilton saw that it was a full nine inches long. The other seven screws holding the lid in place were no easier. With the screws out, the lid still refused to open but the pry bar succeeded. The crate lid came off and clattered to the floor as Whiskers leapt to a bench.
Under the overhead light, Hamilton peered down into the crate. The first thing he saw, something that looked like a sorcerer's cloak. Dark green, which seemed strange to Hamilton who had only seen such cloaks in purple and black. He lifted the cloak out of the crate and examined it in the light. Stitched in silver thread over the left breast were runic symbols such as he had never seen. Unlike the well-worn clothing from the other box, this piece appeared new.
Try it on.
Hamilton held up the cloak. “I think not. I don't want to have anything to do with wizards or their stuff. They're a detestable lot. Half of them try and pass off stupid little tricks for magic, and the ones that can do it ... Well, I just don't trust them."
Come on, Old Man. Aren't you just a bit curious? Besides, it probably isn't a real wizard's cloak. I've never seen a wizard wear a green cloak, and I've seen a bunch of wizards in my time. Doesn't it look nice ... and warm? Whiskers twined between Hamilton's legs. Of course, if you're afraid...
Hamilton wasn't afraid. Fear hadn't gotten him through 60 years of life. Caution and wisdom had. Still, it really was a top-notch cloak, and there was no one around to see him. He carried the garment over to a large mirror in the rear of the store and put it on.
He had half expected something dramatic to happen. A crack of thunder? A flash of light? Even a change in Hamilton, himself? But nothing appeared to happen. In a small way, Hamilton was glad, as the thought of crotchety old wizards made him uncomfortable. “Like you said...” Hamilton looked down at the cat. “It's just a cloak."
He examined himself in the mirror, and a small smile crept across his face. He did look good in green. And the cloak imbued his vestige with power and mystery. He re-examined the runic symbols reflected in the mirror. Backward, they made even less sense. Still, he did look good. And it fit even better than the black one he wore over 40 years ago. He pushed that thought from his mind. As he started to remove the green cloak, the shop's lights flickered and went out again. With his back blocking the daylight attempting entry through the dirty glass window, he again caught his reflection in the mirror. The runic symbols on the cloak glowed with a pale green light. He shed the cloak. The symbols ceased to glow.
Whiskers had observed everything. Guess I was wrong.
"Right!” he dropped the green cloak in a heap on a table. “So this is what smelled strange, huh?"
Whiskers jumped back up to the top edge of the crate. Balancing precariously, she stuck her head over the side and looked within. She sniffed the air. It wasn't the cloak.
A few seconds later the lights flickered and the power came back on. Hamilton once more looked into the crate. An old blanket covered something large within. He pulled out the blanket, which revealed a rather old, but solid-looking trunk. Two iron bands reinforced its structure. The hairs on Hamilton's arm rose as he remembered the dark stranger.
Whiskers sniffed again, Maybe you should just leave it where it is.
"I thought cats were supposed to be curious."
Curious, yes. Stupid, no. That box is older than anything I've ever smelled. Much older. It doesn't smell evil, but there's something ... something.
"You're a big help. So now you can smell age, huh? Maybe I should just leave it sealed and sell it to that stranger. This thing is probably what he searched for."
Whiskers jumped down from the crate and swished her tail. Do as you will, but I wouldn't sell anything to that man who left before the deliverers showed up. The smell about him wasn't strange. His smell is quite common in Green Ridge. It's the smell of death.
For the next hour, Hamilton arranged Archibald's furniture around the shop, all the while thinking about the trunk. Archie-the-Pick was known to have participated in some shady doings—no crime major enough that the police had bothered with, but it just added to the mystery of the trunk.
Two customers, locals, came and went. Each left with a purchase.
Whiskers watched from a cushion in the corner of the room. Well, are you going to open it or do I go back to sleep?
The trunk beckoned, and Hamilton had run out of excuses to leave it be. “Yes.” He reached into the crate, grabbed the trunk by the leather handles on either end, and then almost threw out his back as he tried to lift it. After managing to lift it only an inch, he dropped it.
Getting old? Not as strong as you used to be?
Hamilton scowled. “Thanks for the support, cat. Maybe you'd like to sleep outside tonight."
Aw. You know I was kidding. What's the problem?
"This thing is heavy.” Hamilton retrieved his screwdriver from the floor. Within a few minutes, he had removed the screws from the top of one side of the crate. He took a deep breath and pulled the loose side down, bending the two screws in the base. Finally, one side of the trunk was exposed. Hamilton managed to drag it out of the crate's remains.
"Well, here goes.” He tried the latch on the trunk. Locked. He got out his set of picks and worked on the lock for ten minutes. “Why should this be easy?” Hamilton mumbled to himself. He put away the picks and got his pry bar from where he had dropped it. Then he sat down and examined the trunk. It was two feet wide, three feet long, and about two and a half feet deep. The lid was rounded. It was constructed from some dark wood, and two heavy wrought-iron bands reinforced its body. He looked at the plate surrounding the keyhole and saw runic symbols similar to the ones on the cloak.
Whiskers came over for a closer look. Well, if you're going to open it, do it. She moved closer to the crate and sniffed at it, then backed off as if she had smelled something unpleasant.
"Well, cat, any revelations?"
I think you should put this thing back in the crate and sink it in the Oscan Swamp. She strolled back to her cushion, made a small show of curling up and the lay down with her back to Hamilton.
"So much for the ‘do it', huh?"
The cat remained silent.
"What do you know, anyway?” Hamilton took another deep breath and then, with the pry bar, tried to get a purchase between the trunk's lid and its base. The space was so small that that the bar kept slipping. Frustrated, he put the bar down and got out a hammer and a chisel. Even the chisel, whose edge was far from new, skittered from the tiny indentation between the lid and the base.
You don't really want to open it, do you?
"I wasn't sure when I started, but now I'm vexed.” Hamilton tapped on the plate around the keyhole and asked, “What do you make of these?” He pointed to the runic symbols.
At what? The cat got up, returned to where Hamilton crouched by the trunk and looked at the plate. Haven't a clue, but then you never taught me to read, did you? Are they the same ones as on the cloak?
"I don't know. Let's see.” Hamilton got up and fetched the cloak. He dropped the cloak on the concrete floor and heard a distinct “clink” when it hit the floor. Hamilton looked at the cat.
The cat looked back at Hamilton and then both stared at the cloak.
He picked it up and ran his fingers through its lining. Near the bottom, he found a tiny pocket. In the pocket, he found a small strangely shaped iron key.
Whiskers looked at the key and then at Hamilton. Last chance to give it up, Old Man.
Hamilton was of two minds, but curiosity won out. He couldn't see wasting the effort he had expended. He put the key in the lock and turned it. As the key rotated, he heard three separate clicks. The lid popped up a quarter of an inch from the base.
He lifted the lid and looked within and then immediately backed from the trunk. The smell that wafted out of the box was old and yet somewhat familiar.
Well, what's in it? asked Whiskers sniffing the air.
"It's a corpse."
I can tell that from here. Funny that I couldn't smell it before. Whose is it? The locksmith's?
Hamilton moved back to the trunk and looked again. “No. This body's been dead a lot longer than four weeks, and, judging from appearances, it was dead a long time before it was put in the trunk. It's mummified.” He saw that the folded body was clothed in a dark purple cloak. The face was turned away from the light.
The sight of death, for anyone living in Green Ridge, was neither revolting nor even unusual, but there was something about this corpse that bothered Hamilton. He turned the mummy to face him. Long white hair obscured the face. He brushed it aside and then dropped the corpse like it was made of magma.
"Obsidian!” His pulse shot up and he stumbled away from the trunk.
What?
"No. Who.” Hamilton took a deep breath in an attempt to regain control of his emotions.
Who's Obsidian?
Hamilton dragged himself back to the trunk. His voice sounding like a frightened child's, he stuttered, “M-Master Obsidian. He was a wizard."
You knew him?
"Far too well. When I was ten years old, my father apprenticed me to him. Obsidian was the most mean-spirited, self-centered man I have ever known. I studied magic and worked as his servant eighteen hours a day. I can still hear his words, ‘You're a natural, boy. When are you going to show it? An idiot could learn this spell. You're lazy. Why can't you apply yourself? You need some encouragement.’ Then he would hit me over and over. Nothing I ever did was good enough for that old bastard. I was sixteen and at the healer's recovering from one of his encouragements when a water wagon ran him down in the street. They said it was an accident, but I always believed that it was divine retribution. For years afterwards, I fantasized about driving that wagon and seeing him being crushed under the wheels. It brought me a modicum of solace, but nothing could make up for those six years."
Sounds a bit sick to me.
Hamilton looked over at the cat. “Maybe you're right, but you didn't know him. I'm not a violent man and generally not prone to strong emotions, but I hated that man more than I have hated anyone in my entire life."
So what happened to you after he died?
"The old bastard left me nothing, so I went back to my father. I hoped he would take me back. He refused. He said that I was old enough to make it on my own. Gave me 20 royals and told me to get out.
I bought a horse with the money and intended to get as far away from Green Ridge as possible, but then I lost my nerve. I sold the horse a week later for 30 royals. Been buying and selling ever since."
Whiskers looked about the room. And this is where it all led to? A dirty little shop in Green Ridge? You should have stuck with wizardry.
"You do want to live outside, don't you?"
No. I don't want to live outside, and you've been paid for my room and board. But, seriously, why don't you use a little magic to fix this place up?
"I can't do magic anymore."
Why not? You must have learned something.
"Damn it, cat. Shut up about me doing magic. Not one more word about it. It's a closed subject.” Hamilton growled at the cat.
Whiskers’ ears and tail went up. Fine.
Hamilton took a few deep breaths and then, as his furies subsided, turned his attention back to the trunk. It sat on the floor mocking him, spewing unpleasant memories.
He looked down at the old wizard's desiccated face. The skin had flaked off in places revealing the brownish skull beneath. Hamilton reached into the trunk and removed the mummified remains. He noticed that the pile of bones, dried skin, and old purple cloth weighed little as he placed them beside the trunk. A last flare of hatred arose within him. It passed in a moment and he looked within the trunk again. Inside there remained Obsidian's old wand and a black cloth bag. He removed them both, shuddering. He could still feel the sting of the wand on his bare arms from so long ago. The sack contained a silvered ball about six inches in diameter. It looked like a gazing ball, but weighed far too much to be one.
What's that?
Hamilton lifted the six-inch sphere, holding it up in one hand with his elbow braced against his body for support. He scratched his head with his other hand. There were some more runic markings inscribed on its mirrored surface. “I'm not certain, but I think it's a Sorenson Orb. I heard about them a long time ago, but never believed they existed. If it is a real Orb, it's like a magic capacitor."
A what?
"It absorbs significant amounts of astral power and stores it. When it reaches its capacity, it can be forced to release all of that energy in a single pulse."
Then what? She looked at her reflection in the Orb.
"I don't know.” Hamilton returned the orb to its sack and placed the bag on the floor. Then he flexed the arm that had been supporting it. “The Orbs were each designed for a specific purpose. Legend says that one Sorenson Orb caused a desert outside West Edge to bloom. Another legend says that one of the Orbs was responsible for the destruction of Heron Port, but both of these occurrences happened hundreds of years ago—if they happened at all. What this one was designed for, if it is a Sorenson Orb, I have no idea."
"So what are you going to do?"
Hamilton shook his head. “I don't know. My first inclination is to dump it in the ocean and be done with it. But, not knowing what it was made for, that could precipitate a disaster. In fact, doing anything with it could prove disastrous."
So? Liked I asked before, what are you going to do? Whiskers walked over and sniffed at the bag.
"All I can think of is to take the cloak, the trunk plate and the orb, and get the symbols on them translated. It's unfortunate that the only man I know who can do that lives in Central City. We weren't on a very friendly basis the last time I saw him."
When was that?
"Thirty some years ago."
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CHAPTER 2* * * *Preparations for the trip took a day. Hamilton packed the orb, cloak, wand and a rubbing from the trunk's plate in a walnut box. Obsidian's remains went into a burlap sack which, along with the box, Hamilton packed into his long, narrow horse cart. He also packed some staples for himself along with two cases of cat food.
When he was ready to leave, he locked up the shop and, with Whiskers riding on his shoulder, climbed up onto his cart. The morning sun was hidden by dark clouds. An hour before, it had started snowing. Hamilton hoped that it would pass but instead it had gotten heavier.
The wind whipped about the exposed bench seat as Bethesda, Hamilton's horse, dragged the cart through three inches of slush covering Dissention Boulevard. Whiskers refused to ride on Hamilton's shoulder in the face of the dense, wet, wind-driven snow. She snuggled under a flap of his heavy woolen coat.
The first leg of the trip ended after only fifteen minutes when the cart arrived at the Green Ridge Police Garrison. Hamilton slipped Whiskers into her basket, covered it with a cloth, and then entered the dark brick one-story building. Sergeant Gruff, large, but hardly fat, and wearing a heavy coat, was on duty at the desk. Hamilton shook the accumulated snow from his wide-brimmed hat and coat. The room was almost as cold as it was outside.
Gruff looked up. “What are you doing out on a day like this, peddler? Ain't fit out there for man ner beast."
"Ah'm shir m’ horse and cat would agree wit ya there, Capt'n, but ah've gotta make me a run ta Central City. Sides, this kind of snow cain't last. Anyways, ah'm here tah request extra eyes on m'shop whilst ah be away."
"How long are you going to be gone?"
"Figure it'll be at least a week er two, mubby more."
"Well,” began Gruff after examining the rate card on his desk, “Two weeks is 50. A third week ‘ill cost ya another 25. In addition, there's a 10% inclement weather surcharge. What'll it be?"
Hamilton grimaced at the fee. He wasn't thrilled about paying the police to do what they were already paid to do by the State, but at least the corruption was ethical. He knew that once paid, the garrison would stand by the agreement. An officer would post a Notification of Police Surveillance on the door of his shop. Once posted, even the Thieves Guild would pass it by, for a portion of the bribe went to them as well. And should anyone be foolish enough to ignore the notice, well, officially, the notice was just that, but in reality, it was a death sentence to anyone who violated it. Hamilton paid the Sergeant R 82.50.
Gruff put the money in a lower desk drawer, scribbled out a receipt and handed it over.
Hamilton examined the piece of paper, noting the amount, the date, and the expiration date. Then he noticed something at the bottom of the paper and exclaimed, “What be this? No refunds? Does this mean if in ah come back in two weeks, you keeps all ma money? Ah h'aint daft.” He waved the receipt in the air.
"Sorry, peddler. Forgot you could read. Give it here.” Gruff took the receipt, crossed out the line, initialed above it, and then handed it back. “You come back early, you'll get a partial refund. Course, if you don't come back in four weeks, well, you know."
"Yeah, ya sells m’ stuff. Ah'll be back."
"If you'll be carrying much money, you might want to get some trip insurance,” suggested the sergeant.
"Don’ you be gettin’ greedy, Captain. Ah ain't carryin’ nothin’ worth a thief's damn. If'in ah was, ah'd be rentin’ me a bodyguard ‘r two."
"Well then, safe trip to you, peddler."
"Thank ya, Captain."
Hamilton resumed his journey, this time heading east along the Coast Road. Had this been summer, he would have taken the boat, but in winter, when the harbor froze over, that option was closed. Whiskers, who had shimmied back under Hamilton's coat as soon as they re-boarded his cart, climbed up onto Hamilton's lap, still under his coat, and asked, Why didn't you wait until the weather got better?
"Because of Obsidian. I want him out of my shop and out of my life."
So why not just dump the body? Who'd know?
"I'd know. Let the Wizards Guild deal with his corpse. Besides, they'll owe me a favor, and I need Sapphire's help translating these runes."
Whiskers repositioned herself again. Who's Sapphire?
"Obsidian's brother, and the only one I know that can help. A few of the members of the Guild are just a bunch of tricksters. They have no idea what true magic is, but Obsidian did and so did his brother. They were both very powerful. Sapphire runs the Guild now."
* * * *The wind abated. The temperature dropped. The snow continued to fall, swallowing every sound except for the clip-clop of Bethesda's hooves on the road. The flakes no longer felt wet. Hamilton looked around behind the wagon. The wagon's four large, iron-spoked wheels left two gray lines in the snow behind them. He sighed and faced front again. No wheel marks lie ahead. “I would have expected more traffic. Don't seem natural."
In case you haven't noticed, it appears to be snowing. Some people don't like traveling in the snow. Some cats, too.
"Ridiculous. A little snow shouldn't impede commerce.” He glanced at his pocket watch. Just shy of midday and the sky had not brightened since they left. If anything, it was a shade darker. “In any case, we should reach the Mid-Post by dark. We can spend the night there. This storm will have blown over by tomorrow dawn."
I hope you're right.
"Of course I'm right,” Hamilton said, but conviction was missing from his voice.
For the next several hours they rode in a silent world. Although this was the coast road, Hamilton could not see the any part of the sea through the falling snow. On two occasions, he thought he heard the sound of surf, and once, he thought he heard a sea bird's call.
Whiskers awoke and stretched under his coat. Her claws ground into his chest. “Watch it, cat, or I'll stop providing a warm body for you to lie against."
Listen, Old Man. I'm warmer than you are, so I'm the one that's providing the heat.
The wheels of the cart now made a crunching sound as they rolled through the snow. The snow on top had frozen into a hard crust. Hamilton pulled back the reins and slowed Bethesda's pace. Whiskers, sensing the change, poked her head out from under the coat. Why are we slowing down?
"Ground's covered with ice. I don't want Bethesda to slip.
Mind pulling up for a minute?
"Why?"
'Cause I gotta go.
* * * *It was well after sunset when the man, the cat and the horse arrived at Mid-Post Station. Hamilton steered the wagon to the livery and released Bethesda from his harness. There was no livery man about so he fed and watered his horse, and brushed him down. Whiskers, now back in her basket, watched Hamilton as he spread a blanket over Bethesda's back and led him into a stall.
When he finished, he looked around the large stable. Only one other horse was there in a stall 30 feet away. It didn't look well and its water trough was empty. Hamilton added a small amount of water to its trough and the horse drank. Then he threw a pile of hay into the stall in the cleanest spot he could find. Satisfied that all was well with both Bethesda and his stable mate, he collected his pack and Whiskers from the back of the wagon, and headed up the dark path to the main building. Movement was awkward with his pack under one arm, and Whiskers, in her basket, in the other.
Half way to Mid-Post's entrance, Hamilton tripped over something buried in the snow. He dropped the basket and pack while trying to break his fall.
Ow! Whiskers complained as her basket thumped into the snow.
Hamilton landed hard. He looked about in the darkness. “Who the hell would leave a log across a path? Man could break his ass in the dark!” He regained his feet and composure, and then glanced down at the log accusingly. Upon closer examination, he realized that the snow covered log was a dead man.
Whiskers leapt from where she had fallen to the dead man's back. Hamilton knelt down by the corpse. He strained to see the man's face as he uncovered it in the darkness.
Anyone we know? Whiskers jumped down and circled the body.
After brushing the snow off the face, Hamilton strained to see it in the darkness. He shook his head. “Can't say as I've ever seen this one before. Maybe he's the station keeper.” Hamilton put his hand on the body and shook it. “Judging from the condition of the mystery horse in the stable, I'd say he's been dead at least three days. It's too late to bury him proper."
Just leave him there. He'll keep overnight. Right now, I could do with some warmth. I'm freezing. Whiskers ran back to her basket.
"Quit complaining. At least you have a fur coat.” Hamilton retrieved his pack and Whiskers’ basket and then continued up the evergreen lined path to the main building. The interior lights shimmered through the windows. Hamilton tried the handle at the main entrance and the door opened.
The Mid-Post Station was a two-story building with a single large room encompassing the entire the ground floor. On one side of the room were dining tables and chairs. On the other side, there stood the main desk next to an open-air kitchen. The walls and floor were polished wood. Several overhead lights lit the room, but they added no heat and the room was cold. The immense, slate hearth in the dining section held only ashes. Hamilton closed the door, dropped his pack and lowered Whiskers’ basket to the floor. “I don't suppose there's anyone here. There was only one other horse in the stable. Still. Hello!"
That wasn't too bright. Maybe the killers are still here.
"Unlikely. There was just the one horse and no tracks in the snow that I saw. Anyway, we don't know that the person was killed. Maybe he just died. It happens."
Not in Green Ridge, as I recall, but then this isn't Green Ridge, is it? As far as the body goes, he was killed. Didn't you see his back? Covered with blood.
"No. It was too dark. Covered in blood, huh?"
Lots of it. Anyway, seeing as how no one seems to have answered your hello, perhaps a bit of food and some heat are in order.
Hamilton built a fire in the hearth and got out one of the cat food tins. He opened it and put it on the floor. Whiskers looked up at him. “What, no bowl?"
"You're too damn picky, cat.” He retrieved a glass bowl from the kitchen then dumped the tin's contents into the bowl. “Satisfied now?"
Whiskers sniffed the cat food. She flicked her tail, irritated.
"What the matter now?"
Stuff's frozen solid. I guess it may warm up in a while. I think I'll do the same. She moved over by the fireplace, stretched, and curled up on the floor in front of it.
"Better move back a bit, cat. One pop from that fire and you'll be aflame."
Whiskers yawned and closed her eyes, ignoring the advice.
Hamilton shrugged and then made himself a meal out of food he found in the station's larder. By the time he had finished eating, he was ready to take off his coat. He dumped it on the table, as the now-roaring fire filled the room with delicious warmth.
After the chill had left his bones, he climbed the stairs to the second story. This floor consisted of small rooms off a narrow central hallway. Each room had a bunk with two exceptions. One room, at the end of the hall, had ten cots in close proximity and the room next to it appeared to be the station keeper's residence. That room, in addition to the bed and table, contained books, notebook, tools, two lamps and a small safe which stood open, quite empty.
Hamilton frowned. In Green Ridge, it was not a crime to steal from a dead man as long as you had nothing to do with his demise. The room had obviously been searched, as the mattress was askew on its frame, and clothes and small articles were scattered everywhere.
To salve his curiosity, Hampton decided to give it another look. Sometimes not knowing what you are looking for is a boon, since you don't ignore anything. In a heap of clothing, he found a small piece of turquoise. He dropped it on the table, but it bounced, hit the floor and rolled under the bed.
He got down on his knees and tried to retrieve the piece. He could see it, but he couldn't reach it. He lay down on his back and pulled himself as far under the frame as he could using a bed slat for leverage. As his hand slid along the wood, he dislodged a small box that was sitting on top of it. It toppled to the floor.
Hamilton slid free of the bed with the turquoise piece and the box in hand. He dropped the turquoise into his pocket and sat on the floor examining the box. The six-inch rectangular box seemed to be made of various shades of wood and wooden inlays. There was no obvious way to open it. He carried the box downstairs where the light was better.
What do you have?
"I don't know. Maybe this thing is what whoever was here earlier looked for. It's some kind of a box, but I can't open it."
Whiskers got up from her spot before the fire and leapt up to the table where Hamilton had placed it. She looked at the box for a moment. It's a Jarn Mystery box. Thorn had several of them in his study.
"So it's magic?"
Magic? No. Just a clever piece of engineering.
"Can you open it?"
No, but you probably can.
"Huh?"
I can't because I don't have thumbs. Try sliding one of the little panels on the box's side.
Hamilton tried each of the small panels and started to feel foolish until one of them gave way to the pressure and slid about a half inch, revealing a tiny switch in the area thus exposed. He glanced at Whiskers.
What are you waiting for? Just push the switch.
Hamilton pushed the small lever. “Nothing happened."
Patience, Old Man. The switch unlocked another panel. Look for it the way you did the first one. Let me know if you find anything. Whiskers jumped down from the table and trotted over to her bowl of food.
Hamilton found the newly released panel and slid it back, revealing another switch. He had to repeat the procedure two more times before he was able to slide the lid off. The box looked empty, but the inside was smaller than the outside. He played with the panels again, and a new one moved when he pushed it. This time the switch released a small drawer concealed in the base. He pulled the drawer out. In it was a small, yellowed piece of folded paper.
He looked over at the cat who was in the process of cleaning her face with the back of her paw. “Just a piece of paper. I was kind of hoping for a jewel or gold or something..."
The cat took a final wipe at her face and then returned to Hamilton. Anything on the paper?
Hamilton unfolded it. As he stared at what was written, his eyes opened wider and his expression grew dark. “Damn!” he exclaimed.
What? What's it say?
"I've been summoned. I've got to get to the Guild in Center City."
Why?
"It's from Obsidian..."
You mean that corpse in the cart? How could he write you a note? He's been dead a long time, hasn't he?
"Wizards don't exactly die. Oh, their bodies go eventually, but their being, well, their being can hang around for a long time. Damn!"
Let me get this straight. We travel half way to Center City and, in a mystery box, you find a note addressed to you. Coincidence?
"There's no such thing as a coincidence when it comes to magic."
What's the big deal? That's where we were going, anyway. Right?
"You don't understand, cat. The miserable Obsidian is still pulling my strings."
* * * *By dawn the next morning, Hamilton had already prepared his wagon for the second half of the trip. He took some extra food from the station's larder as well and freed the other horse from the barn. He also filled the trough.
The sun began its rise into a cloudless sky, but it brought little heat: a cold blanket of air had settled in. Hamilton banged his hands together for warmth. Then he hitched Bethesda to the cart. He retrieved Whiskers from the station. Once more they headed for Center City.
Whiskers crawled under Hamilton's coat. I still don't understand why some dead guy's demand that you do something has any power over you now.
"Because it wasn't a demand or a request. It was a summons, as in ‘Guild summons'. It's something I cannot refuse."
Whiskers twisted about beneath the coat looking for her optimal position. Why not? You're not in the Guild. They don't have any power over you, do they?
"I had to join the Guild when I was 15. A year before Obsidian died, but after he died, I gave it up. Too many games. That and the fact that the Guild stripped me of my magic. That's why my father kicked me out of his house. Guess he thought I'd wasted the money he spent on the apprenticeship. I didn't much care back then, but some things change for the better."
And some for the worse, said Whiskers completing the quote. I can't believe that you're a wizard and I've known a few. I mean, you don't use magic—ever.
"Leave it be. I don't need it anyway."
You don't need it? You don't need it? Geez, Old Man, you're living in Green Ridge. By choice? Are you on catnip or something?
"Calm down, cat. Green Ridge is a good a place as any. I've got my health, food, a roof over my head and income. What else is there?"
Oh, I don't know, how about better food, a non-leaking roof, and a decent income, for starters?
Hamilton ignored the question and they rode on in silence for a while. He kept a careful eye on the virgin snow on the road ahead as Bethesda crunched through it. No travelers had beaten down a path before them. Only the sparse, snow covered trees broke up the monotony of white as the sun rose higher into the sky.
About mid-afternoon, Whiskers slithered out from beneath Hamilton's coat and stretched. Then she jumped into the back of the cart and sniffed at the provisions. 'Bout time to stop for a bite, isn't it?
Hamilton looked back at the cat and then did a quick survey of their surroundings. There was nothing that he could see that might pose a threat, so he pulled back on the reins. Bethesda slowed and stopped. Had this been summer, he would have pulled off the road and gotten out of sight but, since they appeared to be the only living souls in the area, he didn't bother.
After climbing down from the cart, he stamped his feet to get his circulation moving. Then he reached into the pocket of his pants and extracted a can of cat food. He dumped it on the bed of the cart. “I kept it warm for you."
The cat looked up at him. No bowl?
Hamilton shook his head cringing at the can shaped dent in his left buttock and Whiskers’ lack of gratitude. “What's this thing you've got for bowls? Sounds awfully picky for a cat."
Not just any cat, Old Man. I've eaten out of bowls my entire life. You expect me to change now?
"Correct. Of course, if you don't want the food, I could just get rid of it."
Whiskers moved over to the pile of minced pigeon in gravy and sniffed it. While the cat ate, Hamilton removed Bethesda's bit and hung a feed bag over her ears.
Hamilton climbed back up onto the cart and got some meat and bread from his supplies along with a wine skin. Though he said nothing about it to Whiskers, he felt very uncomfortable about their situation. Even in winter, the Coast Road should have some traffic on it. With the harbor frozen, it was Green Ridge's only supply route. So, why no fellow travelers? Why no tracks in the snow? And the biggest why of all—why, after so many years of being shunned, had he been summoned to the Guild? A shiver ran up his back, and it wasn't from the cold wind blowing from the East.
* * * *Late in the afternoon, the travelers entered the farthest outskirts of Center City. Ordinarily, this would have normally made Hamilton feel better, but the homes he had expected to see either appeared vacant, were smashed or were cinder piles with charred beams jutting up through the snow. He snapped the reins and urged Bethesda to a faster clip, wishing to get away from the desolation. Little changed as they approached the city.
It wasn't until sunset had turned the snow into gold that he saw a sign of life. They entered the town of Norkon, which comprised the western portion of Center City. He noticed a pub up ahead. The sign above the door declared it to be Scrawny's Libations. He stopped and tied Bethesda to a post outside. Whiskers jumped up on his shoulder.
The pub was only marginally warmer than the outdoors and smelled of wood smoke. Two customers stood at the bar. The four small tables that covered the floor were empty. Hamilton looked at himself in the large mirror behind the bar. He looked tired. The barkeep came over to him. He was tall and boney with skin the color of alabaster. Even his hair was pale. Hamilton almost asked, “You Scrawny?” but at the last moment changed it to, “You the owner?"
"Yeah. Scrawny Jix.” The barkeep extended his hand.
Hamilton shook the proffered hand, grasping the man's wrist as the barkeep grasped Hamilton's.
"Don't get many strangers lately. Actually, we haven't had any save for you. Not since Thermite started coming by. What'll it be?"
"Got any hot cider?"
"No."
How about a bowl of milk? Whiskers stood on Hamilton's shoulder.
"Then ale, I suppose. Make it a dark one.” He winced as the cat's claws bit through his coat.
"Only comes in one color, mister.” The man drew a mug of ale and placed it before Hamilton. “Half a Royal."
"Got any milk around ... for the cat,” Hamilton pointed at Whiskers.
"'Fraid not. Got some chicken soup though. Still pretty fresh."
Chicken soup? Hot chicken soup? I'll force myself.
"How much extra—for the soup?"
"Nothing. Food's free long as you're drinkin'.” Scrawny placed the bowl of soup on the bar. Whiskers jumped down from Hamilton's shoulder and sampled the soup. Satisfied with the taste, she bore down on the warm soup with gusto.
"Thanks.” Hamilton fished in his purse, came up with a Royal and dropped the coin on the bar. The barkeep went to get change, but Hamilton waved it aside. “Keep it. Who's Thermite?"
"You are a stranger if you haven't heard of Thermite, mister! Thermite's a crystal-wing dragon. Biggest and meanest one ever, from what I hear. The peacekeepers don't have anything that can touch it. Been burnin’ and smashin’ homes west of here for two months now."
"So just who is going to stop it?"
"The Guild of Magic Users and Wizards say that they've got it under control. They say that they've summoned a wizard who can deal with the dragon."
Hamilton winced. Damn! So that's why Obsidian summoned me. Goddamn his eyes!
The barman caught his expression. “Don't you think the Guild can handle it?"
Regaining his composure, Hamilton replied, “The Guild? Maybe. I hear that they've got some powerful wizards."
"Not what I heard. I heard that since their big shot Guildmaster croaked, what was his name? Sapphire? Yeah, Sapphire. Anyway, after he croaked, the Guild went downhill. From what people tell me, the new Guildmaster isn't worth a tin royal."
"Sapphire's dead?"
"Yeah. Died about eight years ago. That's when this Diamond guy took over."
"Diamond? Never heard of him.” He finished his ale and put the empty mug down on the bar.
"Want another? On the house?"
Hamilton shook his head. “I appreciate the offer, but I've got a lot to do. Where's the nearest decent inn?"
"That'd be the King's Arms. They'll treat you right, but they charge quite a bit. Two blocks down to your left. Hang a right on King's Way, then it's about three more blocks. You can't miss it."
"Thanks."
"I didn't catch your name."
With Whiskers riding on his shoulder, Hamilton headed for the door. “Mud. Just call me Mud."
Once back in the cart, Whiskers asked, Mud?
"I wish it was Mud. Anything, but Hamilton Swoop.” He gave a short snap to the reins and Bethesda plodded forward.
So you figure you're supposed to be this town's savior, huh?
"Seems that way. Between all that stuff from the trunk and the note in that mystery box, I can't think of anything else it could mean."
What's a crystal-wing dragon?
Hamilton turned Bethesda onto King's Way. “I have no idea. As far as I know, the last dragon died in Eastern Pontifex before I was born."
The streets of Norkon looked like they were in better shape than those of Green Ridge. Not only were they all paved, but there were walkways on either side for pedestrians although no one traveled the roads. The town was also clean. The piles of trash and worse, common in Green Ridge, were absent here. The buildings, some as high as three stories, looked fresh and well maintained. The iron-banded cart wheels and Bethesda's hooves made clicking sounds on the cobblestone street.
Hamilton turned the horse and wagon into the stable next to the King's Arms. The building was, at least by Green Ridge standards, ornate. Swirls of gold filigree decorated exterior frescos. The walls themselves looked to be made of polished marble. Four massive gargoyles guarded the roof.
Now this is what I call class! Whiskers jumped from Hamilton's shoulder to the seat beside him.
Hamilton climbed down and watched the stable hand unhitch Bethesda and lead her to a stall. Then, together, they pushed his wagon to the side of the yard.
Whiskers observed as Hamilton collected his belongings. Before leaving the stable, he tipped the hand a royal to brush Bethesda down and to feed her some oats rather the just hay. Whiskers followed as he carried his pack, the burlap sack containing Obsidian and the walnut box in through the main hotel door.
Entering the Arms’ lobby, his feet sank into the deep, plush carpet. Bright electrics illuminated the room. A mop-haired boy of fifteen or so, dressed in a uniform a size too large, greeted Hamilton at the door and offered a cart for his luggage. Hamilton put his luggage on the cart.
The boy tried to shoo Whiskers away before Hamilton stopped him. “Cat's with me, boy."
"Sorry, sir, but we don't allow animals.” Not much authority made it into his squeaky voice.
"What other inns are there in town? Perhaps you could direct me.” Hamilton bent to retrieve the items he'd deposited on the cart.
"Er, maybe the Arms could make an exception. The manager's over there.” The boy's voice dropped to a whisper.
The King's Arms would not be turning away patrons, considering that the stable, which could hold several dozen horses, held only six or seven. Even the main lobby stood empty, except for the boy and the manager.
The boy wheeled the cart to the main desk. “Can I help you, sir?” The manager was a short man dressed in a shiny black shirt and brown pants.
Whiskers jumped back up on Hamilton's shoulder. He winced as one of the claws bit through his coat. “I want a room for myself and my cat, but your boy says the hotel has a problem with my animal. That so?"
The manager looked flustered and shot a dark look at the boy. “No, sir. No problem. How long will you be with us?"
"I don't know. A week, maybe more."
"That'll be five royals a night, which includes dinners. You'll have to pay in advance."
Hamilton took a deep breath. “Bill it to the Guild.” He signed the register.
"Which Guild would that be, Mister, er, Master Citrine?” he asked as he read the register.
"Wizard's Guild."
The manager's eyebrows went up and his mouth opened in apparent awe. “You're him, aren't you? You're the one!"
"What are you talking about?"
"You're the one Master Diamond said was coming. You're going to kill the dragon"
"That remains to be seen. Right now I need a key."
"A key?"
"For the room?"
"For the ... Oh yes. Of course. The best room we have!” The manager handed over the key. “Will there be anything else?"
"Yes, some food. Send it to the room. Beef, bread and potatoes, and something to drink. Maybe something sweet as well."
Ahem, Whiskers whispered in Hamilton's mind.
"And some fish for my cat."
Ahem...
"Serve the fish in a bowl, please."
Thanks, Old Man.
"Of course, Master Citrine. Roscoe, show them to the Royal Suite. I'll have the food sent up immediately."
Hamilton started to follow Roscoe, and then turned back. “Notify the Guild that I have arrived, but not until morning. Tell no one else I am here."
The manager's shoulders drooped. “Of course, Master Citrine. It shall be done."
The lift deposited them on the third floor of the hotel. Roscoe pushed the cart down the dark green, carpeted hallway. The wall paper was white laced with gold. Nice place, Whiskers observed.
Hamilton did not reply. Roscoe stopped at a door at the end of the hall and held his hand out for Hamilton's key. He unlocked the room, returned the key and opened the door to allow Hamilton to enter first. The boy pushed the cart in. “Shall I unpack for you, Master Citrine?"
"Won't be necessary, lad.” Hamilton pressed a royal into the boy's hand. “Just bring up the food and say nothing of my arrival."
"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir, er, Master.” He hurried out closing the door behind him.
Whiskers jumped off Hamilton's shoulder, stretched her body by extending her front paws, and yawned. She paced the perimeter of the room and then entered a second room through an open door, disappearing from Hamilton's sight. All right!
"All right what?” The answer became apparent when Hamilton entered the bedroom. Sprawled across the floor was the largest bed he had ever seen. In the middle of it sat Whiskers. She had sunk about three inches into the soft down comforter. “Oh."
All this and it smells like duck. Heaven! Call me when the food arrives. Whiskers curled up for a nap.
"You're pushing your luck, cat."
Back in the main room, he arched his back trying to remove some of the journey's stiffness. Then he eased himself into a large, well-padded chair. It was much better than any chair he had ever had pass through his shop. His stress from all the bumps and crunches of their trip melted away.
The elation of his surroundings gave way to darker thoughts. Though he had never seen a dragon, he'd read about them. He remembered that it had been easy to kill dragons, once they discovered the correct method. A large, flying, bloated reptile, full of hydrogen mixed with methane and under pressure, just might be taken out with a flaming crossbow bolt. After a few bad hits, the King's guards found the dragons vulnerability and, after that, good-bye dragons. At least, that is what the book said. However, since it was likely that the other members of the Guild had read this too, why was there still a dragon problem? Myopic archers?
He examined his surroundings. Another chair, two love seats and a huge couch. The walls were painted in white with a slight hint of violet. Two gilt framed mirrors hung on one wall on either side of the door. A large window flanked by a pair of paintings of previous kings adorned the second wall. Hamilton noted the bars over the window—a gilded cage? A rack of hand-to-hand combat weapons stood against third wall. He examined them for a moment, wondering why weapons would be necessary in a Royal Suite. The rack held two swords, a club, a spiked ball on a chain and a formidable looking crossbow, complete with bolts. “Assassination worries?” Hamilton mused.
The last wall sported a fireplace, at least two sizes larger than it need be. Hamilton calculated the resale value of all of the things in the room. He whistled when he realized it was more than his entire annual sales.
Dinner? Whiskers returned from the bedroom.
"Not yet."
But you whistled.
"Huh? Oh, no, I was just figuring what all this stuff would be worth."
Now you care about money! You could have used magic anytime to be rich, right?
"No, I couldn't. I was just curious. Could you imagine anyone living in a place like this?"
Me, for one, and I haven't even tasted the fish yet. Besides, I know you aren't serious. You couldn't fit all this stuff in the cart. Whiskers jumped onto the couch.
There was a knock at the door. Dinner arrived. The boy wheeled in a cart, bowed, and then removed a metal hemisphere that covered the table top. Wondrous smells filled the room. Beneath the cover was the biggest steak Hamilton had ever seen, a slab of beef roast that could feed an entire family, two fat baked potatoes—each supporting a butter lake, a full loaf of crisp side bread, two slices of pie; one apple and one cherry, a pot of coffee, and, on the side, two mugs of chilled beer. In addition, there was a cobalt blue glass bowl containing several fresh fish filets.
Fish. Fish. I smell them. Give me fish!
Quiet. Hamilton spoke to the cat in a voiceless whisper. Then, to the boy, “This will do nicely. Do I have to eat everything?"
"Oh no, Master. Eat only what you like."
"Good. Here's a royal for you, kid, and here's one for the chef. I need not mention what might happen if he doesn't get it. Right?"
"Oh, right, sir. And thank you sir.” The boy accepted the two coins. “Shall I light the fire, Master Citrine?"
"I don't think that will be necessary. Your heating system seems to be more than adequate. That will be all."
"Thank you, sir.” With that the boy departed.
Hamilton took the bowl of fish and put it down on a tiled corner of the room. Whiskers followed his every move. She had her head in the bowl before it touched the floor. Oh, yes, mumbled the cat between mouthfuls. I could definitely live here.
Hamilton started in on his food as well. Fifteen minutes later he sat back, satiated, in the over-stuffed chair. At least when it came to the food, he had to agree with Whiskers. It was the most delicious meal he had ever eaten.
He finished the second beer and then rose, shut off the lights and entered the bedroom. He stripped off his outer clothes and climbed beneath the covers. Whiskers jumped up and curled into a ball at the foot of the bed, where she purred herself to sleep.
For Hamilton, sleep took its time in arriving. The visions of Obsidian he recalled from his younger days filled his mind with trepidation. He glanced at the sleeping cat and felt a tinge of jealousy. He was not looking forward to the morrow.
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CHAPTER 3* * * *At dawn, Hamilton opened his eyes to the splendor of his room. Light poured in the window, and it took a moment for him to remember where he was. When he did, the smile that was trying to emerge died on his lips. He got up and went into the bathroom with his pack. By the toilet, he discovered that Whiskers had relieved herself during the night. He cleaned it up and then took his turn. Relieved and refreshed, he returned to the bedroom and dressed. Whiskers watched from her spot on the bed.
There was a knock at the door of the suite. Hamilton answered it. He was expecting someone from the Guild, but it was the boy, with another cart of food.
"I thought the price only included dinner."
"Nothing is too good for the man who will slay Thermite."
Hamilton winced. It would be pointless to try to set this lad straight. Let him enjoy his raised spirits while he could. “Thanks, lad."
The boy pushed the cart into the room and lifted the lid. Another steak, fried potatoes, eggs, grilled bread, fruit juices, coffee, and another bowl of...
Fish? Do I smell more fish? Whiskers scampered into the main room.
"How are you going to do it, Master?"
"Do what?"
"Kill Thermite, of course. How are you going to kill him?"
Hamilton smiled. “It's a trade secret. Has anyone from the Guild showed up yet?"
"No, Master Citrine. The manager, Mr. Thackeray, had me deliver your message about an hour ago.” He collected the dishes from the previous night. Hamilton gave him a half-royal as he pushed the previous night's cart towards the hallway.
"Thank you very much, sir.” The door clicked shut behind him.
Fish? Give me the fish! Whiskers leapt on top of the cart.
"Get off.” Hamilton exclaimed. He swatted at the cat and missed. “Here.” He put the bowl of fish on the floor. Whiskers attacked it.
Hamilton ate a bit of everything on the cart. The food was excellent and, ordinarily, he would have enjoyed it more, but with the Guild and the dragon looming on the horizon, his appetite waned.
After eating less than a quarter of the food, he sat back in the dark green chair with a mug of coffee, to think. The fact that the Guild representative had not arrived provided him with a ray of hope that maybe he was wrong. Maybe, just maybe, they were waiting for some other wizard. After all, he'd gotten the summons from Obsidian, not the Guild. He had almost convinced himself when his hopes were dashed by a knock on the door.
Hamilton put down his coffee, rose and answered to the door. “Who is it?"
A female voice replied, “Master Citrine? I am Thalia Sprite. Master Diamond, Guildmaster of the Guild of Magic Users and Wizards ordered that I bring you to him. I have a carriage waiting downstairs."
Hamilton opened the door. A girl, somewhere in her early twenties, smiled up at him. The only word for her that came to Hamilton's mind was “stunning". Clad in a snow white sheepskin coat and dark breeches, she was raven-haired and had bright, gold-flecked brown eyes. Hamilton wanted to be angry. He wanted to tell her to go tell Diamond to come and get him himself. He really wanted to, but the girl's smile melted him. “Come ... in,” is all he could get out.
The girl's smile grew broader as she entered. The aroma of sandalwood brushed Hamilton's nose.
Whiskers looked up from her meal. Who's the girl?
She's from the Guild. Go to the bedroom.
Whiskers flicked her tail and left the room.
He then turned to the girl. “Thalia, please sit. I'll only be a minute or so."
She undid her coat and sat on one of the love seats. The sweater she wore beneath the coat did little to hide her assets.
Hamilton hurried into the bathroom and made himself as presentable as possible. He stared at himself in the mirror and frowned. An old man looked back at him. He grabbed his coat from the bedroom and returned to the girl.
"You know,” he began, “It's been a very long time since anyone called me Master Citrine."
That Roscoe kid called you Master Citrine less than an hour ago.
Shut up and stop listening! Hamilton formed the words in his head.
Pardon my ears.
"Well, Master Diamond said that you were just the wizard for the job. He said that it was surprising how quickly you got here.” The words flowed from Thalia's lips like honey. Hamilton collected every drop.
"Surprising? What do you mean?” He sat down across from her, inhaling the sandalwood aroma.
"Well, Master Diamond only sent the letter requesting your presence two days ago."
"Letter?"
"Yes. Didn't you get it?"
"No. And I passed no mail rider on my journey."
"How strange. Perhaps we should leave now. Master Diamond is waiting."
Hamilton collected the box containing the contents of the trunk and the sack containing the remains of Obsidian. He removed the last of the breakfast from the Inn's cart and then placed his bag and box on top of it. Then he offered his arm to the girl. Together they left the room and headed down in the lift.
* * * *Whiskers’ words followed him. He could never escape the cat's voice intruding in his mind. What about me? Are you going to just leave me here? I could starve here, you know.
I won't be gone that long. Besides, there's plenty of steak and eggs on the floor if you finish the fish.
The carriage she took him to was not new. By the looks of it, it was even possible that he had ridden in it as a young man. There was a faded Guild symbol on the door. The driver ushered Hamilton and the girl into it. The coachman placed the bag and box on the top and climbed to his seat. He gee'd up the pair of horses, and they set off.
The interior of the carriage was every bit as shabby as the exterior. Hamilton sat across from Thalia and spent a few moments attempting to look at her without staring. “Tell me about your Master Diamond."
Her smile waned. “Master Diamond has been in charge of the Guild since Master Sapphire passed. That was about eight years ago."
"How long have you known him?"
"I met him for the first time last year. That's when he told me I could be a great wizard. He's a very wise and powerful wizard. He can do really good magic tricks."
"Tricks? He does tricks?” Hamilton turned away from Thalia, shocked. “Thalia, I know you have been taught not to speak ill of Master Diamond, but do you know what can happen if you lie to a wizard?"
"No. What?"
Hamilton wasn't prepared for that answer and there was an awkward pause. “Er, ah ... well, it isn't pleasant. Now, tell me about the real Master Diamond. You may rest assured that what you tell me will not be repeated."
The girl remained silent for a moment. “Well, when the brown plague struck, back in ‘46, Sapphire and many of the other senior wizards succumbed. Master Diamond, who was about 25 at the time, became the Guildmaster. His magic, I have been told, is not as strong as that of the old wizards. Since then, the Guild has tried to rebuild, but those with the talent have been hard to find. Many of the current members resent Master Diamond, but there have been no further major struggles."
"Why do they resent him?"
