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Snowden the White Dragon


A Dragon Dreams Novel









Chapter One


 


For days, Snowden pursued Gilmreth relentlessly across the vast
blue ocean. Twice, Gilmreth had turned and tried to return to the green valley that
Snowden had driven him away from. Both times, after a brief and intense battle,
Snowden forced Gilmreth to turn back and resume his flight across the water. 


During each short-lived
battle, Gilmreth had roared in anger at Snowden, trying to drive the smaller
dragon away. However, Snowden was too fast and agile. In each attack, Snowden
had managed to draw blood, which had further infuriated Gilmreth. Snowden was
determined that Gilmreth would never be a threat to that isolated group of
humans again. There were so few humans left in the world Snowden was determined
that these would survive.


Snowden felt deep
sadness at having to leave the humans. At the very end of his stay in the green
valley, he had met a young girl that could have been his friend. Now that was
behind him, and he faced the unknown once more. Watching Gilmreth in the
distance, Snowden continued to fly over the deep blue ocean water. 


At long last,
Snowden saw a shoreline upon the distant horizon. He knew that he was nearing
the end of his strength after the long flight. Each beat of his wings was
harder and his breathing was heavier. The exhausted white dragon was relieved
that Gilmreth had not attacked again. Snowden didn’t know if he could have
forced the larger dragon back once more.


The sky was
cloudless, with only a few white ocean birds joining the dragon in his flight.
Their high-pitched cries reached Snowden’s sensitive ears as they neared the
dragon. They were curious as to what this enormous creature was up in the sky. Snowden
glanced at the birds in surprise. Very seldom did he encounter life of any kind
on his journeys.


The green
valley he had vacated in his pursuit of Gilmreth had been an exception. Now
that he had driven Gilmreth from preying upon the humans, Snowden hoped they
would survive. Peering intently ahead with his razor sharp eyes, Snowden could
barely make out his adversary. Gilmreth had reached the shore and turned toward
the north. Snowden knew that Gilmreth was beginning to hunt. 


The seabirds
screamed their challenges in more piercing cries at the interloper. Never had
they seen a creature so large. The birds circled Snowden, wondering what type
of bird he was, and then broke off to skim above the blue ocean waters seeking small
fish to eat. They had lost interest in him and returned to their relentless
hunting. 


Snowden
watched them for a moment, feeling the loneliness his life demanded. He thought
he had found a friend in the young woman back in the green valley. Very few
humans could communicate with dragons. However, the threat Gilmreth posed to
the humans had prevented any hope of making a new friend. 


Snowden knew
that he needed to hunt soon to replenish his waning strength, and then patrol
the shore to make sure Gilmreth didn’t attempt to return to the green valley
across the ocean. Snowden hoped Gilmreth would continue on and not attempt to
go back.


As soon as
Snowden reached the shore, he noticed that Gilmreth had turned again and was
flying inland. Snowden flew toward the south, beating his powerful wings in a
steady, fluid motion. Snowden needed to hunt; he would worry about Gilmreth
later. 


Peering down
toward the ground, Snowden saw a lifeless, desolate land. The trees were dead,
and occasional shattered ruins from the Worldfire littered the landscape. Like
so much of the world, there was nothing green or any signs of life. The world
after the Worldfire was barren and nearly devoid of living things. But Snowden
held out hope; the white sea birds had to have come from somewhere. He could
feel his stomach demanding food. 


For several
hours, Snowden flew south along the shore. The dragon’s thirty-foot wingspan
grasped the air and pushed him steadily in a southerly direction. Below he saw
the whitecaps upon the ocean and a scattering of multi-colored seabirds seeking
fish to feed upon. Occasionally, one would dive into the water and come up with
a small fish in its beak. Fish were not an option for Snowden. They were too
small and lacked the nourishment he needed. He could hear the ocean waves
breaking against the shore. Other than the seabirds, everything was lifeless. 


The sun was
just about to set when Snowden saw a sight he hadn’t witnessed since right
after the Worldfire: there was a ship on the horizon. The dragon peered closely
at the distant sailing vessel. It was moving toward the south at a leisurely
pace with its sails capturing the light evening breeze. Snowden felt excitement
and new strength flow through him.


The sailing
ship could only mean one thing; humans still lived on this side of the ocean.
This was something Snowden hadn’t expected. The great dragon hesitated for a
moment, not sure what to do. Where there were humans, there would be other
types of life also. Humans tended to raise animals that Snowden could feed upon
to replenish his strength. Snowden was the oldest of the immortal dragons. He
was also the wisest. Humans could be a significant danger. Years past, powerful
humans had created the dragons. Snowden would have to be extremely careful. These
humans must not learn of his presence.


