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Back on Bethesda, Hamilton and Thalia passed through Norkon on their way to meet with Will.  Hamilton 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!” exclaimed Thalia.  


“I wasn’t expecting a circus,” said Hamilton.  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?” asked Thalia as she 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 50 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,” replied Shelly.  He pointed to the west.  “Behind that stone wall.”


“Thanks.”  Then Hamilton, turning to Thalia, said “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 and then said to Thalia, “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 with 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,” replied Will 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!” exclaimed Hamilton.  “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?” she asked.


“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!” shouted Hamilton 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 the word, “Vocabulous.”


Then he opened his eyes, looked at the people and said, “Get out of this house – Now!”  The words roared out of his mouth at at least 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 left the now deserted house and walked over 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,” he said.  “They won’t listen to me.”


Hamilton pushed him back whispering, “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 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 said, “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 50 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 staid 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!” boomed his voice.


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!” said 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,” said Thalia from her seat on a wall by the bow.


“Maybe you’re right,” said Hamilton.  He 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?” said Will with 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!”


“I can venture a guess,” said 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, er; they beat them to death,” replied Will.


“The wizards didn’t use magic to protect themselves?” asked Thalia.

“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 an execution.”

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 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.

Author’s note:  This is not a prelude to the end of the book for the dragon was not the real problem, but rather a symptom of something much more insidious.  And what was that?  Buy the book and find out for yourself. - LSH