"From what I have heard, they resent the direction that Master Diamond has chosen. In the past, the Guild was revered for protecting the city populace and for our healing powers. Not the government, not even King Kang, himself, would have considered trying to overrule it, but things have changed."
"How so?"
"Now the Guild does little more than supply entertainment at festivals. They even rent out Wizards for birthing day parties. The only thing the Guild has done for the city of late was to try and stop the dragon and, in that, they, like the militia, failed."
The carriage hit a large bump, and both Hamilton and Thalia almost hit the roof.
She came down on Hamilton's lap, blushing as she disengaged herself.
"What exactly did they do in their attempt to kill the dragon?” Hamilton was doing his best to ignore stirrings in his body that had been absent for over a decade.
"I was not permitted to accompany the party. From what I was told, they attempted a freeze spell."
"A freeze spell? A freeze spell? In the middle of winter? What idiot came up with that?"
"Master Slate led the party, but he was following Master Diamond's plan. You should not speak ill of Master Diamond. He is the Guildmaster and deserves your respect.” Thalia's cheeks reddened.
"He deserves nothing from me. Did the freeze spell work at all?"
"No. It had no effect. When it failed, they set wards on the city's border."
"Did they work?"
"Not entirely. The attacks have been less frequent, but they have not stopped."
Hamilton sat back in his seat. On the one hand, he did not wish to offend the girl, but on the other, he realized that the Guild had lost much of its power.
After a few moments of silence, he decided to change the subject. “Is Master Diamond a good teacher?"
"He has tried, but I must not be that good a student. I have learned a few spells, and I do have the talent, but mostly he just wants me around to make him feel better."
Hamilton frowned. He glanced out the window of the carriage as they bore deeper into Center City. The snows were melting. The sun rose higher in the sky. There were more people on the streets here, and the carriage driver had to negotiate a path between carts, wagons, and populace.
Hamilton once more faced the girl. “Do you know why I was summoned?"
"Why, to kill the dragon, of course. Master Diamond said that you are the most powerful wizard in the land and that you could defeat the dragon."
"I wish I shared his confidence."
"What?"
"Oh, nothing, nothing. How much further?” Hamilton was not familiar with their route.
Thalia glanced out the window. “We're almost there."
Soon the carriage arrived at the Guild Hall. The huge, two-story building looked pretty much the same as Hamilton remembered it, but some things had changed. Its smooth, once polished walls were now dull, and in places bricks were exposed where parts of the outer surface had fallen away.
The driver climbed down and held the door. Hamilton exited first and offered his hand to Thalia to help her climb down. He had expected Diamond to greet him, but no one was there. The driver climbed back up to the top of the carriage and passed Hamilton's packages to him.
Together, Hamilton and Thalia climbed the traditional thirteen steps to the main entrance. He opened the right side of the double doors and they entered.
Inside, the great hall stood empty. Their footfalls on the well-worn tile floor returned echoes. Thalia led him to Diamond's office, opened the door and bade him to go in. He entered and looked about the room. The girl did not follow. Instead, she closed the door.
A young man who looked to be about thirty was seated behind a wide and largely bare oaken desk. He rose and greeted Hamilton. “So good of you to come in answer to my request, Master Citrine. I am honored by the presence of such a venerable wizard as yourself."
Hamilton placed his packages on the floor and then studied the Guildmaster's face. To Hamilton, he looked like a boy. His beard was sparse. His curly blond locks were long and flowed down his back. This room, which Hamilton had been in before so many years ago, now looked somehow smaller. Many of the magic symbols and arcane objects that he remembered were missing. Behind Diamond was a shelf that had once held Sapphire's arcane library. Now there was nothing but a fish oil lamp and a pile of loose parchments.
"Please sit down, Master Citrine."
Hamilton sat in a dark wooden chair facing the desk. The Guildmaster resumed his seat behind the desk.
"How was your journey? You made very good time."
Hamilton scowled. “From what I hear, you expect me to kill a dragon. Is this true?"
"Yes, Master Citrine. We are counting on you and your abilities."
"Then you are in big trouble. I can't help."
Diamond looked shocked. “But were you not a student of Obsidian? Did you not learn the arcane secrets from him?"
"Listen, kid. I didn't say I wouldn't help. I said I can't. The only thing I can do to your dragon is throw rocks at it."
Diamond stood. Hamilton remained seated. “But your magic was reputed to be almost as strong as Obsidian's. Surely, you have the power."
"You were misinformed. I have no magical powers whatsoever. After Obsidian passed, I left the Guild. Master Sapphire decided that I should be punished for what he called ‘abandonment.’ He ordered that I be stripped of my powers. I was summoned here and a lock spell was put upon me by the Guild's wizards. I was told that if I would not support them, then I could not use magic."
"But, but that is terrible. Obsidian wrote in the records that you were the most powerful wizard he had ever taught. He said that you were a natural—that your talent even surpassed his."
"Really? He never said anything like that to me. He berated my abilities every chance he got."
"So you came all this way, in answer to my summons, just to tell me this?” Diamond's brows drew together to form one solid line.
"No. I did not come here in answer to your summons. I never received it."
"But then ... why?"
"I received a summons from Obsidian."
"Obsidian? But he's been dead for, for over 40 years."
"So? That didn't keep him from showing up three days ago."
"He ... showed up at your house? How is that possible?"
Hamilton removed the folded, mummified Obsidian from the sack. He sat the body on the floor. “Say hello to Obsidian."
Diamond stared at the desiccated remains and dropped back into his chair. “This ... is ... Obsidian?"
"In the flesh, or at least what's left of it. So, unless you know how to break the lock spell, I'll be taking my leave now."
"Wait, please wait.” exclaimed Diamond in desperation.
Hamilton sat back down. “Do you have the power to remove the spell?"
"I ... ah ... no. But permit me to consult our Archivist, Runemaster Argus. I will have him search the records. I'm sure he can find a way to break the spell. It must have been recorded."
"You have a Runemaster?” Hamilton rose and retrieved the paper containing the transcribed runes from the box he had brought. “Give him this. Maybe he can make something out of it. In the meantime, I'll return to the inn. Notify me if you find a solution.” He handed the sheet to Diamond. “If I don't hear from you within the week, I shall return to Green Ridge. Oh, incidentally, I've billed my room to the Guild."
Diamond's mouth fell open then snapped shut. “You'll hear from us soon."
"Us? Well all of you can take your time. I like the inn."
Diamond pulled a cord hanging from the wall behind him. There was an almost immediate knock on the door. “Enter."
Thalia opened the door, entered and stood next to Hamilton.
"Acolyte Thalia, have the carriage brought around. Master Citrine will be returning to the inn. Then locate Runemaster Argus and send him to me."
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CHAPTER 4* * * *So, Old Man, what happened? Are you going to save the day?
"Seems unlikely, cat. The Guild is now under the control of a kid who does magic tricks for a living. I should just pack up and go home."
And give up all this good food and comfort? Must we?
"No, but I should. I've a shop to run but I've agreed to stay for a week. I doubt that they will come up with anything. Anyway, I'd like to see that Thalia again."
She's way too young for you. Way too young. Besides, she's afraid of you.
"Afraid of me?"
I can sense these things.
"Sounds to me like kitty is jealous."
Don't be silly. Why should I be jealous? Whiskers jumped up on the couch and kneaded the cushion next to Hamilton with her front claws. What are you going to do now?
"I thought I'd do a bit of investigating. See what I can find out about this Thermite."
Before you go could you just, well, scratch behind my left ear? Oh, that's perfect. Umm, great.
"Anything else?"
How about getting me some food before you go out? Some more of that lovely fish would be nice.
Hamilton gave Whiskers a final scratch between her shoulder blades. “Wait for dinner, cat.” He got up, donned his coat, and headed down to the lobby.
Thackeray stood behind the counter and Roscoe was seated by the front door. Roscoe rose as Hamilton approached. “May I be of service, Master Citrine?"
"Roscoe, have you ever seen the dragon?"
"Once, from a distance, sir."
"What did it look like?"
"It was huge. Almost 100 feet long, sir. Its body was quite thick. Its tail was long and thin. It had 4 transparent wings. I only noticed the wings when it lighted on a house and squashed it."
"It had ... four wings?"
"Yes, sir, four wings. I drew some pictures of the dragon, sir. Permit me to retrieve them."
Hamilton gestured approval and Roscoe ran to a cabinet next to Thackeray's counter. A moment later, he returned with several pieces of paper which he offered to Hamilton.
He examined the sketches. Though the boy was certainly no artist, the charcoal sketches showed a creature that looked nothing like the pictures of dragons he had seen in the histories. All the dragons he had read about were basically reptiles. But these pictures showed a dragon that looked like an overgrown swamp needle. It was obvious that thing was some kind of giant insect. “This thing breathes fire?"
"I have not seen it breathe fire, sir, but others have said that it is so."
"May I keep these?"
"I would be honored if you would, sir. I could draw some more if you wish.” Roscoe's face glowed.
"No, lad. These are fine. Who was it that saw the dragon breath fire?"
"Mr. Quinn, the Senior Messenger, told me that he had seen it do so."
"Where can I find this Mr. Quinn?"
"His offices are nearby. I will take you there if you wish."
"Yes, that would be most helpful."
"I will have to let Mr. Thackeray know where I am going, sir.” Hamilton nodded and the boy ran over to the manager. A moment later, he returned. Hamilton rose and followed the boy out the door.
A warmer sun shone down on them. They walked several blocks down empty streets. The melting snow had turned to slush and even the sidewalks afforded little protection from the water.
Roscoe hurried ahead until Hamilton asked him to slow down. “Roscoe, where are all the people? I don't see any indication that, ah, Thermite has entered the city. What are they afraid of?"
"Last week, it burned the bank. That's just two blocks from here. People left quickly after that."
"So the wards didn't work."
"Wards, sir?"
"Never mind."
"Yes, sir. The messenger's office is over there, sir.” Roscoe pointed to a slate-sided building with a marquee bearing the words Norkon Messenger Service, Amil Quinn, Proprietor.
"Thanks for your help, boy. Here's a half-royal for you. You can return to the inn."
The boy accepted the coin. “Thank you, sir.” Roscoe half bowed then took off at a run in the direction of the inn.
Hamilton entered the building. A tall man of dark complexion looked up from behind a counter. “A message to send, sir?"
"Are you Mr. Quinn?"
"Aye. I'm Amil Quinn, the owner. Do you have a message to send?"
The man looked to be about Hamilton's age. There was little hair left on his head and what remained had turned gray. Behind the owner was a wall of over a hundred cubby holes. All, but two of them were empty.
"No. I am seeking information."
Quinn's hopeful smile melted into a frown. “And who might you be?"
"I'm Master Citrine. I understand that you have seen the dragon breathe fire. Is this so?"
"Are you that wizard that Diamond's been talking about? The one that's going to kill the dragon?"
"I suppose so."
"Then bless you, sir. That dragon has just about wiped out my business. Anything I can do to be of service, you have but to ask. Would you like some coffee? I've just brewed me a pot."
"Thank you. I would."
While Quinn was pouring the coffee, he asked, “So you wanted to know about the dragon, yes?"
"Yes. Did you actually see it breathe fire?"
The messenger brought the coffee over and offered a cup to Hamilton. “I did. Saw the beast set fire to Jason Carroll's place, just outside of town. Didn't look right, though."
Hamilton took a sip of the coffee and placed the cup on the counter. “How so?"
"Well, I'd never seen a dragon before, but I've read a bit about them. This one spits out this white stuff. Sort of a liquid, you know. Well, just before this stream of stuff hits Jason's place, it flashes into flame. Like it was burning down from the dragon's mouth. Sort of like a long, fast fuse. Know what I mean?"
"Not really."
"Well, say you've got a cup of fish oil. You start pouring it and then light it at the cup. The fire burns down the stream. Like that. The fire burned Jason's place to the ground in minutes."
"What happen to Jason?"
"He wasn't home at the time. Mostly though, the dragon doesn't set fire to buildings. Mostly he just crushes them. Must weigh quite a bit."
"Is Carroll's house close?” asked Hamilton.
"'Bout a mile out of town, on the West Road. I can show you if you like."
"If it wouldn't be too much trouble. I wouldn't want to take you away from your business."
Quinn gestured about the empty office. “See any business? Be glad to. Finish your coffee, and I'll lock up."
* * * *They arrived at the remains of Jason Carroll's place mid-afternoon after seeing no one along the way. The warmth of the day had cleared much of the snow from the road. The patches that remained were undisturbed. “Well, this was his home,” gestured Quinn. “Now it is pretty much charcoal."
Hamilton climbed the steps to the entrance. He sniffed at the blackened door. Then he traced the periphery of the building looking at the singed grass where the snows had melted. Finally, he saw what he had been looking for. “Is there some kind of container around? Something small."
Quinn poked through the rubble and spotted a jar. The glass was blackened, but still unbroken. “How about this?” He picked it up and brought it to Hamilton.
"Perfect.” He took the jar from Quinn, removed the lid and dumped the remains of some preserved peaches on the ground. Then he got down on his knees and pushed the blob of white jelly-like material into the jar with a stick.
"What did you find?"
"This.” Hamilton held the jar at eye level. “Does this look like the stuff that the dragon spit out?"
"Could be. I wasn't very close when I saw it happen. Want to look inside?"
"Yes."
Quinn strode to what was left of the blackened door and opened it. Hamilton followed him. Not much to see, but with the roof gone there was plenty of light. Everything was charred. After a half hour, and with his hands and clothing covered with soot, Hamilton noticed something glowing in the shadows. He moved over and picked it up.
"What'd you find?” asked Quinn.
"I don't know. Any idea what this is?” Hamilton picked up a polished metal cylinder about twelve inches long and two inches thick. It glowed with a faint green light. The glow disappeared in the sunlight.
Quinn looked at the rod. “Nope. Never seen anything like it."
Hamilton held the cylinder in a shadow and the green light could be seen again. “I'll take it to the Guild and see what their alchemists can make out of it.” He took a final look about the room. “Can't see anything else worthwhile. Guess we can leave now."
* * * *After the hike back to the office with the Chief Messenger, Hamilton said good-bye to Quinn and then returned to the inn. The sun was low in the sky by the time he entered the lobby.
Thackeray hailed him. “Master Citrine, you have a visitor from your Guild. I took the liberty of allowing access to your suite."
"Not a problem, Mr. Thackeray.” The manager beamed at being called by name.
Hamilton waited for the lift and its slow passage to his floor. He reached his door and opened it hoping that the visitor was Thalia. If not her, Diamond. It was neither.
"Name's Argus,” boomed a short man significantly older than Hamilton with a face that tended toward a smile. He offered his outstretched hand and Hamilton shook it. His grip showed remarkable strength.
"Argus? The Runemaster?"
"The same. I examined the list of runes that you provided to Master Diamond. May I ask how you came to acquire them?"
"I bought them in Green Ridge about a week ago."
"You bought them?"
"It was my business. Buying and selling. I found some items in a trunk I bought. Several had runes on them. Also, the remains of Master Obsidian were in the trunk as well."
"You are Master Citrine, are you not?” Argus looking somewhat confused.
"Technically, I was Master Citrine, a long time ago. Right now, I am just Hamilton Swoop, tradesman."
"Oh, yes. Master Diamond told me about the lock spell. Most regrettable. My apprentices are searching the records now for the key. I'm sure that they will find it. May I sit down? I am quite tired."
"Of course, of course.” Hamilton gestured to a chair. “Were you waiting long?"
"Thank you,” the Runemaster eased himself down into a chair. “No. I arrived just a few minutes ago. I left the Guild as soon as I translated the runes. Most remarkable."
"Remarkable?"
"Yes. They are quite ancient and..."
A knock at the door interrupted him. Hamilton admitted Roscoe with a cart full of food. Hamilton tipped him and the boy left. “The inn has provided us with dinner. Hungry?"
"As a matter of fact ... it's been a while since I have eaten.” His eyes almost bulged at the plethora of food.
"Help yourself then."
Did I hear food? Whiskers entered the room from the bedroom.
Argus noticed the cat. “Is that Whiskers? Thorn Brightman's cat?” Whiskers walked over to the Runemaster and permitted him to scratch her behind the ears.
"Yes. Thorn left her to me to look after when he passed. She's a good cat, but a bit chatty."
"That so?"
Master Argus, would you pass the fish, please?
The Runemaster smiled and placed the bowl on the floor.
"You can understand her too?"
"Of course. It's a wizard spell. Considering your circumstance, I'm surprised that you can hear her."
"So you knew Thorn?"
"For many years. I first met him when he was an apprentice. A gentle soul.” Argus spoke between bites. He ate like he had been starving, but there was plenty of food to go around. Then, when they got to the beer, he sat back from the table, belched, pardoned himself, and asked, “Why am I here?"
Hamilton wasn't sure that he wanted to know what the runes had revealed, but prompted, “You said that you had translated the runes I brought."
"The runes? Oh, yes, the runes. Remarkable."
Hamilton waited a moment. When Argus said nothing, he asked, “So what did they say?"
"Say? Oh, yes. The one that you identified as the lock plate rune was some sort of curse. Something about death to any who would violate the trunk.” Argus grinned. “A simple protect spell with a lethal punch. There were some other runes in that section I couldn't figure out, though. I'll have to check my reference books. I presume that you opened the trunk. How did you detect the spell?"
"Huh? I didn't. I just opened it with a key."
"Then you must have been the one it was intended for. How lucky for you."
Yes, how lucky for you, echoed Whiskers.
"Shut up, cat.” Then Hamilton turned back to the Runemaster. “That remains to be seen, Master Argus. What about the other two runes?"
"The ... other ... two ... runes?” Argus put his empty beer mug on the table.
"You translated three set of runes that I left with Master Diamond. Remember?"
"Of course I remember. Three sets of runes. Remarkable."
"What did the other two say? The other two sets of runes?"
"Well, one was more protection. It looked like a cloak spell. Yes? A very powerful one, but it was a spell I've never seen before. It is a protection spell. I'm sure of that, but as far as what or who it offers protection from ... I can't help you."
Hamilton, hoping to keep the ball rolling replied, “And the third set of runes? How did that set translate?"
"The third rune? Oh yes. That one was the most remarkable of all. Is there another beer?"
Hamilton rushed to the cart and retrieved another beer for the old wizard. The Runemaster looked at the beer like it had appeared magically and then took a healthy drink. “The third rune set.” He pointed at Hamilton. “Thought I'd forgotten, right?” He paused for a moment and then continued, “Well, I didn't forget. The problem is, I have no idea what those runes mean. You know, I've studied runes over a period of, of ... almost two hundred years, but I've never seen such as these. Where did you find them?"
"On a Sorensen Orb."
"On a-a Sorensen Orb? Really?"
Hamilton retrieved the orb and offered it to the Runemaster. “Careful, it's quite heavy."
Argus received it gingerly. He stared at it with a blank expression as he slowly rotated it about in his hands. Suddenly it was as if someone had lit a flame behind the old man's eyes. “My Gods, man. This thing's a Sorensen Orb!"
"Thank you for the confirmation, Runemaster. I suspected as much."
Argus became very agitated, “B-but do you know how d-dangerous that t-thing can b-be?” He paused and tried compose himself by taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling. “What was it m-made for?"
Hamilton shrugged. “I was hoping that the runes on the orb might answer that, but if Center City's Runemaster can't translate them, I don't know who can."
"Now wait a minute. I didn't say I couldn't translate them, did I? What I meant was, I haven't translated them yet. These will take some further study. I'll have to research some of the orb archives. Sure to be an answer there."
"Well, I look forward to finding out what they mean."
"Of course you do. Of course you do. In any case I must return to the Guild. Looks like I've got a long night's task ahead of me.” He started to get to his feet.
"Runemaster, before you go.” Hamilton rose to help the old wizard stand. “Thalia told me that the Brown Plague killed all of the Guild's elder wizards. Did you join the Guild after that?"
Argus shuffled toward the door. “The plague did kill off many of the elder wizards. Pretty much everyone older than 300 or so. But, then, I'm only er, 205? 207?” He scrunched up his lip in attempted concentration even as a wave of confusion spread across his face.
With that, he opened the door and headed down the hall. Hamilton could hear him mumbling “208? 210? A Sorensen Orb. Remarkable. Remarkable!” His voice trailed off as he headed for the lift.
Hamilton closed the door and shook his head. “Poor old guy's losing it."
Lost it a long time ago. He was the same the last time I saw him. Hasn't changed a bit.
Hamilton put the orb back in the box. Then he removed the green cloak and examined it. “Well, looks like I got some protection, at least."
Whiskers looked up from her food bowl. Ah, but protection from what?
* * * *It was mid-afternoon by the time the Guild called again, this time in the person of Thalia. Hamilton greeted her at the door and once more the smell of sandalwood filled his nostrils.
"So, what news do you bring?” he asked.
Thalia smiled and replied, “Master Diamond believes that he has found the key to the lock spell that was put on you. He requests that you return with me to the Guild so that it can be applied."
"Found the key, did he? Well, we shouldn't keep him waiting. Let me get my coat."
Hamilton retrieved it from the bedroom. His feelings were mixed. He missed being able to direct energy with his mind. On the other hand, he was more or less happy in Green Ridge and he knew if his power was unlocked his life would never be the same again.
Whiskers looked up from the center of the comforter. Take me with you. I want to see this Guild of yours.
You wouldn't like it, thought Hamilton.
Listen, Old Man. I can read people better than you can. You have nothing to lose by taking me with you and maybe something to gain. Besides, I'm beginning to feel a bit hemmed in staying here while you go traipsing all over the place.
I thought you said that this inn was heaven. Hamilton looked down at the cat.
Even heaven can be boring.
OK. You can come along, but try to keep silent as I...
Don't worry; I won't interfere with you and ... her. Whiskers jumped from the couch to Hamilton's shoulder. Hamilton winced as the cat's claws penetrated his coat. Whiskers steadied herself. He also noted that the claws went just a bit deeper that what he'd become accustomed to.
The two returned to the main room and Hamilton offered his arm to Thalia. Soon, Hamilton, Thalia, and Whiskers were seated in the Guild's carriage.
"What is your cat's name?” asked Thalia.
"Whiskers."
"May I pet her?"
Will you let Thalia pet you?
Yes—but I won't like it.
"Sure, but be careful not to touch her hind quarters. She doesn't like that."
Thalia reached out and scratched Whiskers behind the ears. Then, using her knuckles, she rubbed the cat's head. This continued for several minutes. Whiskers moved her head up and down to maximize the effect. You know, this girl may have no talent for magic ... but she gives the best head rub I've had in a long time. Whiskers’ purr grew louder.
Hamilton, feeling a bit jealous, remained silent.
They arrived at the Guild hall thirty minutes later. Thalia ushered him into Diamond's office and left after sharing only the briefest of smiles with Hamilton. The scent of sandalwood lingered. On the way Hamilton whispered to Whiskers, Be silent while we're inside the office. I don't want any interruptions.
"Please be comfortable.” Diamond gestured toward the chair, but remained seated at his desk. Hamilton sat in the chair opposite the wizard. Whiskers sat on Hamilton's shoulder.
The Guildmaster glanced at the cat but said nothing about it. “We have, we believe, some good news. One of our apprentices has located the key to the lock spell."
Hamilton looked up at Diamond whose chair was higher than his own. “I am pleased."
The silence grew, threatening to swallow them both as Hamilton waited for Diamond to continue. The quiet drew out until Hamilton asked, “Is there a problem?"
Diamond fidgeted in his chair a moment longer. “Not exactly a problem. More of a technicality."
"And what might this technicality be?"
Diamond retrieved a sheet of paper from a desk drawer and passed them over to Hamilton.
"What's this?"
"It's a standard Guild contract. You must sign this before we can remove the spell. It states that you will owe your allegiance to the Guild and that you will agree to abide by all Guild decisions."
Hamilton pushed his chair back from the desk as he dropped the paper on the floor. He took a deep breath in an attempt to quell his growing anger. He stood and said in as calm a voice as he could summon, “A standard contract, huh? Binding me to the Guild? I think I'll pass.” He turned his back on the Guildmaster and started for the door.
Diamond leapt to his feet. “What? No. Please. Wait. Wait!” He rushed around his desk and put a hand on Hamilton's shoulder.
Whiskers hissed. Hamilton spun at the touch and glared at the Guildmaster, “Why should I? I refused to sign that thing 40 years ago. I am just a citizen now, Guildmaster. Neither you nor the Guild has any power over me. I have no intention of giving up my freedom.” He turned again for the door.
"But the dragon..."
"Is your problem."
"Stop! Please. Perhaps we could alter the document—so as to be more acceptable to you?"
Hamilton released the door knob and turned to face Diamond. “No. I don't feel like signing anything. Listen, Guildmaster. Here's the deal. You return my power—without any limits—and I will try—I said try—no guarantees—to help you solve your dragon problem. If that isn't acceptable, I'll take my leave and you can try setting Argus or perhaps Thalia on the beast. Or maybe take a shot at it yourself. Perhaps you can amuse it to death with your legendary magic tricks."
Diamond could not control his anger as well as Hamilton had and the internal conflict he faced was etched on his face. His cheeks turned red and sweat beaded on his forehead. “Why you..."
"Careful what you say, Guildmaster. Now, do I stay or do I go? And let me assure you, if I go, I won't be back."
Diamond stared at Hamilton. After a moment's silence, he managed to whisper, “You win."
"What?"
"I said you win, damn it! You win."
"Interesting. I was sure that you would refuse. Perhaps there is hope for you yet."
* * * *The spell breaking ceremony was somewhat less officious than the one that put the spell on Hamilton. For the original incident, the entire Guild council was present and it took place in the Guild Hall. For this ceremony, only Diamond and an apprentice named Rupert attended and it was held in Diamond's office.
"Rupert,” began the Guildmaster as he gestured at the boy, “is the apprentice who located the key in the archives.” Diamond moved back behind his desk and sat down.
Hamilton looked at the freckle-faced lad. “How old are you, Rupert?"
"I'll be 20 next week, Master Citrine."
"What magic level have you achieved?” Hamilton sat on the chair opposite the Guildmaster.
"I have completed the fourth level, Sir.” Rupert's eyes dropped to his twining fingers. The kid would snap his own knuckles at any moment.
"Then the next step is to full wizardry, is it not?"
"Yes, Sir.” The boy's voice quivered.
"Relax, Rupert. This isn't a test. I'm just curious. What must you do to gain the next level?"
"I-I must be able to perform five spells from the Trilogy flawlessly. I practice several hours a day."
"Just five spells?"
Rupert lifted his head, meeting Hamilton's gaze. “Oh no, Sir. Fifteen spells, five from each of the books."
Hamilton shook his head and then looked at the Guildmaster. “Lowered the standards a bit, haven't you?"
"What do you mean?"
"Fifteen spells? Is that all you require now?"
"It has always been so. Even before you did your apprenticeship. It is written in the Guild bylaws and they have never been changed. How many of the spells were you required to master?"
"All of them."
"But there are thousands of..."
"Three thousand two hundred and eighteen to be precise."
"And you learned them all?” Diamond had to push his jaws closed.
"Obsidian told me it was required. I always knew that old wizard was cruel, but I never thought that he would lie to me."
Rupert chimed in, amazed, “Master Citrine, truly, did you learn all of the spells in the Trilogy?"
"Yeah, kid. Every last one of them and a few that weren't in the books though I've probably forgotten most of them."
The Guildmaster spoke, “You know that's not possible. That's why the Guild put the lock spell on you. They did it for their own protection. They couldn't afford to have a rogue wizard on the loose. Now I can see why. My Gods, man. All of the spells!"
"So who said I would turn rogue?"
"No one, specifically. It's just, well, according to the records, they didn't trust you."
"I suppose that it doesn't matter now. Shall we get started?"
The Guildmaster nodded to the junior wizard, “Rupert, if you please."
Rupert lit a taper and cleared his throat. Flame curled up from its tip changing in color from red to blue to green. Rupert intoned,
"The sands do run as the taper b-burns,
With these words, thyn p-power returns."
Hamilton looked from Rupert to Diamond. “That's it? No flash of light? No rumble of thunder. Just two lines?"
"It was thought that it would suffice."
"Well.” Hamilton laughed. “At least it rhymed.” He then raised his right hand. When it was level with the top of the desk, he snapped his fingers. There was a loud pop and a globe of light about six inches across appeared above Hamilton's hand. He glanced at Rupert. “Good job, boy. Looks like it worked.” Another snap of his fingers and the globe vanished.
"T-Thank you, Master Citrine. It was an honor to assist. M-may I leave now?"
Diamond gestured to the door. “Go, boy.” Rupert raced for the exit.
Hamilton watched the boy leave, stood and turned back to face Diamond. “So now you want me to go kill the dragon, correct?"
"As quickly as possible."
"Sorry, but this task will take a while. I can't just attack a dragon blindly. I have to know more about it. Arrange for a Guild meeting tomorrow. I want all of the wizards there. Apprentices too."
"Just how am I supposed to gather them all on such short notice?” Diamond clenched his teeth, his lips pressed together.
"That would be your problem. Maybe you should try a little magic. Try book 2-837. Mid-afternoon should do. Send your carriage for me."
"Will there be anything else?” Sarcasm coated his words.
"As a matter of fact, there is. I believe that I will need an assistant."
"How about Rupert? He's quite a bright lad."
"Rupert, huh? No. Too young. I believe that girl—Thalia, yes, Thalia will do. She mentioned that you said that she had the talent. Is that not so?"
It was plain that Diamond was reluctant to relinquish the girl, but he was trumped by his own words. “Very well, I will inform her. She will pick you up tomorrow and escort you here.” He pulled his summoning cord then added, “You had better pull this off, Citrine."
"I believe that is Master Citrine now, is it not?"
"Have it your way. You had better not fail, Master Citrine."
* * * *Arriving back at Hamilton's suite, Whiskers jumped to the floor. So, you got your magic back. What are you going to do with it?
Hamilton dropped his coat on the floor and collapsed into a chair in his main room at the inn. “I have no idea."
I'm sure that will impress all those wizards.
"Think so? Listen, magic is mostly for protection and doing, well, good deeds and such. Unfortunately, the number of spells in the Trilogy that can be considered as weapons, actual offensive spells, is very small."
Whiskers climbed into Hamilton's lap and curled up. I don't suppose that I can go with you again tomorrow?
"As a matter of fact, I want you to come. I'll need all the leverage I can muster. I'm going to have to impress them before I can get their full cooperation. There's just one thing I've got to do first."
What's that?
"Trim your damn claws."
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CHAPTER 5* * * *A cold hard rain blasting against the suite's windows awakened Hamilton the next morning. He arose from the bed and watched the sheets of water flowing down over the panes obscuring the view. He stood there for a few moments contemplating the day to come.
Not a very auspicious beginning, huh? Whiskers purred from the foot of the bed.
"What?"
For the day. Not a good beginning.
"Maybe it will get better.” Hamilton glanced at the clock. It was two hours past dawn, but the sky was still dark. He shook his head and then got dressed. As he finished pulling on his boots a discreet knock sounded at the door. He headed out into the main room and admitted Roscoe with another cart of food.
He tipped the boy and Roscoe departed. Hamilton looked at the huge amount of food with less enthusiasm than he had in the past. It all looked good, but his appetite had evaporated. He put the bowl of fish on the floor and Whiskers attacked it. After a few moments, Whiskers looked up from her meal. You're not eating?
"Guess I'm just not that hungry.” Hamilton poured himself a cup of coffee, sat in one of the large chairs, and sipped the dark liquid.
Better eat something. You're going to need all the energy you can get. Right?
"I suppose so.” He took a slice of crusty bread and spread some butter and honey on it. He ate a bite and put the remainder down on the table.
So. What's the plan, Old Man?
"To tell the truth, I don't have one. At least not one that is complete. I'm going to have to impress the wizards if I want their cooperation. That's a given, but as far as how I'm going to kill their dragon...” His voice trailed off into an uncomfortable silence.
Shouldn't be a problem. This won't be the first time that you've had to wing it. How do you expect to impress the Guild?
Hamilton took another bite of the bread. “I guess that I'll use that stuff that Obsidian left. The cloak, his old wand, and the Orb. Although I have my doubts about the Orb."
Doubts?
"Yes. Unless Argus can translate those runes, it's useless. It could take out the dragon, but it's just as likely that it will take out the entire city. Without the key, it's too dangerous to use. Even with the key..."
The cat finished eating and started cleaning her face. Well, at least you have magic to work with now. That should be a big plus.
"It should be, but the Guild's elder wizards must have tried magic. They can't all be as lame as Diamond."
Didn't that girl tell you that all the elder Guild wizards died?
"That's what she said, but if Argus is two hundred and ... well, over two hundred, there must be some talent left in their pool.” Hamilton took a final bite and then dropped the piece of bread back on the table. He got up and moved to the window. The black sky had given way to dark gray, but the rain still lashed the glass unabated in its fury.
Hamilton's slow descent into depression was interrupted by a knock on the door. “Perhaps Thalia” he thought as he went to the door and opened it.
Amil Quinn, dripping, stood at the door. “You must be good for business. I have a message for you.” He reached within his case and withdrew a dark brown envelope.
Hamilton accepted it, noting the Guild seal. Then he looked up at Quinn. “It's good to see you, Amil. The inn's staff is trying to fatten me up for the slaughter. If you're not in a rush, perhaps you'd like a bite to eat?"
"Bless you, Master Citrine. I've no more messages to deliver and the weather is such that I'd prefer to be inside, at least ‘til it lets up a bit."
Hamilton led Quinn to the table. “Take whatever you like. I'm done with it."
Quinn's eyes lit up at the mountain of food. “You're sure?"
"Dig in. Whatever you don't eat will be fed to the animals."
While the Messenger piled a plate with food, Hamilton sat down and broke the seal on the envelope. He removed the single sheet of paper it contained and unfolded it.
What's it say?
Without verbalizing, he read the note to the cat. Master Citrine, we were able to contact the majority of the wizards and apprentices and they will all be at the Guild hall by mid afternoon as you requested. A carriage will pick you up at two PM. We hope that you will have a solution for us by then. Signed, Diamond, Guildmaster, Guild of Magic Users and Wizards.
I don't think I like this Diamond person. Whiskers returned to her bowl.
Makes two of us, cat.
By the time the carriage arrived, the rain had let up somewhat, but still fell in an intermittent drizzle. Hamilton put on his coat, packed up Obsidian's things in the box along with the metal cylinder and jar containing the goo he had found in and around the burned house and carried them downstairs. He carried Whiskers under his coat as the cat refused to ride his shoulder in the rain.
Once aboard the carriage, Hamilton opened his coat and Whiskers jumped to the opposite seat. She looked up at him. Are you mad because Diamond didn't send the girl to get you?
Hamilton put the box on the seat next to him. “Maybe a little, but I suspect that the Guildmaster is just playing some stupid superiority game. Wants to show me he's in charge. If his talent was as large as his ego, he would be a formidable wizard. Let him play his games ... for now. It's not important."
As the carriage approached the Guild, Hamilton removed his coat and donned the green wizard's cloak. He removed Obsidian's wand and slipped it into the wand pocket.
The rain had stopped, but the sky still looked threatening. Hamilton climbed down from the carriage. Whiskers leapt from the floor of the carriage onto Hamilton's right shoulder. “Ow!” he exclaimed.
Forgot my pedicure, didn't you?
With the box under one arm, Hamilton entered the Guild. Thalia was there. She greeted him and then led him down a corridor toward the main hall. Her scent dissipated some of Hamilton's trepidation. “Did Diamond let you know that you will be my assistant while I am in Center City?"
"Yes, Master Citrine. I am honored by this charge and I will endeavor to assist you in any way you require to the fullest of my capacity."
"Did Diamond tell you to say that?"
She blushed and replied, “Yes, Master Citrine, but I would have done so willingly without his request."
"Why?"
"Because you are the most powerful wizard in the Guild."
"Most powerful wizard in the Guild, huh? Listen child, I haven't performed magic in forty years. If I am, as you say, the most powerful wizard here, then I have some serious doubts about the Guild's other wizards. In any case, here is your first task. When you address me, call me Hamilton. That is my name. Master Citrine is a title."
"Yes, Mast ... er ... Hamilton."
"Good girl."
She's still afraid of you.
The girl, Hamilton, and the cat soon arrived at the double doors of the main hall inside the Guild building. Thalia went to open them, but Hamilton stopped her. “Step back."
She backed up a few feet. Hamilton made a gesture in the air directed at the doors and murmured some words that remained in his memory as sharp and clear as when he had learned them. The doors started to glow with a fierce green light. Then as he snapped his fingers, they opened with a large “pop". “Stay by my side,” whispered Hamilton. Together, they entered the room.
Hamilton glanced about the huge room. It was as he had remembered it with a single glaring exception. During his first visit, there had been over two hundred wizards present. Now there were fewer than three dozen in the room standing around the wide circular table and most of them were younger than Thalia.
He could hardly believe what the Guild had become. His plan, after the spell with the doors, had been to invoke the voc extremis spell which would have magnified his voice ten fold. However, it was obvious that with this crowd, it would not be necessary. No wonder they considered him a great wizard. In the kingdom of the blind...
Diamond rose and bowed to Hamilton. “We welcome you once more, Master Citrine, to the Guild of Magic Users and Wizards. We are grateful that you have accepted this task of freeing Center City from the wrath of, er, Thermite. We will assist you in any way that we can."
This was not what Hamilton had expected. He looked at the faces of those before him. There were a dozen adults who were probably true wizards. The rest were hardly more than children. Even Diamond, who he had expected to be a hard case, seemed honestly grateful that he was here. When his gaze once more fell on the Guildmaster, he asked, “This is the whole Guild?"
"With the exception of Master Topaz who I was unable to contact, this is the entire Guild. I know that it was somewhat larger when you were here the last time, but the Guild has fallen on hard times. The Brown Plague devastated the elder wizards. After that, many of the younger wizards and apprentices left the Guild as well. We are all that remain. Please, Master Citrine, be seated."
It was at this point that Hamilton noticed that everyone in the room was standing. He placed the box on the table, sat down and the rest followed his lead. Thalia sat next to him.
Well, so much for impressing them, Old Man. Judging from all of the children here, I think that I could impress them myself. Whiskers looked about from her perch on Hamilton's shoulder.
You're right. This is not what I expected.
He cleared his throat. “I wish to thank you all for gathering on such short notice. I also wish to thank Guildmaster Diamond for his assistance. As I told him yesterday, I will do everything in my power to eliminate this dragon problem you have, but if I am to succeed, I will require the help of all of you."
He looked at the faces of the older wizards as they watched him attentively. The younger wizards and apprentices seemed to hang on his every word. Hamilton felt nervous as he was not used to this kind of attention. “As I have yet to see this dragon, I will require all information that the Guild has collected on this beast as well as what has been attempted to eliminate it. I assume that the solutions presented in Dragonis Eliminatus have all been tried and have failed."
Two of the older wizards nodded their heads.
"I thought as much. Still, I must know why these efforts failed. In addition...” Hamilton opened the box on the table, “...I need the help of the Guild Alchemist. Is there a Guild Alchemist?"
"That would be me,” replied one of the older wizards dressed in the traditional black master's cloak. “I am Hardension, Master Alchemist."
"Good.” Hamilton put the cylinder and the blackened jar on the table. “Please pass these to the alchemist.” He gave the jar and cylinder to Thalia and she carried the items to Hardension. The old wizard gave them a cursory glance.
"What am I looking at?” he asked.
"I'm afraid I can't answer that question. I can tell you that the cylinder was found inside a house that the dragon destroyed. You'll note that it glows weakly in the dark which is how I located it in the first place. The jar, I believe, contains some of the material that the dragon expels to cause the fires."
"I will examine them,” replied the old wizard after opening the jar and sniffing the contents.
Once more, Hamilton reached into the box and removed the Orb. Two of the older wizards started whispering back and forth. “As some of you already know, this is a device called a Sorenson Orb. I will let those that know about this explain what it is to the junior Guild members. As to what this particular Orb was constructed for, I don't know. Perhaps Runemaster Argus can shed some light on this as he has been studying the runes that are marked on it."
Argus looked up at the mention of his name. He looked surprised for a moment. “Orb? Orb? Oh, yes. The Sorensen Orb. Remarkable. My assistant and I are looking into this. We should have more information soon."
"Thank you, Runemaster. I will leave it here as this is the safest place for the Orb. Perhaps the Guildmaster will look after it?"
"Of course,” replied Diamond.
"Well then that is all I have for now. Do any of you have any questions?” He looked at those seated about the table. No one spoke.
"In that case, I thank you all for attending. I'm sure I will get to know many of you in the near future. For now, I will take my leave. Come, Thalia.” He stood up, as did the girl. Together, with Whiskers still riding Hamilton's shoulder, they left.
Thalia collected some belongings from her room and then they returned to the inn. As they crossed the inn's lobby, Roscoe intercepted them. “Master, while you were out there was a man looking for you. When I told him you were not here, he left without leaving his name."
"What did he look like?"
"I didn't get a good look. He was sorta tall and thin. He wore a dark hood that covered most of his face."
"That's all?"
"Well, his skin was, well, yellowish."
"Hmmm. This is Thalia from the Guild. She will be staying with me. Please bring up an additional bed."
Thalia looked surprised. “That won't be necessary, Mast, er, Hamilton. I will be more than happy to sleep on the floor or to share your bed."
Hamilton looked down at the girl. “I don't know how Diamond treated you, but when I told him I needed an assistant that is precisely what I meant. You are neither a slave nor a whore and I will not have you treated as such.” Then to Roscoe, “As I said, another bed.” Thalia turned her face from Hamilton and blushed.
As Hamilton and the girl exited the lift and headed down the hall towards the suite, Whiskers ran ahead. The cat stopped, a few feet from the door and sniffed the air. Something's different, Old Man.
What?
I don't know, but there's a smell in the air that wasn't here when we left. Whiskers’ fur bristled.
Hamilton looked at the cat. Then he made a gesture at the door. It started to glow a malevolent crimson.
Thalia looked at the glowing door and asked, “What is it?"
"I don't know, but someone ... or something has been inside the suite while we were out."
"Are they still inside?"
Hamilton made another gesture and the crimson glow disappeared. “No."
He unlocked the door and they entered. He turned on the lights. It was obvious that someone had been inside as the room was disheveled. Every place where something could have been hidden had been explored. They entered the bedroom. The mattress had been pushed aside; the covers and comforter were dumped on the floor. Hamilton's pack had been dumped as well.
Thalia looked shocked. “Did they steal anything?"
Hamilton dropped into a chair after retrieving the cushion. “I doubt it. There wasn't anything to steal."
"What do you think they were after?"
"I can guess. The stuff that Obsidian left for me. Most probably the Orb."
You know who did this? Right? Whiskers walked about in the room sniffing the air.
"Sounds like, from Roscoe's description, that it was that stranger from the shop. The one who wanted to buy a trunk."
Thalia looked confused. She sat down on the couch. “The stranger from the shop?"
"Sorry, girl. You are likely to be hearing some half conversations around here. Whiskers is not an ordinary cat. She can speak to me, but I hear her in my mind. She is also quite a bit smarter than other cats. I, well, sort of inherited her from an old wizard."
"Can she understand me?"
"Yes, but she can't speak to you. Not yet, in any case, but I might be able to fix that. It requires a bit more magic than you currently possess."
Whiskers crossed the room and jumped up into Thalia's lap. She started stroking the cat. “Can you understand me?"
Whiskers looked up and purred.
There was a knock on the door and Hamilton got up to answer it. He motioned Thalia to remain seated. It was Roscoe with the bed. “Put it over there against the wall."
Roscoe dragged the bed to the wall and made it up. As he headed for the door, Hamilton stopped him. “Please locate Amil Quinn for me, boy. Tell him to come here as quickly as possible."
"Yes, sir.” He hurried out on his errand.
Twenty minutes later, Quinn arrived. “You asked that I come, Master Citrine?"
"Yes, I have a message for you to deliver.” Hamilton handed him a folded piece of paper. “Deliver this to Master Diamond at the Wizards’ Guild. If he is not there, find him and make sure he receives this personally. I realize that it is late and that it may take a while. Here're 5 royals. Is that enough?"
"More than enough, sir.” he beamed and rushed out.
What was that all about?
"I want Diamond to place extra protection on the Orb. I don't want our visitor to get his hands on it."
You don't think that he'd try and break into the Guild, do you?
"Probably not, but better safe than sorry."
Thalia, who just finished putting the suite back in order, looked confused.
Hamilton looked at the girl and asked, “What level have you achieved?"
She looked away and replied, “Only level two. Master Diamond said that I should progress slowly. I guess that I'm not a very good student."
"Or maybe he's not a very good teacher. In any case, if you will be staying with us, you should be to be able to understand Whiskers. Would you like that?"
She faced Hamilton with a smile on her lips. “Oh yes, Mast, Hamilton."
It turned out that she was a good student. Within a half hour, she gabbed with the cat.
* * * *The next morning, following breakfast, Whiskers made a discovery. Hey, Old Man! she called from the bedroom.
Hamilton entered the bedroom, but could not see the cat. “What? Where are you?"
Under the bed.
He got down on his knees and looked under the bed. “What?"
Whiskers looked up into the bed frame. Do you see what I see?
Dark under the bed which made it easy to spot what the cat had discovered. Like the one he had found in the charred remains of the house, this one glowed. Hamilton crawled under the bed and dislodged the cylinder. This one had a blue aura and glowed brighter than the first one.
Thalia entered the room as he was emerging from under the bed. “Isn't that the thing you had at the Guild?"
He stood and than sat down on the bed. “Looks like it, doesn't it? But I don't think it's the same one.” He ran his hand over it. The cylinder's weight was such that it was obvious that it wasn't solid. “This thing's got some kind of a spell on it, but as to what spell...” Then he looked at the cat. “Any ideas?"
No, but it smells funny. Same smell that was in the hall.
"Maybe we should take it to the Guild tomorrow?” asked the girl.
"No. This was put here intentionally and, as the one who left it apparently didn't want us to find it; I don't think leaving it here, even for a day, is such a great idea. Besides, in daylight, I wouldn't have found this thing, but if the room was dark, even under the bed, it would be hard to miss. Is there a clock maker in this part of town?"
"I don't know. I'm not very familiar with this part of Center City."
"Well, then, let's go see if we can find one. Come with me. Whiskers, you stay here and watch the suite."
And what am I supposed to do if someone breaks in? Pee on him? Her tail twitched in annoyance.
"I doubt that he'll return. If he does, just hide. I'll set wards to protect the place when I leave."
When Hamilton and Thalia arrived in the lobby, the only other one there was Thackeray. They moved to the desk where the manager was writing in a ledger. As they approached, he looked up and smiled. “May I help you, Master Citrine?"
"Perhaps. Is there a clock maker in this part of town?"
"Yes. Go two blocks to the west, make a right on Gavin Way. It's a block or so up on the left side of the street. The shop's called Tempus Fugit. It's got a bright blue sign. Shall I call a carriage?"
"That won't be necessary. The weather looks fine for a change and I need the exercise. Besides, I've got to work off some of that wonderful food you've been serving us."
Thackeray beamed. He rushed from behind his counter and held the door. As Hamilton and Thalia reached the street Thackeray called, “Master Citrine, I'm not sure that the shop is open. Many people have left this part of town since the dragon appeared."