-


On the sailing
ship, the eight humans on board were beginning their night watch. Only two were
on deck navigating the ship as they made for home. Their ship’s holds were full
of fish. Over the years since the Worldfire, the fish populations of the ocean
had finally begun to recover. There were now certain areas that were teeming
with edible fish. They had set out from their village over a week ago to travel
to one of their favorite fishing grounds. The people of their village would eat
well once they returned to their home village of New Haven. 


-


All through
the night, Snowden followed the lone sailing ship. He moved closer once darkness
set in and flew just above the water so he wouldn’t be spotted. The dragon
could see large nets on the back of the ship, which were obviously used to
catch fish. 


As the dawn
neared, Snowden began to put some distance between himself and the ship. He didn’t
want the humans to spot him and become frightened. On the distant shore, the
dragon could see lights. It was apparent this was the sailing ship’s
destination. Snowden felt a stirring of excitement. There were obviously a
large number of humans here. 


Snowden turned
toward the shore. He would find a safe place to hide during the day, and then
once darkness fell he would investigate this human village and see what type of
animals they might be raising. A few older cattle or even some sheep would make
for an excellent meal. 


After an hour
of searching, Snowden found some ruins he could hide within. Landing near some
old walls that were all that remained of an ancient structure, Snowden settled
down to wait. It felt good to be able to rest. He could feel his stomach screaming
for food. This was a feeling that Snowden had learned to control; something
that Gilmreth had never learned to do. Gilmreth allowed the driving hunger to
consume him. His hunger made the great dragon a threat to everything living. 


Once Snowden
felt comfortable, he closed his eyes to sleep. He had found refuge between two
walls with a slight overhang that should shield him from view. After the sun went
down, he would rise and see what these new humans had to offer.


-


Night had
fallen, and there was a quarter moon out. Snowden took to the air with a
powerful beat of his wings. He flew back toward the shore and the village he
had spotted earlier. After a short time, a scattering of lights became visible
below. Snowden slowly circled the village, surprised at its size. It was larger
than the one in the green valley across the ocean. 


Using his keen
eyesight, he searched the periphery of the village for any signs of the animals
that humans normally kept for food. A few cattle and sheep were visible, but these
were in small enclosures and would not be wise to eat. The humans would quickly
become aware of his presence.


Snowden
noticed a well-traveled road leading away from the village toward a low
grouping of mountains in the distance. The dragon decided to follow this road
to see where it led. Perhaps he could find a farm where he could safely feed. 


For nearly
four hours, Snowden followed the road until it began to twist and turn through
the low passes of several mountains. More ruins were visible along the road,
with very little evidence of anything green. The road finally straightened back
out and descended down into a large, secluded valley.


Snowden rose
higher up into the air and slowly flew the length of the valley. Snowden could
scarcely believe what he had found. The valley was full of life! There were
three human villages in the valley. Not only that, but there were numerous food
animals scattered about. He could sense some of the poison from the ancient
Worldfire still in some of them. These would be the ones he would feed upon.
This would remove this potential danger from the humans and help their stock to
become pure once more. Snowden considered this a fair tradeoff for the animals
he was about to take.


However, this
also raised another concern for Snowden. Gilmreth must not be allowed to feed
on these humans. Snowden would need all of his strength to protect them. He
would also have to make sure that Gilmreth didn’t fly back across the great
ocean.


Snowden
carefully searched the lush dark meadows of the valley. Spotting an older cow
in a meadow with signs of the ancient Worldfire poison, Snowden dove down,
killing the cow instantly. Snowden slowly fed, relishing the meal and feeling
his strength slowly returning. As the night wore on, he made more kills.
Another sickly cow and several sheep with traces of the Worldfire poison died
beneath his deadly talons. After each feeding, Snowden felt stronger and
stronger. Then, as the sun began to rise in the east, he flew toward the
mountains seeking a safe haven to rest. Snowden knew this would be his new home
for many years to come.


-


Justin Andrews
and his father were hunting up in the mountains to the south of their village.
For the past several months, farmers had been reporting that some of their
older and sicklier animals had gone missing. Justin’s father felt that it might
be a bear that had come down out of the mountains and made the valley its
personal hunting ground. Justin wondered about that since it had been many
years since a bear had been sighted. 


Justin’s
father, Richard Andrews, paused for a moment to catch his breath. Richard was
forty years old and Justin was twenty-two. 


“Still no sign
of any animal tracks,” commented the older man, leaning against a tree and
gazing around. Richard had dark black hair, which was just beginning to show
hints of gray on the sides. He was powerfully built from spending much of his
time outdoors working their farm.


“I just don’t
think it’s a bear,” Justin replied doubtfully, his eyes scanning the immediate
area. They were on a small, seldom used trail that led up and over this section
of the mountains. “There hasn’t been a bear sighting in years. If any were
still around, we would know.” 


“You may be
right,” replied his father, nodding his head slowly in agreement. Richard
reached under his shirt and pulled his amulet out. The green stone on the end
of the finely crafted chain glowed dimly at his touch.


“Are you going
to use your powers to scan the mountain slopes?” Justin asked, intrigued. He was
of similar build to his father, only slimmer. Both were of the same height and
shared the same color hair and eyes.


Justin and his
father both had inherited the powers of their ancient ancestors. Those
ancestors had been banished from the great mountain immediately after the
Worldfire. People in the villages called them sorcerers. 


“Yes,” his
father replied as he began moving his right hand in a series of complicated
gestures. 


Justin knew
his father was weaving an energy pattern in the air that he would use to search
the surrounding area. Because he also had sorcery powers, Justin could sense as
well as see the blue latticework of energy his father was constructing.


When the spell
was finished, his father listened intently as he cast the completed spell over
the area around them. Justin waited patiently to see if his father had found
anything. 


After a moment,
his father shook his head, “Nothing,” he commented, disappointed. That’s how it
was with sorcery. Sometimes it worked and sometimes it didn’t. 


“Let’s check
the caves over on Beaver Mountain,” suggested Justin, knowing they were deep
enough and large enough to hide a large predator. It had been several years
since his father or he had been to the caves.


“That’s
another two miles over rough countryside,” commented his father, looking over
to the east where Beaver Mountain rose high into the sky. Beaver Mountain was one of the tallest mountains that surrounded their valley.


“If we don’t
find something there, then I don’t believe whatever the animal is that’s
killing the cattle and sheep is on our side of the valley,” commented Justin,
removing his small canteen from his belt and taking a sip of water. “It’s just
strange that we have never been able to find any tracks.”


“You may be
right,” replied his father, looking off toward Beaver Mountain. “It may be on
the Sorenson’s side of the valley.” If it was, he doubted the Sorensons would
do anything about it. “The lack of animal tracks has me baffled as well. There
should be tracks of some sort.”


The Sorensons
were the other family of sorcerers that lived in the valley. The Sorensons
lived on the northern end and the Andrews lived on the southern. Neither family
cared much for the other and for the most part left each other alone. They had
been competitors in the past, and there had been several serious and violent
arguments about how sorcery should be used in the valley. Unfortunately, the
Sorenson’s family sorcery was much more powerful than the Andrew’s family sorcery.


For the next
several hours, the two made their way carefully through the tall trees and over
the rocky slopes toward Beaver Mountain and the caves. It had been several
years since Richard had taken Justin to the caves. It was rumored that the
people of the valley had taken shelter there during the Worldfire. Richard and
Justin had done a little exploring in the caves but had found no evidence to
support those old stories, though they hadn’t gone far into them. They were not
very certain as to how safe they were. Even with their sorcery powers, they
didn’t want to become trapped.


-


Snowden was
deep inside one of the caves on Beaver Mountain. He had found the caves on his
second night in the valley. He had made one of the small caverns off one of the
larger caves his lair and had felt relief at finding such a good place to hide.
Now he sensed humans approaching, ones that possessed some of the ancient
powers. These were the very powers that had helped create the dragons so many
long years ago. He hadn’t sensed the powers in any humans since fleeing the
great mountain. Snowden felt uneasy at their approach. Maybe he had made a
mistake in choosing this cave as his hiding place. If they entered the cave,
there was no way he could hide from them. 


Snowden knew
he should have been more careful and not taken so many of the older animals so
quickly, But felt that it was necessary to replenish his strength in case
Gilmreth showed up. Every few nights, Snowden would fly far to the north trying
to pick up any sign of the other dragon, but thus far there had been no sign of
Gilmreth. Snowden hoped that Gilmreth had flown farther to the west, perhaps
even back to the great mountain where they had been created. He turned his
attention back to the two humans he sensed approaching the cave. He stirred
uneasily and waited.


-


Justin and his
father stopped before the larger cave entrance. For some reason, Richard felt
uneasy. Something didn’t seem right. It was as if some unseen force was telling
him that what they were seeking was inside. He wondered if it was his sorcery
powers warning him there was something unknown in the cave.


“Do you sense
it?” Richard asked Justin as he looked into the darkness of the cave.


Justin
concentrated for a moment. His powers weren’t nearly as strong as his father’s
were. “I sense something, but I don’t feel as if it’s dangerous.”


“Neither do I,”
Richard agreed with a frown. This was perplexing. “I think we need to go into
the cave and see what this is; I feel it’s terribly important.”


Justin looked
down at the ground. There were no signs of any tracks, and the ground didn’t
seem to have been disturbed. “I don’t see any tracks here, either.”


“I know,” responded
Richard, glancing down at the ground. “But there is something inside this cave;
I can sense its presence. Be ready to protect yourself with your sorcery if
needed.”


Justin nodded,
and the two slowly walked into the cave entrance. His father paused and took a
small globe out of his backpack. He concentrated briefly, and the globe began
to glow with a soft radiance. With caution in every step, the two went farther
into the cave.