"Only one way to find out,” replied Hamilton over his shoulder as he and Thalia headed west.
Even in the sunshine, there were few people on the street. As they approached the shop Thalia asked, “Why a clock shop? Do you think that this cylinder tells time?"
"Time? No, but I want to see what's inside it. To do that, I'll need some tools and no one has better or more precise tools than a clock maker."
The door of the shop was locked. Behind the glass in the door was a sign that read, “Closed". Beneath the word closed were scrawled the words, “until further notice".
"Too bad,” said Thalia.
"Oh, I don't know. I doubt that the owner would object to us just using some of his tools for a few minutes.” Hamilton withdrew a few small items from his purse and set to work on the lock. One of the tools slipped and he mumbled something under his breath. He tried again and seconds later there was a “click". He turned the handle and the door opened.
"What kind of magic was that?” asked the girl.
Hamilton smiled. “It's a very ancient spell called lockus pickus. You'll find it in the third volume of the Trilogy."
"Really?"
"No. I was kidding. I just broke in. No magic at all.” He looked down at her. “Incidentally, you did well by not simply accepting what I said. I want you to question what you see. If you just take people's word for such, you learn little."
The shop was dark. Hamilton found a light switch by the counter and flipped it. Several lights in the ceiling came on. Then he placed the cylinder on a velvet cushion on the countertop. Beneath the counter were several drawers and within one of the he found the maker's tools. “OK, now maybe we'll find out..."
There was a scream from outside the shop. Other voices yelled as well. It was difficult to hear what was being said. Hamilton was able to make out one word that was repeated several times. Dragon.
"Come on!” he exclaimed. They hurried outside. “I've got to see it!"
On the street, people ran and yelled. Hamilton looked up. There was nothing to be seen. Then, as his gaze lowered toward the street, he saw it. The dragon was less than 500 feet from him, flying less than 50 feet above the street. It was coming directly toward them. He grabbed Thalia's arm shouting, “Run!"
They ran up the street. The dragon dove in their direction. Hamilton's blood sang in his ears as they ran. A block from the maker, there was a narrow alley. Hamilton dove into it dragging Thalia in behind him.
He was panting so hard he could hardly breathe. But, as soon as they made the turn, he stopped and peeked out around the edge of the building, trying to get a glimpse of the dragon. What he saw was the clock maker's shop detonate in a ball of fire. The dragon passed overhead and disappeared over the tops of the buildings.
He turned back to Thalia who was watching the sky. “Did you see it? Did you see it? A real dragon. Wow!"
Hamilton's heart was thundering in his chest as he fought to get his breath back. When he was able to speak again he said, “Yeah, wow,” with somewhat less enthusiasm.
They returned to the site to see what the dragon had done. The maker's shop was engulfed in flames and the two attached buildings were burning as well. Several people had come out of hiding and were watching the fire. Others emerged from buildings and stared. One man was shouting at a woman saying, “Damn it, I told you this part of town ain't safe. We're leaving tomorrow!"
She protested saying, “But the Guildmaster said a wizard was going to kill the dragon."
"See any wizards? Come on. We're leaving before we get incinerated.” They hurried off.
A few minutes later a fire wagon rolled up and did it's best to put out the fire, but nothing they did slowed the flames at the shop. Frustrated, they directed their efforts at the adjoining buildings and had better luck.
Thalia wanted to approach the shop, but Hamilton held her back. Black smoke rose above the burning building. Their view, however, was unobstructed as the wind was at the backs. He looked down at the ground around the shop. There were little blobs of white goo, some burning furiously. For a brief moment, Hamilton thought he spotted the cylinder through the smashed window of the shop before the remains of the roof crashed down on top of it. “We'd better go.".
"But don't you want to retrieve that glowing thing?"
"No."
* * * *This time, when they approached the suite's door, there was no glow in response to Hamilton's gesture. In addition, he noted that the wards he had left were undisturbed.
Thalia was still excited by their encounter with the dragon and Whiskers insisted that she tell her everything that happened. When she had finished her description, the cat said, Looks like you were lucky not to get cooked. Any idea why it attacked a clock shop? Doesn't seem like a likely target.
Hamilton scratched his beard. “I doubt that it was after the clock shop."
"But then why?"
"It's my guess that that cylinder was some kind of lure."
"You mean that if you two hadn't taken it out of here..."
"Then we'd all be well done steak by now? Yes."
"So you think someone's out to get you?
"Or you,” Hamilton said.
Me? Why would anyone go out of their way to go after me? What did I do? Maybe you shouldn't leave me alone.
"Relax, Whiskers. I don't think anyone's out to get you. They're probably not out to get me either. I think they're more concerned with the things Obsidian left. Probably the Orb."
Whiskers jumped down from Thalia's lap and headed for the bedroom. Your visitor left something else behind.
"What?"
There's some sand on the bathroom floor. Not much. Must have been stuck in his boots.
Whiskers led the way to the bathroom.
Hamilton looked down at the tiny grains on the black marble floor. “So he was on the sea shore before he came here?"
Whiskers sniffed at the sand. No, there's no smell of salt. Whiskers looked up at Hamilton and the girl. She headed for the bathroom door. If anyone's looking for me, I'll be under the bed.
Thalia brushed cat fur off of her pants. “Do you think someone is using a spell to control the dragon?"
"If they are, they're using a spell that isn't in the Trilogy. Whatever that cylinder is, it isn't any kind of magic I know about.” Hamilton stood and moved to the window. He looked out at the sky. Gathering clouds obscured the setting sun. A shiver ran up his spine. Without turning he said, “Hopefully, the Master Alchemist will be able to shed some light on this tomorrow."
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CHAPTER 6* * * *After breakfast the next morning, Hamilton and the girl went out to the stables to check on Bethesda. Hamilton scratched the gelding behind the ears. He noted the neat stall and the trough with clean water in it. “How they treating you, boy?” he asked the horse. Oats OK?"
What oats? All they've been giving me is hay and it isn't very fresh.
"That's pretty bad,” Thalia stroked the horse's mane..
Hamilton looked at her. “What?"
"I mean it's bad that they're just giving the horse old hay."
Hamilton looked at Bethesda and then back at Thalia. “You, um, understand Bethesda?"
"What's Bethesda?"
"Bethesda—that's my horse's name. You understand him?"
"Sure. Don't you?"
"No, but then since I got him from the same wizard that owned Whiskers ... You say that they've been feeding him old hay?"
"Uh-huh, and he says it tastes bad."
"Well, at least I can do something about that. Let's find the stableman.” Hamilton glanced about and located a ladder leading to the loft. They climbed up and discovered a room at the back surrounded by bails of stacked hay. The door was closed.
Hamilton banged on the door and a sleepy voice inside said, “What? What? Just a minute. I'm coming.” After a moment, a man emerged from the room looking somewhat disheveled. He finished buttoning his shirt and again asked, “What?"
Hamilton growled, “Remember me?"
"Bay gelding, third stall? Right?"
"And the man who paid you to feed his horse oats, remember?"
"Yeah, I remember. I fed your horse oats. So what's the problem?"
"The problem is,” Hamilton's voice raised, “you fed my horse rancid hay, not oats."
"So what? That's all I've got here. Ever since Thermite showed up, business has been real slow. The stock that was s'posed to last a week has lasted a month. What do you expect me to do?"
"Well, since I paid you to feed my horse oats, that's what I expect you to do. You know, it's a bad idea to ignore a request from a wizard."
"Wizard, huh? I've seen wizards. Bunch of malarkey, all that magic stuff. What cha going t’ do, turn me into a toad? Leave me alone.” The stableman turned his back and headed into his room."
"Toad?” Hamilton mumbled to the retreating man's back. “No, I don't do toads, but how about this? If my horse isn't fed oats, and nothing but oats, every scrap of food that you eat is going to taste just like the rotten hay you've been feeding my horse. In addition, if he isn't curried, exercised daily and treated like the finest steed you've ever seen, well, I hope you like the taste of hay because I'll make the spell permanent."
"I'm so scared,” laughed the stableman as he closed the door behind him.
Hamilton made a gesture and spoke a few words under his breath. “Enjoy your lunch,” he said to the door.
Hamilton and the girl descended the ladder.
"How could someone be so disrespectful? To treat a great wizard so? It's terrible."
"The Guild doesn't seem to command the same respect that it once did. Still, once that stableman finishes his next meal, I believe that his treatment of Bethesda will improve substantially."
As they passed his horse on the way out, he whispered to it, “Sorry about the bad hay, boy, but your next meal will be oats, I guarantee it."
It's about time someone paid some attention to me.
"Bethesda said ‘Thanks',” replied the girl to the wizard's quizzical expression.
No I didn't, the horse said.
* * * *Mid-afternoon, their carriage arrived at the Guild, and Hamilton, Thalia and Whiskers were ushered into the main hall. Both Hamilton and the cat were glad that his green cloak shed water easily, since the cold rains had returned.
Hamilton gestured to the others in the hall to be seated while he remained standing. “I have discovered a few things since I last saw you.” He glanced about the hall noting that the same number of people were there as the last time he spoke to the group. “Is there still a wizard missing?"
"I have not been able to locate Master Topaz,” replied Diamond.
"He did not answer the summons?"
"No. And we cannot locate him with magic. This is most unusual for a wizard not to answer a summons. We are still investigating."
"Well, moving on, I was privileged, if that is the word, to see your dragon yesterday. Quite impressive. However, I will hold my comments until I have heard from you folks. What can you tell me about Thermite? Master Diamond?"
Diamond cleared his throat, “It first appeared about three months ago. Thermite first started destroying homes on the very outskirts of Center City. It either burns them to the ground or simply lands on them. Because of its weight, the results are about the same. So far, it has destroyed twenty-seven homes, and, most recently, the bank in Norkon. That was its first incursion into the city proper.
Three of the Masters attempted to use the information in Dragonis Eliminatus to kill the beast. It took them a week before they even got a glimpse of it. The flaming arrows did nothing. They tried a freeze spell, which also had no effect.” Diamond paused and glanced about the room. “Master Citrine, they were all senior wizards. They all had strong talents, but not a single spell had any affect on the beast."
Hamilton sat and then asked, “Can I see their reports?"
"There are no reports from them. They did not survive the attempt."
"So what makes you believe that I will fair any better?"
"Because you are the best that we have. If you fail, the Guild fails."
"Thanks for the vote of confidence. Does anyone else have anything to add?"
An acolyte half raised his hand. Hamilton looked at the boy. “Yes? You are?"
"Whimper. Anthony Whimper, Master Citrine. Level 2 wizard in training.” The boy looked nervous and fidgeted in his chair. He had difficulty meeting Hamilton's gaze.
"Yes, Acolyte Whimper. What can you add?"
"W-well, the d-dragon doesn't attack people or animals, just houses and, er, banks."
"Anything else?"
"N-no, sir."
"Thank you, Acolyte. Does anyone else have anything to add?"
The room was silent except for a muffled cough or two. Hamilton looked at the Acolytes and at the Senior Wizards. They all looked back at him. “Frankly, I was hoping that you can provide me with more information. Here is what I believe to be true. First, your Thermite is not a dragon. Dragons are, if nothing else, reptiles. Thermite is a bug, albeit a large one. Also, you can add a clock shop to your list of destroyed buildings although, were it not for my intervention, it would have been the King's Arms Inn instead of the shop. I do not tell you this to tout my abilities as saving the Arms as it was as much dumb luck as anything else that saved it."
Hamilton spotted the Alchemist seated to Diamond's left. “Master Hardension, what can you tell me about the items I left for you to examine?"
The Alchemist stood and placed a burlap sack on the table. He opened it and removed the cylinder. It no longer glowed. “This,” he began as he held the cylinder, “is made of base metals. A bit of gold mixed with some silver but mostly lead. I opened it. It was hollow and empty. The glow came from a magic charge of some sort but, even after consulting with the other wizards, I was unable to determine how it was so charged or what spell was used. As you can see, the charge has dissipated."
"Anything else about the cylinder?"
"Only that it was, at least physically, created by a talented metallurgist. The mix of metals is uniform throughout. Also, the machining of the parts comes very close to artistry in its precision. I would very much like to meet the man who created it."
"As would I, Master Alchemist. What about the material in the jar I left?"
Hardension brightened. “Now that was interesting. It is some form of oil. Quite flammable. Unfortunately, I can't identify its type."
The Alchemist removed the blackened jar from the sack and unscrewed its top. “There is something disquieting about this substance.” He took a stylus and inserted it into the jar withdrawing a small bead of it on the stylus’ tip. He then smeared it on the table and set the sample alight with a flint stick. It burned brightly.
"It burns,” said Diamond. “So does fish oil. So what?"
"Try putting it out using magic."
It was a simple spell. Diamond snapped his fingers. The flame continued to burn. The Guildmaster registered shock on his face. “It resists magic. How can this be?"
Hardension blew out the flame. An acrid smell filled the hall about the table as the smoke from the burning substance disappeared into the air. He then turned back to Hamilton. “I don't know, but what I do know is that this is the most dangerous substance, at least to the Guild, that I have ever examined."
"Because it resists magic?” asked Hamilton.
"No,” replied the Alchemist. “Because it nullifies it. The vapors that are left in the air from this infernal stuff will block all magic in the room for at least half an hour, maybe more."
"That's ridiculous!” exclaimed Diamond. He snapped his fingers. Then he did it again. And again. “My Gods!"
"Indeed,” nodded Hardension.
"Meow,” said Whiskers.
Hamilton looked down at his cat with surprise. “Meow?” He shook his head while scratching Whiskers behind her ears. Then he turned back to Hardension. “Thank you for your diligence, Master Alchemist. I wish that your news had been more positive, but knowledge is power and perhaps it will help lead us to a solution."
Hamilton turned his attention back to the Guild. “There are two other things that I have discovered that may help as well. The first is that the cylinder the Master Alchemist examined seems to be a lure that attracts the dragon. Considering that it was charged with a magic spell indicates that our enemy is a wizard, a perhaps a rogue wizard, and that person is controlling the beast. I found a similar cylinder in my room at the inn. I took it to the clock shop to open it which is where Thermite attacked.
The other thing I found, well, actually, Whiskers here found, was a few grains of sand left behind in my suite at the inn by the person who had placed the cylinder there. Whiskers tells me that the sand does not come from the ocean shore as it lacks the smell of salt. Also, I suspect I know who is behind all of this."
"Who is it?” asked Diamond.
"I believe that I met the man once before. If I described a person to you who wears a black hooded cloak and whose skin and eyes have a yellow cast to them, would any of you know such a man?"
"Topaz!” shouted Diamond. “You have described Master Topaz, but why would he do such things?"
Hamilton shook his head. “The missing wizard, huh? Right now, I have no idea, but I can tell you that he visited my shop in Green Ridge and, I believe, he expressed an interest in the items from Master Obsidian's trunk."
He turned to Argus and asked, “Runemaster, have you had any further luck in translating the runes from Obsidian's things."
Argus was examining his fingernails.
"Runemaster? Master Argus?"
The old man looked up. “Yes, I'm Runemaster Argus."
Hamilton repeated his question.
"No. Not yet,” replied Argus. “I believe some of them may not be runes, but rather text in an ancient language. I have requested books from the master library at Royal City, but they have not as yet arrived. I'm expecting them any day now."
"Thank you, Runemaster.” Hamilton looked at those about the table and asked, “Anyone know where I can find sand around here that doesn't come from the shore?"
Whimper looked up. “Er, maybe in the Dark Line Swamp, near the base of the Savanna Hills?"
An elder wizard wearing a gray cloak cleared his throat seeking attention. “Yes?” asked Hamilton.
"Name's Jade. Listen, we all appreciate the fact that you're here to help, but it doesn't seem to me that finding this drag ... this bug is going to do us much good ... unless you've got some idea as to how to kill it."
"I suspect that your thoughts are shared by many here. Is that so?"
There was muttered agreement from the wizards.
"Kill Thermite. That is the reason I was summoned, right?"
Again there was agreement.
"Well, fellow wizards, that is not the problem, but a symptom of it. If I snapped my fingers and Thermite disappeared, it would solve nothing."
Jade jumped to his feet. “What are you talking about? It would solve everything!"
In his calmest voice, Hamilton replied, “No, Master Jade and please, resume your seat. And here is why. The bug is not the problem. It is not a wanton beast, killing people at random and laying waste to the land. It is a tool, a weapon. Our challenge is not so much to kill this beast. The real problem, brother wizards, is to eliminate the Beastmaster."
Diamond looked up. “Just how do you expect to do that?"
Hamilton rubbed his beard drawing his hand down to its tip. “I don't know ... yet. First, I suppose, I'll have to figure out who he is, where he is and, with some luck, why he is doing this. In the mean time, I ask that you members of the Guild think about ways of killing this bug. Surely someone here knows how to kill a bug."
"Er, step on it?” offered Whimper and received an elbow stab in the arm from the wizard seated next to him.
Hamilton gave a cold stare to the wizard who elbowed Whimper. “Unless, you can come up with something better, I would be a bit less judgmental, if I were you. But, shy of constructing a two hundred foot long foot, the suggestion is a bit impractical, Acolyte Whimper. Still, it is a good start. As a dragon, this beast was imbued with mythical powers. As a bug, it's just a nuisance, albeit a large one.
But, as I said, I will leave finding a way to exterminate this bug to you for now. I, on the other hand, will try to find out first, where this Topaz can be found, and second, how I can stop him.
Are there any further questions?” The room was silent. “Good, then we will all meet back here the same time next week. In the mean time, I trust that the Runemaster and the Alchemist may be able to provide us all with additional information. Please have your records keeper send me any information they might have on Topaz. Where he lived, where he's from, and what kind of magic he specializes in. Anything, no matter how insignificant it might be.
Also, Master Diamond, I wish you to get out the word that should anyone find one of those cylinders, they should notify the Guild immediately."
"Meow!” shouted Whiskers.
* * * *Back at the inn, Whiskers got her voice back, but it came in stages. That was most “meow...” Damn. Listen, Old Man. Whatever else you do, I want you to make sure that that “meow” stuff, damn, never sees the light of day again. You have no idea how it feels to lose your ability to talk.
Thalia, who was sitting on the couch, scratched Whiskers behind the ears. “Poor little kitty. I'm sure Hamilton will come up with something."
Whiskers produced a weak purr, but her tail continued to flick back and forth. Think so? What about it, wizard? Got something up your sleeve besides old spotty skin?
Hamilton looked up from the chair and frowned at the cat. “I don't know. I kind of liked it when I didn't have to listen to your snide remarks. Maybe I'll collect a jar of the stuff to keep around here when I need some silence."
You wouldn't dare, you “meow."
"Relax, cat. I was just kidding. I value your comments ... most of the time, but as to what I intend to do about Topaz ... I don't know, yet. Hopefully, the Guild can help. There're too many unanswered questions right now. Why is he getting this Thermite to terrorize the people around here? How is he doing it? That white stuff must affect his magic as well so how can he control the beast without magic?” Hamilton shook his head. “Too many questions right now."
He stood up and stretched. Then he sat down at the small table in the room and extracted paper and a pen from the drawer.
What are you writing? Your last will and “meow", damn, testament?
"Cute. No. I'm writing up the danger of finding one of those cylinders and a description of Topaz. I'll drop it off at the local newspaper tomorrow. Maybe we'll get a lead on Topaz since I'm offering a 50 royal reward. Even if it doesn't help us find him, it may save a life or two. I'll notify the police as well, but I doubt that they'll be willing to face down a Master Wizard."
You'd better start practicing your own magic, Old Man. What's it been, four decades since you used it?
Hamilton looked up at the ceiling in thought saying, “I suppose that it has been almost that long, but as Diamond said, it's impossible to forget a spell."
Thalia looked up. “Really? You can't forget?"
"No, my dear. Learning a spell isn't like learning history. A spell, once learned, becomes, well, ingrained into your being. You're more likely to forget your own name than a spell. It becomes second nature.” Hamilton yawned and put down his pen. “It's getting late. I'm going to bed."
* * * *The next morning, Hamilton and Thalia set off to visit the local newspaper. Hamilton had debated whether or not to wear Obsidian's cloak, but had decided on his own coat. He was glad when he got outdoors as the weather had turned colder and a light snow was falling.
Following Roscoe's directions they traversed the half mile to the offices of the Norkon Gazetteer. The bell that tinkled when they entered sounded much like the one in Hamilton's shop. He was reminded that the two weeks’ protection fee he had paid was quickly running out. He fretted for a moment until he reminded himself that it was no longer necessary. A few brief words spoken under his breath and a quick gesture made his shop impervious to all unwanted visitors.
The newspaper office was not very busy. A lad of about 15 was cranking out copies on an old noisy press. He stopped when Hamilton and Thalia entered and asked if he could help.
"I'm looking for the owner."
At that point, an older man emerged from an office. “Someone looking for me? I'm Hendrick Corey, owner, editor, reporter, and advertising salesman. I suppose that you're here to cancel your subscription as well. Right?"
"No, Mr. Corey. I'm Master Citrine, from the Guild of Magic Users and Wizards. I have a story for you. This is Thalia, my assistant."
Corey bowed to the girl and then slid his gaze back to Hamilton. “A story, huh? From the Guild? Did that wizard who's supposed to kill Thermite show up?"
"That would be me."
"So why aren't you out slaying the dragon?"
"I am a wizard, not a knight. I don't slay dragons, but I am working on eliminating it. In any case, I have brought you some information on how Norkon citizens can protect themselves from Thermite. If you're interested?"
"Protection, huh? Let's go to my office. Stanley, that paper isn't going to print itself."
The boy went back to running the press as Hamilton and Thalia followed Corey into his office. He removed piles of newspapers from two chairs and then returned to his desk and sat down. “Sit, sit.” He gestured at the chairs.
"So, my advertising rates are 10 royals for a quarter page. Had to drop my rates as subscribership has been dropping off. So. What're you selling? Potions, charms, amulets?"
"I'm not selling anything, Mr. Corey. What do you take me for?"
"I'll hold my response to that until you tell me why you are here. I don't have any truck with magic, especially as all the Guild does is promise crap they can't deliver. My business is going to hell in a hundred royal carriage and..."
Hamilton snapped his fingers and, although Corey's mouth continued to move, no words came out. He stopped with a look of incredulity on his face.
"That's enough.” Hamilton rose to his feet. “I am not some huckster selling fake charms. I have brought you information that can protect citizens from Thermite. There is no price attached, but if you're not interested ... Let's go, Thalia. This man's a fool.” He offered his hand to Thalia who took it and stood.
Corey jumped to his feet and started waving his arms.
"Do you have something ... civil ... to say?"
Corey's head bobbed up and down.
"Very well.” Hamilton snapped his fingers.
"Please. Please, be seated. I apologize for my, rudeness, Citrine, was it?"
Hamilton and Thalia resumed their seats. “Master Citrine."
"Yes. Yes, of course. Master Citrine. What can I do for you?” Beads of sweat appeared on the editor's forehead.
"I have discovered that Thermite is being lured to its targets by a rogue wizard named Topaz. Here is a description of what the lure looks like as well as what this wizard looks like and what to do if either is found.” Hamilton handed Corey the reward notice he had written. “I would recommend that you publish this as soon as possible. Of course, if you would prefer to keep losing subscribers..."
Corey read the paper. “I'll print this immediately. Perhaps, I could interview you as well?"
"I think not. Come, Thalia. We're done here.” Again he offered his arm and the two left the office.
Corey followed them out, shouting at Stanley to stop the press.
Once outside the paper Thalia looked at Hamilton. “I can't believe how some people treat Guild wizards. Especially as all you were doing was trying to help. He should be punished for his insolence."
"No. It wasn't so much insolence as fear. Everyone in this town's afraid, apparently with good reason. Besides, there isn't anything special about wizards save for the fact that they have a talent. I suspect that Master Diamond, in better times, has demonstrated a bit too much arrogance and now it's coming back to haunt us all. Don't ever let it get into your head that you are better than anyone else because of your talent. Believe me, arrogance breeds stupidity that can easily lead to one's downfall."
"But should we not stand up for ourselves when the Guild is defamed?"
"Defamed? Thalia, a wise man picks his battles. The Guild is a concept. It is not a person. It represents a group of people. Some members are better than others. Cursing the Guild makes as much sense as cursing the weather. Now, where's the local police station?"
The snow, which had been melting on contact, was now remaining on the ground as the temperature continued to fall. In addition, the wind had picked up. After hiking twenty minutes, Hamilton suspected that they were lost. The weather and Thermite had driven most folks from the streets as the two plodded onward looking for the street names that Roscoe had mentioned. Frustrated and cold, Hamilton discovered a bakery that was open and held the door for Thalia as they entered.
The warm aroma of fresh baked good flooded their nostrils. The glass displays held breads in various shapes and sizes and buns covered in fruits, nuts and sweet toppings. A head popped up from behind the counter. “Help ya?” the young man asked.
"I was looking for the police station.” Hamilton unbuttoned his coat to let the warmth in.
The man's smile slipped away. “Oh. Two blocks to the left, turn right on Turrin and it's about four blocks up from there."
"Thanks. Er, as long as we're here, maybe we'll grab a bite and warm up a bit. What's good?"
"Everything's good, mister. Couldn't stay in business long were it otherwise."
"Of course, I didn't mean to imply ... Perhaps I should have asked ‘What would you recommend?"
"Well, the crossies and the pebble cakes are still warm from the oven. Though I personally favor the lemon quandries. Pretty much a matter of taste, though."
"Then give me two of each. Mind if we stay a bit? Just to chase the cold from our bones?"
"Don't make no nevermind to me. I got some hot coffee if you're interested."
"Oh, yes, please.” Thalia smiled.
The man returned the smile and then went to the back and returned with three steaming mugs of coffee. He offered sugar after placing the mugs on the counter. Then he got a brown sack and loaded it with the pastries. Thalia removed a pebble cake from the sack and took a bite. “Ummmm. This is good."
The man smiled again. “Something about being warm from the oven. Like eating fruit that you've just picked."
Hamilton selected a lemon quandry and ate it between sips of the dark sweet coffee. “This is good as well. It's both sweet and tart at the same time. Where do you find lemons this time of year?"
"I get them during the summer and preserve them in sugar syrup. Um, that'll be three royals. Coffee's free."
"Here's five. It's worth it."
"Thanks, mister. I appreciate that, what with business being down and all. I don't think I've seen you in here before and I know I haven't seen you, miss. I never forget a pretty face."
Thalia blushed. Hamilton frowned. “Are you implying that my face isn't pretty?” The frown became a grin. “But you're right; we're new to this part of town."
"New, huh?” Then you're the first new people here ‘round these parts in weeks. Aren't you afraid of the dragon?"
"Not really. As a matter of fact, that's why we're here. We're from the Guild."
"Wizards Guild?"
Hamilton nodded.
"Finally! That's great. Been hopin’ someone would show up from there. That Diamond guy said they would take care of Thermite, but it's been a while and people keep leavin'. Name's Beaumont, William Beaumont."
"Citrine, Master Wizard and this is Thalia, my assistant."
"Thalia. Thalia Sprite. Pleased to meet you, Mr. Beaumont.” She blushed.
Beaumont gazed at Thalia and flashed a thousand candlepower smile. “Call me Will, Miss Sprite. Are you a wizard too?"
"I'm an acolyte now, but I am studying to be a wizard."
"A lady wizard, huh? I'm impressed.” Then to Hamilton, “So how do you plan to kill Thermite? I don't imagine that it will be easy."
Hamilton put down the quandry he'd been eating and licked his fingers. “To be honest, I don't know yet. This isn't going to be one of those times where the wizard snaps his fingers and the dragon disappears. Right now I am studying the enemy. Trying to understand it, and find its vulnerable points."
"Find any?"
"No, but I've just begun."
Beaumont took a sip of his own coffee. “Maybe I can help."
Thalia looked up at him. “Are you a wizard too?"
"Far from it, Miss Sprite, but up until a few years ago, I was a weaponeer in His Majesty's Guard."
Hamilton's eyebrows raised, “I'm sorry, but I'm not familiar with that term. Weaponeer? What's that?"
"Well, before he died, my father was a carpenter and he taught me the trade. After he died, I joined up. The guard said that they needed someone to design and build large weapons so I volunteered. It beat the heck out of the infantry."
"So you made big swords?” asked Thalia who looked confused.
"Big swords?” laughed Beaumont. “No, I made some catapults and siege towers. I was proud of my work, but before we could use them, the brown plague struck and though it killed many here, it devastated the Elders. The war was over before it could even get started."
"The King allowed many of us to cash out of the army. I took my money and bought this place. Got the business going pretty good until the dragon showed up. So, like I said, if I can help..."
"A most generous offer, Mr. Beaumont."
"More like self-preservation. I'll be out of business soon unless someone can kill Thermite. You just let me know."
"Well, no matter what your motivation, I will keep your offer in mind. Thank you for allowing us to share the warmth of your shop and for the coffee, but now, before the storm outside gets worse, we must leave."
Minutes later, with coats re-buttoned and collars up to block the wind, Hamilton and Thalia were back on the street and headed in the right direction. Visibility had gotten much worse and Hamilton began to question the wisdom of continuing. Fortunately, after they made the turn on Turrin, the wind was at their backs. It blew them along the empty streets until the police station appeared out of the white haze ahead.
They climbed the steps and entered. The Norkon Constabulary was not much larger that the police station in Green Ridge, but it was opulent by comparison. The temperature inside was only marginally warmer than outside. “At least,” thought Hamilton, “there isn't any wind in here."
A uniformed officer, a wide man with ample gut spilling over his belt, glanced at them as they entered. “You here to report a crime?” He put down his hammer after tacking a wanted poster to a wall, picked up a notepad and pen from the desk and frowned.
"No,” Hamilton said.
The officer dropped the pad. “Good ‘cause we're a bit short staffed right now. Besides, the weather's not conducive to investigatin'."
Hamilton wondered what the relationship was between investigatin’ and the weather, but let it go. “We're here about Thermite."
"He burn down yer house or something?” The officer plopped down into a desk chair which, based on the creaking sound it made, could probably only withstand a few more plops.
"No. Nothing like that. I'm Citrine, a Master Wizard from the Guild. This is Thalia, my assistant."
The officer looked at Thalia a bit too long. “Guild, huh? So what cha doin’ around here? Guild ain't even in our jurisdiction."
"We are here looking for help in taking out the dragon."
"And you want us to help?” The policeman laughed out loud. “You nuts er somethin'? Look, if you think that we're gonna go up against a dragon, you're crazy. Why do you think half the force is on sick leave? You want help, try the army."
"No, Officer..."
"Largebottom—Sergeant Largebottom. No cracks now if you know what's good for you."
"Well, Sergeant, we do not expect Norkon's police to fight the dragon. It would be unwise to risk losing the only force that stands between the law and chaos. However, we have discovered a few things which we believe, as good citizens, mind you, may allow you and your men to stop this scourge without a single swing of a club."
Mollified, the Sergeant rose from his chair, “Well, then, that's dif'ernt. Why don't you two sit down and you kin tell me what you got in mind."
Hamilton and Thalia sat on a hard wood bench facing the desk. As the Sergeant went to sit again, Hamilton could almost hear his chair scream in anticipation, but it again survived the impact.
"The Guild is of a mind that Thermite is being controlled by a wizard named Topaz. I've written out a description of him. Here.” Hamilton handed a sheet of paper to Largebottom, who squinted at it.
"He is recognizable by his dark cloak and yellowish eyes and skin. If we can stop him, we can stop Thermite. Also, we believe that he has been planting lures to attract the dragon. Should anyone find one of these cylinders—there's a description of them on the paper—they should move it to a place free from buildings and people, and notify the Guild immediately. You'll note that there is a 50 royal reward for such; however, the cylinder must be from an undamaged residence. A cylinder from a dragon damaged building is useless and of no value."
"No reward for it, huh? How can you tell the dif'ernce?"
"It's quite simple, Sergeant. If the cylinder glows with a blue light, I will reward the finder. If it glows with a green light or shows no light, it is worthless."
"Oh."
"One other thing..."
"Huh?"
"There's a 1000 royal reward for capturing Topaz."
"A thousand royals!” The Sergeant salivated.
"Yes, but I should remind you that he is a Master Wizard and will not want to come peacefully."
"Aw, rabbit poop.” Largebottom sighed as his enthusiasm bubble burst.
* * * *The trip back to the inn was more direct thanks to a scrawled map provided by the Sergeant. It was not pleasant though as the density of the snow fall and the wind had both increased. By the time they got back, the two were shivering, their boots were soaked, and there was almost two inches of snow on the ground. Hamilton panted from the exertion.
When they entered their room Whiskers looked up from the chair cushion she was lying on. Well, you two took your time. And you left me with nothing to eat.
Hamilton scowled at the cat. “Have you looked outside? It's snowing pretty hard right now."
Hmmmm. Let's see. It's winter and it's snowing. I should contact the newspaper. I don't know how they could have missed this. Wow. Snow in winter. Incredible.
"Yes. Snow in winter. Perhaps you would like to experience it first hand? I'm certain I could arrange it.” Hamilton picked up the cat.
Whoa, Old Man. I was kidding, kidding. Jeez, you're getting grumpy in your old age.
"My old age, huh? You're pushing your luck, pussy cat.” Hamilton dropped Whiskers onto the floor and flopped down in the vacated chair. “My old age,” he mumbled to himself. Then he looked down at the cat and smiled.
Whiskers looked up at Hamilton What? What are you thinking? I'm sorry. OK? I was just getting, er, lonely.
Hamilton's smile broadened. “Relax, cat. I wasn't thinking about you. I was thinking about me. I am an old man and my age is not an asset, but up until last week, there wasn't anything I could do about it."
Thalia returned from the bedroom. She had pulled her hair back and tied it with a green ribbon. She was dressed in fawn colored breeches and a forest green tunic. “You're not old, Hamilton. In fact, you are the youngest Master Wizard in the Guild, except for Master Diamond.” She sat down on the couch and Whiskers joined her.
"Thank you, child. I am the youngest as I don't consider Diamond to be a Master Wizard. However, I'm going to need more strength and stamina than I possess if I am to move forward on this Thermite nonsense."
Whiskers purred as Thalia scratched the cat's ears and throat. “I'm sure that if you need more help, the Guild will provide it."
Hamilton rose and walked to the window. He looked at his reflection. “You're right, but that's not the kind of help I was thinking about.” He ran his fingers through his beard, holding on to the tip of it for a moment and then releasing it. “No. I am too old for this job. Not mentally, but certainly physically. But, as I said before, now I can do something about it."
You gonna sign up for Guild health insurance?
"In a manner of speaking. This will ensure my health and the source is the Guild—more or less."
Huh?
Hamilton left the window and disappeared into the bedroom. He returned a moment later with Obsidian's wand in hand and sat down. He closed his eyes in concentration, mumbled an incantation under his breath, and then tapped himself once on either shoulder with the wand.
We dub thee knight. Rise, Sir Hamilton.
Hamilton stood while the cat and girl looked at him, amazed. His gray beard and hair morphed to a chestnut brown.
Now that is impressive. Instant hair color. You could make a fortune selling that.
Hamilton ignored the cat. He stood and stretched his muscles working each joint one at a time.
It was then that Thalia and Whiskers saw the other changes that occurred. Hamilton's skin texture smoothed and the color became more even. His face filled out and the gauntness disappeared. The dark circles beneath his eyes faded. Within less than a minute, a man of no more than thirty stood before them.
Thalia's eyes grew wide. “Could you teach me that? Please."
Hamilton gripped the arms of the chair and lowered himself into it supporting his weight with the strength in his arms. Once seated, he replied, “Someday, perhaps. The rejuvenation spell is not an easy one to learn, but why? Do you want to look like you're twelve again?"
"Well, no, but it will be worth knowing ... for the future.” Thalia blushed.
Hamilton blinked his eyes several times and frowned. Thalia asked, “What's the matter?"
"I think this spell messed up my vision and ... and I feel foolish.” Hamilton removed his glasses and smiled.
Hey. New old man. How about me? I could do with shedding a few years too.
Hamilton looked at the cat. “You shed enough already. How old are you, anyway?"
Whiskers stretched. In cat years? Somewhere around four hundred and seventy, give or take a year or so.
"But that would make you..."
Yeah. Thorn wasn't the first wizard I lived with and at the rate you're going, you won't be the last. How about shaving off a few hundred?
"I had no idea. Guess I should be calling you ‘Old Cat'."
So how about dropping two hundred?
"I can't, Whiskers. The rejuve spell must be performed on one's self."
Whiskers flicked her tail. That's a pile of rats’ gonads! How do you think I lived this long? I didn't do this to myself. Maybe you can't cast the spell on another human, but how does that keep you from doing it to a cat? Come on. What's the problem? Ethics? I've watched you doing business for years, Old Man. You gave up ethics a long time ago.
Hamilton wanted to disagree, but instead was forced to concede the point. “OK, cat. I'll give it a shot. Two hundred years, huh?"
Remember, that's two hundred cat years. I don't want to disappear.
Hamilton picked up Obsidian's wand and walked over to where Whiskers sat on the couch. He raised the wand, spoke an incantation and touched the cat on the top of her head. For a moment, it seemed as if nothing happened. Then he noticed that Whiskers’ body filled out and her fur became thicker and shinier.
Whiskers jumped down from the couch and raced around the perimeter of the room. Then she jumped back on the couch next to Thalia. That felt good. That's one I owe you, Old Man. Thanks.
Hamilton returned to his seat and put the wand on the table next to him. “Let's just call it even. If you hadn't found that cylinder, we might all be dead now."
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CHAPTER 7* * * *The next day, Thalia complained that she didn't feel like she was doing much to help. Hamilton told her, “Although it might not appear so, your presence when I was questioning others had a very positive effect on them.” As that didn't seem to be enough for her, he sent her on an errand to Center City's library to do some research on swamp needles. “I want to know as much about them as possible. What they eat. How long they live. How they breed. And most important, what kills them. Can you do that for me?"
Thalia brightened. “Yes, sir. I'll do my best."
"Here're 10 royals. Take a carriage and have them wait for you. Get a receipt."
* * * *During the several days that followed, Hamilton went over Thalia's notes which he had to admit, were extensive. He was disappointed that although the newspaper had run the story about the bounty on the cylinders and the police had posted several reward posters, no one tried to claim the money. It had snowed off and on for four days. Although his new physical vigor provided him with increased energy he felt frustrated as he had nowhere to direct it. The day arrived for the Guild meeting. He, Thalia, and Whiskers boarded the Guild's carriage and they rode through the snowy streets. Hamilton had a half-formed plan, but there were still too many things he hadn't worked out.
As they reached the outer door, Hamilton felt a wave pass through his body. He felt weak and gripped the door frame to steady himself. Thalia noticed his distress and, with a worried note in her voice, “Hamilton, what is it?"
The wave passed and Hamilton regained his strength. “Someone just tried to break into my shop in Green Ridge."
"In Green Ridge? How can you tell?” asked Thalia.
"When my powers were returned to me, I decided that my shop in Green Ridge could do with more protection. So I set wards to protect the shop. Kinsian wards. No one should have been able to get within two feet of the place."
"Thieves?"
"Perhaps but the shop was posted so it's dubious that a professional would attempt it."
"Did they get in?” asked Thalia with concern.
"No. My wards held. But the attempt to break in wasn't physical. Someone with the talent was trying to get in and, as there are no wizards that I am aware of in Green Ridge ... I've got to get back there."
"But what about the Guild?"
"I'll go by tomorrow as planned. Then I'll leave. The Guild can survive without me for a few days. As I recall, Master Topaz expressed an inordinate interest in the trunk I acquired. I thought he was interested in the contents, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe he was interested in the trunk, itself."
"But why?” Thalia asked.
"That's what I intend to find out."
* * * *After they were ushered into the hall, the younger wizards and acolytes including Diamond were amazed at Hamilton's physical transformation. The older wizards, however, took it as a matter of course.
Diamond's “Harrumph” brought the group to order. Then he turned the floor over to Hamilton who stood before the Guild.
"Before I say more, I would like to find out what information the Guild has gathered in the last week. Please raise your hand if you have anything to contribute.” Hamilton looked at those gathered. No hand shot up but, as he waited, a few of those gathered did raise hands tentatively.
"Master Alchemist. Good news this time?” asked Hamilton as he recognized Hardension.
"Perhaps. I experimented with that material you collected. As you already know, the debilitating effect it has on magic is temporary. My experiments have shown that the problem comes from breathing in the fumes when it burns. I might be able to design a filter that, when worn over the mouth and nose, prevents the wearer from being affected."
"That sounds like more than a perhaps. How effective will it be?"
"I believe that it will only last for about 30 minutes—maybe not even that long. Then it will become saturated. However, even after the gas has dissipated, removing the mask may prove to be a problem. The fumes from the burning er, goo—I've been calling it ‘Dragon Oil'—contains unburned materials that tend to stick to whatever is around—hair, clothing, furniture, etc. The aromatics produced from such, if inhaled, will still have a detrimental effect although not as strong as inhaling the burning vapors."
"Do you mean that they persist forever?” asked Hamilton.
"No, but it took about 3 hours for the effects to completely cease. The big problem is in getting the materials for the masks. They aren't available locally."
"What about the cylinder? Were you able to determine what it was made of or how it worked?"
The corners of Hardension's mouth turned down matching his drooping mustache. “Like I said before, the cylinder is made of base metals. Nothing special about it. As to how it works, no. I was hoping to find one that had not been used, but no one has come forth to claim a reward as yet.” The Master Alchemist sat down.
"Anyone else?” asked Hamilton.
Whimper's hand lifted to half mast.
"Acolyte Whimper? What can you add?"
Whimper got unsteadily to his feet. “Well, I er, went with Jamie, er, Acolyte in training James, to the Dark Line Swamp.” The red haired boy sitting next to Whimper looked up and then back down again.
"And?” Hamilton prompted after a moment's of silence.
"Well, er, it was frozen over and covered with snow.” Again, there was a pause as Whimper mustered his courage. “There wasn't anything special there, but in the hills that border it, we found some caves. One of them was really big ... and there was some smoke coming out of it, some black smoke."
"Did you enter the cave?"
Whimper looked down at the table in front of him and said in a tiny voice, “No. We was sorta scared."
"Was the cave large enough to contain the dragon?"
Still looking down, the boy replied, “Maybe. I've never seen the dragon, but the mouth of the cave was really big."
"Look at me, boy. You have nothing to be ashamed of. You and James did us all a service. Only a fool would have walked into that cave not knowing what was in there. I would not expect you to confront a Master Wizard by yourselves, let alone confront a dragon.” Whimper sat down and Hamilton scanned the group. “Surely someone has something more to add? It's been a week. How about you, Runemaster Argus?"
Argus’ head bobbed up and looked about. “Oh, me. Yes, I'm the Runemaster.” He remained sitting.
"Master Argus,” began Hamilton speaking with as much patience as he could muster. “Have you discovered any more from the runes I provided?"
"Runes?"
"Yes. The copies of the runes I gave you. From the cloak, the lock plate, and the Orb."
"Oh, those runes. Yes. Remarkable. Remarkable runes. No. Couldn't do much with them without the other one."
"The other one? That's all there was. What other one?” Hamilton shook his head in confusion.
"When I got the books, I was able to translate them to the extent that they referred to a fourth one. The one that was supposed to give the direction? The way? The reason? The key? Something like that. Remarkable. Where's the other one?"
"I'm afraid I don't know, Master Argus."
"Well, you find that one and I'll be able to answer your questions."
Thanks for nothing, thought Hamilton but instead he said, “I'll see what I can do. As a matter of fact, I'm led to believe that I may have left something behind in Green Ridge. Perhaps the rune you need. I will be returning there for a few days, but I will back here before the week is out."
Then, readdressing the Guild, he asked, “Anyone else?” When no one raised a hand, he looked at Diamond and asked, “Master Diamond, what can you tell me about Topaz?"
"He's not a wizard. At least not a Guild wizard,” replied Diamond. There was a raw edge to his voice.
"But didn't you say, just last week, that he was a Master Wizard? What has changed?"
Diamond did not look happy. He sounded defensive. “He joined our Guild about six months ago. Said he was from the Mercy Guild in Havenshire. It was obvious that he had the talent so I saw no reason at the time to bother checking his references. I checked them this week. Havenshire never heard of him and no one matching his description was ever in their Guild. I've sent inquiries to Guild Central, but haven't gotten a response yet."
Hamilton's anger grew at the Guild's lack of help, but he hammered the feeling down so that it wouldn't show.
"I asked Thalia, here, to do some research and she did an excellent job.” Thalia blushed. “Thanks to her, I am now an expert on swamp needles, but this Thermite thing, which looks just like a giant swamp needle, certainly doesn't act like one. They are summer creatures and can't deal with the cold. Once they leave their larval forms behind, they live less than two months. And while they live, they eat insects, lots of insects. However, the largest one ever found was about two feet across. Obviously, Thermite, if it is a big swamp needle, should be dead. To keep a body that large going would require food, a whole lot of food. Where would it get that much?” The room was silent.
"That was a question."
There was still no response. Hamilton shook his head. “Pitiful. In the mean time, I expect the Guild to answer that question. Someone is supplying the food. In the form of meat. Beef, chicken, horse—meat. Someone in Center City. Find out who and we'll have a better handle on what and where Thermite is."
Diamond, looking put-upon, stood up and protested, “Master Citrine, we are not detectives. Just what do you expect us to do?"
"Sit down.” Diamond, looking miffed, sat. Hamilton, his anger and frustration having passed their limits, stood and addressed the Guild. “What do I expect you to do? A hell of a lot more than you've done so far! When I was in the Guild, forty years ago, the Masters were wizards, true wizards. They knew and used magic for the greater good, but you, you pathetic lot of has-beens and never-wases, what do you do now? Entertain at birthing parties? Do magic tricks on holidays? And you expect me to save you? Me, a wizard who hasn't done a bit of magic for decades, because of the Guild, I might add.” Hamilton took a breath and then continued. “Now, suddenly, I'm to be your savior, the one man to pull your butts out of the fire. And for what?” He looked about the room. The acolytes cowered, the senior wizards looked angry, Thalia looked shocked and Diamond's face approached beethood.
"Master Diamond here seemed to think that I arrived because he had summoned me to the Guild. The truth is I was summoned, not by Diamond, but rather by Obsidian, a true Master Wizard. A week ago, I asked you for information. Aside from the acolytes, you produced almost nothing. In the last week, there've been three more attacks and two more people are dead. Half the population of Norkon has left and the people that remain have lost all respect for the Guild. I give you, members of the Guild, one more week. If you can't come up with some real information on both Topaz and Thermite within that time, I'll return to Green Ridge and you can deal with your dragon without me."
"But, but, you can't ... You've got to help. You m-must.” Diamond stuttered.
"I'm not going to do this by myself. It's either a team effort or you can go look for another fool. You've got one more week. I'll be back before that. But, if you manage to come up with something helpful, send word immediately."
Hamilton grasped Thalia's hand. “Come on. Let's go.” Whiskers jumped up on his shoulder and they headed out leaving the members of the Guild mumbling in their wake.
* * * *The next morning Hamilton got up early. He sketched out a diagram and gave it to Thalia to deliver to the baker they had met.