-


Snowden sensed
the two humans. The dragon was afraid that they had sensed his presence. He was
trapped; there was no way out around the two sorcerers. Very soon, they would
learn of Snowden’s presence. Humans had discovered his existence back in the
green valley and had accepted his help. He didn’t know how these two would
respond. Cautiously, Snowden rose up and stepped out into the main cave tunnel
to await the approaching humans. 


-


Richard and
Justin walked slowly down the center of the cave tunnel. The light from the
glow bulb just casting enough radiance to light the tunnel walls around them
and a short distance ahead. As they rounded a bend in the tunnel, they both
came to an abrupt halt. A creature out of ancient legends stood in the tunnel before
them.


“A dragon,”
Justin hissed in stunned amazement, his eyes growing wide. His left hand went
quickly to his amulet, and his right was poised ready to cast a spell if
necessary.


“Get behind
me,” Richard ordered in a firm voice, grasping his glowing amulet in his right
hand and staring at the white apparition before him. 


He couldn’t
believe what he was seeing. There was no doubt in his mind that they had found
what had been taking the livestock. He wondered what type of spells he could
use against the dragon. He had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach that
if the dragon wanted to harm them, there was nothing he could do. He just wasn’t
powerful enough.


“Wait, Dad,” spoke
Justin with a stunned look upon his face as if he was listening to something.
He reached over and put his hand over his father’s hand that grasped the
amulet. “The dragon isn’t dangerous; it means us no harm.”


“How do you
know that?” demanded Richard, glancing over at his son and then back at the
waiting white dragon. The dragon was enormous; it took up nearly the entire
cave tunnel. It was staring directly at them. “This dragon has been killing our
animals.”


“The dragon
says its name is Snowden, and he is sorry if he frightened us.”


“The dragon is
speaking to you?” Richard spoke with doubt in his voice. He hadn’t heard
anything. He stared at his son and then back at the dragon. “How is that
possible?”


“In my mind,”
Justin replied as he tried to understand the dragon. “It’s not actually words;
it’s more like pictures appearing in my head and an occasional word to help
describe what I’m seeing.” 


Richard paused
for a moment, gazing at the white dragon. He had several ancient books at home
that mentioned the dragons. Richard knew they had been created in Firestorm Mountain far to the west. Richard’s own remote ancestor had supposedly been
involved in that fiasco. One of the book’s Richard possessed had brief
descriptions of all the dragons. There was a white dragon in the book, and its
name was Snowden. Of all the dragons mentioned, Snowden was supposedly the
least dangerous and had at one time been friendly toward humans.


“Ask Snowden
why he is here,” Richard spoke, still finding it hard to believe that they were
face to face with one of the legendary creatures created by their ancestors so
many centuries ago. This seemed too unreal. He couldn’t believe this was
actually happening.


“Snowden says
he can understand you if you speak slowly,” replied Justin, looking over at his
father. “He says he followed another dragon here from across the ocean. The
dragon he was following is named Gilmreth.”


“Gilmreth,”
Richard said with increased alarm showing on his face. Everything he had read
about Gilmreth said the dragon was extremely dangerous and should be avoided at
all costs. “Where is Gilmreth now?”


Justin was
quiet for several moments with an intense look of concentration on his young face
as if he was listening to a remote voice. “Snowden says he chased Gilmreth away
from a human village across the ocean. Gilmreth flew farther inland and Snowden
hasn’t seen him for days. He believes Gilmreth may have returned to the great
mountain.”


“Firestorm Mountain,” Richard said with a heavy sigh. He didn’t want to test his powers of
sorcery against Gilmreth. He suspected the outcome would be very bad. “I hope so;
we don’t want any part of Gilmreth.”


“Snowden also
says he has been clearing our herds of animals that still showed signs of the
old Worldfire sickness.”


Richard nodded
his head in understanding. That would explain why it was only the older and
sicker livestock that had been vanishing. 


“He is sorry
if it caused us a problem,” Justin continued. 


“What is
Snowden planning to do now?” asked Richard, releasing the grip on his amulet.
He didn’t know how the rest of the people in the villages, as well as the
Sorensons, would react to a dragon taking up residence in their valley. It was
also interesting to hear that there were other survivors across the ocean. For
years now, they had thought that they were the only ones.


“Snowden says
he will stay and make sure that Gilmreth doesn’t ever threaten us. He will only
hunt at night and will not allow himself to be seen. Now that he has
replenished his strength he doesn’t need to feed nearly as often.”


Richard paused
for a moment. He could see that having the dragon around could be useful. If
this dragon could protect them from Gilmreth, then it would be worth the risk.
He looked over at his son, indicating for him to continue.


“The dragon
means us no harm,” Justin reiterated to his father. “I think most of the time
he will be asleep.” 


Richard walked
over until he stood just below the dragon. He looked up and gazed into Snowden’s
bright yellow eyes. All Richard could see was curiosity and a desire to please.
There was no sense of danger imitating from the dragon. Closing his eyes,
Richard nodded his head slowly. Then he opened them and gazed intently at
Snowden. “If you stay in this valley, no one else can learn of your presence.
It must remain our secret.”