She looked at the sketch and asked, “It looks like a crossbow, but what are these?” She pointed out part of the diagram.
"Wheels. Note the dimensions. The bolts will be a twelve feet long."
"Do you think this will work against Thermite?"
Hamilton managed a feeble smile. “I hope so. Little arrows didn't work. Maybe a few big ones might. Anyway, give the sketch to that baker, what was his name?"
"I think it was Will, William Beaumont."
"Yeah, Beaumont, that's right. Tell him that the Guild will pay him to build it, but tell him he's only got a week to do it in."
Whiskers wandered in from the bedroom. Breakfast show up yet?
Hamilton took the bowl off the table and put it on the floor. “Eat."
Whiskers walked over to the bowl and sniffed it. She ate a few bites and then looked up at Hamilton. Are you going to take me with you when you go to Green Ridge?
"No. You can stay here along with Thalia."
Works for me. That wagon of yours is very uncomfortable.
"I'm not taking the wagon. I don't have the time. I'll ride Bethesda."
"Mast, er, Hamilton, what would you have me do while you are gone?"
"Well, you can take care of Whiskers, but aside from that, I want you to go to the newspaper and tell the owner that the bounty on the cylinders, the ones that glow blue, has been upped to 100 royals. Beyond that, use your imagination. Anything you can find on Thermite could be helpful."
"I think you frightened the wizards yesterday."
"I suppose I did. It was stupid losing my temper but they've got to help. I can't do this alone."
"Do you think anyone will find one of the cylinders?” asked Thalia.
"I hope so, but if they do, if they bring one to you, don't keep it in the inn. Bury it somewhere. Make sure no one sees you do it. I don't want Thermite flattening this place. I shouldn't be gone long. Two or three days at the most."
Whiskers looked up from her meal. How are you going to manage that? It's a two day trip in either direction.
"It is, unless you apply a bit of magic. Thalia, please put your coat on. I want you to come out to the stables with me."
"Are you leaving now?"
"Yes. Just as soon as I get Obsidian's cloak and wand."
"Let me pack some food for your trip. It won't take a moment."
* * * *Outside, Hamilton could see his breath in the cold air. The stable doors were closed and when they entered he was pleased to note that the air inside was warmer. They moved to Bethesda's stall. He looked well fed and Hamilton noticed that there was a large sack of oats just outside the gate. “How has the stable master been treating you, boy?” The horse replied, Much better. Food's good and I've been curried three times.
Thalia translated.
"Excellent. Feel like some exercise?"
Thalia translated the horse's response. “Bethesda said that he doesn't like pulling the wagon. He says that the harness chafes."
"No wagon, this time, boy. I'll be riding on your back.” Hamilton took a step back and examined his horse. He glanced at Thalia. “If you can understand Bethesda, I should be able to as well.” He extracted his wand and tapped the horse's head and then his own. “Horse?"
Yes, I am, replied Bethesda.
"That's better. Can you understand me?"
I know what you're saying but understand you? Hardly.
Hamilton retrieved his saddle, bridle, and blanket from the back of his wagon and prepared Bethesda for the trip. As he was about to mount, Thalia kissed him. “For luck,” she said, but the kiss was more than just a peck on the cheek. This time it was Hamilton's turn to blush. He wanted to say thanks, but discovered that his tongue wouldn't work properly. Instead, he tied his little bundle of clothes plus the food Thalia had packed to the back of the saddle and climbed up on Bethesda's wide back. Thalia opened the stable door and Hamilton walked Bethesda out onto the street.
"Come back safe,” Thalia called as Bethesda trotted west.
I will, replied the horse.
"Me too,” echoed Hamilton.
The sky remained gray and the wind was cold, but Bethesda seemed energized. In less than thirty minutes, they had cleared the outskirts of the Norkon and were once more on the road to Green Ridge.
Hamilton scratched his head as he tried to remember the trigger for one of the spells he had learned so long ago. While it wasn't possible to forget a spell, the words that triggered them were a different story. It was on the third try that he got the response he was looking for. “Ready to run, boy?"
Only if you want me to break my legs. There's ice under this snow.
Hamilton smiled. “That won't be a problem. Equus magnus transitum.” He tapped the horse between its ears. He snapped the reins and Bethesda picked up speed. The speed continued to increase. Soon they were going at a clip that would put a race horse to shame. Hamilton looked down and saw that the horse's hooves no longer touched the ground.
Wow! This is great. Can I go higher?
"Sorry boy, but I'm not a witch and you're not a broomstick. Besides, there are certain things that the public should not know. They'd believe a fast horse ... even a very fast horse, but a flying horse? It would require too much explaining. One of my mentor's rules was to never be obvious with magic unless there are no other options."
The landscape continued to fly by. Around midday, the sun came out from behind the clouds and the snow, which covered everything, began to melt. Thirty minutes later, they reached Mid-Post Station.
"Good, job, buddy! A day's journey in 5 hours. You deserve a break."
Heck, replied the horse. I barely broke a sweat.
Hamilton dismounted and fed and watered Bethesda after taking him into the stable. There were two other horses tied up in the stalls. While Bethesda ate, Hamilton walked up the path toward the station proper. He noted two sets of footprints in the melting snow after he passed the spot were the corpse had been. The prints showed they were made by heavy soled boots, not the kind a thief would wear.
When he reached the door, he drew his wand from his belt and opened it. “Hello.” he shouted.
"Hello, yourself,” responded a voice from inside. “Swoop, is that you?"
The voice belonged to Hiram Sloth, owner of the Green Puddle Pub in Green Ridge. Though he was a large man, there was little fat on him. “Hi, I haven't seen you in what's it been? Three or four years? How've ya been?” Hamilton returned his wand to his belt.
"Not as well as you. Hardly recognized ya. Gods, man, ya look great. What'd you do?"
"Did a deal with a wizard.” Hamilton sat down at the long table across from Hiram. “What are you doing so far from the pub?"
"Me and Izzy, you remember Izzy Bigarm, don't ya? He's the bouncer at the Puddle. Yeah, well me an’ Izzy are goin’ up ta Center City. Ah haven't had a beer shipment in three weeks and if ah don't get some soon, ah'll be in big trouble."
"Why didn't you just send a letter?"
"Mail service ain't runnin’ to the City no more."
"How come?"
"They lost a carrier a couple a weeks back. Also, they say there's a dragon menacin’ the City. They don't want to risk it. Imagine, a dragon. There ain't no such thing no more. Wanna a beer? There weren't nobody here when we arrived, but the place is well stocked.” Hiram got up and headed for the cold box.
"See if there's any stout. As far as the dragon in Center City goes, I've seen it. Thing almost killed me."
"Yer jackin’ me!” Hiram returned with a bottle of Pinky's Stout. “There really is a dragon?"
"Bigger then any I've read about. Half the people in Norkon have left and the rest are real nervous."
"So, that's where you been, Norkon?"
"Yes. Business. I'm on my way back to Green Ridge right now. I've got to check on my shop."
Hiram opened the bottle of stout and handed it to Hamilton. “Drink up. You think it's safe to go on to Center City?"
"Should be. The dragon doesn't attack people. Only buildings.” Hamilton took a long pull on his ale. “Where's Izzy?"
"He's upstairs doin’ some scroungin'. We figured, ya know, what the hell. If this place has been abandoned, it's fair game."
There was a sound from above and Izzy descended the stairs. “Look what I found. What d'ya think it is?” Then he noticed Hamilton. “Hey, ain't you the guy who owns the junk shop in Green Ridge?"
"That's antique shop,” Hamilton noticed what Izzy was carrying and his jaw dropped. “Where did you find that?"
"Yeah, that's right. Antique shop.” Izzy walked over to the table where Hamilton now stood and dropped the cylinder on it.
"Izzy, where did you find that and was it glowing?"
"Think it's worth somethin'?"
"Was it glowing?"
Hiram looked at Hamilton and asked, “So what is it?"
Hamilton ignored him. “Izzy. This is very important. Was ... it ... glowing ... blue?"
"Yeah. It ... was ... glowin’ ... blue. That's how I found it. Does that make it worth more? What is it anyway?"
Hamilton's eyes widened. “Death warrant for you. Maybe for all of us."
Hiram's mouth dropped open. “What are you talkin’ about, Swoop? What is it?"
"It's a dragon lure. That dragon that's been destroying buildings in Norkon is attracted to these things."
"So what do we do with it?” asked Hiram.
Izzy picked up the cylinder. “Dragon lure? What are you, stupid or something? There's no sech thing. What is it, really?"
"I wasn't kidding, Izzy. There's a real live dragon destroying buildings and killing people in Norkon. And, what you have there in your hand is the only known thing that attracts him. Give it to me."
"No way, peddler. I found it. It's mine."
"Well then get it away from us. Take it outside, hide it, bury it, but get it away from this building—now."
Izzy looked to Hiram for instructions with a touch of fear in his eyes. “What should I do?"
"Ah don't think Swoop's jackin’ ya ‘round Izzy. He told me ‘bout the dragon before you came downstairs. Ah think you'd better take it outside."
Now Izzy looked worried. He glanced about and then stuck out the hand holding the cylinder to Hamilton, “Take it!"
Hamilton grabbed the cylinder and ran out through the front door. He glanced at the sky, but saw nothing amiss. He ran fifty feet from the station. In the center of the field he noticed a hole. It was perhaps a dozen feet deep and a yard wide. It looked as if someone had started digging a well as there was a large pile of dirt next to it. Without hesitation, he flipped the cylinder into the hole and then pushed as much dirt from the pile into the hole as he could to cover it, all the while glancing over his shoulder at the sky.
The other two had followed Hamilton to the pit and stood there watching him with curiosity. Hamilton glanced at them, annoyed, and shouted, “Don't just stand there, help me.” Slowly at first and then more enthusiasm, Hiram and Izzy joined in pushing the mound of dirt back into the hole. With the majority of the dirt returned to the hole, Hamilton led the way back to the station. Even in the cold air, all three men were damp with sweat.
Hiram brushed dirt from his hands on to his pants. “Ya know, ah feel kinda stupid. Even if there is a dragon in Center City, what would it be doing out here?"
Hamilton ignored the question and watched the sky.
"See anything?” Izzy followed the wizard's gaze.
Hamilton turned and looked out over the field. “No, but the last time I saw one of the cylinders it was about an hour later that the dragon attacked. And we don't even know when this one was planted. How long have you boys been here?"
"'bout an hour or so,” Hiram said.
"See anyone on your way here?"
"Passed some guy on a horse headin’ towards Green Ridge, but that was a coupla hours ago,” replied Izzy.
"What'd he look like?"
"Couldn't say. He was wearin’ a black cloak. Couldn't see his face. Looked like he was in a hurry, though,” Izzy said.
"Look!” Hiram pointed skyward.
Izzy and Hamilton turned to see a huge shadow blot the land. They looked up and saw Thermite swoop within forty feet of the open field. The three men rushed inside the station and peered out through the open door. Thermite made three more passes over the field and then, as quickly as it had appeared, it was gone.
"Holy muther of da Gods,” Izzy muttered.
"Ya can say that again,” Hiram said.
"Still want that thing for a souvenir?” Hamilton smirked.
"Think ah'll pass on that. Ya think it's safe to go on ta the city?” Izzy stepped outside and looked up. He scanned the horizon with a worried look on his face.
Hamilton joined him outside. “You should be OK. Like I told Hiram, Thermite—they call him Thermite in the city—attacks buildings. Of course, if you dig up that cylinder, he might make an exception."
"Don't cha even think about it.” Hiram said. “C'mon, Izzy. Let's get outta here. It'll be late when we get to the city."
"But you didn't finish your beers,” Hamilton called to the men's backs as they hurried toward the stable. There was no reply.
Hamilton went back inside, sat down at the big deserted table and sipped his Pinky's in silence. A small smile graced his lips. The Thermite plan was taking shape.
After another bottle of Pinky's, Hamilton returned to the stable and prepared Bethesda for the second leg of their trip. Could we go a bit faster this time?
"Faster than before? You were flying! Going faster than any race horse."
I know. It was wonderful.
"We'll see.” Hamilton mounted Bethesda and once more they headed for Green Ridge.
Along the way, Hamilton discovered two things about the speech spell that Thorn had put on his horse. While he now could communicate with it, there was little reason to do so. Whiskers’ intelligence had been moved several notches up the scale. Bethesda's had been moved up only enough for communication. In other words, though he could communicate, he had little to say beyond the scope of a normal horse.
While they flew along inches above the road, Hamilton kept an eye out for Topaz. He kept watching the road for tracks. Though Hiram and Izzy's horses’ prints were clearly visible, there were only brief indications, at long intervals, that anyone else had been on the road. As the sun started to set behind them, Hamilton and Bethesda neared the outskirts of Green Ridge. Hamilton tapped his horse with his wand and the pace slowed from super race horse to draft animal as Bethesda's hooves made contact with the ground again.
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CHAPTER 8* * * *After dropping off his horse at the stables, Hamilton strode up Dissention Boulevard to his shop. The last light of day was fading. When he arrived at his shop, he checked the wards he had placed. They were weakened, but still functioning. He looked about outside his shop for any unfriendly eyes. He noted several pair, as various people in the neighborhood watched him, but that was to be expected. There was no sign that any had particular malicious intent. A wave of his wand permitted him to enter while still maintaining the wards, but before he unlocked the door, he remembered a spell and spoke the trigger phrase. His detect spell revealed a spider web of putrescent yellow light surrounding the frame. Someone had put a rat catcher spell on it. He knew if he opened the door, the spell would be triggered and someone would be aware that he was here. Worse, there was no way to override this type of spell. He paused, trying to remember a spell that could get him in without using the door. Several came to mind, but none that would help in this circumstance as all required additional materials, which he did not have at hand.
"That you, Swoop?” came a voice from behind him.
Hamilton spun around and then relaxed when he recognized Morty Constance, the owner of Mortimer's Mortuary and House of Last Repose, located next to Hamilton's shop. “Hello, Morty. How's business?"
"Makin’ a killin’ like always,” Morty said. Then as he got a good look at Hamilton, “Cripes, Swoop, what happened to you? You look twenty years younger."
"Then I got cheated. The wizard I did the deal with promised I'd look thirty years younger."
"Well 20 or 30 years, you look great. Where ya been, anyway? Ain't seen you around for a while."
"Center City. Had some business to do there. Anything going on?"
"Not a whole lot. My business has been boomin'.” Morty scratched his head. “Come ta think of it, there was some weird lookin’ guy outside yer shop jest a couple of hours ago, though. Saw him through my window, I did. He was flailin’ his arms somethin’ fierce fer a while. After he stopped, he looked madder'n Hell."
"Weird lookin'?” asked Hamilton.
"Yeah. His face was all boney ‘n yella."
"Was he wearin’ a black cloak?
"Black cloak? That's him. Ya know him?"
Hamilton frowned. “We weren't introduced, but he came into my shop about two weeks ago."
"Disgruntled customer?"
"No, he didn't buy anything, but I learned that's he's a wizard. Bad news from what I hear."
Morty looked at Hamilton. “I hear it's not a good idea to git on the bad side of a wizard. How come he's lookin'n fer ya?"
"I don't know. He wanted to buy a trunk, but I didn't have what he was lookin’ for."
"My customers never complain.” Morty laughed. Then he looked up at the dark sky. “Anyway, I gotta get back inside. Got a funeral soon and the body's still a mess."
"Anyone I know?"
"Alice Crayven?"
"Fat Alice? From Sticky's Treats?"
"That's her. Keeled over into a vat of caramel last week. Looked like a giant candy apple by the time I got her. Well, see ya ‘round. That wizard did a great job on ya. Maybe ya could give me his name sometime."
Hamilton nodded and Morty returned to his business.
Alone once more, Hamilton turned to the door of his shop and sighed. There was no way around the rat catcher.
After planning the steps he would take, he unlocked the door and entered. He turned on the lights and went to the trunk. He dragged it to where it was beneath one of the overhead lights, opened it and peered within. The trunk was empty, as expected. The inside surfaces of the trunk were smooth and there were no runes. The inside of the lid was bare.
Hamilton waved his hand invoking a detect spell. Still nothing. “Damn,” mumbled Hamilton. Then he examined the outside of the trunk. The runes on the lock plate were glowing red from the spell, but that was all.
He walked to the wall and turned off the lights, preparing to leave. With his hand on the knob to open the door he hesitated. He moved back to the trunk and stared at it. Frustrated, he kicked the trunk with the heel of his boot and for an instant, as the edge of the trunk lifted off the floor a tiny bit, he saw a flicker of red light.
He rolled the trunk on to its side. There, on the bottom, glowing in red from the detect spell, was the fourth set of runes. These looked quite different from the other runes he had found. In addition, there were more of them, pretty much covering the bottom of the chest.
Squatting on the floor, he stared at the runes for a full minute memorizing them. Then he rose, got the hammer from his tool kit, and destroyed the base of the trunk. He picked up the pieces of broken wood and climbed the stairs to his apartment where he pitched the wood into his fireplace. He poured a few ounces of pine sap on the wood, opened his flue, and then set the pieces on fire with his flint stick. The spell's red light faded quickly as the wood was consumed. When the flames had burned down, Hamilton took the poker from the rack by the fireplace and broke up the larger remaining pieces.
He sat in front of the fireplace enjoying the dissipating warmth for another few minutes. Then he got a pot of water and doused the ashes. When there was no more smoke, he closed the flue and went downstairs. Half way down, he shuddered. His Kinsian ward was once more defending his shop. The wave of weakness passed. “Drat.” he thought to himself.
Hamilton took a moment to review the offensive spells he had learned so long ago. The defensive spells required no review as Obsidian forced him to defend himself so many times that they were almost instantaneous. He collected some more cash from his cash box and shook his head at the small amount that remained. He took a deep breath and headed for the door. Although unsure about the outcome of facing Topaz, he opened the door and stepped out.
The invader was not Topaz, but rather a huge beefy man with pure white hair who Hamilton did not recognize. The man confronted Hamilton exclaiming, “Who the hell are you? Where's Swoop?"
Hamilton spotted a large knife in the man's right hand. “Who the hell are you?"
The big man raised his knife, “You answer my question first. “I'm da one with the knife. Where's da old man?"
"And quite an impressive knife it is.” Hamilton then muttered, “Calorium magnus,” under his breath.
The knife in question glowed with yellow heat. The man looked at the tendrils of smoke coming from his hand a half second before his hand told his brain what was happening. He dropped the blade, yelped from the pain and stared at his blistered palm.
Hamilton muttered, “Calorium exitus” and bent to retrieve the now cold blade. “You mean this thing? Well, as I am now the one with the knife perhaps you might answer my question. Who the hell are you and what do you think you're doing here?” He waved the blade in front of the man's face. The man cowered as he blew cold air onto his hand.
"C-chalky, name's Chalky. Some guy paid me a hunert royals to grab some old geezer named Swoop and to get rid of him."
"And do I look like some old geezer?"
"Er, no."
"Where is this guy who paid you the hundred royals?"
"Can't tell you that. Assassin's Guild contract. You know da rules."
Hamilton ran his left hand through his beard and released the tip. “Do I? What did he look like?"
"Contract. Didn't you hear me? I ain't tellin’ you nothin'."
"Calorium mangus.” The man's boots began to smoke.
He squealed with pain as he dropped on his butt while trying to pull off his boots. “Stop. Stop. I'll tell ya."
"Calorium exitus. You were saying?"
The man managed to remove his now cold boots. “I don't know his name. His face was kinda yellow an’ he was wearin’ a black cloak. Honest, that's all I know."
"Where did you meet him?"
The man hesitated.
Hamilton frowned. “Your hair burns next."
"At the Blue Tiger, but he ain't there now."
"Where are you supposed to meet this yellow man, to tell him you succeeded?"
Chalky removed his smoldering socks. “I wasn't. He paid me in advance. See.” Chalky removed a hundred royal note and held it up."
Hamilton snatched the note from his outstretched hand. “Well, seeing as how you failed to get this Swoop person, I don't think you deserve this. Now, get outta here."
Chalky grabbed his boots and limped off as quickly as he could.
When he was gone, Hamilton breathed a sigh of relief. Chalky had not been a problem. Topaz would have been a different story and he admitted to himself that he didn't have a plan yet to face down a wizard. He returned to his shop. He stuffed a few other things into a leather sack and slung it over his shoulder. Then he locked up the shop and reinforced the wards.
He glanced down the street to see the lone street light on Dissention Boulevard glowing in the dark. He wanted to spend the night in his own bed, but knew that Topaz himself would be around soon enough and wished to avoid confronting him at this point. He trudged the six blocks to the only place he could stay in Green Ridge, the Royal Fuzz Inn on Stillbourne Way. He did so with some trepidation that since Fuzz was the only inn in Green Ridge it meant that there was a good possibility that they had another guest staying there as well. A guest with a yellow cast to his skin. Still, as Topaz apparently didn't know that Hamilton had lost almost thirty years since they last met, he would be safer at the inn than over his shop. He resolved to shave his beard once he got a room.
The lobby of the Royal Fuzz was less impressive than the Inn in Norkon. As few people visited Green Ridge, the inn only sported a dozen or so rooms and most were occupied by full time residents. Hamilton had only been in the inn once and that had been ten years ago. Aside from being a degree shabbier, the lobby had not changed. The same graying wallpaper, the same threadbare carpet and the same squeaky voiced clerk at the desk.
"I need a room for the night."
"That'll be two royals—in advance,” responded the clerk.
Hamilton dug the coins out of his purse and pushed them across the counter. The clerk scooped them up, examined them and then dropped them in a cash box. “Room eight—top of the stairs. Sign here.” The clerk dropped a key on the counter. Hamilton signed in and took the key, but remained where he was. The clerk asked, “Somethin’ wrong?"
"Wrong? No.” Hamilton took the key and then dropped another two royals on the counter. He placed his hand over the coins. “Do you have a guest with a yellow cast to his skin?"
The clerk looked at the back of Hamilton's hand. “Room three, but he's out right now. Wanna leave a message?"
"No.” Hamilton lifted his hand leaving the coins on the counter. “If he asks about other guests, I want to know about it. Under no circumstances are you to mention my presence to him. There'll be another ten royals when I leave if I have remained undisturbed."
The clerk grabbed the coins and replied, “No problem, Mr. er...” he glanced at the register. “...Bland."
"Any food around here?"
"Cook's off after 8, but the Munchwell across the street's open ‘til ten. If you hurry, you can still grab a bite."
"Thanks.” Hamilton yawned. He left the inn and crossed the street.
Twenty minutes later he returned. The food hadn't been very good, but his hunger was sated. He peeked in the door of the inn. No one loitered in the lobby except for the clerk at his counter. Hamilton walked in and climbed the stairs to his room. He made a long-practiced gesture over the handle on the door. Satisfied that no magic was present, he unlocked the door, entered the room and relocked it behind him.
For a moment, he contemplated putting a ward on the entrance, but decided against it. It would have been like posting a sign saying “The Wizard is In” that any other wizard would easily recognize. Instead, he braced the room's only chair under the knob.
After switching on the light, he looked around the room. “Two royals for this dump?” he asked himself. “I've been cheated.” There was a bed, a table, and the chair now bracing the door. At least the bed was made, he thought, but after removing his clothes, switching off the light, and climbing in, he wasn't quite sure what the bed was made of. The mattress was lumpy and the single sheet smelled of ... well, maybe he thought it best not to pursue that question.
Hamilton lay there for a few minutes in the dark. It struck him that he had a new problem in Center City. It didn't make any sense for Topaz to get his dragon to attack Mid-Post Station. It didn't make any sense ... unless Topaz knew that Hamilton was heading in that direction, but how could he know that since he had been in Green Ridge unless ... unless ... But before he could draw any conclusions, he fell asleep.
* * * *Hamilton woke up with a start. The nightmare that had plagued his sleep faded slowly. He could almost feel the snake-like eyes of Topaz boring straight through him while he flailed at a black-cloaked figure with a paper sword. Topaz slashed at him with bolts from his fingertips, all the while laughing and berating him and his abilities as a wizard.
As the reality of his surroundings replaced the terror he had felt in his dream, he shivered. The air in the room was almost freezing and his sweat soaked bed sheet and body chilled him to the bone.
He got up and dried himself with the blanket that he had thrown off during the night. The rank smell of the damp blanket gagged him. Still shivering, he turned on the light and pulled on his clothes. There were no facilities in the room and he worried about using the public ones at the end of the hall. He had almost decided against using them when the familiar wave of weakness from the wards at his shop indicated that they were under a serious assault. The assault was not a physical one. It had to be Topaz and if Topaz was at his shop then he was safe here for a while.
Hamilton let out a sigh of relief, headed out into the hall, and found the facilities empty. He entered, locked the door and rinsed himself in the cold water. Then he used the toilet, put his shirt back on, and looked at himself in the dirty mirror. Though his hair was still damp from the night's terrors, the face that looked back at him amazed even him. Since casting the rejuve spell, he hadn't looked at his reflection as he hadn't been so much concerned with his appearance as with physical strength and endurance when he had cast it. No wonder Morty and the rest had reacted as they had. He looked great. He stared at his reflection for another few seconds and then feeling embarrassed about his vanity, turned and headed back to his room.
He packed up his belongings and checked out of the inn. The clerk assured him that Topaz had not inquired about him and he gave the clerk the promised ten royals. He was hungry, but passed on the Munchwell in favor of an eatery somewhat more distant from the inn. He found one several blocks away that looked like it was, at least, sanitary.
Twenty minutes later he arrived at the stables where he had boarded Bethesda. After paying the stable hand and preparing Bethesda for the trip, he mounted and headed back toward Norkon.
Bethesda asked, Fast?
"No. At least not real fast this morning. Tonight, however, we will be going fast."
I don't like running at night. It's hard to see.
"You let me worry about that."
I don't want to bump into things.
After a quick stop at the police station to extend the protection on his shop, he remounted Bethesda and soon, the man and horse had reached the outskirts of Green Ridge. Hamilton decided that arguing with his horse was just futile. “Do you want to go fast?"
At night?
"No. Now."
Yes. Very fast.
"We'll see.” He pulled the wand from his belt and tapped his horse. They accelerated through the morning sunlight.
As they raced along the snow covered road, something nagged at Hamilton's mind. He went over the dream, but it had faded from his consciousness. There was something he had missed though, something important.
When they were within ten miles of the Mid-Post Station, Hamilton concentrated and called, in his mind, Whiskers?
You back already? Where are you?
I'm on my way, but I won't arrive until later this evening. Maybe five or six hours after dark. Is Thalia there?
Your little sweetie? She's at the library.
She's not my little ... Can you mind talk to her?
Yeah, I guess I can. What's in it for me?
How's being able to live another day?
Are you threatening me?
Yes. Come on, cat, this is serious!
Okay, okay. What do you want me to tell her? A proposal? Shall I send the message of your love to her?
How would you like to be an outdoor cat?
OK, already. What's the message?
Hamilton related the message and a few minutes later Whiskers confirmed that Thalia had received it and confirmed that she was on her way back from the library. She said she misses you, Old Man, added Whiskers.
Thanks, cat. I'll get you something special to eat when I get back.
Yum.
* * * *Hamilton and Bethesda arrived at Mid-Post Station a lot earlier than he had planned due to the magically accelerated clip. There was little to do aside from stabling Bethesda and then waiting for nightfall.
In the mean time, he located the last bottle of Pinky's on the storage shelf, got a fire going in the fireplace and relaxed. Something still nagged at his mind. He retraced the previous day's events, checking each one off. Nothing seemed to jump out at him until he got to the very end of that day. He had been in bed wondering about ... then it came to him and he sat bolt upright in his chair. Topaz knew he was coming to Green Ridge. Someone from the Guild had to be working with him, but who? He worried whether it had been Thalia for a few moments, but she didn't have enough talent. Besides, he thought, she wouldn't do anything to cross him. After all, she liked him, maybe even loved him, didn't she? Didn't she? Of course she did, but then, who? Argus? Argus couldn't remember his own name half the time. No, not Argus. Diamond? But Diamond had summoned him. Why would he do that if he wanted him out of the way? Unless he knew Hamilton was coming and it was a ruse, but Diamond didn't seem smart enough for such. Perhaps then, one of the older wizards? Maybe Hardension? Obsidian knew. Even way back then, Obsidian knew, but he was gone now. And he possessed everything that Obsidian had left for him, including the fourth rune.
A log in the fireplace popped and he looked up for a moment. He sighed and finished the last of the Pinky's in a single swallow. Obsidian knew, but what did he know?
Hamilton remained in the Station until dusk. Then he walked to the stable and prepared Bethesda for another trip, but left him in the stall.
It's dark out. Are you sure about this?
Don't worry, boy. Have I ever steered you wrong?
Well, there was that time when you drove me into a marsh.
That was because a wheel came off.
And the time you almost drove me off a cliff.
But we didn't go over.
And that time that...
Oh, shut up. Everything will be fine. Just wait here.
Well, you asked, the horse muttered as Hamilton left the stables.
Outside, he walked to the filled-in well. He waited another twenty minutes until all traces of the sun had disappeared beneath the horizon.
Then he took the shovel he had found in the station's tool shed and started digging. Foot by slow foot, the hole reformed. Sweat ran from his forehead even in the cold night air. Slowly he made headway. Good thing they hadn't tamped down the earth when they'd buried the lure. Still, another hour passed before a glint of blue light leaked from the depths. He extracted the cylinder from the dirt, its blue aura bright in the darkness. Carrying the cylinder, he glanced furtively upward as he hurried to the stables.
He stuck the cylinder, wrapped in an old shirt, into his pack, untied Bethesda and soon they were on the road to Norkon. After a tap of his wand, the horse was once more flying, although this time, with much less enthusiasm.
Please, a bit slower, I can't see where I am going, the horse pleaded.
Don't worry, I can. His wizard's sight was working well. In front of him was a black and white world, almost as clear as day, only slightly hampered by tunnel vision.
He calculated the speed and distance to Norkon and figured he'd arrive before midnight. Twenty miles closer to Norkon, Hamilton had to readjust his calculation. The stars had disappeared, occulted by ominous clouds. They continued racing ahead until a chilled damp wind swept over them. Still, they managed a few more miles before the damp air became rain and the rain became a torrent. Hamilton's wizard sight was blinded by the falling water smashing into his face. He slowed Bethesda's pace as they touched down on solid earth now covered by two inches of slush.
Thank you, thank you, thank you. I was sure you were going to get us both killed.
Hamilton frowned. He wiped the water from his hair and eyes as he steered Bethesda under a lone tall fir tree near the road.
The rain continued for hours. Every time it seemed like it was about to stop another squall line rolled in. Whiskers? queried Hamilton.
You in Norkon now, Old Man?
Nowhere near it. I'm stuck on the road and it's pouring. Did Thalia take care of what I asked her to do?
I think so. She's out in that field you told her about with a couple of the locals. Want me to check up on her? See if she's messing around?
No. I mean just find out how they're coming with the hole.
You sure you don't want to know if she's messing around?
Cat!
Okay, okay. Just wait a second.
Hamilton, while he waited for the cat's reply, did his best to wipe the water from Bethesda. Then Whiskers’ words came through. She said the hole's eight feet deep. The other four feet will be done by midnight.
Good. Tell her to have the men she hired wait for me. I'm not sure when I'll get there, but it will have to be before dawn or I'll be in big trouble. Tell her to offer another two royals each to entice them to stay.
That all you want?
What do you mean by that? Did I wake you up or something?
As a matter of fact, you did.
Well, sorry about that, but this is important. Ask her if that baker is making the weapon.
After another short delay, she said it will be done in two days. What weapon?
I'll tell you when I get there. Thanks, for your help, cat.
You owe me for this. What do you think I am, a carrier pigeon?
You're right, cat. I do owe you. Go back to sleep. I'll see you tomorrow.
Hamilton stared at the water cascading down from the tree branches. Everything had been going to plan and now this. In addition he worried about Bethesda. The cold rain was not good for him. How are you doing, horse?
Bethesda's tail swished sending droplet's into Hamilton's face. How do you think I'm doing? You know, I voted against this trip.
Yeah, I know, but I didn't plan on the rain. He wiped the water from his face.
You know, Thorn wouldn't have let this stop him.
Sure, but...
But what?
Hamilton felt very stupid. Of course Thorn wouldn't have let this stop him. Thorn was a wizard, but then, so was he though a bit out of practice. He had to stop thinking like a shop keeper. “Ignius,” shouted Hamilton and a pile of damp fallen branches flashed into fire. The warmth washed over him and Bethesda.
How's that? asked Hamilton.
It's a start, but fire makes me nervous. Best be careful.
The light from the fire illuminated the drops falling from the edges of the tree branches around them. Hamilton stood next to Bethesda inventorying spells that he knew. He rejected his actual weather spells as he didn't have the items to do them. In addition they required too much power to perform. Then after a few moments, the answer came to him. He felt like someone dying of thirst discovering that he had been sitting on a water bottle. “So simple,” he thought and mentally kicked himself. He spoke the proper trigger words and they were surrounded by a hemisphere of white light almost a hundred feet in diameter.
How's that? he asked the horse.
Just in time, replied Bethesda as he started to move. I think we'd better leave now!
Huh?
Look up.
Hamilton looked above them. Flying embers from his fire had ignited the tree which was now producing as much light as his light spell. He jumped up into the saddle and once more they were off. The hemisphere of light moved with them as they accelerated. The rain still stung his face and once more, Hamilton felt like a child. He muttered another trigger and the rains before him parted as if a wedge was being driven into them.
Much better, Bethesda said.
An hour passed and the rains let up. Hamilton lowered the shield spell. Once on the ground again, Bethesda paused for a drink of water. Hamilton realized that his mouth was dead dry as well and sipped some water from the bottle he carried. Apparently, the shield permitted no moisture whatsoever to enter.
He wasn't quite sure how far they had come. Traveling with the light illuminating fifty feet ahead had been helpful, but it didn't permit full speed, as his wizard's vision had been blocked by the rains cascading off of the shield. Well, he thought, with the rains gone, his wizard's vision would work fine again so he wouldn't need the hemisphere of light. He snapped it off and then looked to the east. There, he saw the first signs of dawn. “Break time's over, horse.” He geed Bethesda into full speed and once more they flew over the road.
Just as the sun's rays crept over the horizon, Hamilton arrived at the field he had told Thalia about. He spotted a makeshift lean-to in the middle of the field. Bethesda carried him over to it and, with the sound of the horse's hoof beats, Thalia emerged followed by two men. When Thalia spotted Hamilton, she waved at him. Before she could speak, one of the men shouted, “Two royals each, if we stayed! That was the deal and you'd better pay up.” The man was shivering, despite his gruff tone.
"You'll get your money in a few minutes. First let me see the hole."
"Over there.” The other man pointed.
Hamilton rode Bethesda to the hole and dismounted, making sure the horse was between the hole and the men. He slipped the shirt wrapped cylinder from his pack, shielding the blue glow and then dropped the cylinder into the hole. It splashed and then disappeared beneath muddy water at the bottom of the pit.
"Come over here,” Hamilton called to the men.
They arrived and the taller of the two spoke, “Twelve foot deep, it is. Now where's our money? Seven royals each. Five fer the hole and two fer the waitin'."
Hamilton examined the pit. “A fine hole it is. Now fill it in."
The shorter of the two looked at Hamilton incredulously. “Fill it in? Are you daft? We just spent hours digging it."
"And, as I said, you did a fine job. First rate. And if you can get it filled in within the next thirty minutes, you each get ten royals instead of seven."
The tall man looked at Hamilton suspiciously. “Let's see the money first."
Hamilton produced four five royal coins from his purse. “Five now and five when you're done.” He gave each man a coin.
The tall man examined the coin. “It's real, Boff. Come on, let's get this thing filled in and get paid before they come an’ take this guy to the loony bin."
While the men were pushing the dirt back into the hole, Hamilton ambled over to where Thalia stood. “You did well."
Thalia smiled up at him. “I'm glad that you're back and safe, but I don't understand. What's going on? Dig a hole. Fill it in. Why? Were you testing me?
"Testing you?” Hamilton was about to explain everything to her, but her last question reminded him of Topaz's actions. “No, what you did was necessary. Absolutely necessary. All will be revealed soon enough, but right now, I'm exhausted and am in desperate need of sleep. You must be tired too. Have you been up all night?"
"Uh huh. After Boff and Mildew finished digging the hole, they wouldn't let me leave ‘til they got paid."
"Did they harm or threaten you?” A bead of anger raised Hamilton's voice.
"No. They weren't mean to me or anything like that. I could have paid them with the money you left with me, but if I had, I fear that they would not have remained."
"Well, then I'm proud of you. Believe me when I tell you that there was a very good reason for all of this."
After another two hours passed, Boff and Mildew, both drenched in sweat, joined Hamilton and Thalia. “All done,” Boff said.
Hamilton walked to where the hole had been, followed by the two men. They had done a good job and only a small mound indicated that anything had been done there. “Excellent, gentlemen. Here's the rest of your pay."
They accepted the coins and then Boff spoke. “I still thinks yer a bit crazy, mister, but anytime ya wants a hole dug again, jes look us up. Come on, Dewie, let's git outta here.” And with that, the two headed back towards the city.
Hamilton returned to Thalia. “Time we left too.” He mounted Bethesda and then stretched out his arm to Thalia and hauled her up to sit behind him. She wrapped her arms around his waist with her chest pressed hard against his back. Bethesda trudged though the mud in the direction of the inn while Hamilton breathed in the lingering sent of Thalia's sandalwood.
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CHAPTER 9* * * *Hamilton awoke with Whiskers’ tail tickling his nose. “Get your ass out of my face. What time is it?"
What's time?
Hamilton considered trying to explain the concept of linear time to the cat, but instead glanced up at the clock on the wall. It read 2:30. Sunlight streamed in the window. For a moment, he was disoriented until he remembered that he had been up all night.
He climbed out of bed and, still in his night shirt, stalked out into the main room. Thalia was asleep on the sofa. He considered letting her sleep for a while longer, but Whiskers followed him in and exclaimed, You said that you'd get me something special to eat.
Thalia stirred having heard the cat as well.
"Yes, I suppose that I did. What would you like?"
Cow. Raw.
Thalia sat up on the sofa. She brushed a few dark strands of hair from her face.
Hamilton looked at her. How could someone wake up looking so beautiful? “Beef for the cat then, what would you like, my dear?"
She yawned covering her mouth with her hand. “I don't know. It doesn't matter. All the food here is good."
"Breakfast or dinner?” asked Hamilton.
"A bit of each, I guess. What time is it?"
"Mid-afternoon. Let me go put some clothes on and I'll go downstairs and put in an order."
In the lobby, Thackeray worked the desk. Hamilton ordered the food. When he turned to return to his room, the manager called, “Master Citrine, I received a message for you but, since you came in so early this morning, I didn't want to disturb you.
Hamilton strode back to the counter. “I appreciate that."
Thackeray reached into one of the small cubby holes behind the counter and retrieved a small brown envelope. He handed it to Hamilton.
Hamilton examined it. His name was written on it in block letters, but that was all. “Who delivered it?"
"I'm sorry, but I don't know. Roscoe accepted it and the one who delivered it was gone by the time I took over this morning. I could wake Roscoe and find out if you wish."
"No. That won't be necessary.” Hamilton headed back to his room.
By the time he returned, Thalia had combed her hair and changed her clothes. If anything she looked even better and thoughts crossed Hamilton's mind that he hadn't felt in years. He scolded himself for being a dirty old man and let the thoughts slip away.
"Food will be up in a few minutes,” he said, still gazing at Thalia.
What's that?
"What's what?"
The envelope.
"Oh, it's a message someone left for me."
Well?
Hamilton tore open the envelope and extracted a folded piece of paper. He unfolded it and read aloud, “You are in danger. The Assassin's Guild has received a contract to do you in. It is a silver contract.” There was no signature.
Who did you cross, Old Man?
"No one that I'm aware of unless..."
Unless what?
"Well, when I was in Green Ridge, I had a disagreement with a Guild assassin, but that wouldn't merit a silver contract. Besides, all Assassins Guilds are autonomous. What happens in Green Ridge ... well, stays there."
"What's a silver contract?” Thalia asked.
"It means that the assassin either accomplishes the contract or he forfeits his life."
"But that's terrible. You have no protection here. You must hire bodyguards."
"And who's to say that the bodyguards won't be the assassins?” Hamilton flopped down into a chair. “No. Bodyguards would only get in the way, but who ever runs the Assassins Guild has made a bad mistake."
Why's that?
"One Guild does not attack a member of another Guild. It may be an unwritten law, but I have never heard of it being broken."
"Why not?"
"Because no one in their right mind would want to start a Guild war.” Hamilton dropped the note and envelope on the floor.
Thalia asked, “Who do you think sent the note?"
"I've got an idea. I don't know a whole lot of people here. Actually, I don't know anyone though I've met a few. As to who paid for the contract—if it's real, I'd be willing to venture a guess that he wears a black cloak."
"Master Topaz!"
"Or whatever his real name is but yes, that would be my guess as well. However, if that's true, perhaps he isn't as great a wizard as Diamond seems to believe. That's at least some good news, but he is a wizard. I felt what he did to my wards. He does have the talent."
A knock at the door. Hamilton got up, made a magical hand gesture and then, satisfied, said, “It's Roscoe with the food.” He let Roscoe and his cart into the room.
As Roscoe wheeled the cart in, Hamilton asked, “Who delivered that note for me this morning?"
"I'm sorry, Master, but I did not recognize the man. He just gave me the envelope and left without saying a word."
"That's OK. Here.” Hamilton gave the boy a royal. “If anyone, I mean anyone, asks about me or is just seen loitering around the hotel, I want to know about it. Moreover, please tell Mr. Thackeray that he is not to give out my room number to anyone."
"Yes, Sir,” acknowledged the boy. “It there something wrong, sir?"
"Apparently, someone has contracted with the local Assassins Guild to have me removed. Nothing I can't handle. Now, off with you."
"Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” Roscoe left.
Nothing you can't handle, huh? You sure about that?
Hamilton shook his head. “No. Jump up here, cat,” Hamilton indicated the top of the food cart.
I prefer mine down here.
"And I'll give you your food down there, but first, I want you to smell and taste everything on this cart. Your nose is better than mine."
Prettier too. What if I refuse?
"Then I'll get a dog. A big dog. They have a better sense of smell, are more loyal, and they don't talk back."
Okay. No problem, boss, Whiskers said in mid leap. But if I die, I swear I'll come back to haunt you.
Whiskers sniffed. Everything passed her sniff test until she came to a bowl of broccoli. I wouldn't eat this if I were you.
Thalia's forehead wrinkled. “Is it poisoned?"
Poisoned? Whiskers sniffed it again and made a face which was quite a challenge for a cat. No. I don't think so. It just stinks, but then I'm not big on vegetables.
Thirty minutes later Hamilton and Thalia were on the street. The late afternoon sun had dried most of the puddles left from the previous night's rains. Hamilton debated with himself over wearing the green cloak, but he decided against it. Whatever protection it afforded would be countered by the fact that it made him an obvious target. Before leaving the inn, he placed several protection spells on both himself and the girl and sent a snooper spell to orbit about them.
They headed in the direction of the newspaper. Thalia moved in fits and starts, her eyes darting everywhere at once. Hamilton looked down at her. “Don't worry. Relax. The contract is on my head, not yours."
"But the assassin might just kill us both."
"Not very likely. If the assassin kills me, the police won't touch him. A contract is a contract. But, if the assassin should kill a bystander, well, that's murder and even the Guild won't protect him."
They approached the newspaper. “Then why did you put protection spells on me?"
"Because I can't assume that the chosen assassin is either ethical or competent. Only the very talented or the very desperate would accept a silver contract."
* * * *They arrived at the Norkon Gazetteer. The door was unlocked and they went in. The boy, Stanley, was nowhere to be seen. Corey, the editor, leaned over a large table bundling some papers.
He looked up when they entered. “You look familiar.” Then he noticed Thalia who had stepped out from behind Hamilton. “And you. I never forget a good pair of ... er, eyes."
Then he looked at Hamilton more closely. “You the wizard's kid?"
"No. I'm the wizard."
"But you don't look..."
"I thought you said that you never forgot a good pair of ... eyes? Did you forget mine or aren't mine a good pair?
"Yours are fine.” Corey's forehead dampened. Then to Thalia, “Sorry, missy. No offense meant."
"None taken, sir."
"Ahem.” Hamilton drew Corey's attention back to him. “You sent me a note."
"I don't know what you're talking about. What note?"
"The one about the Guild."
"I wouldn't send anything about the Guild. They'd kill me.” The damp forehead was now wet.
"Why would the Wizard's Guild kill you?"
"The Wizard's Guild? No the...” and Corey realized that he had just put his foot in his mouth. “Pune."
"Watch it, there's a lady present.” The editor's face was now wet and flushed.
"Listen, I just dropped by to thank you, not to pump you for more information. I know the rules. You say anything about the Guild, like exposing a contract, and you die. So relax. That's one I owe you. What I really came for was to find out if you've received any response to the wanted posters you published."
Corey breathed a sigh of relief and the frowned. “Nary a word. Want me to up the offer?"
"No. That won't be necessary. The offer for the cylinder is withdrawn; however, the one for Master Topaz still stands."
"Er, if it wouldn't be too nosey on my part. How is it that you look so much younger? I mean, damn. Uh, sorry, miss, but you look, well, a lot different."
"There are some advantages to being a wizard, and no, you can't print it."
Corey looked crestfallen. “But its news."
"Perhaps, but it will be bad news for you if I see a word in print. Listen, Hendrick, you know that I'm working on eliminating the dragon, right?"
The editor nodded.
"Well, in order to do it, I need a low profile. How about this? You keep me out of print for now and when I finish my job, you get an exclusive interview. Fair?"
"Fair.” Corey grinned, then added, “You know I can't tell you that the one that's after you is Zip Cardin, right?"
Hamilton grinned. “Right. Because that could get you in big trouble. That's two I owe you."
"Just get rid of that dragon and we'll call it even."
* * * *"I don't know if I care for that man,” Thalia said after they left the shop. “I don't trust his eyes."
"He's a lecher, but I think that he's trustworthy. After all, he risked his life to let me know about this Zip Cardin. Who the hell is Zip Cardin, anyway?"
Thalia's brows furrowed in thought for a moment. “Like all Guild assassins, he doesn't officially exist, but I remember hearing about him while I was growing up. An old man I knew used to tell us stories to frighten us. Zip was the unofficial bogey man. ‘If yer bad, Zip's gonna git cha’ he would say. People say Cardin's responsible for more than a hundred assassinations, but I'm sure that the number was exaggerated. Pretty sure, anyway."
"So he's a pro, huh?” Hamilton steered them toward the bakery shop.
"Yes, but he's been around for a long time. Maybe age has dulled his edge."
"I wouldn't count on it. I was old last week and I still had my edge, but maybe it will slow him down a bit. Come on, I want to see young Mr. Beaumont before he closes his shop."
"We're going to see Will?"
Hamilton winced at the ‘Will’ but shook it off. It was hard to dislike someone as affable as Beaumont but, considering how Thalia had reacted to him, Hamilton decided to redouble his efforts. They arrived at the shop and entered as the baker was removing his wares from the window.