“He says he
understands,” Justin spoke as he carefully listened to the dragon. “He will
stay in the small cavern and only come out to feed at night and to make sure Gilmreth
has not returned to the coast or ventured near our valley. He says we will not
see him unless I summon him.”


“Why you?” asked
Richard, looking over at his son.


“For some
reason, I can hear the dragon’s thoughts. He can hear mine if I concentrate
hard enough. Snowden says most of the time he will sleep. He is waiting for
Cathy to awake.”


“Cathy?”
Richard said, surprised, his eyes growing wide. “Who is Cathy?”


Justin listed
intently as the dragon tried to explain. “I don’t know if I understand all of
this. Snowden doesn’t think like a human. He just says that his friend Cathy is
sleeping and when she awakens he will return to her.”


Something
sounded remarkably familiar about what the dragon was saying. It almost sounded
to Richard as if he had heard this before. There was an old book of prophecies
at home written by his great-grandfather. It had been rumored that the man could
see the future. He needed to check the book. This sounded vaguely like one of
the prophecies he had read.


“I think we’d
better go,” Richard said to Snowden and his son. Then looking at the dragon he
continued, “We will return to check on you from time to time. For now, we
welcome you as a friend.” 


-


As they made
their way back down the mountain and toward their home, Justin was full of a
thousand questions. He couldn’t believe they had found a dragon. Not only that,
but he could talk to the huge creature! Justin wondered if he and the dragon
were destined to become friends.


“What do you
know about the dragons?” Justin asked his father as they crossed a small
stream. Both stepped carefully on the small, flat rocks keeping their balance
so they wouldn’t fall into the cold water. The watercourse was fed by the
melting snow high up on the mountain. Where it entered the valley beavers had
built several dams, flooding some of the nearby lowlands. 


Richard was
quiet for a moment. He had never thought in his wildest dreams that he would
ever find a dragon. Now Snowden had appeared and Richard was afraid of what the
dragon’s sudden appearance signified. If Snowden had found their valley, then
so could Gilmreth.


After crossing
the stream, the two sat down under the shade of a large, towering tree to rest
for a few minutes. Justin looked expectantly at his father; he was supposed to
get married in a few months to his childhood sweetheart. Karen lived in the village of Plainview, and they had been planning their marriage for several months. Justin
hoped their discovery of Snowden wouldn’t interfere with that. He also wondered
if it would be necessary to keep this secret from her. This was something he
would discuss with his father later.


“There are two
old books at home,” began Richard, wondering how much he should tell his son. He
had a sister and a brother living on the farm next to his. He knew that,
sometime, they would have to be told about Snowden. “They speak of the dragons
and how they were created back just before the Worldfire.” 


“So long ago,”
responded Justin, realizing just how old Snowden must be. “How long do dragons
live?”


“No one knows.
A page in one of the books claims the dragons are immortal. But I don’t see how
any creature can be immortal.”


“Is there
anything in the books about Snowden?”


“Yes,” replied
Richard, trying to recall the prophecy his great grandfather had written. “One
of the books says that Snowden is the oldest of all the dragons. He was the
first one created by the great sorcerers of the Golden Age.”


“They must
have been very powerful to have created the dragons,” Justin said, trying to
imagine what those distant times must have been like. 


Justin had
explored some of the old ruins that were scattered about. Anything useful in
them had long since been removed, but it was intriguing to imagine what some of
the ruins had once contained. He had read in school about some of their
marvelous machines and the science they had commanded. Much was very hard to comprehend
as their own world was now an extremely simple one. 


“Yes, they
were,” replied Richard in response to Justin’s question. “So powerful that
their struggle for power brought about the Worldfire and the end of the Golden
Age.”


The two sat in
silence for a few more minutes and then Richard stood up, motioning for Justin
to do the same. “We need to hurry; your mother will be expecting us home for
supper.”


“Can we tell
her about the dragon?” asked Justin, wanting to tell someone about what they
had found.


“Let’s keep
the dragon a secret between us, for now,” his father replied. “We will tell
your mother later once we know for sure that Snowden is going to stay.”


Justin almost
asked about telling Karen, but decided it might be best to wait.


-


Later that
night, Richard sat in his study in the back of their large farmhouse. Several
lamps burned brightly, lighting up the small room. Richard leaned forward in
his chair and gazed at the page of the old book lying open upon the wood desk.
The page had been written by his great-grandfather over sixty years ago. It was
a prophecy.


-


Behold the
white dragon, for the dragon is the redeemer of humankind.


Many years
will the white dragon sleep before the one he awaits awakens.


Another
will also awaken, the great dragon Gilmreth.


A great
battle will rage over the skies of the great mountain.


Dragon
versus dragon and sorcerer versus sorcerer.


If humanity
is to endure and reunite, then the white dragon must survive. 


Only
through the white dragon can humanity find salvation.


-


Richard leaned
back and mulled over the words. The prophecy said that Snowden would have to
sleep for a very long time before he found the one that he had been searching
for. There was no doubt that the prophecy also predicted a great battle between
Snowden and Gilmreth. If Snowden won, then humanity would continue and grow. If
Gilmreth won, then humanity would die. It also seemed as if sorcery would be
involved, with some supporting each of the dragons. It made him feel uncomfortable
thinking about sorcerers fighting sorcerers. No good could come of that.


Richard stood
up and, reaching up to the top of a bookshelf, took down an ancient book.
Returning to the desk, he sat down and opened it. The pages were yellow with
age and extremely brittle. Only a sorcery spell kept the book intact. It was a
sorcery book and listed many powerful spells. Most of the spells he couldn’t perform
since he wasn’t a powerful sorcerer. He turned the pages until he found the one
he was seeking. It was a sleeping spell, one designed to put a dragon to sleep.
He didn’t have the power to cast the complete spell; no one had that kind of
power anymore. However, he could cast a weaker version with Justin’s help.


Once they were
certain that Gilmreth wouldn’t find their valley, they would put the white
dragon to sleep to await his destiny. Richard had a feeling that the white
dragon’s destiny lay far in the future. This would be his family’s secret and
duty for generations to come. They would protect the white dragon until the day
he was needed to be the defender of humanity. 


Richard picked
up a pen and opened up an ink well. Turning to the back of the book of
prophecies, he began writing on a blank page. What he was writing would be the
instructions his descendants would follow for generations to come. Richard felt
pride well up inside of him as he realized what providence had chosen for his
family. With a smile, Richard realized that his great grandfather had foreseen
this years ago. He had known that his family would become the protectors of the
white dragon.











Chapter Two


 


Ashley Andrews
was feeling extremely agitated. She was standing on the front steps of the
general store watching what was going on out in the street. Her brother was in
trouble again! Only this time she wasn’t sure how she was going to extricate
him from his current predicament. They were in the village of Glendon, which was the center of the three villages that made up their sheltered valley. 


With her hands
on her hips, she frowned at the crowd that had gathered in the street. The
object of their attention was her brother and two of the Sorenson boys. She
recognized Edward, the older boy, and his younger brother Todd. She knew that
Edward was nearly eighteen, and Todd was around her own age of sixteen. She bit
her lower lip, trying to decide what to do.


“Come on,
Andrews, let’s see what you’ve got,” Edward prodded with a smirk, trying to
goad Stephen into using his sorcery powers. He walked slowly around Stephen,
kicking dirt in his direction. “I bet you can’t even light a candle!” Edward
made a quick gesture with his right hand and a small fireball suddenly flew
toward Stephen’s feet, exploding in the dust.


Stephen jumped
back, his eyes darting from side to side. He knew that he had bitten off more
than he could chew this time. He shouldn’t have called Edward an ass when the
two had bumped into each other. There was no doubt in Stephen’s mind that
Edward had done it on purpose, wanting a confrontation. He heard several people
in the growing crowd laugh at his obvious predicament. 


Edward
launched several more of his small fireballs, making Stephen jump from side to
side so as not to get burned. The crowd laughed and hollered each time,
enjoying the spectacle. Stephen felt his ears burning from embarrassment and
frustration at his humiliation.


“A dance!” Edward
cried in jubilation, a wide grin splitting his face. “That’s what an Andrews
can do. You can dance!”


“That’s enough,
Edward,” spoke Ashley, stepping out into the street and striding over to stand
next to her brother. “We don’t want any trouble. Why don’t you just go on about
your business and we will go about ours.”


“Ah! Another
Andrews!” spoke Edward, relishing the thought of embarrassing both of them. “Ashley,
if I remember correctly. So, Stephen, are you going to let a harmless girl
defend you? Let’s see your powers. After all, you’re a sorcerer!” 


Edward would
teach them to come to Glendon. His family would soon control the village, and
no one would come and go without their permission. It was time for someone to
make an example out of the Andrews. It would be good for the people of Glendon
to see that the Sorensons were the most powerful sorcery family in the valley.


Two more
fireballs landed at Stephen’s feet, making him step back and nearly lose his
balance. With amusement in his eyes, Edward sent two more toward Ashley. The
girl just stood there as the two fireballs struck the ground in front of her
feet. She glared at Edward. How dare this snippet of a girl defy him! Edward
was just about to make one of his fireballs land on her toes when he felt his
brother’s hand reach out and grasp his shoulder.


“That’s
enough,” spoke Todd, frowning at his older brother. “This isn’t necessary. You
know as well as I do that since they belong to a family of sorcerers that they
can come into Glendon whenever they want.”