Will looked up and recognized Thalia. “Be with you in a minute. I'm just getting rid of this stuff.” He pitched the display items in a waste can. “Want something to nibble on? The pebble cakes are still fresh."
"No thanks. We just ate,” Hamilton looked about the shop.
The baker did a double take when he looked at Hamilton. “Weren't you, er, older last week?"
"I'll have one,” Thalia pointed to the pebble cakes. She smiled.
William bent and collected a pebble cake and a napkin. “Would you care for some coffee as well? Pebble cakes are, by their nature, somewhat dry."
"Yes, please,” replied Thalia.
"And you, Master, ah, Citrine was it not? Would you like some coffee as well?"
"Sure,” Hamilton replied, frowning at the attention Thalia received. “But I didn't come for coffee. I came to find out about your progress with the bow. Thalia told me that you said it would be ready soon. I assume you know what it's for."
"You intend to kill the dragon with it, right?” Will put a pot of water on a small stove behind the counter.
"I hope so, but I doubt that we'll get more than one shot at it and if we miss, well, the wizards who first shot flaming arrows at it died. Just how accurate will it be?"
"Depends on how far the target is. The bolt should be able to fly one or two hundred yards, but as far as accuracy goes, figure fifty yards, maybe seventy tops, but I don't think it will work."
"The bow won't work?” Hamilton asked. “Why not?"
Beaumont poured the now boiling water over coffee grounds wrapped in a cloth. “The bow will work fine, but it's designed to hit a stationary target. From what I've heard, Thermite is anything but stationary. The only time it stops is when it's flattening a building.” Will turned to Thalia. “How's the pebble cake?"
"Mmm,” she replied with a smile.
Hamilton ignored the exchange. “That shouldn't be a problem. I think I can predict what building the dragon will hit far enough in advance for you to set up your weapon and be ready for it."
Will turned back to Hamilton. “Really? How can you do that?” He jerked a string on the coffee sack like a giant tea bag a few times.
"I am a wizard, remember? Such things are not difficult. How long will it take you to setup your bow, once I determine the location for the target?"
"That would depend on how far I have to travel. I can get it to anywhere within Norkon in an hour or so. Figure another half hour to set it up, brace it, and aim.” He removed the sack and poured the coffee into three mugs. “Sugar?"
"Two spoons, please."
Hamilton shook his head.
Will fixed Thalia's coffee and offered the cup to her saying, “Careful, it's quite hot."
Hamilton lifted his mug off the counter and took a drink. He refused to show the pain as the coffee burned his lips and tongue and he fought to maintain a calm demeanor. He dug his right heel into the toe of his left boot to shift the pain. “When will the bow be completed?” he asked through gritted teeth.
The baker, still looking at Thalia, replied, “As you can guess, I am only able to work on it at night. I figure it will take me another two nights to finish, but then I have to test it and I can't test it in the stable where I built it. Perhaps you could come back and help, three nights hence?"
"Are you asking me or Thalia?"
Will shifted back to Hamilton. “You, of course, sir."
"Well, notify me when it's complete. I'm at the King's Arms Inn, but I'm sure Thalia already told you that."
"Yes, sir. She did."
"One other thing. I believe that someone has some, er, ill feelings toward me. Serious ill feelings. If anyone comes around asking about me or Thalia, mum's the word."
Will nodded. “I understand. Maybe I should only communicate with you through Thalia."
Hamilton was working on a slow burn. “No. Just keep your yap shut about us, okay?"
"Of course, sir."
"Good. Come on, Thalia, let's go."
Once outside Thalia asked, “Why were you mean to him? He's only trying to help."
Hamilton was able to fight back the tirade brewing in his soul and replied, “You're right. I'm sorry. Guess I'm just on edge because of the Assassins Guild thing."
The tip of his tongue touched a newly formed blister on the inside of his lower lip. Stupid.
The trip back to the inn was unusually silent due in part to Hamilton's damaged mouth, but more because of his mixed feelings toward Thalia. He tried to resolve the latter by reminding himself that he was sixty and she was only twenty or so, but his newly rejuvenated body kept raising arguments. He wasn't quite sure if he was angry with Thalia, the baker, or himself.
As they approached the inn, Thalia asked, “Did I say something wrong?"
"Wrong? No. I'm just a bit worried about this Zip Cardin person. No one's ever taken out a silver contract on me before."
"That's understandable. I don't know what I would do. You could still hire some bodyguards."
"No. Having a couple of goons traveling with us would only complicate things. Besides, now that I have my magic back...” Hamilton wanted to sound convincing even though he had more than a few doubts in his mind. “Everything will be fine. Trust me."
* * * *Back at the inn, he stared into the mirror in his bathroom. “No reason to make it easy for the assassin to spot me.” He wet down, then lathered his face. Straight razor in hand, he took a final look. “Good-bye, beard.” He shaved off what had been a part of his face for the last twenty years. He managed to nick himself twice in the process, but not seriously. After rinsing off the remains and toweling his face dry, he wiped the condensation from the mirror and looked at the new Hamilton. “Damn,” he thought, “I've got a chin.” He made a few different faces at himself and smiled.
You look weird. I never could understand why humans would want to cut off their fur.
"It's not fur, it's hair. And if we didn't shave, it would just keep growing. He looked at himself in semi-profile, shrugged, and left the bathroom after rinsing out the sink.
He still wasn't sure if his new appearance might confuse the assassin. Thalia looked up as he entered the main room. “Did you do another rejuve spell? You look even younger."
Hamilton beamed. “No, I just shaved off my beard. Like the effect?"
She stood up and looked at him. She bit her lip in thought. “Well, I liked the beard. It sort of made you look distinguished, but I like the dimple too."
Her response gave Hamilton mixed feelings. “Well, I can always grow it back, but right now, I want to look less like a target."
"Of course.” She continued to look at his face for another moment. “I think I like it better this way. Takes some getting used to."
Ahem, chimed in Whiskers. If you two are done with the Old Man's naked face, maybe someone could get me something to eat?
Hamilton looked down at the cat's bowl. “Finish your cow. It's what you asked for."
I know, but I think they marinated it in something. Anyway, I think I'd rather have some fish. They've never messed that up.
"Deal with it. I'm not hungry. Besides, I've got some writing to do.” Hamilton got a piece of paper and a pen, sat down at the table.
"What should I do?” Thalia resumed her seat on the couch.
"Once I get this done, I want you to deliver it to the messenger."
"I don't think that his shop is open. The sun's already set. I could deliver it myself if you wish."
Hamilton glanced at the window. “No. I forgot that we got such a late start. It can wait until tomorrow."
"What are you writing?"
"The fourth rune, the one the Runemaster spoke of. I found it in Green Ridge burned into the bottom of Obsidian's trunk. I couldn't have carried it back here on Bethesda and I didn't want anyone else, like Topaz, to find it so I memorized the runes and then smashed and burned the trunk."
Thalia got up, sashayed over to Hamilton, and looked over his shoulder at the runes. “What do they mean?"
Hamilton put down his pen and looked up at her. Her perfume wafted over him. “I wish I knew. Reading runes was to be the final part of my training, but Obsidian was killed just a day after we started. That was pretty much the end of part one of my career as a wizard."
"Such a shame."
"Oh, I don't know, my life hasn't been that bad. I managed to live almost 60 years in Green Ridge without a single broken bone. Believe it or not, that, alone, is quite an achievement. I may not have been the richest man in town, but I did all right. I suppose that it might have been better if I had married, but the only woman I ever loved died before I could propose."
"I didn't think that you liked women."
"What made you think that?"
"Well, I am sleeping on the couch. After what you said, I just figured that you were, you know..."
A fluffy? The cat actually laughed. You thought that he liked boys? Whiskers continued to laugh producing a noise like a loud meow coupled with the sound of hocking up a hairball.
"Shut up, cat.” The cat continued to laugh and Hamilton took a roll off the corner of the table and pitched it at Whiskers. The cat dodged it easily, but stopped laughing.
Hamilton turned to Thalia. “Trust me, I do like women. They're number one on my list of favorites, but the choices in Green Ridge were somewhat limited."
Limited to the ones that could stand you. Whiskers leapt aside dodging the second roll.
"Well, that changes things. At least I won't have to sleep on the couch anymore."
"But,” Hamilton began and stopped because he couldn't think of anything else to say. “What about the baker? You seemed to be, well, interested in him."
"Why do you think he is being so helpful? You were the one that told me to, you know, smile and be nice to him. Remember?"
"Uh,” was all he could manage.
"Master Citrine, Hamilton, I've wanted to be with you since the first time we met. I heard what those in power had said about you at the Guild before you arrived. A Master Wizard, stripped of his talent, when he was my age; powers that make Diamond's talents look like those of a beginning acolyte. Diamond wouldn't have sent that summons at all, but the other wizards in the Guild, the few real wizards left, insisted. And no, I never slept with him. I knew that he was there just for show. The only reason that they let him run the Guild was because none of the true wizards there could stand doing administration.
I joined the Guild because I wanted to be a wizard. I do have the talent, but Master Diamond is, well, not the best teacher. You, on the other hand, are the most powerful wizard that ever was. You may still hate Obsidian, but I've seen what he wrote about you in the Guild archives. He was afraid of you."
"That's ridiculous. He wasn't afraid of me. He told me I was an idiot at least once a week. It took me years to learn all the spells he wanted me to learn."
"According to the archives, you were the only one who ever managed to do that. All of the wizards were afraid of you. They tried to get Obsidian to drop you. When they couldn't manage that, well, Obsidian's death wasn't exactly an accident. That's why they locked you out."
"But I don't feel that powerful. Just because I know a few spells..."
"You still don't get it. You know all the spells. Not just the ones in the Trilogy."
Hamilton was shaken by this turn of events. He didn't believe all that super wizard stuff. Sure he knew a bunch of spells, but that wasn't what made a wizard great. And as far as Thalia went, he still found it hard to believe that this girl could be interested in him. In actuality, he could never figure out why any woman could be interested in him so he had pretty much shelved such thoughts a decade ago. And now...
* * * *And so the night came and went. Hamilton discovered many things. He discovered that his memory was a lot better than he thought it was. He discovered that Thalia was a virgin, but what she lacked in experience, she more than made up for in enthusiasm. And finally, he discovered that his lust for the girl wasn't lust at all. He discovered that he didn't just want to have her. He wanted to keep her. Even Rosie Thurp, his first love, didn't hold a candle to this girl. Mixed emotions cascaded through his brain and other organs as well. On the one hand, he felt like a dirty old man and on the other, he felt like he had just graduated from Puberty University magna cum laude. And the turbulence in his soul only made it that much more exciting.
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CHAPTER 10* * * *Late the next morning, Hamilton awoke. Thalia slept peacefully beside him and her sandalwood scent enveloped them both. He looked at her and smiled a smile that had never graced his face before. He sat up in bed and Thalia awoke. She looked up at him and stifled a yawn. She returned his smile in kind. “You were wonderful,” she said.
"You were pretty good too.” Thalia's smile wilted slightly. He felt like an idiot at the inadequacy of his response. “No. That's not what I mean. What I mean is that you are really, really special.” Hamilton frowned. That still wasn't right. “I, well, you, er, ah ... never leave me, never ever leave me!” Thalia's smile went back to a hundred and ten percent.
Whiskers padded in from the main room, looked up at Hamilton and Thalia on the bed, and shook her head. You two make a lot of noise. I'm sure that the other guests in this inn enjoyed listening to the show as well.
"What's the matter, cat? Jealous?” asked Hamilton.
Whiskers’ tail went straight up and she turned back toward the main room. Then she looked over her shoulder. You think she's pretty hot, huh? Listen, Old Man. I had a Carthag bit-cat once. Now that was an experience. I had eight kittens. How many kittens is she going to have? Whiskers walked out of the room, her tail still held high with distain.
Thalia looked at Hamilton. “Kittens?"
* * * *Early that afternoon, Hamilton summoned the messenger. Roscoe accompanied Amil Quinn to Hamilton's room. “He insisted on seeing you, Master Citrine."
"Thanks, Roscoe. It's OK, he's expected, but thanks for your vigilance.” Roscoe left. Quinn remained at the door.
"This is the first time I've ever gotten a summons that just materialized in front of me. You wouldn't consider some part time work, would you?” asked Quinn.
Hamilton grinned. “Sorry, Amil, but I can only do that with people I have met and the range is very limited."
"Then I don't suppose that you could teach me how to do it? I know just about everyone in town."
Hamilton shook his head. “Not unless you're a fifth level Guild wizard, but come in. I have a job for you. Over here."
"Any work is good work.” Quinn followed Hamilton to the table where two brown envelopes leaned against an empty beer mug. Hamilton selected the largest one and gave it to the messenger. “Where would this be going?” asked Quinn.
"This one goes to Runemaster Argus at the Wizard's Guild in Center City. Wait for a reply. It may take a while as Argus is not the most focused person in the world. You'll have to work a bit to keep him on track."
"Argus, huh? I met him ten years ago when the Guild did a bash in Norkon. He seemed to think that everything was remarkable."
"That's him, but don't mistake his lack of focus for foolishness, though. As soon as he finishes the reply, bring it straight back to me."
"What about the other envelope? Another message to be delivered?” asked Quinn eying the second envelope hopefully.
"Yes, but that one will be delivered by Thalia."
"I'm to be a messenger?” Thalia asked from the couch.
"Yes.” Hamilton smiled at Thalia, then turned back to Quinn. “It is important that I get Argus’ reply today, if possible. Here's a ten royal note, will that be enough?"
"More than enough.” He glanced at the envelope. “Well, I'd best be off."
Hamilton escorted Quinn to the door. “One other thing, Amil."
"Yes?"
"No one, but Argus is to see this message and you are to bring it back with the reply. Also, please tell Argus that this is confidential and that he should tell no one of the message or response."
"I don't think that that should be a problem. I'd guess that he'll forget your message before I'm out of the Guild's door."
"Perhaps, but tell him anyway.” Quinn trotted off down the hall. Hamilton closed and locked the door behind him.
"So where am I to take the second message?” Thalia asked.
"To Guild Central."
"But that's in Drayene. It will take me two days, round trip. Why couldn't you just send the messenger?” She got up from the couch and hurried to Hamilton who had remained by the door. “What happened to ‘never leave me'?"
Hamilton put his hand on her shoulder and steered her back to the couch. He sat next to her. “First, the Guild would never release the information I am requesting to Quinn. Second, it is very important that I get this information. And third, with a contract on my head, I would feel much better if you were safely away from here."
"If I may ask, what are you requesting?"
"I want to find out everything they know about Topaz. Their records cover just about everyone with talent born in the kingdom, whether they're a wizard or not."
Thalia scrunched her face in confusion. “But didn't Master Diamond say that he had requested that information already?"
"That's what he said,” answered Hamilton.
"But then why send me?” asked Thalia still looking confused.
"Because, my sweet, I don't trust Diamond. Someone at the Guild is communicating with Topaz. I'm not even certain Topaz took out that contract on me. Maybe it was Diamond. From what you said, he didn't want me here at all."
"But I don't want to leave you alone.” A tear formed at the corner of her eye. Hamilton brushed it away with his finger.
"And I don't want to send you away.” He bent over and kissed her on the cheek. “But I can't risk losing you either. I can take care of myself for two days.” He ran his hand through her hair.
Thalia still frowned. “Well, it doesn't seem fair, but I guess that it makes sense.” Then she added in a whisper, “Ah, before I have to leave, do you think we could, well, you know..."
Hamilton was confused until a light came on in his head. “Oh. You mean..."
Thalia nodded.
Hamilton grinned and unbuttoned his shirt.
* * * *Several hours later, Hamilton put Thalia on the Drayene coach and wished her a safe trip. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she waved from the window while it pulled out. He watched the four-horse coach rumble down the road until it disappeared in the distance. Then he stood there a few more moments, almost regretting his decision to send Thalia away. He sighed and reentered the inn. Thackeray stood behind his counter and nodded to him as Hamilton headed for the stairs. As he started to climb another guest was descending. “Hiram. I thought you'd be back in Green Ridge by now."
Hiram stopped on the stair by Hamilton. “So did I. Seems it were harder than I thought ta get a cart ta take the beer back. Managed ta buy one yesterday."
Then he looked closer at Hamilton. “Damn, ya look even younger then the last time I seed ya."
"Shaved my beard. Where you headed?"
"I was about to follow Izzy. He rode out with the beer last night. Seems yer dragin don't like the dark. I'll catch up with Izzy at the Mid-Post. What's keepin’ you busy?"
"Not much right now. I'm waiting for a few things to happen. Buy you a drink before you leave?"
"Never argued with a free drink in ma life. Too late ta start now. Where do you want to go?"
"Place called Scrawny's Libations."
"I know it. On the edge of town, right?” Hiram asked.
"That's the one."
Hiram and Hamilton got their horses from the stable and rode to the pub. It turned out that Hiram knew the owner and so the drinks turned out to be free. The two were well into their third beers when Hamilton's snooper spell sounded an ominous note in his ear.
Hamilton's gaze darted about the bar. Aside from the bartender, Hiram, and himself, the place was empty.
Hiram noticed the change and asked, “Somethin’ wrong? Ya look like someone jest stepped on yer grave."
"I suppose I should have told you. Someone took out a contract on me."
"Who'd you rub the wrong way?"
"That's the problem. I don't know, but it's a silver contract."
Hiram whistled. “Man, that's bad news. Any idea who's got the contract? Maybe ya can buy ‘im off."
"Silver contract, Hiram. You can't buy your way out of that. As far as who's got the job. Ever hear of someone named Zip Cardin?"
Hiram, in mid-gulp, erupted in a geyser of beer. “Zip Cardin? Man, yer dead. I hear he's about the best there ever was.” He wiped his face with his sleeve while Scrawny, frowning, went to fetch a mop.
"So I hear, but then he's got to be pretty old by now."
"Young or old, you've gotta big problem. Maybe ah should just leave now. No hard feelin's er nothin', but it ain't real smart to be around ya. ‘Sides, I gotta leave for Mid-Post, anyway. Izzy'll be wundrin’ where I yam."
"I understand. Just be careful when you leave. He's somewhere nearby."
"How do ya know that?” looking even more worried.
"I'm a wizard, Hiram."
"Really? And you live in Green Ridge?"
"I lost my powers 40 years ago. I just got them back."
"Well, good luck.” Hiram said good-bye to Scrawny as well and then left. Hamilton made a small gesture at Hiram's back as he passed through the door and then focused his concentration. A second later he was seeing the world through Hiram's eyes. Outside, the sun had set, but the dusky gray sky still provided light. Hiram glanced about as he untied and mounted his horse. A couple walked down the other side of the street and an old man stood by the alley way that ran next to the bar. The old man who was bundled in too much clothing had a newspaper tucked under his arm and seemed oblivious to the world. The vision faded as Hiram's horse carried him beyond the range of the spell.
Hamilton opened his eyes. Scrawny was looking at him. “I know that you're a wizard ‘n’ all but, well, I'd really appreciate it if, well, if you'd leave. From what I hear, Zip specializes in accidents and I can't afford to get my bar burnt down. No offense meant."
"You heard us talking?"
"I can hear a rat fart in the cellar. But bartenders know how to keep their lips zipped."
Hamilton took the last swallow of his beer, put the empty mug down on the bar. “No offense taken, Scrawny. If I was in your shoes, I'd think the same way. This place have a back door?"
"There's a one in the storage room. Leads to the alley."
Wonderful. If the old guy is Cardin, he's got all the doors covered. And if he isn't then who or what tripped the snooper? A snooper spell, Hamilton knew, could detect negative mental energy, mostly in the form of emotions, directed at him. The spell was already picking up a shade from the bartender, but there was a more persuasive source outside. Then he had a thought. Bethesda, he called.
What?
"Can you untie yourself from the post?"
Nope, but I can break the tie if you want. We going for a run?
"That's the idea. When I tell you, make a ruckus, break the tie and go about fifty yards down the street to your right."
What's a ruckus?
"A lot of noise."
What's a yard?
"Never mind. When I tell you, just make a lot of noise, break the tie, and slowly go in the direction of the sunset. I'll catch up."
Ready when you are, boss.
"Like I said, no offense, but I'd like you to leave. Please?” Scrawny's forehead was damp with sweat.
"Show me the back door."
Scrawny, relieved, ushered him to a dark store room filled with barrels and cases of bottles. He unlocked the door to the alley. Hamilton turned to him. “Close the door as soon as I leave. Do it very quietly. You wouldn't want to attract attention.” Then he whispered to Bethesda, Now, horse!
Bethesda whinnied, stomped, snorted, reared up and ripped the tie free. During the commotion, Hamilton made a magical pass at his own body and then slipped out the door.
He headed down the alley toward the main street approaching the old man as he went. As he shuffled past, he made a tiny gesture with his index finger towards the man with the paper. He looked at the stranger as well and noticed a thin bladed dagger in his belt. He was dressed in a dark ill-fitting jerkin and black trousers. Black sole-less suede boots covered his feet. They were the kind of boots that make nary a sound as the wearer moves about. He looked to be as old as some of the senior wizards, but his eyes were clear, dark and hard.
The old man on the corner nodded briefly at Hamilton. And then went back to not watching the bar. Hamilton wasn't surprised that he was not recognized. The spell he had cast on himself made him appear as an aged crone complete with long stringy gray hair and a hooked nose.
Hamilton spotted Bethesda a block down the street and told the horse to turn off onto a side alley and stop. Then he continued to shuffle in the direction Bethesda had taken.
Once he rounded the corner, he shed his disguise with a snap of his fingers and grabbed the end of Bethesda's shortened tether. Good job, horse.
Instead of leaving, though, he placed two fingers and a thumb on his forehead and concentrated. Although telepathy was possible for some wizards, mind reading was not except for the forebrain thoughts. Those thoughts, because of the spell he had placed on the old man, he could read. Unfortunately, people don't tend to think in nice neat sentences; especially when they are not talking to someone else. Rather, their thoughts come through as a mass of impressions. All Hamilton could read at this distance was, “Late, come out soon? Bar's going to close, where? Where? Come out. Go in, no, stupid, wait. Wait, too long, too long. Horse gone, pune, tomorrow. Tomorrow morning early, early. Get him. Damn.” The thoughts faded as the spell wore off. Hamilton had hoped to get a clue as to who had paid for the contract or what Cardin intended to do, but a pick spell only gave you what was there.
He mounted Bethesda and took a path back to the Inn which avoided passing in front of Scrawny's. As the last light of the evening faded from the sky, Hamilton sat in one of the big chairs in his room reviewing offensive and defensive spells.
Whiskers wandered in from the bedroom. So, you got rid of the girl, huh?
"In a manner of speaking. She's safe on her way to Guild Central."
And now you're pining after her, right?
"Hardly.” Hamilton unconsciously went to tug at his beard and then stopped when he his hand encountered his naked chin. He made a sour expression as he looked at the cat. “Don't bother me. I ran into the assassin today. He didn't recognize me, but he intends to try again tomorrow morning."
Well, I'm packed. Where are we going?
"Running away won't work. I've got too much to do here. Besides, there isn't anywhere to run to."
How about the Guild? They can protect us, can't they?
Hamilton reached for his missing beard again and then put his hand down in mid-gesture. “No. For all I know, someone at the Guild is responsible for the contract in the first place. I've been thinking about it and if this Topaz is a Master then assassins are beneath him. On the other hand, Diamond is pretty much a Master in name only."
The cat jumped up into Hamilton's lap, made several revolutions and then, finding the perfect spot, lay down. A claw bit into Hamilton's thigh, but he ignored it. Why didn't you kill the assassin when you had the chance?
"Because I wasn't sure it was him until I was out of range. They frown on killing old men for nothing around here, I understand. Besides, I'm not big on killing people anyway.” Hamilton scratched the cat behind her ears.
So what are you going to do?
Hamilton shook his head. “Good question. I'll get back to you on that in the morning."
Whiskers put her head down in Hamilton's lap and purred herself to sleep. Hamilton tried closing his eyes, but for him, sleep was more elusive.
* * * *Morning arrived earlier than normal. The sun had yet to break the horizon when Hamilton's snooper spell awoke him with buzzing sound in his mind. He sat bolt upright in the chair he had fallen asleep in. Awakened by the sudden movement, Whiskers leapt from his lap.
Hamilton got up, went in to the bedroom and reemerged wearing the green cloak.
Why the outfit? Whiskers crouched under the table.
"The Runemaster said it would afford me some protection. I'd feel a bit more confident, though, if he could have been more specific as to what type of protection.” He paused for a moment as he tuned to the snooper spell. “He's outside."
He walked to the window and, standing beside it, peaked out into the darkness. A flaming crossbow bolt shattered the glass and flashed through his cloak between his arm and his body. Hamilton jumped back and stared down at the smoldering hole in his cloak. He beat out the flame that was just starting and then frowned at the blackened cloth. “Well, maybe the Runemaster was wrong,” he mumbled under his breath.
Think so? Whiskers retreated to the bedroom. Let me know when it's over. And, if I don't see you again, thanks for the fish.
"Thanks for the vote of confidence, cat.” He pulled the bolt from the wall and blew out the flames. Two more flaming bolts followed the first in rapid succession. Hamilton splashed water on them to dowse the flames.
"That's it!” thought Hamilton coming to a decision. He sent out a detect spell. It pointed to a room on the second story of the building across the street. “Old killer,” thought Hamilton, “Prepare to meet your destiny.” He made an elaborate gesture in the air before him and then, with he arm pointing directly at the target provided by his detect spell, he shouted, “Conflagorimus Extremus!"
There was a loud explosion followed by a scream. Smoke and flame flashed out of the window of the room across the street.
Hamilton sent out his detect spell again. This time it returned nothing from the room. He turned from the window, elated and exhausted and dropped into the large chair. “You can come out, cat. Zip Cardin is no more.” His voice was a hoarse whisper. “Looks like I've still got it."
Whiskers walked slowly from the bedroom. “Got what?” She sniffed the air. “Something's burning."
"That would be Zip Cardin."
The cat jumped to the window ledge and looked out. Old Man, what did you do? You've set the town on fire!
"What?” Hamilton got unsteadily to his feet. His legs felt like rubber as he braced himself on the arm of the chair. He turned and looked out the window. “No, I, ah ... Oh, rat feces.” He made a gesture with his free hand and mumbled a spell. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the flames began to die beneath a deluge of sudden rain. Within seconds, the flames fizzled into oblivion leaving the building across the way a smoking ruin. The rain ceased just as the first rays of dawn lit the eastern sky.
There was a banging on the door. “Master Citrine! Master Citrine! Are you all right?” came Roscoe's voice from the hallway.
"I'm fine, lad. What happened?"
"It must have been lightning, sir. It ignited the barrister's offices across the way. The fire is spreading. You must leave.” There was the sound of a thud from the hallway.
"Relax, boy. The fire is out. Come in and see for yourself.” Hamilton freed the locking bolt and then turned the knob on the door.
As he did, the snooper spell screamed a warning in his ear. At the same time, the door burst inward revealing Zip Cardin. The assassin's face was blistered on one side and most of his hair was gone. His face was red both from the fire and from rage.
Hamilton drew his wand from his belt as he backed from the apparition. “But, but, you're dead."
"And you're an idiot. Don't you think I knew that you were a wizard? Don't you think that I took precautions? And now,” he shouted, “you're dead.” He raised a dagger and slashed at Hamilton's chest. Hamilton backed and ran out of space. His calves banged into the chair behind him.
The dagger struck just above Hamilton's heart with a loud clang and then bounced off the green cloak leaving it unmarked. The force of the blow toppled Hamilton backwards into a chair. The chair overturned. As it went over Hamilton's foot arched up to catch the assassin between the legs. Cardin's feet went out from under him and he fell on his back writhing in pain. Hamilton recovered first. He ran around the chair, desperately looking for a weapon.
Cardin struggled to get up. He looked about the floor, spotted the dagger he had dropped and reached for it. Hamilton, terrified, grasped the only thing he had, Obsidian's wand. Holding it in both hands, he raised it over his head, then brought it down, point first, with all the force he could manage. The wand slid deeply into the assassin's chest. Cardin's face filled with a look of pain and surprise. He made a weak attempt to swing the dagger that he had just grasped. It slipped from his hand as his expression of pain faded from his face. He fell back to the floor. A trickle of blood ran from the corner of his lifeless mouth.
Hamilton dropped to his knees breathing heavily. Whiskers emerged from beneath the table and looked at Hamilton and then at the dead assassin. So, he was a vampire, huh?
With a confused expression, Hamilton asked, “What?"
A stake though the heart finished him, right? He must have been the living dead since you already killed him once. Remember?
A muffled groan emanated from the hallway. Hamilton rose to his feet and peeked out the door. Roscoe sat on the floor against the wall, rubbing the back of his head. There was a dent in the wall. Then he spied Hamilton, “What happened?"
"It's all right, boy. Here.” Hamilton offered his hand to Roscoe and helped him to his feet. “Are you all right?"
"Yes, sir. I think so.” He seemed somewhat unsteady on his feet and winced. “What happened?"
"A gentleman wanted to get in my suite. I'm afraid that he must have hit you."
"A man, sir?"
"Actually, a guild assassin. I believe his name was Zip Cardin."
Roscoe's eyes bulged. “Zip Cardin? Wow, Zip Cardin. But you're still alive?"
"And he isn't. Please awaken Mr. Thackeray. Tell him there's some trash in here that requires removal. Oh, and have him send up some food. And coffee."
And a bowl of fresh fish, added Whiskers, but Roscoe was already down the hall and out of sight before Hamilton could pass on the order.
After closing the door, Hamilton got down on his knees to examine the dead assassin. He was amazed as he extracted various weapons from the assassin's coat. From a myriad of pockets, he removed three knives of various types and lengths, a garrote, four vials of different colored liquids and a small bottle of fish oil with an attached flint igniter. In addition, he found several hundred royals in twenty royal notes and an Assassins Guild membership card. Hamilton put the weapons aside. He pocketed the notes and the card, then looked at the wound from which his wand protruded. He bent closer as the body, although still quite dead, seemed to be reacting to the wand with little bubbles and wisps of vapor at the entry point.
Hamilton's stomach felt a bit queasy as this was the first man he had ever killed. He did not, however, feel guilty about it. Shaking his head and averting his gaze, he grasped his wand.
Trying to reanimate the vampire?
"What are you talking about, cat?” Hamilton still looked away from the body. He pulled hard on the wand and it came free with a sickening slurp.
When you remove the stake, the vampire can ... I've never seen that before.
"What before?” asked Hamilton. He looked back at the dead assassin. Then he noticed his wand, and almost dropped it as he held it at arms length. “What?"
That was what I was hoping you could answer. Pretty strange, isn't it?
Hamilton stared at the wand. The part of it that had penetrated the body was black, but somehow the expression “black” seemed to be a gross understatement. It wasn't just black. It was the blackest black he had ever seen. It reflected no light whatsoever. He brought it closer to examine it. Even up close, there were no features visible at all save for a few blood spots that seemed to float above the surface. No texture, nothing. The base of the wand that had not been in the body still looked normal. Willow, rubbed dark by years of handling.
Hamilton scratched part of the willow base with his fingernail. The paint peeled away revealing the unfathomable darkness beneath. He dropped the wand on the hard wooden floor. It pinged like a tuning fork when it hit.
Well, Mr. Wizard, what is it?
"It's a ... a myth."
Looks pretty solid to be a myth. Whiskers inched toward the wand. She batted at it with her paw. Feels pretty solid too. What myth?
Hamilton picked it up, holding it by the remaining willow painted base. “When I was in school, it was said that there was a substance from which the original magic sprung. It was called darkonium."
Darkonium? You've got to be kidding. Besides, magic has always been around. It didn't just appear.
Hamilton swung the wand through the air. It emitted a faint whistling sound. “Damn."
I said magic's always been around.
"I heard you the first time.” Hamilton rose and then sat down in the chair. Whiskers jumped into his lap. “Magic has been around a long time, cat, but not forever. Back, thousands of years ago, even before the Dark Times, there were no wizards, no spells, no magic. At least that's what I was taught.
And then a meteor fell. A large one. Many people died. The sky was darkened for years. When the sun returned, expeditions were sent to view the impact site but they found nothing. But something had changed. It was then that those with the talent discovered that they had powers they had never imagined. They were not welcomed and many were killed as witches and demons."
Suddenly, magic? I don't buy it.
"I didn't either. I thought it was a myth, but they said that the meteor exploded in the air and the dust it produced filled the skies. Dust produced from a substance never before seen. Darkonium."
Well, that wand doesn't look like dust to me.
"Quick Silver, a Master Wizard at the Guild 40 years ago wore a golden amulet around his throat. Even now, I remember the tiny black stone mounted in the center of the amulet. I remember how dark that stone looked. How black it looked."
So now you've got a powerful wand?
"It would explain a lot."
Huh?
"It would explain why, no matter no hard I tried, I could never best Obsidian's magic. Most wands have no power of their own. They're just, well, sticks to impress the people. The power is in the wizard."
But most wizards don't have darkonium wands.
"No, I suppose that they don't,” agreed Hamilton. He waved the wand in the air and did a make-light spell. A ball of light appeared in the room that was so bright he covered his eyes.
Make it stop!
Hamilton killed the spell, but still saw after images for several seconds. “Damn.” he muttered to himself.
There was a knock on the door. Hamilton pushed Whiskers off his lap and got up. This time he was more cautious and made a magical gesture at the door. Satisfied that there was no threat, he said, “It's Amil."
The knock came again. “I'm coming!” shouted Hamilton. He slipped his wand into the narrow wand pocket inside his cloak and then opened the door.
"How did you know it was me?"
"Sit down. I've been expecting you. I thought you'd be back yesterday. Was there a problem?"
Quinn sat down on the couch. He looked at Hamilton. “Nice cloak, but problems? Initially. That Master Wizard fellow, Diamond, was more that a little bit curious about what I had in the envelope. At first, he wouldn't let me in. I explained to him that I had no idea what was in the envelope. When I told him that it was from you, he became more adamant."
Hamilton sat down in his chair. “So how'd you get past him?"
"I've served a few warrants in my time and getting around a twerp like him was easy. I just told him that, if he wouldn't let me see Argus, I would notify you and the police. Impeding a messenger is a crime in Central City."
"It is?"
Quinn grinned. “No, but it worked."
Hamilton laughed. “You're a man after my own heart, Amil. I know it's a bit early, but would you like a beer?"
"Well, it was a long night. Sure."
"Done.” Hamilton snapped his fingers and two mugs of beer appeared on the table.
Whiskers, who had been curled up by the chair, looked up. How about some fish, Old Man?
Hamilton looked down at the cat and then snapped his fingers again. A raw fish appeared by the cat.
Whiskers stared at the fish, her eyes wide. Where's the bowl?
Hamilton snapped his fingers again and the fish lay in a decorated porcelain bowl. Better?
Much, The cat took a bite of the fish.
Amil, after watching the beer, fish and bowl appear asked, “How can you make all this stuff appear out of thin air?"
"That would be a neat trick wouldn't it? But I didn't do that. I think if you go downstairs and check with the cook, he'll discover that he's missing two mugs, some beer, a fish and a bowl."
Hamilton took the mugs off the table and offered one to the messenger. The messenger accepted the beer, smelled it, and took a big drink. He wiped the foam from his mustache. “Excellent!"
Hamilton took a sip and then asked, “How did it go with Argus? Do you have a reply for me?"
"No. You were right that it would be difficult to keep him on track. I stayed up with him half the night. He has a, well, remarkable library as he put it, but the fourth collection of runes you sent baffled him. I don't know how many books he went through looking for the answers, but it was a bunch. Around two in the morning, he found one book that suggested that they weren't runes at all, but just letters in an ancient language. He woke the Archivist, a rather gruff old wizard named Silibus who was not happy when he found out what time it was.” Amil took another swallow and then continued. “However, when he saw the runes he recognized them as what he called old speak scraptum? Scriptum? Anyway he said that it was in a language that predated the dark times. Unfortunately, he couldn't translate them."
Hamilton frowned. “So, a dead end?"
"Not entirely. Silibus suggested that Argus contact the head of the history department at Seabrook University. Their records go back farther than the Guild's."
"Seabrook, huh? That's in Drayene, isn't it?"
"Yes."
"What about the other three sets of runes I sent to Argus? Did he mention any progress with them?"
"I almost forgot. Yes. He said the runes on the wizard's cloak were a protection spell. He said the wearer would be totally safe from any kind of blow with one exception."
"Fire?” asked Hamilton.
"Well, he said heat. How did you know?"
Hamilton took another shallow, put the mug down and stood. He extended his arm and poked his finger through the burned hole in the side of the cloak.
"What happened to the cloak?” asked Amil.
Hamilton sat back down. “I had a disagreement with an assassin."
"A Guild Assassin?"
"Yes. Someone took out a silver contract on me. I canceled it about twenty minutes ago."
"How do you cancel a silver contract?"
"I killed the assassin."
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CHAPTER 11* * * *Hamilton prepared for bed. A stain on the carpet was all that remained of Zip.
Whiskers jumped up next to him and asked, I don't understand. Why didn't you just blast that man with magic?
Hamilton scratched the cat behind her ears. “Because magic doesn't work that way. Life is a form of magic, I suppose. The effects that magic have on it are limited. I can't kill directly with it."
But you stabbed him with a magic wand.
"I stabbed him with a stick. Magic had nothing to do with it."
What about the fireball you sent into the building across the street?
"I suppose that it could have killed him, actually, I sorta hoped it would kill him, but the fireball was just that. It wasn't directed at him—at least not his, er, life force—so much as it was directed at a place. If he happened to be in the same place..."
A bit to the left, Whiskers instructed as Hamilton continued to scratch the cat's head. Didn't you say that you had all sorts of protection spells on the door? How did he manage to get in?
Hamilton stopped scratching the cat and tried to stroke his missing beard. “I've been wondering about that myself. Cardin said something about taking precautions. He said he knew that I was a wizard, but one without talent has no defense against magic unless, unless he got some help from some one that had the talent."
Don't stop. Please, under the collar?
Hamilton resumed scratching Whiskers and then continued, “The thing is, very few wizards bother to learn mask spells. What would be the point? No wizard would ever use magic against another wizard. It is forbidden by the Guild."
And yet such spells exist?
"Yes. There are several in the third book of the Trilogy."
Why?
"Because every one with talent is not necessarily a member of the Guild,” replied Hamilton.
So Cardin had some help, huh? purred the cat.
"Seems that way, but it doesn't do much to answer the question of who helped him. Either Topaz or Diamond ... or one of the other wizards."
Thalia Sprite, for instance?
Hamilton angrily pushed Whiskers off the bed. “Don't be ridiculous. Why should she want to harm me? She cares for me."
Are you sure about that? Who was she working for before you asked for her, ah, assistance?
"Diamond, but she said that she didn't like him."
And you believed her, right?
"Why would she lie?"
Whiskers walked off into the bedroom leaving Hamilton alone to ponder his own question.
* * * *Early the next afternoon, Hamilton went downstairs and stood outside the inn waiting for the afternoon coach from Drayene. The pre-spring sun poured down on him. The coach arrived thirty minutes late and bore no passengers.
Hamilton called up to the coachman, “No riders?"
The coachman climbed down from the boot. “Nope. Jes cargo, this trip. Thought I was gonna have this purdy young missy ridin’ wif me. She was waitin’ fer the coach when I pulled inta Drayene, but after I changed the horses and packed the cargo, she was gone. Funny thing too. I think one of these bags,” he said as he unloaded the items from the back of the coach, “was hers."
Hamilton watched as the cargo was unloaded. He spotted Thalia's bag. “I'll take that."
"Sorry, mister, but I jest can't be givin’ away other people's belongings. I'll have to take this back to Drayene."
"The woman works for me."
"I s'pose that you got some way of provin’ that?"
Hamilton reached into his pocket and produced a ten royal note. “This enough proof?"
"Works for me,” grinned the coachman. He accepted the note and handed over Thalia's bag. “I've got a few other items of lost cargo you might be interested in,” he added, but Hamilton was already headed into the Arms.
* * * *Once back in his room, he dumped the contents of the bag on the table. Then he went through them. Aside from the clothes and female accessories, her money and Guild ID, there seemed to be nothing of consequence. He sat down with the empty bag in hand, frustrated, when he noticed a sleeve on the side of the bag. Holding his breath, he reached in and withdrew an envelope. There was writing on the front. The words ‘No Topaz’ were scrawled on it in Thalia's hand. On the back of the envelope was a Wizards Guild seal. Hamilton spoke the proper words that deactivated the seal. Then he broke it and opened the envelope.
He had hoped that it would either explain Thalia's absence or provide information on Topaz. It provided neither. He read:
"Greetings to Master Citrine, the following is the information we have regarding one Master Diamond, Guildmaster of Central City.
Born: Charles Dickers in Westchase, Cantia on the winter equinox, 4216. Schooled at the Cantia Wizards Guild. Elevated to Master Wizard status (Diamond) in 4233. Talent rating: 93—Verified on the Modulus-Kincara scale.
Transferred to Central City in 4236. Elevated to Guildmaster, Central City Guild, in 4238 which is his current status.
Addendum: Received notice from one Argus Klich, Runemaster, Central City Guild, of possible improprieties attributed to Diamond during the brown plague year 4237. Note suggested that Diamond had somehow weakened the protect spell on the Guild which led to the death of several of the older Master Wizards. Later investigations were not able to verify this accusation. Other rumors of improprieties, although not verified, have caused the Drayene Guild to flag this file for follow up.
Signed and sealed this day, Master Feldspar, Guildmaster, Drayene Guild of Wizards and Magic Users."
Hamilton's hand was shaking as he returned the note to the envelope. Diamond was not what he appeared to be. A talent rating of 93 was very high. Becoming a Master Wizard at 17 was almost unheard of. He was a lot more than he appeared to be, but why? What was he after?
He let the envelope slip from his fingers. What about Topaz? And more important, where was Thalia?
Hamilton concentrated and sent out a call to her. Though communication was not possible, he hoped that he could, at least, sense her presence. There was no response.
He got up from his chair and went into the bedroom and removed the wand from the pocket in his cloak.
Whiskers noticed and asked, Where's the girl?
Hamilton returned to the main room with the wand. He placed his hand on Thalia's clothing, held the wand high, and sent out a second call. He could feel the raw energy of the wand flow through him. Again, there was no response, but this time, Hamilton could sense her energy. At this distance, even aided by the wand, he was unable to read any thoughts, but at least he knew she was alive. Hamilton allowed himself a sigh of relief.
Whiskers entered the room and asked, Hello! I asked, ‘Where's the girl?'
"Somewhere in Drayene. It looks like she was on her way back, but then never got on the coach."
Maybe she found someone more interesting than you in Drayene.
"Damn it, cat. Shut up. She was at the coach station in Drayene. Her bag was packed and put onboard. When the coach was ready to leave, she had disappeared."
Maybe she changed her mind?
"Then why would she send all this stuff back? I may not be an expert on women, but I do know that no woman would abandon all these things.” Hamilton pointed to the pile on the table. “Something must have happened to her. I know that she's alive, but that's about all."
So what are you going to do?
"I'm going to Drayene to find her, of course."
What about that baker? Didn't you say you were to meet with him tonight?
"He'll have to wait.” Hamilton went into the bedroom and packed for the trip.
Whiskers followed him in. Have you considered the possibility that this is a trap?
Hamilton paused. “If it's a trap, I'll have to be careful, but I've got to go.” He went back to stuffing things in his bag. As an after thought, he also packed the copy of the fourth rune set.
Well, what about me? Are you going to take me with you or are you just going to leave me here? I'll starve if something happens to you.
"Somehow, cat, I believe that you could survive anywhere. However, I'll have Roscoe bring you food every day while I'm gone."
Whiskers flicked her tail. Every day? How long will you be gone?
"As long as it takes. With luck, two days. Without it ... well, I just don't know, but don't worry, you will be all right. Roscoe will see to that.” Hamilton, bag under his arm, walked to the door.
Wait!
Hamilton turned to look down at the cat which had just run up to him. “What?"
Take care, Old Man. Come back safe.
Hamilton mentally checked his sarcasm meter. Nope, he thought. Not a quiver on the needle. Then, to Whiskers, “Thanks, cat. I appreciate that."
In the lobby, Hamilton gave Roscoe a ten royal note to feed and provide water for Whiskers each day and to clean up the bathroom floor. Then he headed to the stables.
Bethesda saw Hamilton walking toward him and asked, Fast ride?
Hamilton replied, Very fast and long. Are you up for it?
Ready. Ready. Ready! It's boring in the stable.
Hamilton saddled Bethesda, strapped his bag to the saddle, and soon was on his way to Drayene. The road to Drayene, the main city of the kingdom, was well marked and was both wide and well preserved. Hamilton was in a quandary as Bethesda galloped toward the capitol. One of the precepts of the Guild was about using magic in public. Aside from festival demonstrations, magic's use in public was frowned upon by the Guild. It was reasoned that demonstrating their powers in front of the public would cause the townspeople to become resentful. Riding a horse at fifty miles an hour might qualify. The road to Green Ridge was empty. The road to Drayene was a different story. It was a much more traveled road.
Hamilton waved his darkonium wand very gently and Bethesda accelerated as his hooves lifted a few inches off the ground. His powerful legs continued to beat against the air. Faster. Make me go faster!
The outskirts of Central City rocketed past and soon gave way to farms and open country. Hamilton strained his eyes as the wind blasted into his face. He watched for fellow travelers on the road ahead. Each time he spotted one, he had to rein in Bethesda to a more normal pace. Then he had to wait until they were out of sight before firing up his spell again. About a third of the way through his journey the road started to twist and turn as it ran through a pine forest. Hamilton brought Bethesda back to the earth again. The pace slowed as even a steed as powerful as his could not gallop forever and Hamilton had no intention of running his horse into the ground. While the horse could run forever with the magic assist, without it Bethesda was subject to the same limitations as any horse.
About three hours along the road, they passed the Drayene coach on its return trip from Central City. The driver waved as Hamilton rode by.
With the snows melted and the sun now shining, signs of the approaching spring became evident. Trees and plants were showing their first signs of reanimation with light green colored spouts popping everywhere. Hamilton, however, was less mindful of the scenery and more concerned with the time. He again tried to contact Thalia, but again there was no answer. He could still sense her presence which maintained a glimmer of hope.
After another twenty minutes of his slower pace, he decided to ignore the Guild rules and said to Bethesda, “Ready to fly?"
Yes! Hamilton made the appropriate gesture and intoned the spell and once more they were racing toward Drayene.
Soon they were clear of the pine woods and the road straightened. Hamilton adjusted the spell so that Bethesda's hooves were almost touching the ground. The few travelers they passed still stared in amazement as Hamilton raced past them going faster than any horse should be able to. Hamilton realized that it wasn't so much the speed that was amazing them as was the silence. A further modification to the spell produced the hoof beats that had been missing. Hamilton had other spells that could have clouded the minds of the onlookers into believing nothing was amiss, but they all took too long to perform.
He flew along the road squinting into the gale force wind when he brought the horse back to earth. Aw, must we slow down?
"Whizzing by a few lone travelers is one thing. Who would believe their stories?” Hamilton thought to himself, but up ahead on the road was a caravan of at least 40 people including several wagons and one very strange cart that seemed to be moving on its own. “What kind of magic was this?” Hamilton asked himself.
As they approached the caravan, Hamilton could see smoke issuing from a chimney at the rear of the cart and decided that it was mechanics rather than magic that powered the thing. Magic wouldn't have been nearly so noisy. He pulled Bethesda to the side of the road allowing the group to pass. The horseless cart rumbled by belching wood smoke into the air and making a terrible racket. Bethesda snorted, Disgusting!
Those following the horseless cart seemed to agree as they were enveloped by the smoke from the cart.
Once the caravan passed, Hamilton invoked his spells and soon they were again racing ahead.
Three hours later, he slowed Bethesda for the last time on the trip as they approached the outskirts of the royal city. The city proper filled the horizon ahead. Hamilton marveled at the multi-story buildings, towers of alabaster and glass and paved roads. And, as they got closer, Hamilton saw the top of the Royal Palace. It was huge. He shook his head at the amount of money that must have been poured into it. “So this is where city taxes go."
As he entered the city, a tavern, the Black Diamond, beckoned to him. Though he wanted to find Thalia, his legs felt like rubber and his backside felt bruised. He dismounted and tied Bethesda to the hitching post in front of the establishment. Between the street and the door to the tavern, he heard a scream.
He looked up and down the street trying to find its source. Nothing was obvious and the other people on the street, more than in Central City, seemed oblivious to it.
The scream came again, louder and more protracted this time. Hamilton realized why no one else was reacting. The sound was in his head and the voice was Thalia's.
I hear you! I'm coming! Where are you?
There was no response.
Panic crept into his soul. His forehead dampened with a cold sweat. He tried to contact Thalia again, but though, with the aide of his wand, he could still sense her, there was no response to his calls.
He pulled his wand from his belt and swung it in a wide arc. His search spell locked his arm pointing diagonally to the southwest. He untied Bethesda and remounted.
I could do with some water, complained the horse.
"Sorry, boy. Not now."
With his wand outstretched before him, Hamilton navigated the streets of Drayene. It became apparent that in a rectangular city, the diagonal was a rough direction to follow. Finally, twisted around and lost, Hamilton stopped at a tavern that sported a water trough. It's about time! Bethesda bent to drink.
Hamilton entered the tavern to get his bearings. The barman ambled over to where Hamilton perched on a stool. “What'll it be?"
"A bottle of Pinkys, and a bit of information."
The barman brought the bottle over. “What kind of information?"
Hamilton took a drink. “What is that way?” pointing in the direction he had been traveling.
The barman looked at Hamilton and replied, “The gents’ toilet."
"No. I mean, if I keep going that direction, in Drayene, where will I end up?"
"Oh. Well I suppose that would depend on how far you go. Coupla blocks'll take you to the magistrate's office. On t'other hand, if you was to go a couple a’ miles or so, say, y'd end up in the Bums."
"The Bums?"
"Trust me, brother, y’ don't want ta go there. Worst part of town, it is, sir. They's people there what would steal yer eyeballs right out da the sockets, they would. All sorts a riffraff. Even the coppers steer clear of it lessen a bunch of ‘em go in tagether."
Hamilton took another pull on his Pinkys and then placed the bottle down on the bar. He took a deep breath and then asked, “What's the fastest route to get there?"
The barman shook his head. “Yer makin’ a big mistake."
Hamilton remained firm, “The route?"
The barman ran a rag over the bar top. “Yer funeral. Make a left two blocks down. Go about a half dozen blocks ‘til y’ comes to Last Chance Drive and make a right. Then jest stay on Last Chance. Y'll probably smell the Bums forin’ y’ get there. Officially, the section of town is Lakeside. Sounds nice, I s'pose, but Smokey Lake's the end of the sewer lines. Like I said, y'll smell it ‘fore y’ see it."
"Thanks.” Hamilton grabbed a handful of mud nuts from a bowl on the bar. “What do I owe you?"
The barman sighed, “The stout's a half royal. Seein’ as how you refused the ad-vice, I can't charge y’ for that."
Hamilton finished his drink and slid a one royal coin across the bar. “Thanks.” He headed for the door.
The barman called to Hamilton's back, “Luck to ya, mister. Yer gonna need it."
Hamilton untied his horse and remounted. “Feeling better?"
Much.
The tavern keeper's instructions were good as was the route. Soon Hamilton made the turn onto Last Chance and was headed toward what the barman had called the Bums. After riding over a mile on the road, Hamilton noticed the quality of the buildings slipping. Soon the buildings in obvious disrepair outnumbered the more substantial ones.
While Drayene was stacked with wealth and power and had a regal flavor, there still remained the darker underside which was the part of town that Hamilton now found himself riding through. Green Ridge, on the other hand, was mostly dark underside so that the ruined buildings and squalor about did not bother him. But, as he grew closer to Smokey Lake, the smell did. Like a million sewers opening at once. He now regretted the warmer weather which seemed to spread the stench like a rotting blanket over the land. Even Bethesda slowed his pace and became skittish about continuing. Finally, the horse just stopped, refusing to proceed.
"Come on, horse, move.” Hamilton still held his wand as a direction finder.
No can do. I've been in stalls that haven't been cleaned for a month, but I've never smelled anything like this! You want to keep going? Fine. I'll wait for you here.
Hamilton knew that you could lead a horse from a burning barn if you cover its eyes, but he couldn't figure out how to cover the horse's nose. And besides, he didn't have the time to talk the horse into moving. “Have it your way, horse.” He tied Bethesda to a post and then placed a protect spell on him. “I'll get back as soon as I can. If anyone gives you any trouble, just call for me."
Armed with his wand, he ventured into the Bums. He was grateful as he traced the gutterless road that the wand directed him away from the odiferous lake. This place, in many ways, looked a lot like Green Ridge. The people that he passed watched him. No one spoke a word as he passed. He set protect spells on himself and sent his little orbiting spell out to watch out for him. He was pleased that the wand increased the range of the spell though the increased power returned many negative feelings that weren't even directed at him. No one here seemed very happy.
There was a crash behind him and Hamilton spun to see a man sprawl, back first, into the muddy street. Pieces of glass accompanied him from the window he had just passed through. A thug, indistinguishable from the Green Ridge variety, burst out of the door next to the shattered window and proceeded to fight with the fallen man who had just gotten back on his feet.
He turned his back on the fracas and continued following the wand. He got another thirty feet when the orbiting spell warned him of trouble. Trouble turned out to be a man a few inches taller than Hamilton and about twice as big. “What cha got there?” the big man rumbled. He blocked his path and didn't appear to be the type of man that would give way.
"Oh, this thing? It's a stick."
"Yeah? Well this is a knife,” said the man as he brought his arm from behind his back. The blade loomed large, well used and very unsanitary, sporting remnants of previous victims.
"You want to trade?” asked Hamilton.
"Funny. Very funny. Why don't you just give me your little stick and everything else you're carryin'?” He advanced toward Hamilton.
"I think not.” This time, when he summoned his heat spell and directed it at the knife, the results were different than when he had used it in Green Ridge. Instead of heating the blade, the knife flashed into molten metal.
The thief's nerves were working a bit slower than they should have. His eyes took in the results for at least a full second before his brain notified him of the pain. He stared at his smoking hand. The big man screamed. Then he ran toward a horse trough a ways down the block shaking his hand to dislodge the drops of molten steel.
Hamilton watched him run and then looked down at the darkonium wand. He decided he'd have to be more careful with his magic.
Then he re-invoked the search spell holding the wand out from his body. His arm locked pointing at a two-story building across the street from where he stood. He slid his feet several yards to the left and then to the right. His arm remained pointed at the building. The building's windows were broken and the door, hung open.
He stood on the stoop of the building not quite sure what to do. He reviewed the possibilities. The first was that Thalia was in trouble and needed his help. The second was that this was a trap and Thalia had been taken as bait. The third possibility, which Hamilton fought against believing, was that Thalia was willing bait and part of a plot against him. He took a deep breath and gagged on the smell. After recovering, he rubbed his missing beard as he searched for the best way in. His nerves were on end. He had never been a fighter and he did not look forward to playing hero. On the other hand, his feelings for Thalia drove him on.
Hamilton waved his wand toward the two-story ruin invoking a detect spell, and frowned. He did, however, take notice of a watcher spell guarding the place. Any magic entering the building would be detected. That spell, he sensed, only covered the upper portion of the building, but the only other way in were the two basement windows and they were too small for him to crawl through. Hamilton looked at his wand and frowned. He could deactivate the spells that protected him, but there was no way he could remove the magic from his wand. He cursed under his breath as he moved away from the entrance. He started searching the copious refuse in the street looking for something to help him gain access to the building.
It took him ten minutes to find what he was looking for. A pile of newspapers tied up with a piece of twine. He untied the papers and took the twine back over to the building. He tied a small rock to one end of the twine and the other end to his wand. Then he walked around the structure looking for just the right window. He found what he was looking for on the side of the building, a broken window that opened to the cellar.
He knelt beside the window making sure that no one would see him from inside. A diffuse light emanated from within. Very slowly, he lowered the rock on the string into the frame while making sure that the shards of glass still remaining in it would not cut the string. When the twine went slack, he knew that the stone had reached the sill. Reluctantly, he placed his wand on the ground and then covered it with some trash lest some passerby might spot it.
Before entering he made a search pass at the building. The spell returned much less than he had expected. He could tell only that Thalia was there, somewhere in the cellar, and that there were two other presences in the building.
Frustrated, he rushed back around to the front of the building and made a magical pass at himself. Once more he was the old man he'd been in Green Ridge. An odd piece of timber became a crude crutch and some old rags became a bandage for his leg.
Thus disguised, he marched up the stairs to the front door of the building and knocked hard.
There was no response. He knocked again and the door opened a bit wider from the force of his blow. It was dark within. Hamilton pushed the door all the way open and entered. He passed the shell of magic that protected the building, which didn't so much as burp and Hamilton entered. “Hello!” he cried. “Is anybody here?” He stepped farther into the room.
A floor board creaked beneath his foot. The room smelled musty, but any other smells were masked by the stench from the lake. “Hello!” he shouted again, this time with less enthusiasm.
A body stepped out of the darkness. Hamilton tried to adjust his eyes to the darkness. The body moved into the light coming from the doorway. A short man appeared, dressed in shabby clothes, wearing glasses and carrying a club. “Who, the hell, are you?” he asked.
"Sherman, Jedah Sherman, from the Magistrate's office. Who are you and what are you doing here?"
"You don't look like a magistrate."
"I'm not a magistrate. What I said was I'm from the Magistrate's office. Now, again, who are you and what are you doing here? This building is listed as property of the city."
"Quack."
"You a doctor?"
"No. My name's Duck, Arnold Duck, but everyone calls me Quack. I live here. You want to try to make me leave?"
"Frankly, Mr. Duck, I don't care what you do. Stay or leave, it's up to you. Do I look like a copper? My job's not enforcement. I'm just here to check this place out, specifically the foundation. After I've finished here, I've got another dozen buildings to go through today. So, if you will just permit me to do my job, I'll be gone in just a few minutes."
"What'a ya have to do?"
"Check the foundation ... that's in the basement."
Duck's expression showed that he had no idea what Hamilton was talking about.
"The foundation is what the building is sitting on. If it's intact, the building can be renovated."
"And if it ain't?"
"Then they'll probably flatten it, but that won't be for a while, if ever. You know how bureaucracy works. Make a plan and then shelve it. Still, it gives me a livin’ if you can call the pittance they pay me a livin'."
"Know what cha mean,” agreed Duck. “I worked for the water department for three years and never got a raise. The cheap bastards."
"Yeah, well then you know what it's like. Which way to the basement?"
"Down."
"Cute. How do I get there?"
The short man looked worried for a moment. “Wait here. I'll go down and get the lights on. Won't take more ‘n a minute or so.” Duck exited through a door in the back of the room. Hamilton heard his footsteps descending a staircase.
He got down on his knees and then put his ear against the wooden floor. From below, he heard, “...some clerk from the City. Says he has to check out the foundation. Said it'll only take a minute."
"So what am I supposed to do with the girl? Kill her now?” said another, deeper voice.
"She's out cold, right? Just throw a blanket over her. We may still need her to summon the wizard again. This old guy upstairs ain't lookin’ fer bodies. And if he starts to make any trouble ... use your knife."
"You sure this guy works for the City?"
"No, but he sounds like he does, but he ain't no wizard. That spell Tummin put on this place would have been squawking like a stuck goose as soon as he walked in. Hear anything?"
"I guess not, but I don't like it. What's he look like?"
"Old guy with a bandaged leg. On a crutch. Think you can take ‘im?"
"Bring him down. I'll stay back here and listen."
"Yeah, well first grab that blanket and cover up the girl."
Hamilton heard someone climbing the stairs and stood back up. Duck emerged from the doorway. “Follow me. Be careful. Only one of the lights works."
Hamilton did his best to negotiate the staircase with his crutch making it appear as difficult as possible. Duck led the way. When they reached the basement Duck asked, “What's wrong with your leg?"
"Dog,” replied Hamilton with a touch of anger. “A poonin’ poodle. If I could a caught that mutt, I'd a broken it's damn neck.” Hamilton looked around the room which was stacked with boxes, crates, and burlap sacks. One large pile was covered with blankets. He also spotted his small rock on the window sill tied with the twine. “This all the light you got?"
"Yeah. Only the one bulb down here."
"It'll have to do then.” Hamilton, holding his crutch to brace himself, got down on his knees. He ran his hand over the cool surface of the stone floor.
Duck watched him for a few moments and then asked, “What cha lookin’ for?"
"Cracks,” replied Hamilton. “If there are any cracks in the floor, it's likely that the foundation is rotten. If you help, it will take a lot less time than with just me workin’ by myself.” In his crawl across the floor, Hamilton had arrived just below the window sill that held the rock. “Your eyes are probably better ‘n mine too."
Duck got down on his hands and knees and started looking for cracks in the floor.
After a few moments Hamilton groaned.
"What's the matter?” asked Duck from across the room.
"It's this damn leg. I gotta stand up for a minute.” He pulled himself up using his crutch. “I'll be okay. Jest a short break."
Hamilton, once more on his feet picked up the rock from the window sill and, while holding it behind his back, began slowly reeling in his wand. “This is going to be easy,” he thought.
The twine became taught when the wand hung up on something outside. Hamilton pulled a bit harder as he shifted his position trying to alter the angle of the string. It refused to give. He gave it a harder yank and was rewarded by a severed piece of twine falling to the floor. “Poon. Time for plan B,” Hamilton thought. Then he frowned when he realized that he had no plan B. Duck solved the problem.
"Found one.” announced Duck. “And it's pretty deep."
"Where?” asked Hamilton as he limped his way across the floor to where the man was on his hands and knees.
He stood over Duck and again asked, “Where? I don't see it."
Duck reached out on the floor and pointed at a crack. It's right he..."
There was a dull thud as Hamilton's makeshift crutch bounced off the back of Duck's head. The small man sprawled face forward on the floor.
"Mr. Duck! Mr. Duck! What's the matter?” Hamilton cried.
There was a stirring noise from behind a stack of crates in the dark rear of the cellar. A large man with a full beard emerged and looked down at the fallen Duck. “What did you do to him?"
Hamilton cowered. “N-nothin'. Mr. D-Duck had f-found a c-crack in the f-floor and then he just, he just collapsed. C-can you help him?” Hamilton leaned heavily on his crutch.
Keeping a wary eye on Hamilton, this man, considerably larger than Duck, went to the fallen man's side. He slapped Duck several times in the face and shouted, “Quack! Quack! Wake up you lump of crud!"
"Maybe I sh-should get him some water or s-something? Is there some w-water around here?” he asked the big man.
"Yeah. Good. Upstairs, back room. There's a sink."
Hamilton did his best to hobble up the stairs. From below, he heard, “Quack! You dumb bastard! Quack!"
He located the sink and quickly filled a dirty cast iron pot with the yellowish liquid that came out of the tap. Then he returned to the stair and hobbled back down. He carried the pot over to where the second man was still slapping the fallen Duck. “Here.” He offered the pot to him.
The big man took it and turned back to Duck. Keeping an eye on Hamilton he splashed some of the water into Duck's face.
"Look, he's waking up!” Hamilton said.
The big man looked back down at Duck and, with a second thud, fell silently on top of his partner as the iron pot fell to the floor. Yet another thunk returned Duck to the Land of Nod.
Hamilton shook his head as he looked at the fallen thugs. Then he turned and, within seconds, located the unconscious Thalia beneath a pile of old horse blankets. He pulled her free and untied her hands and feet. She was unconscious, but didn't look damaged. He grabbed the iron pot that still contained some water and splashed it on her face. Her eyes fluttered as she began to wake. Hamilton tied the two fallen thugs together face to face with their arms wrapped around the other's back. “Such a lovely couple,” Hamilton thought. Then he returned to Thalia.
She blinked her eyes, apparently trying to get them to focus. When he bent to help her up she lashed out at him with a surprisingly strong punch, climbed to her feet and assumed a defensive posture. “Keep your hands off me, you dirty old man."
Hamilton rubbed his jaw where she had struck him and backed up into the light. “Here, I travel all the way from Central City, just to save your little butt and this is the thanks I get? I've a mind to leave you here."
"H-Hamilton? Is that you? But you're old again. What happened?” she asked.
"I was hoping that you could answer that question.” He continued to rub his jaw. That's quite a punch you've got."
"I'm sorry. Really. But I thought that you were..."
"I can guess,” interrupted Hamilton. “I couldn't figure out why I wasn't able contact you. And now, for some reason, my magic doesn't seem to work."
"That, I can explain,” she replied. “See that jar? Over there on the table?"
"Yeah. What's in it?"
"Melvin, that's the one on top,” she said pointing at the big man in the pile, “said it was dragon spit. Put the lid back on it and screw it down tight. They've been burning a little bit of it every few hours."
"Well that explains a few things, but what happened to you?"
"I don't know. I was at the station getting ready to board the coach back to Center City. I bought some juice from a vendor there and before I could board the coach, I passed out. I've never heard of magic like that before."
"That wasn't magic. It was something far more insidious,” mumbled Hamilton.
"What was it?” she asked.
"Pharmacology. Someone spiked your drink, I imagine. We'd better get out of here. It's beginning to get dark outside."
"Don't you want to question these two?” she asked pointing at the two thugs.
"Yes, but I seem to have hit them rather hard. We can't sit around and wait for them to wake up. Such a shame we can't stay. I'd like to be here when they wake up. Should make for an interesting confrontation, but let's get out of before someone steals Bethesda and we have to walk back."
Outside, Hamilton collected his wand after removing the tied twine from it. A gust of warm damp wind wafted past. Thalia stared at him with a very sour expression on her face. He looked at her and, shaking his head, “It wasn't me. There's a lake full of sh ... er, raw sewage about two blocks from here."
Thalia looked at Hamilton, unconvinced, until another breeze brought a second helping of eau d’ Smokey Lake. Her nose scrunched up in an attempt to shut out the smell.
"Shall we take a stroll by the misty waters?” Hamilton suggested.
Thalia gave him a dirty look. “I think not."
Hamilton feigned disappointment. “Then I suppose that we should go collect Bethesda and get out of here."
"As quickly as possible,” Thalia agreed.
Bethesda's motivation equaled that of the wizard and the girl and soon the three of them had left Smokey Lake behind. Miles away from her prison, Thalia said, “I can still smell it."
"It's on your clothes. It lingers on everything exposed to it."
The girl asked, “Are we going back to Central City now?"
"No. I think we both need a bath and it's getting dark. Tomorrow, I've got to visit the University. Argus said there's someone there that might be able to translate the fourth set of runes. Where did you stay before the boys grabbed you?"
"Some placed called the King's Head Inn."
"Nice place?"
"It wasn't awful, but I doubt that the King ever stayed there,” she clung to Hamilton's waist as Bethesda trotted through the streets.
"Is there a better place?"
"Well, the Guildmaster recommended a place called the Fairview, but I understood that it is very expensive."
"I expect I can afford it. Do you know where it is?"
* * * *The Fairview did turn out to be a luxurious place, more impressive even than their rooms in Central City.
When the effects of the dragon spit wore off, Hamilton became, with a bit of magic, his old new self again. After taking turns in the bathtub that was not large enough to accommodate them both, and after another hour of making love and a full meal, they lay in bed together.
Thalia bent over Hamilton and kissed him on the cheek.
"What was that for?"
She grinned. “For saving me, you ninny! You're my hero!"
Hamilton blushed, opened his mouth to reply, but couldn't think of anything to say. Finally, he managed, “Least I could do...” Then, after a protracted silence, he added, “I am curious about a few things."
"Such as?"
"Well, when the coach from Drayene arrived in Central City, I retrieved your bag."
"You didn't happen to bring it back with you? I could do with some better smelling clothes."
"Er, no. Sorry. But I did get the letter about Diamond. What happened to the information on Topaz?"
"Guild records show that there was a Master Topaz, but he died about 150 years ago. And, according to their records, he died of very old age. Unless he's now a ghost, it's likely that Master Topaz is an imposter. Also, I asked about Master Diamond's inquiry about Topaz. They have no record of it."
"What about the stuff on Diamond? Why'd you send that?” asked Hamilton.
"I didn't want to come back empty-handed. I thought the information might be useful. Was I wrong?” She ran her fingers through Hamilton's hair.
"No. It was a brilliant idea. But instead of answering any questions, it posed a whole slew of new ones. For instance, why does he act like a boob when he really is a master wizard?” Hamilton stroked his chin, frowned, and then decided to grow back his beard. “And what is Diamond's connection to Topaz?"
"I'm sure I don't know, but can't these questions wait until later?” She rolled over on top of him.
Hamilton decided that the questions could wait as Thalia's current position befuddled his concentration.
After another thirty minutes, Thalia drifted off to sleep. For Hamilton, however, sleep did not come as easily. Unanswered questions kept him awake and then, when sleep did come, they troubled his dreams.
* * * *He awoke early. Thalia was still asleep; her angelic face untroubled by the complexities that now plagued him. He rose and moved to the outer room where he sat and searched for answers to the too many questions. When this whole adventure, no, trial had begun, it was a simple question of how to eliminate a dragon, but now it was obvious that someone, Topaz or whoever he was—perhaps this Tummin person that the kidnappers had mentioned, was somehow controlling the attacks, but to what purpose? And why had he been attacked and why had Thalia been kidnapped? To get at him? But why? Why? Why? Too many questions and not a single answer to be found. He shook his head, frustrated. First, he decided, he would have to get rid of the dragon. Then, he would try to sort out the rest.
* * * *Later that morning Hamilton and Thalia checked out of the hotel. As he mounted Bethesda, Thalia asked, “Where to now?"
"We have two errands to run. First stop, Seabrook University. Argus couldn't translate the fourth rune, but he said that someone there might be able to."
"What's the other errand?” she asked as he hauled her up to sit behind him on Bethesda.
"Ever hear of someone named Tummin?"
"No. I don't think so. Who is he?"
"I overheard one of your kidnappers mention his name. He said that Tummin was the one that arranged the magic protecting that building they kept you in. Maybe someone at the Guild here has heard of him. It's worth a glance at their records. I hate to have to return to Central City with so many more questions than answers."
The University turned out to be huge. Its tall buildings and greening promenades sprawled across several dozen acres in the center of Drayene.
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CHAPTER 12* * * *Hamilton kicked himself for not trying to extract a name from Argus when he told him about the university. As it was, they bounced from the History Department to the Magical Studies Department to Archeology going from one blank stare to another. When he was just about to give up, he was directed to the Ancient Languages Department where he was introduced to a wizened professor of philology named Smythe.
After explaining the circumstances, the professor agreed to look at Hamilton's copy of the fourth set of runes.
"Your Runemaster was correct,” said Smythe speaking with a speed that could be timed with a calendar. These are not runes.” He put on a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles and continued to examine the copy.
"If not runes then what are they?” Hamilton asked.
"It's text in one of the old languages from before the Dark Times. Pieces as such resurface from time to time, usually from archeological digs."
"What's it say?” Thalia asked.
Smythe looked up at her and smiled. “Where are my manners? Please, my dear. Sit down. Both of you. Sit. Would you care for some tea? I have some excellent Cantleberry."
"Yes, please.” Thalia smiled with her usual charm.
"And you, sir, Master Citrine, a cup?"
Hamilton, realizing that this man would not be rushed, replied, “Yes, thank you."
Smythe busied himself putting on a pot of tea. When it was made and distributed, he sat back down at his desk and looked again at Hamilton's “runes.” “I'm afraid that this is a bit difficult to read. Whoever wrote this has a problem with penmanship. What I can tell you is that this is part of a geological survey summary."
"A mining survey?” asked Hamilton.
"Perhaps. As I said, this is only part of a larger document. It doesn't say what the subject of the survey was."
Hamilton exhaled in frustration. Another unanswered question. “Does it say anything else?” he asked, resigned to another blind alley.
"It does give some coordinates. Hmmm. Latitude, longitude. I'm afraid that I don't have a map here, but I'm sure you can find one somewhere.” He translated the coordinates, wrote them on a scrap of paper, and handed it to Hamilton.
"Thank you.” Hamilton looked at the numbers that meant nothing to him. “Does it say anything else?"
"Well, at the end it mentions something, but it may be a fault in the copying."
"What's that?” asked Thalia.
"It looks like “sweet crud,” but that doesn't make any sense to me.” Smythe hunched his shoulders. “I'm afraid that's about all I can get from this."
Hamilton rose as did Thalia. “Thank you for your time, sir.” Hamilton retrieved his ‘runes’ from the professor.
The professor stood as well. “You're quite welcome, Master Citrine. Always happy to assist the Guild. A pleasure to make your acquaintance as well,” he added, nodding to Thalia. Then he sighed. “Pretty faces are such a rarity in the ancient languages department."
* * * *It was mid-afternoon when they arrived at the Drayene Guild of Wizards and Magic Users. Unlike the Guild building in Central City, this was well kept and impressive. The single story edifice covered an entire city block and a large guilded golden dome glowed in the sunshine. “Now this is impressive,” said Hamilton. Then he turned to Thalia and asked, “When you were researching Topaz and Diamond, who did you speak with?"
"The Master Archivist, Master Opal. He was most helpful."
"Let's hope that he is in then.” They ascended the thirteen steps to the main entrance. Before them were two large golden doors. There were no handles on them. Hamilton knocked.
A few moments later, one of them opened and a short, bald man holding a large leather bound book in his hand asked, “May I help you?” He did not look like he meant it. A scowl flickered across his face.
"I am Master Citrine from the Central City Guild. This is Thalia Sprite, a Junior Wizard. We're here to see your Master Archivist."
"Master Citrine, huh? I suppose you can prove that? We're very selective about who we admit."
"This wasn't the man who let me in,” Thalia whispered to Hamilton's ear.
"Well, I don't have a membership card if that's what you mean. However, it you would like me to demonstrate my abilities by, say, um, turning you into a toad? I would be happy to oblige.” What kind of toad do you fancy yourself as?"
"Er, what did you say your name was again?"
"Citrine. Master Citrine. Look it up."
The bald man opened his book and started flipping through the pages. He paused at a page that included an unbound insert. As he read the insert, he started to sweat.
"So what'll it be? Brown belly or perhaps a horned stinger?"
The little man squirmed. “Neither, sir. I'm sure that a demonstration of your abilities won't be necessary. How may I help you?” This time he sounded very sincere.
"As I said. I'm here to see your Master Archivist.” When he did not get an immediate response, Hamilton added. “Now would be a good time."
"Right away. Please, follow me."
Hamilton looked around as he and Thalia trailed the bald man. This Guild looked just as impressive from the inside as from without. “Looks like they take their magic very seriously around here,” he whispered to Thalia.
"It makes Central City's Guild look like a children's clubhouse,” she whispered. “Why were you mean to him?"
"Who?"
"Him. The little bald wizard.” She pointed at the man who was now several paces ahead of them.
"He's not a wizard. He's a bureaucrat, a rules copper. That toad thing was an idle threat. It's impossible to turn someone into a toad. Any wizard would know that. He's just a little lizard that wants people to think he's a dinosaur."
They continued following the man down several corridors and down a final staircase. After another few minutes, they arrived at an office door. The bald man knocked and then opened it. “Master Opal, you have visitors,” he said to the person within.
"Well, don't leave them standing in the hall, Prickly. Bring them in!” the large booming voice of the Archivist replied.
Hamilton and Thalia entered as Prickly withdrew. Master Opal was a big man with big smile. When he saw Thalia, the smile expanded from ear to ear. “Miss Sprite. Thalia Sprite. So good to see you again! Sit. Sit. And who's this you brought with you?"
"Master Citrine.” Hamilton offered his hand. “But you can call me Hamilton."
The big man grasped Hamilton's hand and pumped it. “Hamilton, huh? Call me Ben. But, hmmm, Master Citrine? I've got a message for you from Central City's Guild. Wait a minute. I've got it here somewhere.” He shuffled through papers, folders, the remains of a several meals and other things covering his desk until he located an envelope. “Ah, here's the little bugger.” He offered the brown envelope bearing a Guild seal on it to Hamilton. “Just came this morning, but you weren't expected for a few days. So, did you drop by to pick it up?"
"It's too long a story to tell,” Hamilton said as he accepted the envelope. “I didn't expect this. The reason we came was because Miss Sprite here was kidnapped recently. There was magic involved."
"That's terrible. Are you all right?” he asked Thalia.
She smiled. “Quite all right. Hamilton rescued me."
"Well, that's a relief. Still, Hamilton, you say that magic was used to kidnap Miss Sprite?"
"I think they were using Thalia as bait to catch me. The kidnappers mentioned a name when they thought I couldn't hear them. The name I heard was Tummin. Ring any bells?"
"Tummin? Tummin. I don't recognize the name, but I can look it up if you wish. He's a magic user, perhaps a wizard?"
"I doubt that he's a wizard, but it's obvious that he has the talent. Right now all I have is the name."
"Tummin. Hmm?” The Master Archivist hauled down a large book from a shelf behind him and flipped through dog-eared pages. “Tumalt, Tumble, Tume, Tuney. Nope, not in this book anyway. I can have my assistants do a search of the archives, but it will take a while. Will you be in town long?"
"No. We'll be heading for Central City when we leave here. Perhaps you could send me the results."
"Of course. Shall I send it to you via the Guild?"
"Ah, no. Just send it to me in care of the King's Arms Inn in Central City.” Hamilton rose and assisted Thalia to her feet. The Master Archivist rose as well.
"It's been a pleasure seeing you again, Miss Sprite."
"You, too, Ben."
As Hamilton and Thalia headed for the door, the archivist asked, “Hamilton. Were you Obsidian's student?"
"Yes, but that was quite a while ago."
"Good to see that you've returned to the Guild. I thought what that bunch at Central Guild did to you back then was shameful."
"Water under the bridge, Ben, but thanks for the kind words. I'll be looking forward to hearing from you.” Hamilton and Thalia left the office. Outside Prickly waited for them.
"Is there anything else I can do to assist you, Master Citrine?” he asked.
"You could steer us back to the main entrance."
Outside the Guild building, Hamilton stopped Thalia as they were descending the steps. He sat down on one of them and Thalia sat beside him. “What is it?"
"I want to take a look at my mail.” He broke the Guild seal and withdrew a single sheet of parchment paper with the text in a brownish ink. He looked it over and then read what was written on it aloud:
"Master Citrine,
I have received information that there is a plot against your life that goes beyond the assassination attempt that occurred earlier. Be wary of your assistant as what I have seen implicates her in this plot.
Signed,
Argus, Runemaster"
"But I...” began Thalia.
"I know, this isn't true."
"But why would the Runemaster say such a thing?"
Hamilton folded the paper and returned it to the envelope. “He didn't. I've seen his barely legible scrawl before. He didn't write this."
"But then who did ... and why?"
"Who? That I can't answer. Why? Maybe to sow a bit of dissention within the ranks. Maybe to cover their own tracks if they thought I would be dead by now, but I can tell you this. We're going to find out!"
* * * *Thalia hung on to Hamilton's waist with a death grip as Bethesda, with Hamilton's assistance, rocketed back to Central City. During the trip, Hamilton tried to map out a strategy. All he could come up with was a list. First, meet with the baker and test his weapon. Next, meet with the Guild. Then set up the dragon trap and kill Thermite. Finally, deal with Topaz or Tummin or whatever his name is. “So very simple,” he thought to himself, but then the more critical side of his mind chimed in, “Too simple. Way too simple."
It was late in the evening when they arrived back at the King's Arms Inn. Thalia was stiff from the ride and Hamilton was exhausted. Using so much magic always came with a price tag. Hamilton felt drained.
After placing a breakfast order with Roscoe, Hamilton and Thalia went to their suite. A magic pass showed that the wards had not been tampered with. “Hey, cat. We're back,” called Hamilton as they entered. No response.
Hamilton went into the bedroom and turned on the lights. “Cat?” he called. “Cat!” Still nothing. He looked under the bed. Nothing.
Thalia, who had followed him, went into the bathroom and turned on the light. “Hamilton, in here."
He followed her into the bathroom. Whiskers was lying on the floor and panting weakly. Her pupils were huge and did not react to the light. Whiskers! he called out in his mind. The cat did not respond.
Hamilton stooped down and gently picked up the cat. Her body was limp. He carried her to the bed and placed her on a pillow. Thalia followed. “Poor kitty. What's the matter with her?"
The wizard ran his hand over the cat from nose to tail. He frowned. “I think she's been poisoned. Bring me her bowl."
Thalia retrieved Whiskers’ bowl which still contained a mostly uneaten fish. Hamilton sniffed the fish and, shaking his head, frowned again. “Smells fine."
"Can you help her?” asked the girl.
"I don't know.” He disposed of the fish in the trash. “If the fish was the source of the poison ... maybe. She doesn't look like she's eaten much of it.” Hamilton went through an index of spells in his mind. The list of curatives was not a long one. Wizards usually protected themselves with various wards. Fixing a problem, after the fact, was not as easy. None seemed too promising, but he chose one.
Sitting down beside Whiskers, he intoned a trigger for the spell and then clapped his hands together three times. He then rubbed his palms together vigorously generating heat. “It's a question of energy.” He placed one palm on the cat's head and the other on her hind quarters below the tail. Hamilton closed his eyes in concentration and willed the poisons from the cat.
Thalia watched with concern in her eyes. Whiskers’ panting slowed to a more normal breathing pattern. Her pupils narrowed in reaction to the overhead light. Then her eyes closed, but her breathing remained normal.
"You've done it!” Thalia clapped her hands together like a schoolgirl. “Poor little kitty! You're going to be all right now.” She soothed Whiskers then patted Hamilton on the shoulder in congratulations. He slumped over onto the bed and then rolled over and toppled to the floor, barely conscious.
Thalia glanced about the room for someone or something to help her. She dropped to her knees beside Hamilton and then cradled his head in her lap. “Hamilton.” No response. “Hamilton!"
She ran her hand over his face. His forehead was warm to her touch. Fear grabbed hold and her hands shook. She lowered his head to the floor and then rushed to the bathroom and soaked a towel in cold water. She returned, cradled Hamilton's head in her lap and swabbed his forehead with the towel. While she contemplated calling a physician, she heard the tiniest of sounds. “Do nothing. Just let me sleep."
"Will you be all right?” Thalia whispered. No response. She placed a pillow under his head and covered him with a blanket. Then she cried herself to sleep.
* * * *Early the next morning Thalia awakened with a weight on her chest. What did you do with my fish?
Thalia shook her head to clear the cobwebs and the world dropped into immediate focus. “Get off me!” She sat straight up in bed and then looked over the edge. Hamilton remained where she had left him on the floor.
Lovers’ spat? What'd he do? Look at some other woman? The cat jumped down and headed for the bathroom.
"He saved your life you ungrateful fur ball!” Thalia called after Whiskers. Then she got out of bed and kneeled beside Hamilton. She reached out and stroked his forehead. The heat was gone and it felt normal. “Hamilton?” she whispered. “Hamilton?"
Hamilton's eyes flickered open. “Thalia.” He blinked his eyes. “What happened to you? You look awful."
"Why you...” Thalia began and then, realizing Hamilton was okay, continued, “you scared me half to death last night. What happened?"
Hamilton sat up slowly until his back rested against the bed. “How's Whiskers?"
"Back to being her old cantankerous self again, but what happened to you?"
Whiskers returned from the bathroom. What do you mean, cantankerous? And who took my fish?
Hamilton reached out and scratched the cat's head. Then he looked back at Thalia and saying, “When you pull poison out it has to go somewhere. I figured that if the amount was small enough, I could deal with it."
"You pulled it into your body? You poisoned yourself to save the cat? What if the amount hadn't been small enough? Did you consider that?"
"Er, no, not really, but I didn't have any other options."
"Why wasn't she able to smell the poison?"
"I don't know. I guess some types of poison don't smell."
Hello! Cat here! Where's my fish?
* * * *Will Beaumont was just closing his shop when Hamilton arrived. He looked up from behind the counter and his smile faded somewhat when he noticed that Hamilton was alone. “I wondered what happened to you. I was expecting you yesterday night—to test the crossbow.” He continued removing old pastries from his display cases.
"I'm sorry, but I had to go to Drayene. It was urgent. Is it ready for testing?"
"I got a few of my friends to help me out last night. It worked better than I expected it to. Drove several bolts deep into a stone wall at about 70 yards. Even better, every hit was within a yard of what I was aiming at.” He dragged a trash can full of unsold pastries from behind the counter.
"How's business?” asked Hamilton.
"What business? See this?” The baker kicked the trash can. “A few more days like this and I'll be living on pebble cakes. Stale pebble cakes at that.” He shook his head while dragging the can to the front of the store.
"Well, maybe we can improve business. Know of any abandoned buildings around here? One that is isolated would be best."
"That's not a problem. There are lots of abandoned buildings. More every day, what with people so afraid of the dragon."
Hamilton opened and held the door as the baker dragged the trash can outside. “I just need one. One not in very good shape as it's likely to be in worse shape when we're done."
Will dragged the can to the street and left it there. Then he looked back at Hamilton. “Yes. There's the old Shelly place. About two miles from here, surrounded by fields. Nobody's lived there in years."
"Sounds good. Can you set up your bow there, a bit before dawn?"
"Tomorrow?"
"Day after. I've got to go to the Guild tomorrow and then I've got to dig up the bait. What are your arrows made from?"
"Twelve foot spruce shafts with iron tips. Like I said, they'll go through stone."
"Is there a safe place nearby you can shoot from?"
"You mean some place to hide from an extremely irritated dragon?"
"Just in case. Yes,” replied Hamilton.
"You know, considering that you are a Guild wizard, you could sound a bit more confident.” He locked the door of the bakery.
"Well, considering that I've been a wizard for less than a month, I'm doing the best I can. A month ago, I was a shopkeeper in Green Ridge. It's not like I volunteered for this, er, assignment."
"But the Guild said that you were a great wizard. They announced that you were coming weeks before you showed up."
"Can't believe everything you hear I guess or maybe I'm not the one they were expecting. Who knows? But for now, it's just me and you against Thermite.” Hamilton rubbed the stubble on his chin. “How about showing me this weapon of yours?"
* * * *When Hamilton got back to the Inn, it was late in the evening. Thalia greeted him at the door. Whiskers looked at him from the couch, but did not get up. Was I really poisoned?
"Probably just a bad fish,” Thalia said.
"I agree. Fish that's loaded with kitric acid is a very bad fish,” Hamilton said as he pushed the cat off the couch and sat down.
But that would mean someone was trying to poison me! Whiskers jumped up on a chair. That's ridiculous! Who would want to do that?
Hamilton raised his hand. “I've considered it on more than one occasion."
Whiskers’ fur bristled. What? Why?
"Why? The list is too long to remember all of the items on it.” Whiskers backed into the depths of the chair cushion. Hamilton watched her and then grinned. “Relax, cat. You know I wouldn't hurt you. What bothers me is that I don't know who tried to or why. Thalia was kidnapped. You were poisoned. Someone took out a contract on me. Seems like we're not all that popular around here."
Whiskers regarded Hamilton warily. Then I vote that we leave.
"You don't have a vote. Besides, this stuff is starting to get under my skin. I lived in Green Ridge for almost sixty years and I never allowed anyone to push me around there. I'm too damn old to change my ways now."
Thalia sat down beside Hamilton. “How did you know it was kitric acid?"
"My piss, this morning, was blue. From now on, though, food that comes up here gets a good going over before anyone eats anything."
"Do you think Roscoe poisoned the fish?"
"No and I doubt that anyone working here had anything to do with it either. But from now on, we won't have to rely on Whiskers’ sense of smell. Now I can use magic to check the food."
"But who would want to poison your cat ... and why?” asked the girl.
Hamilton put his arm around Thalia's shoulder. “I don't know who. As to why? Maybe to encourage me to leave town?"
* * * *Early the next day, Hamilton arrived at the Central City Guild. The other wizards entered in twos and threes. While they were arriving, Hamilton pulled Argus aside and asked him about note he received from Argus while he was in Drayene.
"A note? You were in Drayene? I don't think so. When did I send it?” The last was directed as much to himself as it was to Hamilton.
Hamilton pulled out the envelope he had received and extracted the letter. He unfolded it and offered it to Argus. Argus fumbled with his glasses and then squinted at the paper. Then he smiled. “No. I didn't write this. It's remarkable what a poor job of forgery this is. It doesn't look anything like my handwriting.” He paused for a moment and curled his lip in thought.
After a minute had passed Hamilton asked, “Do you recognize the handwriting?"
"The handwriting?"
"In the letter. This letter.” Hamilton pointed to the paper in Argus’ hand.
Argus looked at the letter like it had just materialized from nothing with a look of surprise on his face. “I'll need my glasses."
"You're wearing them."
"So I am.” Argus adjusted his glasses.
"Do you recognize the handwriting ... on the letter ... this letter?” Hamilton tried to hide his frustration as he once more pointed to the letter.
Argus examined the letter, readjusting his glasses several times. “No."
Hamilton repressed a desire to smack the old Runemaster for wasting his time. “Well, at least it wasn't you."
He turned to leave when Argus added, “But I do recognize the ink."
Hamilton did an immediate about face. “The ink?"
"It's called Terra Sangrum. Blood of the Earth. Wizards once used to use it almost exclusively for writing out spells, but that was a long time ago. It's made from rats’ blood and powdered clay. It was used to make quite an impression on the locals because they thought that it was the wizard's blood. When a wizard's pronouncement was written in Terra Sangrum ink, it was thought to me immutable. It's remarkable what some people will believe. Of course, that was before the Guild changed its image to something more benign."
Hamilton waited for more. When it became apparent that the Runemaster had nothing else to offer he asked, “Is there anyone at the Guild that still uses this ink?"
"Just Master Diamond."
That was the one answer that Hamilton did not want to hear. He took a deep breath, exhaled, and then asked, “What do you know about Diamond?"
"Not a whole lot. He hasn't been here very long and he's young."
"But hasn't he been here over ten years?"
"Ten years? What year is it now?"
"'57,” Hamilton replied.
Argus stared at him with a blank expression.
"4257."
"Really? My goodness how time can slip away when you don't pay any attention to it! But that would be right then. He's been here about ten years—like I said—not very long. He arrived just before the brown plague hit. Nasty business."
"How good a wizard is he?"
"Hard to say. I've seen him do parlor tricks and pass them off as magic in front of local crowds. On the other hand, I've seen him do a few spells here at the Guild that I wouldn't even attempt. He's definitely got the talent but, for some reason, he keeps it to himself."
"What do you know about him as a person?"
"He's an adequate administrator, but I don't like him. And it's not just because he's so young. I can't put my finger on just why, but I don't trust him. He spends a lot of time lording it over the younger wizards and acolytes, but he's smart enough not to make trouble when it comes to the older, more experienced wizards. Do you think he wrote the letter?"
Thirty minutes later, Hamilton stood once more in the Guild hall in front of the assembled wizards. He frowned when he noticed that the Master Alchemist was missing. Then he looked at the faces of those about him trying to gauge their feelings toward him. Although he sensed some fear, he was grateful that he did not sense any direct hostility. What he sensed was expectation. He cleared his throat. “Before I speak of what has been occupying my time, I want to know what the members of the Guild have discovered. What news of Topaz? What news of the dragon? Master Diamond?"
Diamond stood. He glanced at the seated wizards, but when he spoke, he addressed Hamilton. “Several of the wizards have found evidence that there have been wagons of food leaving the city. There is a good chance that the cave that Acolyte Whimper located is where the provisions were delivered. The dragon, in the last week, has destroyed two more buildings and three locals were killed. Since you left, we have had no word about Topaz and he has not been seen. The local town's people, not just those in Norkon, have been moving out in greater numbers. Their attitude toward the Guild is increasingly hostile because we have not yet eliminated the dragon. If anyone can add anything, please do.” He sat.
Hamilton looked about the assemblage. No one had anything to add. “It's been a busy week for me. There was an attempt on my life and my assistant, Acolyte Thalia, was kidnapped. Fortunately, the assassin failed and Thalia is safe, however those events have occupied a significant amount of my time. On a more positive note, I have been working on a way of killing the dragon. However, I will require several more days before I can put my plan into action and there is, of course, no guarantee that it will work. I regret that I cannot explain further, but I fear that someone in this room may not be what they seem to be."
Hamilton glanced at the various expressions of indignation, surprise, shock and innocence on the faces of the wizards before continuing. “I have two questions. Does the expression ‘Sweet Crud’ mean anything to any of you?” The response was a uniform collection of blank stares.
"Has anyone ever heard of a magic user named Tummin?"
"Er, there was a man I knew of named Duos Tummin when I lived in Elysian about five years ago. He applied for Guild membership there, but was turned down,” offered an older wizard.
"Do you know why he was refused?” asked Hamilton.
"No. He had a reputation as a bit of a bully and, from what I heard, had used magic as an offensive weapon on more than one occasion, but I never met him so I can't say for sure."
"One more question then. I've been told several times now that a wizard was expected to come and kill Thermite weeks before I arrived. This was before I had the merest inkling that I would be coming to Central City. How did they get that impression?"
"That would have been my doing,” said an old wizard with a full beard who was seated next to Diamond."
"And you are?” asked Hamilton.
"Master Flint. I'm the Senior Visioner. Unfortunately, my vision was rather general in nature and I could not predict who would show up or when. Master Diamond sent out a half dozen summonses. You were the only one who responded."
Hamilton frowned as he had hoped for more from the group. “Well, that's all for now. Try to find out more about that cave. Have a watcher spell put on it. I'll be in contact with the Guild again soon."
Following the meeting, Hamilton accompanied Diamond back to his office. “You know,” he began as he sat before Diamond's desk, “I don't know if I can pull this off. I feel like I don't have enough information to work with."
"I'm sorry, Master Citrine. I realize that we have not been of much help. It's too bad that the Guild lost so many of the more venerable wizards to the plague. The younger wizards all mean well, but they lack experience."
"I know. It's a shame. However, I am curious about this cave that Whimper found. Could you write out some instructions on how I might find it?"
"I'd be happy to have our mapmaker draw you a map."
"No. Just some simple instructions will do."