“You’re
defending them!” Edwards barked, aggravated that Todd had stepped in and was
trying to spoil his fun. He meant to teach these two Andrews kids a lesson. One
they wouldn’t soon forget.


“Yes,” replied
Todd, taking several steps so he now stood in front of Edward. “What you’re
doing isn’t right and you know it!”


Edward noticed
several people in the crowd nodding their heads in agreement. Letting out a
deep breath, Edward knew that Todd had ruined his plans for the young Andrews
boy and his interfering sister. 


“I’m finished,
anyway,” Edward grated out, looking over Todd’s shoulder at the two Andrews
kids. “They’re not worth any more of my time.” With that, Edward turned around
and strode off angrily through the crowd. He would take this matter up with Todd
when they got back home; he would pay for ruining his fun!


“Thank you,”
Ashley said, walking up to Todd and putting on her best smile. “You didn’t have
to do that.”


“Yes, I did,”
replied Todd, turning to face Ashley. 


For the first
time, he noticed her rich blonde hair and her deep blue eyes. He felt himself
flush slightly as he realized that this young woman was very pretty. He had
only seen her a couple times previously but had never gotten the nerve up to
speak to her. He was normally terribly shy around girls, especially pretty ones
like Ashley.


“I’m Ashley
Andrews, and this is my brother, Stephen.”


“I know,” replied
Todd, trying to keep his voice normal. He had a tendency to stutter around new
people. “I’ve seen you around the village a few times before.”


The three
stood silently, not sure what to say next. Todd didn’t want the conversation to
end. He didn’t have many friends, and this might be an opportunity to make some
new ones. Ashley piqued his curiosity. “Let’s go into the general store and get
something cool to drink. We can talk more in there.”


“Sure,” responded
Ashley, wanting to get off the street and out of sight.


“Thank you,”
Stephen finally said. He had been surprised that Todd had intervened. After
all, Todd was a Sorenson also.


“You’re
welcome,” replied Todd, nodding his head, his deep brown eyes focusing back on
Ashley. 


The crowd was
rapidly breaking up now that Edward had left. Ashley was feeling thirsty anyway,
and the general store had a number of appealing drinks for young people. The
adults could always go down to the large tavern at the end of the street.


The three made
their way into the general store and Todd ordered them all one of the new fruit
drinks that the store had on hand. He put it on his father’s tab, and the three
found seats at a small table in the corner of the store.


“What are you
doing in Glendon?” Todd asked. He had only seen Stephen and Ashley a few times
in the past.


“We’re doing
some shopping for our mother,” responded Ashley, taking a cautious sip of the
colorful fruit drink. 


A surprised
smile flashed across her face at the delightful and refreshing taste of the
drink. She wished the general store on their side of the valley carried these.
This drink alone made it worth coming to Glendon.


“We’re picking
up some things for my father and uncle,” Todd remarked. “It’s all being loaded
over at the blacksmith shop. So, what’s it like over on your side of the valley?
I never get to go too far from home. Glendon is as far as my father allows me
to travel.”


For the next hour,
the three talked about their respective sides of the valley, and all three were
surprised at the differences. The differences all had to do with sorcery and
how it was used in the valley.


“You help the
people on your side of the valley for free?” Todd commented amazed at the idea.
“My father and uncle charge a small fee every time they use their powers to
help out someone. All of our family does.”


“It’s how we
were taught,” replied Stephen, warming up to Todd. The young man seemed to be a
likeable person; nothing like his older brother. “Sorcery is a gift that should
be used to help those in need.”


“How are your
sorcery powers coming?” Todd asked Stephen. 


He knew that
Stephen was only around fourteen, so his powers should be just coming into
being with the onset of adolescence. That was one of the reasons he had gotten
so aggravated with Edward. His older brother had known that Stephen wouldn’t be
able to defend himself. 


“Frustrating
at times,” admitted Stephen, letting out a deep sigh. “There is so much to
learn, and I always seem to be screwing up the spells.”


“It’s always
difficult at first,” replied Todd, recalling his frustrations when his own
powers first began to manifest themselves. “I had a lot of problems myself. I
still do at times.”


“Stephen’s doing
fine,” commented Ashley, wanting to make her younger brother feel better. “He
is studying very hard and will become a very powerful sorcerer one of these
days.”


“What’s it
like living in a family where all the males have sorcery powers and the women
don’t?” Todd asked curiously, raising his eyebrow. “My mother never seemed to
mind, but I don’t have a sister.”


It had become
a rule over the ages that women were not allowed to have or use sorcery powers.
The few that did show any evidence of sorcery were warned against trying to
develop their abilities. It was discovered early on that if a person’s powers
were not developed by the time they completed adolescence the powers went away
and never returned.


“I’m used to
it,” Ashley replied, surprised by the question. She wondered why Todd had
asked. She didn’t want to admit the question made her feel uncomfortable, but
not for the reason Todd might think.