"Certainly.” Diamond dipped his quill in a small bottle of Terra Sangrum and wrote out instructions on a piece of paper as he verbalized them. Then he handed the paper to Hamilton. “I would advise against going there alone, but I wish you well.” “Thank you, Guildmaster. I appreciate that.” Hamilton looked at the instructions and made an effort not to let his disappointment show. Though Diamond's ink appeared to be the same as that used on the note he had received in Drayene, it was obvious that the handwriting was different. Hamilton decided a change in direction was necessary. “Can I ask you a question, wizard to wizard?"
Diamond's face acquired a curious expression. “Of course. What would you like to know?"
"Well, first, I feel I should alert you to the fact that someone in the Guild is working against my efforts to eliminate the dragon."
"Yes, it seems that Master Topaz has gone rogue."
"No. Someone else. Please take a look at this. It was a letter I received while in Drayene.” Hamilton withdrew the letter from his coat and offered it to the Guildmaster.
Diamond unfolded and read it. “But this is ridiculous. Argus would never pen such as this."
"Nor you."
"Me? Why would I send you lies?” Diamond replied with anger rising in his voice.
Hamilton retrieved the letter. “I couldn't be sure, Guildmaster. The ink used in the letter is Terra Sangrum and, from what I understand, few, aside from you, use it anymore, but the handwriting isn't yours. Now I am stumped."
Diamond's irritation faded as he acknowledged, “Yes. I've always liked using that ink. An affectation, I suppose, but anyone could have sent the letter. What makes you think it came from someone here?"
"Two things. First, references to Thalia and the fact that they knew I would be in Drayene. Second was the Guild seal on the envelope."
"And that's what made you suspect that I was involved?"
"There were other things as well."
"For instance?"
"Well, for one thing, I was not aware that your abilities are considerably greater than they appear. I understand that you were one of the youngest Master Wizards on record."
Diamond smiled. “Actually I was the youngest. Where did you learn that?"
"At the Guild in Drayene. I also learned that you never sent the inquiry about Topaz that you mentioned."
"You're quite a sleuth. However, I believe I can explain both to your satisfaction.” Diamond smiled again and then rose and turned his back for a moment. When he turned back he was holding an opaque black bottle and two glasses. He filled the two glasses and then re-corked the bottle. “Fire wine from the Kifer Province.” He offered Hamilton a glass and then took a sip of his own.
"When I was young I was very good at it. Magic was simple for me and my talent was, well you know that making master wizard at that age isn't easy. However, about a year after I arrived here in Central City, the brown plague hit. It killed off some of the best talent in the Guild. I survived, probably because I was young and strong, but I was not left unaffected. My talent took a large blow. I can still do magic, even major spells, but each time I do, I am left drained of my abilities for days, or, in the case of major spells, weeks. You can understand that this is not something I would like shared.
As to my inquiries about Topaz. I did send a request, but not to Opal, is he the one you spoke to?"
Hamilton nodded.
"I contacted the Guildmaster's assistant, a wizard named Silicon. She was a friend of mine back when I lived in Cantia. She told me that Master Topaz, the real Master Topaz, has been dead for some time. You can imagine how I felt discovering that a Master Wizard that I admitted to the Guild was not what he claimed. Unfortunately, I couldn't find out anything else about him.” Diamond took a sip of wine and then placed his glass back on his desk. “When I checked, it turned out that all of his references were false. As far as the Guild Seal goes, every wizard and acolyte has one. You know that."
Hamilton took a sip. The wine seemed to have just the slightest hint of pepper in it. It was a combination that he wouldn't believe could work and yet, as he smelled its unique bouquet, he had to admit it did. He put his glass back on the desk and sighed after hearing his solid evidence collapse like a house of cards.
"It is apparent that I have misjudged you, Guildmaster. I apologize. I don't envy you your job. Trying to keep the Guild together with such a wide range of wizards must be taxing. You wouldn't happen to recognize the handwriting in this letter would you?” Hamilton offered the letter to Diamond for a second time.
Diamond took the letter and examined the handwriting. After a few moments, he shook his head and passed it back. “Sorry, but I don't. All I can suggest is that you check out Purdy's Supplies on Harken Way. It's the only source of Terra Sangrum in the city that I know of."
Hamilton rose. “Thanks. I'll do that."
* * * *Purdy's was run by an older woman with bright blue eyes. She introduced herself as Gertrude. Hamilton introduced himself as Master Citrine from the Wizards Guild.
"I'm looking for someone who wrote me a letter using Terra Sangrum ink. I understand you're the only source of it in Central City."
"Earth Blood, huh?” She scratched her nose. “I don't sell much of it anymore. Your Master Diamond at the Guild is my best customer, but I did sell a bottle about a week or so ago. Let me check my records."
While Gertrude went through a pile of papers behind her counter, Hamilton looked about the store. There were little bundles of paper, inks, quills and pens, and everything else one would expect in a stationary store. The store, itself, had a musty smell to it, reminiscent of ancient books. In the back there was a rack of paper bound books, but they all were of the more modern variety with suggestive art on their covers. Hamilton laughed to himself remembering when he had read such years ago.
Then he noticed, behind the books, a collection of maps. He flipped through them, but couldn't find what he needed. “Excuse me, Miss Gertrude,” he called from the rear of the store. “Do you have any maps the show latitude and longitude?"
She looked up from behind her counter and twisted her lip in thought. Then she replied. “Got one with Lassitude on it. That's near Kipley, but I never heard of Long Gatude. Where's that?"
Rather than trying to explain the division of the planet into northern and southern grids, Hamilton replied, “Do you have any maps of Central City?"
"What would be the point in that? You're here."
"It's to be a gift for a friend who lives in Green Ridge."
"Oh well now then, that's different. There should be one in the third bin down on the right.” She went back to looking through the papers behind the counter.
Hamilton located the bin and a map of Central City. It did have the appropriate lines scribed on it. The town was laid out with care. All of the streets were marked. He noted that even the outlying parts of Central City were included and he was quickly able to locate Norkon and the location of the inn. He wondered who made the map until he noticed his Guild's logo in the lower left hand corner.
"Here it is.” announced the proprietress. She held up a sheet of paper. “Yup. Exactly two weeks to the day. I remember now."
Hamilton walked back to the counter. “Would you know his name?"
"No. I never ask names, but I do remember the man now. Kinda spooky lookin'. Dressed all in black, skinny as a rail, with a most disturbing color to his skin."
"Would that color have been yellow?"
"You know him then?"
"That would be Master Topaz. He's a Guild Wizard. Thank you, Gertrude. You have been most helpful. How much do I owe you for this?” he asked placing the map on the counter.
She glanced at it and replied, “A half royal.” Hamilton paid her.
"Want a bag for it?"
"No thank you. That won't be necessary."
After collecting the map, he headed toward the door when Gertrude called after him, “Bag. That reminds me. Seeing as how you know this Master Topaz, perhaps you could do me a favor?"
Hamilton turned, “A favor?"
"Yes. When that Topaz fellow bought the ink, he left his bag behind. Could you return it to him?"
Sitting in the coach on the way to Norkon, Hamilton opened Topaz's bag half expecting a ham sandwich and an apple. Instead, there was a lump of something bound in waxed paper about the size of a peach. Removing the paper, he discovered a black rock, but unlike other rocks he had seen in the past this one had a sheen to it. The sheen came from a coating that made the rock look and feel greasy, like it had been soaked in fish oil. But it didn't smell anything like fish oil. He was tempted to return to the Guild, but he knew he had a busy night ahead of him and so continued his trip.
As he approached Norkon, he decided to try an experiment. He took out his wand and then, holding it with both hands, sent out a call to Thalia.
Hamilton? came a response. I thought your spell only worked with animals. Where are you?
The wand helps. I'll be there in twenty minutes. Were you able to contact our erstwhile diggers?
Yes. Boff and Dewie will start digging just after sunset. I had to offer each of them 5 royals which is way too much pay to dig a hole.
As long as they dig in exactly the same spot as last time, it's worth it.
* * * *Hamilton met Thalia at the inn and together they set out for the baker's shop.
Will Beaumont's face lit up as Thalia entered. His smile only sagged a trifle when Hamilton followed her into his shop. “You ready?” asked Hamilton.
"I will be.” He smiled at Thalia.
"Need any help in getting the bow to the site?"
"No. Somehow the town found out about what we were planning and half of them will be there. At least a dozen have offered their help with moving the bow. I guess they all want to be a part of history."
"Pune,” mumbled Hamilton. “I wanted this kept under wraps. If it doesn't work those wanting to be a part of history may become part of the landscape. Didn't you tell them about the danger involved?"
"Yes. I even told them that our likelihood of succeeding was not all that great. I told them that this was just a test of the weapon, but none seemed deterred."
Hamilton frowned. “Guess stealth is out when you have to drag that bow around."
The baker nodded. “Anyone want a bite? I've got some fresh apple planks, just out of the oven, and the coffee's hot as well."
"Yes, please,” replied Thalia. “I'd love to try one."
"Why not? Sounds good,” agreed Hamilton. The baker's eyes never left Thalia as he laid out the pastries on pieces of waxed paper on the counter.
"How many bolts did you make?” The baker's attention shifted back to Hamilton.
"I made four. I used two to test the bow. That leaves two, but it's unlikely I'll be able to launch them both. I figure if the first shot doesn't take the dragon down, we're all in trouble. Here's the coffee.” Will placed two cups on the counter and offered the third to Thalia. “Careful, it's hot,” he said to her. She took the cup with care and blew air across its surface before sipping.
This time Hamilton, after picking up a cup from the counter, heeded the warning remembering his past experience and took equal care. The coffee was hot and sweet and the apple plank was delicious.
Two men entered the shop and Will waited on them. Hamilton led Thalia to a small table and they sat down on the accompanying chairs.
One of the customers, after ordering, asked Will, “So, what time do you think the dragon will show?"
"Frankly, Peter, I don't even know if it will show up. Like I've been telling everyone who asks, this is just a test. Moreover, if the dragon does come, we might not be able to stop it. I'd advise you to stay home, for your own good."
"Are you really going to shoot it down with a big arrow?” asked the second customer.
"We're going to try to, but there aren't any guarantees."
"Well, we'll be there anyway. Wouldn't miss this for nothin'."
The customers left with their purchases. Will joined Hamilton and Thalia at the table and sat on the remaining chair. “See what I mean? Idiots."
Hamilton nodded. “I've seen it before. There are some people that would buy beach front seats to watch a tidal wave. Can't be helped, I guess. What I'm worried about though, with all this publicity, is that whoever is responsible for controlling the dragon might change the rules."
Will took a sip of coffee. “Let's hope they don't have a subscription to the paper either. I understand that we made page one.” Will pushed his chair back from the table. “There's another thing too."
"What's that?” asked Hamilton.
"Well, some of the people who are left believe that the dragon is being controlled by the Guild."
Thalia looked up from her pastry, “Why would anyone think that?"
Hamilton responded, “Makes sense. Obviously, the dragon owes its existence to magic and who has an exclusive on magic around here?"
"The Guild?” replied Thalia.
"'Fraid so.” Hamilton looked at Thalia. “It appears that William here will have plenty of help moving his weapon into position. That's what we came to check on.” Then he turned back to William. “I wish you luck, my friend. I'll meet you at the Shelly place two hours before dawn. I suggest that you close up shop and get some rest. It's going to be a long night.” Hamilton stood up and offered a hand to Thalia. “Time to go."
As they headed for the door, after saying good-bye to Will, he called after them, “You're sure that you can attract the dragon?"
Hamilton stopped and looked back. “No. And even if I can, I have no way of knowing when it will show up. Like I said, it's apt to be a long night."
Back in their room at the inn, Hamilton sent a summons to the messenger who arrived twenty minutes later.
"Are you sure that you can't teach me how to make those messages just appear out of nothing?” asked Quinn.
"Like I told you before, it requires the talent. Besides, if it was something that anyone could learn, you'd pretty much be out of business."
"Yes, I suppose there is that. What can I do for you?"
"This goes to the Master Alchemist at the Guild. It is imperative that that it goes to him and no one else. Wait and see if he wishes to send a response.” He handed the messenger a small package bound in brown paper.
Quinn accepted it, shook it slightly, and, hearing something rattle within, asked, “What is it?"
Hamilton shook his head. “You know better than to ask that."
Quinn smiled. “I wouldn't normally ask, but when it comes to magic stuff ... well, I've always been curious. At least you can tell me if it's dangerous."
"I doubt it."
"I would have preferred a ‘No'."
Hamilton smiled. “The truth is I don't know what it is. That's why it's going to the alchemist."
He paid the messenger and he left for the Guild.
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CHAPTER 13* * * *Hours later, and an hour after dark, Hamilton, with Thalia seated behind him, left the inn's stable atop Bethesda.
After riding for few minutes, Thalia asked, “Why are you having them dig that hole again? What's the point?"
"When I came back from Green Ridge, I brought a dragon lure. You remember the cylinder?"
"Like the one from under the bed?"
"Just like it. I dumped it in the hole that you directed Boff and ... and..."
"Dewie?"
"Right. Boff and Dewie to dig. And now I need it to coax the dragon out into the open."
"What makes you think it will work?"
"Because it was still glowing blue. The dragon attacked at Mid-Post Station, but because I managed to bury the lure, it retained its glow. It was still glowing when I dumped it in the hole."
"Even if the dragon doesn't deactivate it, what makes you think that the glow doesn't just dissipate over time?” asked Thalia.
"Er,” began Hamilton and then he realized that he didn't have an answer. He sighed. “Blind hope, I suppose. If it's lost its glow, this whole attempt to take the dragon down is dead before it even starts."
"Well, I'm sure that it will be glowing when you get it,” Thalia said with confidence.
"Yeah,” agreed Hamilton with somewhat less confidence.
An hour later they arrived at the field where the two men were digging. A lantern sat next to the excavation cast a meager light. Hamilton helped Thalia dismount and then he climbed down as well. He tied Bethesda's lead to a clump of sicle fern. Then the wizard and the girl joined the men who were digging. Clods of dirt popped out of the hole intermittently to land in a ring around it.
"How's it going?” called Hamilton to the diggers, who were down about three feet in the hole.
Dewie's head appeared above the hole. “Jest started. Ground's purdy hard, but we'll be there soon.” He wiped some sweat from his forehead which left a dirty white smudge on a face otherwise covered with mud.
"You're sure that this is the same spot as the first hole?” asked Hamilton.
"Purdy close. Rains made it kinda hard ta find the exact spot."
Boff stuck his head up. “What difference does it make? A hole's a hole, ain't it?"
Hamilton looked down at the diggers and shook his head. “It makes a difference to me. A big one. For five royals each, I expect you gentlemen to follow instructions."
"Listen, mister,” said Boff. “If'en the spot were so important, ya could'a left a marker ‘r somethin'. What'd ya ‘spect? Ya send us out in the dark an’ tell us to dig a hole. I mean, once a hole's filled in, it ain't a hole no more, is it?"
Hamilton felt foolish. He should have left a marker. The remains of the hole he'd left at Mid-Post was easy enough to find because he hadn't filled it in completely, but this one? Mr.'s Mildew and Boff had done a professional job of filling in their hole. Too professional.
Boff and Dewie climbed out of the hole and looked at Hamilton. “So what'll it be den? Ya want us to keep digging ‘r what?” asked Boff.
Hamilton frowned. “No. Yes. Here's why I needed you to dig in the same place. Before I asked you to fill in the hole the last time we were here, I dropped something into it—for safe keeping. Now I need it back."
Boff wiped his nose on his sleeve. “Well, dat makes some sense, leastwise, but how did ya expect us ta find the spot in da dark? Wouldn't ta been no problem in da daylight, but after dark ... we ain't no cats, ya know."
"What wrong with your lanterns?” Thalia asked.
"Missy, these here lanterns don't give out near enough light. Daylight, that would a worked."
"How about if I provide you with more light? Could you find the spot then?” asked Hamilton.
"Dependin’ on how much, I ‘spect we could, but I don't see no lanterns.” Boff shook his head.
"Look down,"said Hamilton.
"Huh?” questioned Boff.
"Look down at the ground. I'm going to arrange for some light over your heads and it will be quite bright."
Boff had a confused expression on his face. Dewie whispered to him, “Just humor the guy, Boffy. He's footin’ da bill, ain't he?” Boff shrugged his shoulders and complied.
Hamilton turned to Thalia, “Would you care to do the honors?"
"The honors? What do you mean?"
"Surely you learned a light spell in your studies. It's one of the first spells they teach at the Guild."
She looked confused for a moment, but that expression was quickly replaced with a grin. She closed her eyes and rubbed her palms together. Then spread her hands and intoned, “Darkness swirls about the night, at my command, give me the light."
Thalia clapped her hands three times, and Hamilton, who had not heeded his own advice, was temporarily blinded by the ball of white light that hung above their heads.
"How was that?” asked Thalia whose grin broadened.
"Very good, very, very good.” Hamilton tried to blink away the after images behind his eyelids.
Dewie backed from Hamilton and Thalia. “She's a witch!"
Hamilton, who was almost able to see again, said, “Don't be stupid. She's not a witch. She's a Guild wizard."
Boff looked at the two wizards and mumbled, “And that's better, is it?"
Hamilton heard him and frowned. “Listen, you wanted light. You've got light. Now find where the first hole was and dig it back out. You do want to get paid, don't you?"
With some trepidation, Boff and Dewie searched the ground beneath the glaring white orb.
"Over here.” exclaimed Boff.
Hamilton looked at him. “Well? Start digging."
Dewie challenged, “We already dug one hole. How much fer the second one?"
"How about you get to avoid becoming an amphibian?"
"Huh?” asked Boff.
"If you dig the second hole, I won't have to turn you into a frog."
"Oh.” Boff acknowledged with obvious disappointment. Soon he and Dewie were back at work. The dig progressed. The dirt was not packed as densely as where they had dug before. After five hours, Dewie emerged from the hole and asked, “What exactly are we looking fer, anyway?"
"A silver cylinder, about a foot long and a couple of inches thick."
"Silver, huh? What's it worth?” asked Dewie.
"How about your chance to avoid living on a lily pad and eating flies for the rest of your life?"
Dewie winced and then looked down the hole. “Pass it up, Boff.” Dewie bent down and, while supporting himself on to the edge of the hole with one arm, raised his other hand which held something covered with mud. “This it?"
Hamilton, who was sitting just outside the ring of light produced by the orb, rose and walked over to where Dewie's head and shoulders protruded from the excavation. He took the object and brushed the dirt and mud from it. Silver metal glinted in the bright light. “Pune.” Hamilton frowned.
"What's the matter?” Thalia asked.
"They found the cylinder. It's not glowing."
"Are you sure? Bring it over here."
Hamilton carried the cylinder to where Thalia stood. Outside the orb's range, the cylinder's blue glow was obvious. He looked down at it and breathed a sigh of relief. “Guess I was expecting the worst.” After wrapping the cylinder in a cloth he brought with him, he glanced up. “You can turn off the light now."
An instant later they were in the darkness lit only by the stars and Boff's Lantern. The two diggers climbed out of their hole and ambled over to Hamilton and Thalia. “That'll be five royals ... each,” said Boff. “And if'en ya want the hole filled in, it'll cost ya more."
Hamilton reached into his pocket, extracted 2 five royal notes, and paid the diggers. “That's it, gentlemen."
* * * *Back on Bethesda, Hamilton and Thalia passed through Norkon on their way to meet with Will. He had been worried as he wasn't certain where Shelly's place was although he had a general idea. His worry evaporated. Crowds of people were moving through the street with a purpose even though there was at least an hour to go before dawn. Hamilton followed the crowd and fifteen minutes later arrived at a large open field with an old house in the center of it. The field was covered with milling villagers and several vendors were selling hot food and drinks. There were at least a dozen campfires illuminating large pods of people. It was evident from the sounds of the crowd that many of the people were already drunk.
Hamilton surveyed the throng as he and Thalia dismounted. “Look at all the people!” Thalia said.
Hamilton looked at the crowd. “I wasn't expecting a circus.” He sent Bethesda back to the stables and the horse trotted off.
As they moved closer to the edge of the field, they were stopped by a large man, holding a fist full of money, who demanded a royal from each of them to enter the field.
"Don't you know who this man is?” Thalia pointed at Hamilton.
"Some guy who wants to see the nutty wizard get fried? One royal each."
Hamilton looked up at the man. “I am the ‘nutty wizard’ and this is my show. Who the hell are you?"
"Winston Shelly. My grandfather owned this place. So what do you want, a piece of the take?"
"No, I want you to get these people away from the building. Don't they know that the dragon might show up?"
Winston grinned. “Course they do. Why do you think they're here? Rumor has it that you and Will Beaumont are gonna kill the dragon this morning. That is why you're here, ain't it?"
"Idiots.” shouted Hamilton over the noise from the crowd. “Listen, Shelly, you've got to get everyone at least fifty feet back from the house."
"Just how ‘em I gonna do that?"
"Your land, your problem."
"What if I don't? What can you do?” asked Shelly.
"Me? How about nothing? Will and I will just leave and then you can refund all of the money you've collected. How's that sound?"
"You wouldn't."
"Oh, but I would. If you think I'm going to allow you to risk hundreds of lives just so you can make a few royals, you've got another thought coming. Fifty feet back from the house, Mr. Shelly. I am quite serious. I suggest that you get started now. Just tell them the truth. No show unless they move."
Shelly looked disappointed, but moved toward the house.
"Shelly,” called Hamilton after him. “Can you tell me where Will Beaumont is?"
"Over there” He pointed to the west. “Behind that stone fence."
"Thanks.” Hamilton turned to Thalia, “Let's go and see how he's doing.” They made their way through the crowd as Shelly disappeared in the direction of the house. The crowd grew denser as they approached the wall. People sat along the length of it.
Hamilton glanced at the people on the wall. “Premium seating. I wonder if Shelly charged them extra for the privilege."
They were able to elbow their way to where Will worked on his bow. When they were within a few yards of him, Hamilton shouted over the noise of the crowd. “Will, are you ready?"
"Will be soon.” he shouted back. “Glad you showed up. I was beginning to wonder. Did you find your lure?"
"Yes. Where did all these people come from? It looks like the whole population of Norkon."
"More than that,” Will said as Hamilton and Thalia got close enough to speak without yelling. “There are people here from all the surrounding villages. Word travels faster than I thought."
"I've a mind to call it off. This is just too dangerous. Too many people could die—even if we are successful."
"Can't turn back now. If you try to call it off, you'll have a riot on your hands."
Hamilton looked about. In the distance he spotted Shelly trying to push people back from the house with little success. “Pune. Thalia, you stay here with Will and do whatever you can to give him room to operate. Use magic if necessary."
"What are you going to do?"
"I'm going to place the lure and then see if I can help Shelly get the people away from the house.” He moved back into the crowd as the first light of dawn appeared in the East. The crowd was becoming denser and noisier. It took him ten minutes to make it to where Shelly was shouting at the crowds to get back.
"Keep trying.” Hamilton shouted to Shelly as he passed him and entered the house. There were half a dozen people inside. It was apparent that they were all drunk.
"Get out!” shouted Hamilton. They stayed where they were. One offered Hamilton a bottle of rum.
Hamilton took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He blanked out all the sounds around him until he was able to calm his mind. He exhaled a word, “Vocabulous."
Then he opened his eyes, looked at the people and shouted, “Get out of this house—Now.” The words roared out of his mouth at ten times their normal volume. This time, the people in the house moved to the door.
Hamilton glanced about the interior and selected a spot to place the lure. He put it against the wall closest to where Will had set his bow. Then he covered it with some dirt least any of the villagers return to the house. He left the now deserted house and hurried to where Shelly still shouted at he crowd. He put a hand on Shelly's shoulder. The big man turned suddenly, his fist poised until he realized it was Hamilton. “Sorry. They won't listen to me."
Hamilton pushed him back. “Stand by the house for a moment,” and took his place. A few of the people looked at him, but for the most part he was ignored.
"People,” his again amplified voice echoed back to him from the buildings surrounding the field. The crowd stilled, amazed at the huge sound. They watched him with expectation.
It was at this point Hamilton realized that he didn't know what to say. The crowds’ silence lapsed into murmurs.
He took a deep breath and shouted, “I am Master Citrine from the Guild of Wizards and Magic Users.” This was followed by an equal number of cheers, boo's and catcalls.
"You all know why I am here. To kill the dragon.” This received more cheers than anything else. “In order to do this,” boomed his voice, “I need you all to move at least fifty feet back from the house. It's for your own protection.” Some of the people moved away from the house, but most stood fast.
"What's the matter with you people? This dragon could kill you."
"It's your dragon.” shouted back one of the villagers. “You made the damn thing."
"What are you talking about? Why would I make a dragon?” boomed Hamilton's reply.
"Not you, but your damned Guild."
Various members of the crowd shouted their agreement. A tomato soared over the top of those who hadn't moved. It hit Hamilton in the chest.
He looked down at the dripping smear on his clothing. Those who saw the impact laughed.
Hamilton's anger grew. His immediate temptation was to strike back, but he stayed his hand. There were too many people about to fight. He wiped the remains of the tomato from his shirt, took a deep breath, and intoned, “Ablus Ignium” in is mind. Then, aloud, “This is not a request. Fifty feet or you will suffer.” He pivoted his body with his right arm outstretched in a circle. Heat emanated from his finger tips. The heat passed over the house and down the other side. It was not hot enough to start fires, but it was hot enough to startle the crowd. He added a few more degrees and made a second pass. The remainder of the crowd backed from the house.
Through much pushing and shoving, the throng managed to get back the required distance. Hamilton performed another spell and a ring of malevolent red light edged the fifty foot circle surrounding the house. “Anyone who breaks the ring will suffer the consequences!” his voice boomed.
Satisfied with the results, and in a normal voice, he called Shelly. Together they walked to the ring. Hamilton caused it to open for them. Once they passed through it, he restored it. Then he headed for where Will and Thalia were making final adjustments to the bow. The crowd parted before him. Still, the catcalls persisted.
Arriving behind the waist high wall where Will and Thalia stood by the crossbow, Hamilton was relieved to find that the weapon was ready and that Thalia had managed a protect ring around them to keep the crowd back.
"Excellent,” complimented Hamilton after entering the ring. Thalia was all smiles, but Will did not look happy. “What's the matter, William?"
"This is madness. The odds that the bow can even hit the dragon are low. You know that. Chances are these people are going to get a better look at the dragon than they ever intended. Chances are, for some, it will be the last thing they ever see."
"It can't be helped. I agree that this would be a whole lot better if we didn't have the audience, but what else can we do now? They're here and they aren't going to leave. Who knows? Maybe the dragon won't show up."
Will looked at Hamilton, frowned and shook his head. “That wouldn't be real helpful either, would it? Do you believe that all these people would just pack up and go home? Hell, half of them are so drunk, they can barely walk."
"Well I think that it will show up and you'll be successful,” Thalia said from her seat on a wall by the bow.
"Maybe you're right.” Hamilton sat down beside her.
"So, if the dragon does come, just where do you think it will come from? And, more importantly, where do you think it will strike?” asked the baker.
"I put the lure on this side of the house. Aim your bow where the roof meets the wall. Guessing, I'd say that it will be coming from the direction of the swamp—from the West. Assuming that the dragon will crush this place as it's done to others in the past; I figure that's where it will be slowest and therefore most vulnerable."
"Bottom of the roof, huh?” Will had little conviction in his voice. He made some adjustments to the bow and then rotated its base a few degrees so as to line up the weapon on the center of the house. Then he turned back to Hamilton. “Well, I've done all I can do for now. Want some coffee?"
"Absolutely. You brought coffee with you?"
"No. One of the vendor's was selling it. I don't know how hot it is now.” Will retrieved a waxed paper cup from beneath the bow and offered it to Hamilton.
He took a sip. It was lukewarm, but better than nothing. “Thanks. Are any of the vendors selling food?"
"One or two, but most are selling beer and ale. A few of them are even pushing rum. How's the coffee?"
"Not as hot or good as yours but, considering the circumstances, it'll do."
Hamilton put his cup down, stood, and then climbed up on the base of the bow. He looked out at the people that filled the field to overflowing. After several minutes, he frowned and climbed back down.
"What's the matter?” asked Thalia.
Hamilton sat back down beside her. “I'm surprised that no one from the Guild is here. After all, this is the reason they summoned me."
"Maybe no one told them. You did want to keep this a secret, didn't you?” asked Thalia.
"Yes, but look around. This has got to be the worst kept secret ever in history."
"I can venture a guess,” offered Will. “The last time they tried to take down the dragon, they failed."
"I know, Diamond told me that three master wizards died in the attempt."
"Did he happen to mention the thirty villagers who died as well?"
"Thirty villagers? No. What happened?"
Will crouched down in front of Hamilton and Thalia. “Three wizards spent several weeks in Norkon waiting for the dragon. The townspeople kept a watch and when the dragon appeared, they called out the wizards. Armed with long bows and flaming arrows, they each got a shot off. They were skilled bowmen. Their arrows hit their mark, the dragon's chest. However, rather than killing the dragon, the attack drove it into a frenzy. It blew that fire paste it produces all over the crowd and then ignited the stuff. It was horrible. Some of the villagers grabbed buckets of water from the horse troughs and tried to douse the flames, but the water had little effect and thirty townsmen burned to death. There was nothing anyone could do."
"What happened to the wizards?'
"Oh, the remaining villagers, well, they beat them to death,” Will said.
"The wizards didn't use magic to protect themselves?” Thalia asked.
"It looked like they were trying to. They flapped their hands about and made a bunch of gestures at the mob, but nothing happened. They were overwhelmed."
Hamilton looked out at the crowd, took a deep breath and then exhaled. “It would have been nice if someone at the Guild had mentioned this to me. Pune. We're probably going to die even if we do manage to kill the dragon."
"You've got to be more positive,” chided Thalia.
"OK. I'm positive that ... Oh, never mind."
Will scanned what he could see of the horizon. “Any idea when the dragon will show up?"
Hamilton withdrew a pocket watch and glanced at it. “In about 14 minutes."
"How can you tell?"
"I can't. Right now it isn't so much a question of when as it is a question of if it will show. You're just going to have to be patient. Even if it does make you feel like the main attraction at a firing squad."
An hour passed. The sun crept above the horizon. The only thing that had changed was the crowd had gotten drunker and louder and they were blaming Hamilton for the fact that the dragon had not arrived. Hamilton and the rest of his group were feeling edgy when they heard voices from the crowd yelling, “It's coming!"
The throng became louder still. They all were looking at the Western sky. Hamilton and Thalia did the same while Will moved to the trigger on the massive crossbow. “There!” squealed Thalia. “Over there!"
Hamilton spotted it as it rose above one of the surrounding buildings. Its four massive translucent wings were barely visible as they beat against the air. The huge beast circled their position several times, perhaps confused by the throng.
Will stood by the crossbow's trigger, holding his breath.
The dragon swooped to near the house's roof and then circled back into the sky. The crowd's raucous cheers were stilled to silence as they watched the monstrous beast. The dragon gained more altitude and then dove for the house. “This is it, Will!” yelled Hamilton.
With a titanic sound of rending wood and mortar, the dragon smashed into the roof. A loud twang came from the crossbow as it loosed its bolt. Almost faster than the eye could follow, the arrow flew straight and true. As the dragon made an effort to fly again, the bolt struck home and buried itself in the dragon's back. Wounded, it still managed get aloft again. The dragon let loose a high pitched screech. Its left pair of wings weakened. Its flying became erratic. Then the wings on Thermite's left side failed.
The panicked throng below pushed back, but with so many people crowding the field, they made little headway. Worse, because of the dragon's unpredictable flight, the villagers didn't know which direction to run. The dragon spiraled down. It crashed to the ground atop one of the campfires and more than a few of the villagers. Its body thrashed on the ground cutting deep furrows in the field and the nearby onlookers. People ran and screamed as they tried to get away from the maddened beast. Writhing on the campfire, the dragon began spewing its spit in all directions.
Will furiously cranked back the thick bow string. “Help me!” he shouted to Hamilton. Hamilton ran to his side. Together, they managed ready the bow string and load a second bolt. Will dragged the base of crossbow to line up on the fallen dragon. Impatiently, he waited for the fleeing villagers to clear his shot. When it was clear, he fired. The second bolt caught the beast in the back of the head. It collapsed in a heap. Its body lay in the fire smoldering. The fleeing villagers slowed, stopped and then began to return to view the fallen dragon. When they realized that the dragon was dead, more and more headed back to get a look. The dragon's body burned and dark black smoke curled into the sky.
Less than a minute later, the dragon exploded in an orange ball of flame.
Thalia clapped her hands together. “You did it! You did it! You did it!” Hamilton felt good that her comments were direct to him rather than to Will.
"We did it. Good shot, William,” Hamilton took a deep breath in an attempt to get his pulse back into the human scale. The billowing cloud of dark greasy black smoke arose from the fallen beast and the burning dragon spit surrounding it and drifted toward them.
"Well, shall we go view our fallen foe?” asked Will.
"I think not. Here's my plan. Run. Now!” He grabbed Thalia's hand and took off, sprinting away from the dead dragon.
Will caught up with them. Thalia shouted, “What's the matter?” They continued away from the field. “Shouldn't we have stayed to try to help the villagers? There must be a lot of them that got hurt."
"And even more of them that died. I figure in the next few minutes, when the tragedy that just occurred sinks in, we're going to have some very angry people looking for someone to blame it on. What do you want to bet that that would be us?"
"But we can protect ourselves with magic."
"I'll bet that those three wizards that shot at the dragon a month ago thought the same thing."
Thalia closed her eyes briefly and replied, “But?"
Hamilton leapt a small fence and then slowed his pace. The others slowed as well.
"Remember at the Guild when the Master Alchemist burned some of that dragon spit? Do you remember what happened?"
"No magic?"
"None. And if we had stayed back there and smelled that smoke..."
The three finally stopped to catch their breaths a few blocks from Will's bakery. Will asked, “What are you two talking about? Why'd we have to run?"
Hamilton was panting. When he managed a good breath, he replied, “Because, in all likelihood, the villagers have already changed our status from heroes to mass murderers after they got a good look at the carnage the dragon's death caused."
"So, what do you intend to do?” asked Will.
"Stop at the inn, pickup my cat and horse and then get out of town."
"Back to Green Ridge?"
"No. This isn't over with yet. We're going to the Guild. Want to come with us?"
"No. I'm no wizard. The people won't bother with me. When the crowd gets back to town they're going to be hungry. I'm going back to my shop."
"Suit yourself ... but I suggest that you keep a weapon close at hand. Just in case."
"I always do,” Will replied. “Bye, Thalia. Stay safe. You too, Hamilton."
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CHAPTER 14* * * *While mob sounds were approaching from the west side of Norkon, Thalia and Hamilton, who had collected Bethesda and Whiskers, rode east.
You forgot my bowl.
"Be still.” Thalia held on to Whiskers with one arm while her other clung to Hamilton's waist.
What do you mean, ‘be still'? Who elected you queen of the horse? Listen. I'm in my room, patiently waiting for breakfast and you two swoop in, grab me, and the next thing I know I'm bobbing up and down on Dobbin.
Who's Dobbin? Bethesda had slowed to a normal pace once they were a few miles from Norkon.
You're Dobbin, said the cat.
I thought I was Bethesda.
"You are Bethesda.” Then to Whiskers, “Knock it off, cat. Listen, if you want to go back to the inn and wait for breakfast, I won't stop you, but you should be aware that there is a large group of very angry people that want to kill us and, I suspect, that if they can't get us, my cat will do nicely. Get the picture?"
Who did you kill?
"Thermite."
Really? You killed the dragon? So who's after you, the local chapter of the Dragon Aficionado's Club?
"Just about everyone in Norkon as well as quite a bunch from surrounding villages. The dragon killed quite a few people before it died. So, do you want off?"
Er, no.
"Any more cute remarks?"
I'm done.
"Good. Now just keep quiet."
After arriving at the Guild, Hamilton held Whiskers while Thalia dismounted. He passed down the cat and dismounted. Then he tied Bethesda off to a post. The main door of the Guild was closed. When Hamilton tried to open it he discovered it was locked. He banged on the door. No one answered.
Today a holiday? asked the cat.
"Not that I'm aware of.” He looked at Thalia who shook her head. Hamilton banged on the door again, harder. Still, no response.
With anger rising in his voice, Hamilton exclaimed to no one in particular, “What the hell is going on?"
Looks like your gratitude day has been canceled.
"Shut up, cat."
A chill wind swept across them. Thalia drew her coat closer to her body. Hamilton noticed. “Well, I'll be damned if I'm going to stand out in the cold. “Abririmus.” shouted Hamilton. He backed from the doors. Thalia did the same.
The two doors rattled. The rattling grew more and more violent. Finally the bolts holding the doors to their hinges sheared, and the two massive doors, still attached at the center, toppled forward out of their frame and crashed on the stoop.
"Will you teach me that?” asked Thalia.
"Yes, but right now, let's get out of the wind.” They entered the Guild.
Though the Guild was never a noisy place, it was even quieter than normal. In fact, the only sounds they heard were their own foot falls on the marble floor. As they walked through the main hall, Thalia looked up at Hamilton. “I've never heard the Guild so quiet before.” Her words sounded hollow as they reverberated off the walls.
"Hello!” shouted Hamilton. Only echoes returned. “Place seems to be deserted."
Then Hamilton's nose twitched. “Smell it?"
"Smell what?” Thalia sniffed.
Whiskers said, “Meow."
"Pune. That same greasy smell of burning dragon spit only stronger. Can't you smell it?"
Thalia sniffed again, then made a face. “Why would a wizard burn that stuff in here? Especially knowing what it would do to their magic."
"Meow!"
Hamilton aged quickly. Soon, he looked his 60 years. He looked at his pet. “What's the matter? Nothing to say? Usually, you're so talkative."
Whiskers hissed and slashed Hamilton's finger as she leapt from his arms. She headed deeper into the Guild.
Thalia, watching the cat, asked, “Why didn't Whiskers age?"
Hamilton sucked his bleeding finger. “I don't know. It was Brightman's spell. We may as well follow her.” Together, they trailed after the cat. They didn't get very far before they ran out of light. Though the main hall had windows, the interior halls did not. The illuminus torches, that had kept the Guild lighted for more than a millennium, were dark.
The darkened hallway loomed ahead of them. “Wonderful, we've got to get to the Alchemist's lab and we have no light. Why is the great hall the only room with windows?"
"For protection. Besides, light has never been a problem with the torches."
"Yeah,” Hamilton agreed, “until now.” Then he looked at Thalia and asked, “Can you find Diamond's office in the dark?"
"I guess so. Why?"
"Because he's got a fish oil lamp in there. Just pray that there's oil in it."
Thalia led the way. After several halls and a staircase, she stopped. “I think that this is his office."
The door was unlocked. “Wait here.” He entered the office trying to picture the layout in his mind. Although he moved as slowly as possible, he still managed to trip over something on the floor. He landed with no damage to himself, but lost his orientation.
Thalia heard the crash and entered. “What happened?"
"Tripped over something. I'm okay.” He rose and moved even slower. Other unremembered small things were on the floor, but none impeded his progress. He bumped into Diamond's desk. Reoriented, he was able to find the shelf behind the desk and was rewarded with the feel of the fish oil lamp, just where he had remembered it. He intoned a little prayer to Profit, god of Peddlers, and spun the little spark wheel. He spun it again and then again. The fourth time was the charm and the lamp flickered to life. Thalia screamed.
Hamilton looked at her from behind the desk, confused. “What's the matter?"
Thalia pointed to something in front it. Hamilton rounded the desk to see what she was pointing at.
The Runemaster's body lay sprawled on his back on the floor, a look of abject terror frozen on his face.
"Damn!” exclaimed Hamilton. He knelt by the body to examine it. A pool of blood was evident beneath it. He rolled Argus’ body over. The hilt of a dagger stuck out of the Argus’ back. The Runemaster was clutching something in his right hand. With care, Hamilton pried the stiff fingers apart. It was the greasy black lump he had sent to the Alchemist.
Tears welled in Thalia's eyes. “Why would anyone kill Argus? He was such a sweet old man! He never hurt anyone."
Hamilton felt bad as well. He drew the dagger from the old man's body and wiped the blood on the carpet. Then he slipped it into his belt. Argus, in his way, had been a lovable old grunt. He'd miss him too. In the flickering lamp light, he stood and looked about the office. It had been ransacked. The floor was littered with books, sheets of parchment, and a spilled bottle of Terra Sangrum. Hamilton thought to himself, “Someone had been looking for something, but for what, and who ... and why? Damn.” He glanced down at the lump in his hand. “This?"
"There's nothing we can do for him now. Let's get out of here. Do you know where the Alchemist's lab is?” His voice choked.
Wiping her cheeks, Thalia nodded.
"Let's go then."
Thalia headed for the door with Hamilton in her wake. Outside the door, he paused, and then looked back into the room. He held the lamp high just inside the door. “Argus, you truly were a remarkable man. I promise to find the one who did this to you."
Back in the hall, Thalia smiled at Hamilton. “Do you think you can keep that promise?"
"I'm going to try. He didn't deserve such an ignoble death.” He passed her the lamp. Together, they headed into the darkness. After many halls and two flights of stairs they arrived at the door to the Master Alchemist's lab.
Whiskers sat by the door. “Meow."
"Glad I found you, cat. I was worried about you."
"Meow."
"Argus has been murdered."
"Meow."
"Yeah, I feel that way too.” The door to the lab was closed. Hamilton tried the knob. Locked.
Thalia looked at Hamilton. “I don't think ‘abririmus’ is going to help this time."
Hamilton jiggled the handle. “You're right, but few doors are immune to the magic of pickus lockus. Please come over and hold the lamp for me."
Thalia complied and Hamilton set to work with his tools. She watched him for a few seconds, “Do you always carry those?"
"Absolutely. You'd be surprised how many times I've needed them.” A few seconds later Hamilton opened the door. “Easy lock. Guess he relies more on magic than hardware."
Thalia followed him in. “What are you looking for?"
"I'm not sure. Maybe some reason that Argus had that lump I found. Or what the lump is...” Hamilton swept the room with the light from his lamp. Arcane charts covered the walls. Every surface area save the center of the large desk was cluttered with beakers, retorts, and other chemical paraphernalia. On the desk he found the note he had sent to Hardension. There were notes added to the bottom of it. Hamilton blinked his eyes in an attempt to focus on the words. After a moment, he gave up and asked, “Can you read this? I don't have my glasses. Guess I was just beginning to enjoy not needing them."
Thalia moved to where Hamilton stood by the desk and picked up the note.
After he moved the lamp to offer maximum light, she read, “That ass from Green Ridge seems to have discovered your dirty little secret. Shouldn't make much difference as Thermite will eliminate him tomorrow morning. I would have paid money to see his face when he discovered that his magic was useless against it. Fortunately yours isn't. I figure a few more weeks of attacks and we can buy Norkon for a song. What do you..."
"Yes?"
"That's it."
"Pune. I wish I knew who he was writing to. Hell, I wish I was certain that Hardension wrote this. Do you recognize the handwriting?"
"No, but then I wouldn't. Surely there must be things in here that he has written that we can compare it against."
They rummaged about until Thalia found a log book. The entries were written in a language she didn't understand, but the scrawl was unmistakable. “Hamilton, it's the same handwriting."
"Good."
"Good? Why?"
"Because up until now, the only bad guy with a name was Topaz, if that's his real name. Anyway, it's important to know who you can trust in this world, but it's more important to know who you can't."
"So, what do we do now?” asked Thalia.
"Two things. First, there's something I sent to Argus that I'd like to get back. Second, I'd like to find out who turned out the lights. Can you lead me to Argus’ office?"
"Yes. What are you looking for?"
"The Sorenson orb. It might provide some answers."
"Meow.” Whiskers perched on Hamilton's shoulder.
"Well, sure it's a guess. Any better ideas?"
"Meow."
"I didn't think so."
"How can you understand the cat? Can you hear her in your mind?” They were descending another staircase.
"No, but when you live with an animal for a few years, you sort of get on the same wavelength. It isn't magic.” They stopped before an oaken door. “This his office?"
"Yes."
Hamilton surveyed the door and its lock. “No pick necessary here."
"Why?"
"Looks like someone kicked in the door. Look at the frame.” It was splintered around the lock. Thalia held the lamp close while Hamilton pushed the door. It opened with little resistance.
Thalia held the lamp aloft. The room had either been searched or just destroyed. It was hard for Hamilton to decide which. Cabinets were ripped open and their contents dumped on the wooden floor. The desk drawers had been pulled out and dumped. Whatever had been on the shelves was now on the floor. Books had been ripped apart. Whiskers jumped down from his shoulder. “Ow, watch those claws, cat."
"Think they found whatever they were looking for?” asked Thalia who was trying to navigate through the destruction.
"Hard to tell. Maybe not."
"Not?"
"Well, look around. They would have stopped when they found it, but everything's been moved, searched, whatever."
"Yeah, I suppose so, but that means it either isn't here or it's not likely that we'll have much better luck."
Hamilton collapsed into Argus’ brown leather chair. “I suppose you're right. I've never been much of a detective.” His hand slipped down between the cushion and the side of the chair and he felt some paper. He pulled it out and looked at it. It was a brown paper envelope from the Central Guild dated two days ago and addressed to Argus. The seal was broken and the envelope was empty.
"What's that?” questioned Thalia.
"Probably nothing.” He dropped the envelope on the floor.
Whiskers had moved under the desk. “Meow!"
"Go ahead cat, rub it in."
"Meow! Meow!” Whiskers scratched at something under the desk.
"I think she found something!” Thalia said.
"A mouse?” Hamilton, followed Thalia to see what Whiskers had found.
Whiskers scratched at the floor. “Probably just sharpening her claws.” Hamilton rubbed his shoulder without enthusiasm.
"No, look. There's something in the floor. A panel?” exclaimed the girl. She bent down with the lamp.
"Meow!".
"Good cat!” Hamilton grinned. “Guess I won't need that dog after all."
"Meow! Hiss!"
"Just kidding, just kidding. Now move away and let me see if I can get it open.” Hamilton got down on his knees and crawled under the desk. Opening the section was little challenge. He pushed down on one end of it and the other end pivoted up. He reached into the cavity expecting the Orb. Instead, he found a lever. He threw the lever. Nothing happened.
Hamilton crawled out from under the desk. “Well, that wasn't much of a thrill."
"What did you find?"
"A lever that didn't do anything. Considering that this is Argus’ place, I supposed I shouldn't be surprised.” Hamilton sat down on the floor, thoroughly frustrated.
"Giving up so soon? You disappoint me, Hamilton. I would have thought that you were the type that likes a good mystery.” Thalia sat down in Argus’ chair.
"Yeah, well, like I said, I'm not great a detect ... Girl, I could kiss you."
"Huh?"
"Mystery! Mystery! Give me the lamp!"
"What are you talking about?"
He started pushing down on other sections of the floor under the desk. “When I was at Mid-Post Station, I found a Jarn Mystery Box. You move a panel, flip a switch, move another panel, another switch, etc. Looks like Argus was sharper than he appeared to be.” Seconds later he found the second panel. The third panel took another ten minutes of pushing on various panels in the floor. He had to move the desk as one of the legs held the panel in place. When he managed to open it, he held the lamp over the hole. Within, Hamilton discovered a deep blue woven cloth sack. Gingerly, he pulled it from the recess.
"What's that?"
"It's called a Finley sack. Under normal conditions, it would be invisible to the eye. However, with magic impaired, well...” He opened the sack and looked inside. Gingerly, he withdrew the Sorenson orb and a folded piece of paper. “Looks like Argus left a note."
"What's it say?” asked Thalia as he stood up.
"Here, read it.” He handed the lamp and note to Thalia.
She placed the lamp on the desk and unfolded the paper. “Hamilton,” she read. “I have still got some problems with these remarkable runes, but they suggest that the purpose of this particular orb is quite different than others that I have researched. This one seems to have been constructed to destroy post organic matter. When I first managed the translation, I had no idea what that was. I consulted with Hardension. He was not very helpful. However, I saw that sample that you sent to him and, from what I understand, that was an example of post organic matter. Where did you find it and what is it? Hardension wouldn't say anymore, but he was quite upset when he found out the purpose of the orb.
How is Miss Thalia doing? We miss her smile and wish her well.
Perhaps we can get together and discuss this further. I should have some more information in a few days. I sent a letter to the Alchemist at the main Guild. I believe that he can provide the trigger for your orb.
Signed, Argus, Runemaster."
Thalia looked over at Hamilton. “What's ‘post organic matter'?"
"Beats me, but I suspect that I have a map location that might help answer that question. In the mean time, let's see if we can find out the source of that smell.” He looked down at Whiskers. “How about it? Can you find it?"
"Meow!” The cat headed for the door. Carrying the lamp and sack with the orb, Hamilton followed Whiskers with Thalia bringing up the rear.
Whiskers led them to the “dungeon” which is what the wizards called the second subbasement. This large room contained a library of ancient tomes, paraphernalia, and the main blower for the ventilation system. One of the large vent panels had been removed. Hamilton stood on a rickety table and looked within. With the aid of the lamp, he spotted and removed a bucket.
After climbing down from the table, he examined the bucket which was burned on the inside. “The stuff in the bucket is what poisoned the air, but this isn't dragon spit. Whoever put the bucket in the vent spilled some of it. Hamilton displayed his finger which was covered with a black greasy liquid.
"What is it?"
He sniffed his finger. “I have no idea except that it smells very much like this.” He withdrew the lump he had collected from Argus and smelled it. “Yup. Same smell.” He returned the lump to his pocket.
Then he moved the lamp about looking for any other clues. He found a boot print on the table along with another splash from the bucket. Aside from being from a large boot, there was little remarkable about the print. Nothing else caught his eye. “Come on, let's get out of here."
"Don't you want to keep searching?"
"For what? This darkness makes me nervous and continued exposure to the gases released can't be healthy. We'd better leave."
They just made it up one flight of stairs before the lamp failed. Hamilton unloaded Whiskers from his shoulder. “OK, cat. Lead us out of here."
They followed the cat's meows through the dark. After ascending two staircases, they were in a hallway when Hamilton heard a rustling sound from one of the rooms he passed. He stopped and groped about until his hand contacted Thalia's shoulder. “Shhhh. Listen."
The silence of the Guild building was unnerving. Hamilton was about to give up after a few moments when the sound came again. Feeling the walls he found the room's open door. “Wait here,” he whispered to Thalia.
He entered the room holding the sack containing the orb like a weapon. “Who's there?” he asked, prepared to swing the sack at whomever or whatever answered.
There was another sound from his left. He readied the sack when a very small voice asked, “Master Citrine?"
"Yes. Who's that?"
"Whimper, sir. Wizard in training."
"What are you doing here?"
"I was asleep. When I woke up, I discovered I was blind. I tried to find help, but I got lost. When I heard a sound of someone moving, I called for help, but when I got near, someone hit me and ran off. Everybody else must have left. I've been in here ever since. I tried to do a light spell, but since I was blind, it didn't help."
"You're not blind, Whimper."
"But I can't see."
"That's because the lights are out."
"Get up and come with me. Thalia's out in the hall. Take my hand."
When they got out in the hall, Thalia asked, “Are you okay, Whimper? I heard what you said."
"My head hurts where someone hit me, but I guess I'm okay."
"Good! Now, let's get out of here. Whiskers. Where are you?"
"Meow!"
For the rest of the trip out, they followed the cat. Finally, the light from the high windows of the great hall came into view. A few moments later they stood outside the Guild's main entrance. The wind had let up and the air was warmer.
"I can see again.” Whimper said.
"We all can,” Hamilton said with less enthusiasm.
Thalia padded over to Whimper. “Let me see where you were hit."
Whimper pushed back the shock of hair from his forehead revealing a darkened lump. A trickle of dried blood had run from the center of the wound. Thalia removed a handkerchief from her bag and wiped away the dried blood. Then she stepped back and smiled at Whimper. “You'll be fine. It's just a bump."
Then she turned to Hamilton, “Now what?"
Hamilton looked around hoping that an answer would present itself. It didn't. Frustrated, he looked at Whimper and asked, “Did you take the topology course yet?"
"Yes, sir. I got a 92."
"Do you understand latitude and longitude?"
"Yes, sir. That was part of the course."
"Do you know where this is?” Hamilton withdrew the sheet of paper containing the coordinates he had gotten from the university and handed it to the young wizard along with the map he'd purchased.
Whimper looked at coordinates and then at the map. “That's the Greasy Pit."
Thalia asked, “You can tell that from those numbers?"
"Yes, Mistress. That, and the fact that I grew up in Norkon. That's where the Greasy Pit is."
"Just what is the Greasy Pit?” Hamilton asked.
"It's in the middle of Norkon. A few years ago, some contractors were digging a spot for the foundation of a new building. When they got down about 15 feet, some black greasy stuff started oozing in from the bottom. They tried to seal it, but nothing worked. In the end, they just gave up and left town with the money they'd collected. There was quite a ruckus about it because the stuff stinks, but the pit was still unsealed when I left Norkon two years ago."
Hamilton unfurled his Central City map and Whimper pointed to a location in Norkon. “It's right here."
Hamilton frowned. “Someone thinks that this black stuff is important. Does the Guild have a historian?"
"Not officially, but Master Gold, who's the Guild Astronomer, sort of takes care of the history too."
"Do you know where he lives?"
"He lives over on Creavy Street. He used to hold some of his classes there. That where you want to go?"
"Is it far?"
"About a half mile. He's pretty old so he likes to live close to the Guild."
Hamilton looked at Thalia. “Up for another little trip?"
"As long as it's not in the dark."
"Meow.” Whiskers jumped onto Hamilton's shoulder. He winced as one of the claws penetrated his coat.
"Lead on, Wizard Whimper.” Whimper set off to the north.
Bethesda whinnied. “Oops, sorry, horse.” Hamilton stroked his mane. Then to Whimper, “One moment, boy."
Hamilton untied his horse, tied the orb sack to the saddle, and then offered the stirrup to Thalia who mounted Bethesda. She looked down at him. “Thank you, Hamilton. That was most thoughtful."
"You're welcome. Too bad we have no magic. Then we could all ride."
"No magic, sir? What do you mean?” asked Whimper.
"That smell in the Guild. It killed our magic. Yours too. That's why your light spell didn't work."
Whimper made a small gesture. When nothing happened, he was shaken. “But, but ... How long?"
Hamilton stroked his stubbly beard. “I don't know. The dragon spit smoke lasted a half hour or so, but this stuff smells stronger. Pray that it isn't permanent."
Whimper dropped to his knees, praying. Hamilton looked down at him and shook his head. “I didn't mean that literally, child. Get up and let's get going."
Whimper looked sheepish as he got back on his feet. He grasped Bethesda's lead and headed west. Hamilton walked beside him. “Which god were you praying to?"
"To Ridish, god of internal medicine."
"Hathian, god of cosmic whoopee, might have been a better choice."
"Yes, sir, but Hathian is not always available."
"True,” Hamilton agreed.
* * * *They arrived at the Master Astronomer's without incident. Whimper pointed out the door and then asked if he could go home to his family. “Of course.” Hamilton then added, “And thanks for your help with those numbers."
"Get your mother to clean that wound when you get home,” Thalia said.
"Yes, ma'am, I will.” Whimper left them.
Hamilton climbed up the steps and knocked on the door. No one answered. He called out, “Master Gold. It's Master Citrine. If you're there, please come to the door."
Hamilton repeated his request, a bit louder this time. No one came to the door, but an elderly passerby immediately changed direction and headed toward Hamilton. The man approached quickly for one so old.
Hamilton spotted him as he turned to face Thalia. He tried to summon a defensive spell which completely failed. Then Hamilton noticed something about the old man's gait and the white streak of hair straight running through his darker gray hair. An old memory flashed into his brain. “Master Cobalt?"
"I thought I heard ‘Master Citrine'. Gracious me, lad, it's been, what, forty years or so? What are you doing in town? And, as I recall, didn't the Guild de-wizard you way back then?"
"Yes. They did, but they returned my powers. I've been to the Guild in town several times. How is it that I didn't see you there?"
"I'm not in the Guild anymore. Couldn't put up with Diamond's nonsense.” He looked at Thalia. “Are you the famous Thalia?"
"Famous? I'm Thalia Sprite. I'm Master Citrine's assistant."
"Ah, yes. Miss Sprite. The old Runemaster said that you were a fair lass. A master of understatement.” He bowed slightly to her.
"Thank you, sir.” Thalia blushed.
"Meow."
"And Whiskers, my cat."
"Whinniee."
"And my horse, Bethesda."
Cobalt grinned. “Quite a little troop, you have here, Master Citrine. What brings you to these parts?"
"We were looking for Master Gold, the Master Astronomer, but he's not in."
"Why do you want to talk to Gold? A question about the stars?"
"No. From what I was told, he's also the historian. I found something and wanted his opinion."
"Gold's an idiot. Hasn't had an original thought in over a century. Before I left the Guild, I was their historian. Maybe I can help."
"Okay. Do you know what this is?” Hamilton drew the black lump from his pocket. He offered it to Cobalt who looked at it, smelled it, and blanched. He pushed the lump back into Hamilton's hand.
"Oh, my gods! Where did you get that thing?” asked Cobalt, obviously shaken.
Hamilton was confused by Cobalt's reaction. “It belonged to a wizard who goes by the name of Topaz. Ever hear of him?"
"No, but do you know what that thing is?” he asked pointing at the black lump in Hamilton's hand.
"Not really. It smells just like that black ooze that someone burned at the Guild. It robs everyone of their magic."
"Black ooze. Oh my gods! This is worse that I thought.” Cobalt's color had not returned to his face. If anything, he looked even paler.
"What are you talking about?” A touch of fear nudged at Hamilton's spine. “What is this thing?” He held the lump in the center of his open palm.
Cobalt took a deep breath, slowly exhaled, and then sat down on the steps. “The liquid is called Demonium Sangrum. Devil's blood. The lump is its source. Its use was largely responsible for the end of the old world. Wars were fought. Entire continents were laid waste. Billions of people died because of it."
"Billions?” questioned Thalia.
Cobalt looked up at her. “Yes, dear. Billions. Back in the old world there were a lot more people around than there are today. A whole lot more."
Hamilton sat down next to the wizard. “Where does this stuff come from?"
Cobalt shook his head. “It comes from under the ground. And it is made of death."
"Death?"
"Yes. It's composed of the ancient rotted flesh of countless plants and animals."
Cobalt continued to look at the dark matter. “I thought that this stuff only existed in Guild museums."
Hamilton stroked his beard. “So, if this Demonium Sangrum doesn't exist today, what's the problem?"
"The problem, Citrine, is that there still may be deposits of it within the planet. And it has a sinister draw. It can be burned to make power. Much more power than the wave generators we use today, but its use has severe consequences. For one, as I am sure that you must already be aware of, it inhibits almost every form of magic. If that was the only problem, the wizards would seem a selfish lot to try to suppress it, but there is another more insidious problem. This stuff must be burned to release its power and the smoke from burning this brew is poisonous. Not just to wizards but to commoners as well. But, like the venom of the shadow adder, it is a slow acting poison. Very slow. Its effects, in many cases, are not felt for years, sometimes decades. Because of that, people refused to believe the consequences of its use."
Thalia sat down on the stairs beside Hamilton. “But if it's called Devil's Blood, why didn't the people back then stop using it? Didn't they know?"
Cobalt smiled at her. “Some did, but either didn't care or were stifled. And it wasn't called Devil's Blood back then. It was called various things. Most of the time, they just called it “oil” but when it came from the ground, it was called sweet or heavy crude before it was made into other products."
"Sweet crud, er, crude. I know where there's a deposit,” offered Hamilton. He returned the lump to his pocket and withdrew the piece of paper he had gotten from Smythe at the university. He handed the paper to Cobalt.
The old wizard took the paper and looked at it. “What's this?” he asked.
"Longitude and latitude. Degrees, minutes, and seconds. It points to a spot in Norkon called the Greasy Pit. The numbers were written in old speak on the bottom of Obsidian's trunk."
Cobalt looked surprised. “Obsidian's trunk? Where did you find that?"
"Didn't. I bought it. In it were several things: a wizard's robe, Obsidian's wand, a Sorenson Orb, and Obsidian."
"What? Obsidian? His body? So, that's what happened to his corpse."
Now it was Hamilton's turn to be confused. “What do you mean?"
"Someone robbed his crypt about two months ago. They stole his body as well as a bunch of things that were interred with it. So you ended up with it?” but before Hamilton could answer, Cobalt asked, “Did you say a Sorenson's Orb?"
"Yes. And I understand that it is targeted to post organic matter. Sound's like Devil's Blood doesn't it?"
"But this is wonderful. Looks like Obsidian planned well for the future. I'd guess the fools that left it in the trunk had no idea what it was. All we have to do is place the Orb at your coordinates in this Greasy Pit and then trigger it.” He looked at Hamilton who remained silent.
After an uncomfortable silence, Hamilton asked, “Trigger it?"
"Of course. Every orb has a trigger spell. Don't you know it?"
"Er, no."
Cobalt looked worried again and then his faced relaxed. “Well, that shouldn't be too much of a problem. Contact the Argus at the Guild. I'm sure he can locate the trigger spell."
Hamilton looked away from Cobalt. “I'm afraid we still have a small problem."
"Problem?"
"Yes. Argus is dead."
"Dead? But I saw him only last week and he was fine. What happened?” asked Cobalt, visibly shaken.
"We found his body in Diamond's office. He'd been murdered with this.” Hamilton withdrew the dagger from his belt and held it up for Cobalt to examine.
He gave it a cursory glance. “So, you think Diamond did it?"
"I'd like to because I don't trust him, but I doubt it. His office had been searched and not in a neat way, but I did find a note in the Alchemist's office that implicates Hardension."
"That's bad news. Hardension is one of the more powerful wizards in the Guild. Maybe the strongest. I was surprised that he didn't challenge Diamond when he took over the Guild after the plague. Are you sure?"
"It was in his handwriting. It implied that whoever he was writing to had found a way around the nullifying effects of the burning oil."
"Who was he writing to?"
Hamilton shrugged. “There wasn't a name. Maybe Topaz, but I do know that this isn't a one man operation. Thalia was kidnapped and the kidnappers’ intention was to draw me in and then kill us both. Fortunately..."
Cobalt shook his head. “I'm glad you survived, but this is not good news.” Then he glanced at Hamilton and his eyes widened a bit. “Are you getting younger?"
"Huh?"
"Yes, you look younger than you did ten minutes ago."
Hamilton looked down at his hands. The skin was once again smooth. “Looks like the effects of the smoke in the Guild have worn off."
"What are you talking about?"
"Someone burned a pot of that Devil's Blood in the ventilation system of the Guild building. The place had been evacuated when we were there. Had to work by lamp light because all the torches were out."
"The whole Guild? Who would do such a thing?"
"All I know is that whoever did it has big feet. Guessing, I'd say it was an inside job. No non-Guild person could get past the wards that protect that place.” Hamilton stood and helped Thalia to her feet. “We've got to be going. I've got to stop these people before they loose that greasy disaster on the world again."
"How do you intend to do that?” asked Cobalt rising as well.
"There's a cave, in the cliffs above the swamp. One of the acolytes found it. There's a good chance that Topaz has set up residence in there."
"What about the orb? Someone's got to put it in the pit you spoke of. Once you discover the trigger, just recite it within a thousand feet from the orb."
Hamilton stroked his beard. “Unfortunately, we can't."
"Why not?"
"Well, we're sort of persona non grata in Norkon. You see, there was this dragon that we brought down. When it died, it took a bunch of drunken villagers with it. The survivors blame us for the deaths. We were chased out of town by a mob who wanted to kill us."
"You killed Thermite?"
"Yes, but I had help."
Cobalt looked at Hamilton. “I'm impressed. It shouldn't be a problem. I can place the orb in the pit, but I can't trigger it. If Obsidian left it for you then it's probably attuned to you. Give it to me. I can leave for Norkon within the hour."
Hamilton was hesitant to give the orb to anyone but, at least he knew Cobalt. True, it had been from a long time ago, but his memories were of a fair and honest man. Cobalt's dislike of Diamond sealed the deal. “It's tied to my saddle. I'll get it.” He walked over to Bethesda and discovered that the only thing now attached to the saddle was a rawhide thong. His mouth opened, but nothing came out.
It's still here. I can feel its weight.
Hamilton grinned in relief. “Of course it is. Thanks, horse.” Hamilton untied the invisible sack. Supporting the weight in both hands, he returned to Cobalt. Cobalt looked confused until Hamilton explained, “It's in a Finley sack."
"Excellent. That will make it easy to conceal in the pit.” He took the sack. “I'll leave now, but Master Citrine..."
"Yes?"
"You don't have much time. Remember. If someone just drops a torch in the pit ... you'd have an instant blaze that can't be extinguished with water, and, well, the orb won't work either, and very shortly, all magic in that part of town will become impossible. Maybe worse, depending on how much of the stuff burns."
"Thanks for the pressure,” Hamilton thought, but said, “Then I guess I'd better hurry."
"Just how do you expect to overcome this Topaz?"
Hamilton didn't have an immediate reply. He stroked his stubble hoping for inspiration. “I haven't decided. I don't have enough information yet. Usually, I let the situation dictate the plan."
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CHAPTER 15* * * *Instead of heading for the swamp, Hamilton directed Bethesda back to the Guild. When they arrived, he told Thalia, “Hop down."
"But why? I thought I was coming with you."
"Too dangerous. Besides, I need you to try and find that letter Argus got from that envelope I found with the Drayene Guild seal on it. With luck, it's got the trigger for the orb. Argus said he was expecting more information. Hopefully, that's what he was talking about."
"What if it doesn't or I can't find it?"
"Then we're in big trouble. Round up some of the other acolytes to help you search. And try to make sure Hardension doesn't hear about it. If the building is still dark, you should be safe as the other wizards won't go near it."
Thalia looked disappointed. “You're sure?"
"Yeah. When you find the trigger, mind-shout it to me."
"OK."
Hamilton bent back and kissed her on the cheek. “For luck."
Thalia kissed him back. Hamilton saw a tear on her face. He brushed it away with his finger. “Don't worry. I'll be fine. Go now, and be careful."
Thalia produced a tiny smile and dismounted.
Some time later Hamilton, aboard his energized horse, entered the swamp. The sun sat low on the western horizon. Though the water was cold and full of small biting things Hamilton's magic kept the creatures at bay. Dusk was deepening when he arrived at the base of the cliff. The cave opening loomed a hundred feet above them. Hamilton studied the steep climb. “Well, boy,” he said to Bethesda after they dismounted. “Looks like you're going to have to wait here."
S'okay by me. I'll be over in that stand of new grass when you come back. Bethesda headed off for a snack.
"How ‘bout you, cat? You want to stay with the horse?"
Oh, joy. To sit in the grass in the dark with Bethesda. Of course not. She leapt and Hamilton once more endured her claws as Whiskers planted herself on his shoulder.
The climb up the cliff proved easier then he had expected. Even in the growing dark, it was evident that there was already a trodden path leading up the cliff. When he got to a spot twenty feet beneath the huge cave mouth, he stopped.
Getting cold feet?
"Shut up, cat.” Hamilton took out his wand, pointed it toward the cave mouth and closed his eyes. His brow knitted in concentration. “There's only a single ward in place and it's just a level 3. I can get us past that. Come on."
At fifteen feet from the mouth of the cave, and then again at ten, Hamilton paused and used his wand. The results didn't change. Flickering light illuminated the mouth of the cave and smoke drifted from the top to be carried away by the wind.
He sniffed the air, fearful that the smoke was the same as what he had encountered in the Guild. But the smoke smelled of wood. Relieved, he advanced again until he was on a precipice only five feet beneath the gaping opening above. Hamilton once more held his wand high and concentrated. Even in his youthful body, his forehead showed deep creases. He took a deep breath and exhaled trying to calm his racing pulse. He returned the wand to his belt. Routing evil wizards had never been on his resume. But then neither was slaying dragons or saving fair maidens. He glanced at his cat who stared back at him.
Now or nothing, boss.
Hamilton considered a quick prayer for the ‘nothing', but a surge of adrenalin breathed some warmth and courage into his shaking body. “There're three men in there that I can sense. Only one of them has the gift. Unless Topaz is employing shields and wards I've never heard of, he's not here right now. Let's move up to the lip and I'll take a peak inside.” Hamilton put a finger to his lips and then pointed to the cave mouth. Then they began the final climb. A few moments later they arrived. The cave mouth gaped, the top, at lease twenty yards above their heads.
Hamilton took a deep breath and then holding it, raised his wand over the lip of the entrance, and then lowered it.
Well?
"Two of the three in there are Melvin and Duck from Drayene. They're the two men that snatched Thalia. I don't recognize the other man, but his gift doesn't seem to be all that strong.” He took a breath and then added, “Well, here goes."
He started to stand, but Whiskers stopped him saying, Don't be stupid, old man. Let me go in and take a look around. I'm a lot better at stealth than you'll ever be.
Hamilton looked at Whiskers who had hopped down from his shoulder. “You're right, cat. Sometimes I forget you're there."
No punkies, old man. And when we get out of here, you owe me a fish. A big fish.
"You've got it. Try to be quiet."
A very big fish, added the cat as she entered the cave.
Hamilton listened for sounds from within. He held his wand by his head, amazed at the amplification it produced in his mind. From inside the cave he heard Duck say, “Quit yer bitchin'. After that screw-up in Drayene, we're lucky that the boss didn't kill us. He sure was pissed."
"Yeah, but this place is worst than a prison. No women, no booze, and food that isn't fit to eat."
"Shut up, you pathetic excuses for human beings. I'm tryin’ to sleep and you two are yackin’ like a couple'a school girls."
"Pune you, Tummin.” came Melvin's voice.
"What did you say?"
"I said, er, ‘It's true, Tummin.’”
"Like hell you did. You lyin’ sack of rat crap. Go check on the new bug. Now!"
There was a rustling sound of someone moving. The sound decreased as Melvin moved into the depths of the cave.
"And you, Quack, throw another log on the fire."
Something brushed at Hamilton's leg. Hamilton looked down at the cat. “Well?"
They don't have any fish.
Hamilton stared at the cat saying nothing but his expression spoke volumes.
And they've got another dragon only this one's little. It's in the back of the cave and they have a big net up to keep it from getting out.
"Anything else?"
Beyond where the bug is, there're a couple of tables with stuff like we saw in Hardension's office. There're also a couple buckets of that black stuff and some horse masks on the floor next to the buckets.
"Horse masks?"
Yeah, well they look like masks. They've got little glass windows for the eyes and large snouts and leather straps to secure them with. There were also bunch of those shiny cylinder things like the one you found stacked in a corner.
"Any weapons?"
The man on a cot has a wand. The other two don't look like they're carrying anything, but there's some clubs, knives, and a hunting bow near the front of the cave.
"Anything else?"
Did I mention the lack of fish?
"Cat!"
Well, once you get past the entrance, there aren't a lot of places you could hide. There's a fire burning that lights the whole front section. The back is lit with torch light.
"How deep is the cave?"
I don't know. It goes back quite a bit beyond where they have their stuff, but it looked unused. What do you want to do?
The first response that popped into his mind was to return to Green Ridge. With regret, he dismissed that option. “When in doubt, do nothing until a solution presents itself."
Huh?
"It's something Obsidian taught me. We'll wait here until they go to sleep."
And then?
"I decide what to do when they're asleep."
Brilliant plan.
Hamilton ignored the cat's sarcasm.
Three hours of shivering passed. When Hamilton was sure that those in the cave were sound asleep, he climbed over the lip of the entrance. The fire had burned down, but the flickering light still lit the floor in the front of the cave.
A quick gesture allowed him to pass the ward without tripping it. Hamilton crept inside pausing to absorb some of the warmer air. Hugging the wall, he moved past the campfire. Peaking over a stack of barrels, he soon spotted Melvin and Duck sleeping on blankets by the opposite wall. He spotted Tummin, who turned out to be a pear shaped man, sleeping on a cot. His gut hung over the edge of the cot.
Hamilton moved deeper into the cave. The new dragon, which was grounded on a small rock within its enclosure watched him, but made no sound. Hamilton looked at the beast. Unlike its predecessor, this one was only about six feet long.
He moved beyond the enclosure glancing briefly at the alchemic materials scattered about on several large tables. On the floor, he saw a dozen open barrels of the Devil's Blood and the masks that Whiskers had described. He took one of the six masks and examined it. It seemed obvious that it was some kind of filter. So, thought Hamilton after closer examination, this is how they avoid the effects of the smoke. He put it in his sack. He picked up the others one by one and, using his dagger, poked a hole in the snouts. Then he put the other five back where he had found them.
He moved deeper into the cave after silently removing a torch from the wall. As Whiskers had said, there was nothing to be found.
He was about to move back out when Whiskers’ whispered in his mind. Better put your plan on hold, Old Man.
Why? replied Hamilton
'Cause I hear someone, no, make that two people, climbing up the cliff from beneath us.
How close? asked Hamilton.
They'll be at the cave in about a minute. From the sound of their voices, they didn't notice Bethesda.
A moment of panic washed over Hamilton. Hide, cat!
What about you?
There isn't time for me to get out of here. I'll hide in the back of the cave.
Good luck, Old Man, and thanks for all the fish. I'll be down below if you manage to get out.
Thanks for the vote of confidence.
Hamilton put the torch he was carrying back into the wall holder. Then he slipped into the unused deeper part of the cave. He was amazed how huge the cavern was. He could see how Thermite number one could have fit in this place. He moved further into the darkness and then sat on the damp floor with his back to a wall trying to be as inconspicuous as possible.
There was a stirring from the front as the newcomers entered the cave. Hamilton heard Hardension's voice say, “Well easy enough for you to say, but you didn't have to spend an hour searching that old fool's office—and in the dark, at that."
"Yeah, well I wasn't the one that included the orb in the trunk you left,” came a voice that sounded like the yellow skinned guy from his shop. Hamilton decided that this must be Topaz.
"I may have left it, but it was your idiot associates that loaded it up with the orb."
"Following your instructions."
"Pune, man. You tryin’ to wake the dead or something?” came a voice Hamilton didn't recognize. So, Tummin is heard from.
Tummin continued, “And from the sounds of it, you didn't find the orb—right?"
"No,” replied Hardension. “But at least that old Runemaster won't be supplying any more information to Stupe."
That's Swoop.
"No one told you to kill Argus,” Tummin muttered with a muted snarl.
"Had to be done. He caught me going through Diamond's office. It was him or me,” growled Hardension.
"I doubt that. You had that nasty little pith dagger of yours and all he was armed with what—old age? This could start a war,” Tummin said.
Hardension replied, “So what? Once we burn some of this oil their magic will be dead. Then what will they have?"
"Oh, I don't know. Five of them for every one of us."
"Yes, well I...” Hardension began.
"Shut up. Just shut up. One more word and you'll be seeing Argus quicker than you can imagine. There were a few moments of silence. Then Tummin added, “Paz, what's your story? Will the bankers be in Norkon tomorrow?"
"They'll be there tomorrow, but they weren't real happy to hear that the dragon was dead. They said if the people don't feel threatened anymore, they'll move back into their homes. I told them not to worry, that we were going to burn pots around the pit tomorrow. That'll keep the wizards away. Besides, Thermite II will be full-sized in another two weeks. I still can't figure out how they managed to kill the original. Anyway, a few more attacks and we can buy up the rest of Norkon for next to nothing. Then we'll get production under way."
Cat, where are you?
Listening at the mouth of the cave. Want me to come in?
No. I want you to climb down and wait with Bethesda.
What about you?
I'll be down shortly. Be ready to move when I arrive.
As you command, oh, wise one.
Hamilton knew he couldn't stay where he was. The barrels of Devil's Blood were far to close to him and if they were going to start sealing them up and moving them ... well, he'd better get out now. There's only one problem. Well, actually five problems, and three of them were wizards. He moved closer to the tables at the rear of their work area and looked about for a seed of a plan, but the nursery was barren. Nothing he saw would make a suitable weapon.
Voices from the front of the cave suggested that no one was planning to wait until morning and Hamilton heard Tummin order Melvin and Duck to bring the wagon and horses around. He heard the two acknowledge the request as their voices trailed out of earshot.
It was time to act and Hamilton still had no plan. He took a deep breath, stroked his stubble for luck, and looked about the cave. His eyes stopped at the torch he had used earlier. Then, he spied the open barrels. His first thought was to tip one over and ignite it. But, after considering the possibility that he might end up being trapped and cooked, he rejected it.
Then the masks on the floor caught his eye and a plan formed. He removed the mask he had taken and put it on. It had straps on the back that he tightened. Then, without a sound, he took the torch off the wall, initiated a lightfoot spell, and then ignited one of the barrels. Yellow flame and black smoke rose from the barrel.
Hamilton waited until he heard Tummin shouting. Then, he moved. He ran straight though the three men who were already heading in his direction. Hamilton saw expressions of shock and surprise on their faces as he flashed past. He continued at full speed until he came to the mouth of the cave. Without a pause, he leapt into the air and sailed out over the edge of the cliff.
It was at this exact point that a disquieting thought popped into his mind suggesting that he should have tested the mask's power to filter out the smoke before doing this. Relief followed in the next second as the lightfoot spell took hold and decelerated his flight to the ground. He looked down to see Bethesda and Whiskers, illuminated by moonlight, at the foot of the cliff. A second later something rushed past him. It was Hardension, wearing one of the other masks. Hamilton recognized his maroon cloak. Hardension's body, unlike Hamilton's, dropped like a sack of potatoes.
There was a nasty sound as the Alchemist's body impacted on the limestone below.
Old man? A hesitant call from Whiskers.
I'll be there in a couple of seconds. Were you worried that that body was mine?
No, I, er, just wondered where you were.
"Sure you did.” Hamilton touched down behind Whiskers. He removed and stowed his mask. “Thanks for caring, cat. Now, let's get out of here before the bad guys arrive."
The trip back through the swamp was unpleasant. While Hamilton's magic once more kept the nasties beneath the surface from nipping at Bethesda, the falling temperature had caused the shallows to ice over. His horse's hooves crunched along sending cold spray on his flanks and Hamilton's legs. The moon was now hidden behind gathering clouds. Bethesda complained, How about some light, boss?
"Sorry, boy, but I have no doubt that we're being followed. No sense in advertising where we are."
Do you know how cold this water is?
"Yes. I'm cold too, but we'll be out of here soon,” Hamilton's legs were numb beneath his wet pants.
"How are you doing, cat?"
From inside Hamilton's coat, Whiskers said, Warm enough, but a bit uncomfortable. You should consider a diet. There's not a lot of room in here.
After another ten minutes, they reached the shore where the cold water was replaced by frosted mud. Finally, they arrived at the paved road leading back to Norkon. With solid ground beneath his hooves, Bethesda's pace picked up. Hamilton sent out a call to Thalia. No response. He tried again with the same result.
On the outskirts of town, Hamilton reined in his horse. What's the matter? I was kind of looking forward to a warm stable and some oats. A blanket or two would be nice as well.
"Sorry, boy. I wouldn't mind some warmth too, but we're not very welcome in Norkon right now."
What do you mean we? Nobody cares about me or the horse. Why don't you just drop us off at the inn? We can wait for you there.
"Don't you want to be a part of what's about to happen?"
No. You can play hero if you want, but all I want is that big fish you promised. Whiskers climbed up within the coat and stuck her head out beneath Hamilton's chin. How about it, Old Man? Deal's a deal.
Hamilton thought for a moment and then agreed. As dawn had yet to reach the horizon, it was dubious that any one would see him if he rode to the inn. He geed up Bethesda and fifteen minutes later Hamilton dismounted in the stable. The stable master was nowhere to be seen so Hamilton led his horse to a stall, provided food and water after wiping him down, and then, with Whiskers on his shoulder, entered the inn.
The little bell above the door tinkled. Hamilton stood for a moment inside the door absorbing the warmth. Roscoe's sleepy-face rose up from behind the counter. “Master Citrine. Are you okay, sir?"
"I'm fine, boy. Some reason I shouldn't be?"
"Well, after you killed the dragon, there were a lot of angry people looking for you."
"Really?"
"Yes. A bunch of them came in here. Mr. Thackeray tried to stop them, but they broke into your suite. The busted up some of the furniture, but I guess you got your stuff out before they arrived."
"Your town has as strange way of saying thanks for slaying their dragon."
"You're right, Master Citrine."
"Hamilton."
"Yes, sorry, sir, er, Hamilton. But ten of them died when the dragon came down."
"Listen, Roscoe. I told those people to stay back. I didn't want a crowd there, but someone spread the word and it was a mob scene when I arrived. Some idiot was even selling tickets. Hell, the crowd should have been after him, not me. Are they still looking for me?"
"I don't think so. Once the people sobered up, I think they decided that killing Thermite was more important than the people who died. Besides, the ones who died weren't locals. Do you want me to make your room ready?"
"I suppose so. Right now, I'm just going to drop off Whiskers."
The fish, Old Man.
"I need you to get her a fish. A big fish, satisfied, cat?, and put it in a bowl. Get her some water as well. I'll be back later."
"Right away, Mas ... Hamilton."
"Good, boy!” Hamilton flipped a royal to Roscoe and then headed back toward the street.
"Wait.” called Roscoe. “I've got some hot coffee. Let me get you some to take with you."
While waiting for Roscoe, he called out to Thalia again and again, but there was no response. At first, he was upset that he couldn't contact her, but after a bit of thought, he realized that if the Guild was still dark, then the air in the Guild was still polluted with that foul smoke. Even if Thalia found what she was searching for, it would be a while before she could contact him. Still, if she couldn't find the trigger and let him know soon, there was little he could do here.
Outside the inn, Hamilton nullified his youth spell so that should a townsman spot him, he would not be recognized. Then he hiked to the area that Whimper had identified as being the greasy pit. He passed only two people on the way and neither gave him a second look. By the time he reached the pit, the first fingers of dawn battled with the thinning clouds.
The pit was about thirty feet deep and spanned almost a city block. There was a rectangular foundation at the bottom of it, but it was all stained black by the Devil's Blood. Around the unfinished foundation was a black moat.
He again tried Thalia while he crouched down near some candleberry bushes and sipped some of the hot dark coffee Roscoe had provided. She did not respond. As he hid in the bushes, he watched for signs of Tummin and his minions.
When he finished up the last of the coffee, he heard the sound of an approaching wagon. The wagon stopped at the far edge of the pit opposite Hamilton. Duck and Melvin began unloading the dozen barrels from the cave and placing them in a semi-circle around their side of the pit with several feet of space between them.
Hamilton worried. He still could not contact Thalia.
Melvin now removed the barrels’ lids. Duck climbed into the wagon. Tummin, carrying one of the masks, said something to Melvin and then walked over to Duck and spoke to him as he climbed down from the wagon, torch in hand.
Hamilton took out his wand, held it by his ear, and did an amplify spell. He heard Tummin say, “...because he will be here and I want to blast that fool into ashes."
"But doesn't he have one of your masks?"
"It doesn't matter. Unless the filter is replaced, they only work once and he's had his once."
Hamilton looked down at his mask and frowned. So much for plan A. He placed the mask on the ground.
Topaz joined the two. “Time to light the barrels?"
Tummin shook his head. “No. Not yet. I'm waiting for that meddlesome Citrine to show up. He'll pay for killing Hardension and my dragon. I want to see him suffer."
"That's stupid.” Topaz snorted. “After we light the barrels, he'll be just another old man and, without his powers, he's nothing. Besides, Hardension was an ass. We're better off without him and you know it."
"Sure he was an ass, but he was still useful, but my dragon, my beautiful dragon ... Do you have any idea how many failures I had before Thermite was born? And now he's dead."
"So what? Now that you know how to make them, it's no big deal."
"Wrong. It's a big deal to me. And as I'm running this show we're going to do it my way, right?"
Topaz looked down and said nothing.
"Right?” Tummin repeated, much louder this time.
"Right, right. It's your show.” Then he looked around. “Where's Melvin?"
"I sent him out to scout around the site. Citrine may already be here."
A wave of panic swept over Hamilton as he heard foot falls behind him. He spun and reached for his wand.
Melvin charged at him. Hamilton's hand slipped past his wand and instead drew forth Hardension's dagger.
"Here,” screamed Melvin. “He's over here.” Melvin must have seen the blade, but his momentum slammed him into Hamilton. With a wrenching sound, he impaled himself on the sharp blade. Hamilton toppled over backwards from the impact. Still clinging to life, Melvin pummeled Hamilton. He managed to land several solid blows, but his strength ebbed until his body became dead weight. It twitched for a few seconds and went still.
Hamilton pushed the body off, jumped up and then spun around to face the others. Tummin stood on the far side of the pit staring at him. “You killed my dragon! You'll pay for that!"
If Tummin had attacked when Melvin had, he knew he would have little chance of stopping the two wizards from igniting their Devil's Blood, and terminating his magical abilities, but talking? That was Hamilton's long suit honed by decades of barter. He knew he had to delay them until Thalia was able to send him the trigger for the orb.
"Why's that?” he shouted back. “If you hadn't put Obsidian's trunk in McDuggins’ home, I wouldn't be here. Blame yourself, not me."
Topaz leveled his wand at Hamilton, but Tummin put out his arm and pushed the wand down. He said something to Topaz who shook his head and stuck his wand back in his belt. Then he ran toward their wagon.
"Besides,” shouted Hamilton. “That was a pretty weak dragon you made."
"Weak? You're crazy. It was strong enough to scare the peasants out of this town. It was strong enough to defeat the best that Central City's Guild could throw at it."
"Very impressive. You beat back some old men and children. You knew that the Guild was powerless. Why did you even waste your time with them?"
"What difference does it make now? They're out of the picture."
"But I'm not. I was ready to chuck this whole thing, but when your flunkies grabbed my assistant, you made a huge mistake."
"And what do you think you can do against two wizards? You haven't practiced magic in half a century. Besides, once I light up this stuff...” Tummin pointed at the barrels lining the excavation, “...your magic will disappear in the smoke. Then what can you do?"
Topaz returned from the wagon with an unlit torch. Tummin took the torch from him and ignited it. He gave it to Duck and gestured toward the barrels of devil's blood.
Then Tummin turned back to Hamilton saying, “Do your worst, you're got nothing to challenge me. You've lost.” He gestured to Duck who headed for the barrels. Both Tummin and Topaz donned the masks they had been carrying.
As Duck put the torch to the first barrel and then went to light the other barrels, Hamilton concentrated and summoned a thunder storm, albeit a small one. He waved Obsidian's wand in the air and dark clouds blotted the sun. Lightning crackled in the sky followed by the rumble of thunder. Within seconds, rain started to fall.
"Fool,” screamed the enraged wizard. “You can't put out these fires with rain."
But Hamilton had no intention of trying to douse the flames. What he was trying to do was to buy time. He knew the rain wouldn't help, but what accompanied the rain would. Wind.
Tummin drew his wand and pointed it at Hamilton. “And now you will pay, old man!” Raw power flashed from the tip of his wand as a violet flame licked out toward Hamilton.
Hamilton countered with a minor shield. The flame skipped harmlessly past him. Then he summoned a concussive. Tummin brushed it off with his own shield spell.
They traded spells for a few moments with no one getting the upper hand. Tummin shouted, “It's only a matter of time. Just now long do you think you can keep your storm spell running and fight me at the same time?” His voice was muffled as it came through his mask and the rain.
Tummin summoned a static charge and hurled it at Hamilton.
A very quick gesture on Hamilton's part managed to deflect and ground the charge which exploded a few feet away sending mud and bits of chipped rock in all directions. A shard caught Hamilton a glancing blow on the right side of his forehead. He felt no pain, but did feel a trickle of blood.
Hamilton's hand shook both from the effort he was exerting and from fear. He knew Tummin was right. He had no idea how long he could keep defending himself and still keep the wind blowing. A blast from Tummin almost disintegrated Hamilton's shield and he fought to reinforce it. A second blast followed the first and Hamilton felt heat on his cheeks. The storm spell was draining him as he fought to maintain his shields. He threw back a blinder spell and, for an instant, the two wizards and Duck were enveloped by a sphere of dazzling white light.
Hamilton followed the blinder with a muffler spell and, for a few seconds, dead silence blanketed the area. He knew that it couldn't harm anyone, but it was disorienting for those who had been blinded by his flash. Blood ran into his right eye. He tried to wipe it away with his sleeve as he had no time to heal the wound.
The effects of the muffler spell wore off. Over the renewed sounds of the storm, Hamilton heard a voice deep in his mind. He wanted to look, but dared not take his eyes off Tummin who loosed another blast in his direction. Hamilton deflected it, but in doing so noticed a growing weakness in his arm.
Having a good time?
That you, cat? Where are you?
Your girlfriend came looking for you at the inn so horse and I decided to give her a lift. We'll be there in a minute or so.
Thalia! Hamilton called, but there was nothing.
She can't hear you, Her magic still isn't working. Want us to join you?
No. It's far too dangerous. Hamilton deflected a green bolt of energy that crashed behind him. Ask her if she found the trigger.
Yes. Here it is. Whiskers relayed Thalia's words. The trigger was long and complex and Hamilton fought to focus his concentration on it while still defending himself. Topaz had now joined Tummin in the attack and Hamilton could feel his shield spells disintegrating under the onslaught. Worse, he could feel the storm he had created ebbing.
Hamilton intoned the trigger spell. Nothing happened. Panic swept into his mind. The two wizards were now pouring continuous blasts at Hamilton's shield which was weakened to the point of collapse.
We're almost there, Old Man. And don't say no.
Hamilton fought for control. He took a deep breath, abandoned the storm spell, and focused all of his remaining energies into a reflector shield. His darkonium wand flared with blue fire.
Tummin, frustrated, moved to the nearest of the burning barrels and kicked it. It fell over and a stream of fire ran down the embankment heading for the dark pool of liquid death at the bottom of the pit.
And then, in an instant, everything changed. The masks dropped off Tummin and Topaz. Their willow wands disintegrated. And, as their shields buckled, their own blasts, reflected back by Hamilton's shield spell, hit them. The two toppled backwards out of sight.
Hamilton collapsed in a heap, his energy drained far beyond his limits.
Sitting on the ground, he had just enough energy left to look around. Duck was running away. The two wizards had disappeared.
Thalia, atop Bethesda, with Whiskers running along behind arrived at his side. Thalia dismounted and hurried to him.
Beyond that, the pit was surrounded by townspeople drawn by the commotion. Everything seemed fuzzy. Hamilton blinked his eyes trying to focus. He looked at Thalia who seemed to be naked. He blinked again and tried to smile at her. The townspeople were approaching them. They looked naked too. He shook his head in an attempt to clear his mind and shuddered as bitter cold enveloped him. Then everything went dark.
* * * *He awoke in his bed at the inn covered in blankets. Thalia slept in a chair and Whiskers napped at the foot of the bed. When Hamilton stirred, Whiskers opened an eye. Awake, are we?
A sharp pain shot through Hamilton's forehead and he reached up to touch its source. A damp bandage met his fingers. Fuzzy memories of the incident at the pit crept into his mind.
"Yes. How long was I asleep?"
Asleep? Old Man, you were almost dead. You've been unconscious for three days!
"Three days?” Hamilton sat up in bed.
Thalia stirred. When she saw Hamilton awake, she smiled and her face lit up. The glow faded, but the smile remained. She jumped up from her chair spilling her blanket on the floor and rushed to Hamilton's side. “I was so worried. Don't ever do that again!"
"Almost die? I promise. Oh yes. I'll promise that anytime.” He paused for a moment and then added with more calm in his voice, “You know, I had the strangest dreams while I was asleep. And for some reason, nobody in the dream had any clothes on. Make any sense to you?"
"Quite a bit. That part wasn't a dream."
"What do you mean?"
"Well...” Thalia sat on the bed. “When the orb went off..."
"Then it did go off?"
"Oh, yes!"
"Did it work? Did it eliminate the Devil's Blood?” Hamilton sat up taller and leaned against the headboard.
"Among other things."
"Huh?"
"It seems that ‘post organic material’ includes Devil's Blood. The orb was less specific than you thought."
"What else?"
"Let's see. Leather, wool, linen, and cotton. Anything that was constructed from the remains of living entities. The villagers that were rushing you found themselves naked and cold. Took the fight right out of them. Oh, and several of the buildings near the pit collapsed. Seems that wood is also a post organic material. Fortunately, the buildings had been abandoned for some time."
"So. Does that mean we're done?"
Thalia looked shocked. “Don't you like me anymore?"
"No. I mean yes. I meant that we're done with dragon killing and chasing evil wizards."
"Oh,” Thalia smiled again. “I suppose so. The Wizards Guild has elevated you to Master."
"I'm already a ‘Master'. What's the point in that?"
"Not Central City's Guild. The Planetary Guild. And your new title is Guildmaster."
"But of which Wizards Guild?
"All of them. You should be proud. After all, you saved all the Guilds when you eliminated the Devil's Blood. Eventually, it would have made magic impossible everywhere."
Hamilton frowned and shook his head until his forehead throbbed. “I didn't do this for the Guild. I don't owe them a thing. They were the ones that took away my magic as punishment not for anything that I had done, but rather for the potential for what I might do. No. Pune the Guild. If that's all it was I'd be back in Green Ridge right now."
"But then why did you stay?"
"Two things. The first is what Cobalt told me about what this stuff did to the old world. Just because it poisons magic doesn't matter much to me. I lived almost 40 years without it. But that it poisons the air and is responsible for the deaths of so many. Well. That made doing what I tried to do worth it."
"What was the other thing?"
Hamilton stroked his beard and smiled. He let a dozen seconds pass before he replied, “The other thing? Why you of course."
Thalia smiled as Hamilton realized he'd finally gotten it right.
Whiskers jumped onto Hamilton's lap and Hamilton looked down at her. “You're putting on some weight, cat."
That's what happens when you're going to have kittens.
"But you're a house cat? Where? When?"
In the Guild. While I was waiting for you to show up downstairs in the dark, I ran into Sampson. Oh, Sampson.
Hamilton squinted, confused. He looked at Thalia.
"Sampson's the Guild cat."
"So you're going to have kittens. Well, that should make life interesting."
And I'm not the only one...
Hamilton gazed at Thalia, his eyes wide.
Thalia blushed.
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