An older man
walked through the door of the general store and looked around as if he were
looking for someone. Seeing Todd, he frowned and gestured for him to come with
him.


“That’s my
uncle,” Todd informed them, knowing he was probably in trouble. His uncle wouldn’t
be happy about Todd stopping Edward from harassing the two Andrew’s kids and
now spending time with them. Standing up, he looked at his two new friends. “I
hope I can see the two of you again sometime. I really enjoyed our talk. I don’t
get to do this often with kids my own age.” Nodding goodbye to the two, he
walked over to his waiting uncle and they left the general store. 


Ashley stood up,
walked over to one of the store windows, and looked out. She could tell that
Todd’s uncle was really chewing him out about something. Todd had his head down
looking at the street and wasn’t replying. Shaking her head, she walked back
over to her brother. “Let’s find Dad; I think it’s about time we head for home.”


-


It was late in
the afternoon when Ashley’s father pulled their wagon into the yard in front of
their home. Ashley and Stephen had told their father about the encounter with
the Sorensons. He had been extremely upset when he realized how close Stephen had
come to being injured.


“Sorcery isn’t
something to be played around with. Not like that,” he had lectured with an
angry scowl on his face. “It can get out of control very easily. I want both of
you to stay away from the Sorensons from now on.”


“But Dad, Todd
Sorenson seemed very friendly. He isn’t like his older brother,” Ashley
protested. She had taken an instant liking to Todd and was hoping to see him
again.


“The Sorensons
are too greedy for their own good,” their father replied. “Todd’s father and
uncle are both very powerful sorcerers, stronger than anyone in our family. I
have also heard that Edward may be even stronger some day. I think it’s best if
you both stay away from them.”


They had
completed the ride home in silence. Ashley didn’t like arguing with her father.
She could tell that Stephen wanted to say something else, but a warning glance from
her had kept him quiet.


As they were climbing
down from the wagon, their mother came out of the large rambling farmhouse with
a pleasant smile upon her face. Katrina Andrews was thirty-eight years old and
still had a fine figure. 


Harmon walked
over and kissed his wife gently on the lips, grinning. “We got everything on
your list from Glendon,” Harmon said. He knew that would please his wife.


“Did all go
well?” she asked. She didn’t like it when any member of the family had to go
into the Sorenson’s end of the valley. She had heard too many worrisome stories
about the Sorensons.


“Just fine,”
Harmon replied with a subtle warning glance toward the two kids. “Let’s get
everything unloaded. I’m starving.”


Katrina
laughed and nodded her head. “Supper is nearly ready. As soon as we have
everything unloaded, we can eat.”


-


After supper,
Ashley helped her mother with the dishes and then made up an excuse about
needing to go down to the barn and check on the horses. Reaching the barn, she
was relieved to see that her father had already turned the horses out into the
small meadow behind it. Making sure no one was watching she climbed quickly up
the steep ladder into the hayloft. Going to one corner, she pried loose a board
and took an old, well-worn book out of its hiding place.


She laid the
book down on a bale of hay and turned it to the page she was currently studying.
Unbuttoning the top button on her blouse, she pulled out her necklace. A light
blue stone hung from the end. She ran her finger lightly across it and was
pleased to see the dim glow that came from within. This was her amulet. 


Ashley had
discovered several years back that she had the powers of sorcery. Even though
sorcery was banned for women because it was thought to be too dangerous, Ashley
had decided to teach herself. Over the last two years, she had snuck some of
the old, seldom-used spell books out of the house. When she knew no one was
around or watching, she would study the spells the books contained.


Ashley knew
that if her father or mother ever found out what she was doing there would be a
very bad argument, one she probably wouldn’t win. Taking several candles out of
their hiding place behind a floor brace next to the wall, she set them on a
clear space on the floor. Then, sitting down in front of them and crossing her
legs, she set the book down next to her and read the spell. 


Focusing her mind,
she slowly moved her right hand in the intricate gestures required to create
fire. There were also a few special words that had to be spoken to help
strengthen the spell. She held her amulet in her open left hand. When the spell
was complete, she sent it toward the candles and saw both candle wicks light
with bright flames. 


Feeling warmth
in her left hand, she glanced down at her amulet. It was glowing even brighter
then before. It seemed as if every time she cast a spell, her amulet became
stronger. Smiling to herself, Ashley felt pretty confident she had mastered the
fire spell. That was one more spell she could now say was hers to control.


Turning the
page, she glanced at the next spell. This one controlled the wind. If used
properly, the wind could be forced to blow with near hurricane strength or
reduced to a gentle breeze. She read over the spell several times and ran
through the indicted hand gestures until she felt confident that she was ready.
This was the spell she had actually wanted to practice on. The fire spell was
only a warm up. 


She walked
over to a large, open window in the hayloft and glanced outside. The wind was
blowing at a pretty decent speed. She could see the smaller limbs in the trees
bending and hear the leaves rustling. Concentrating deeply, she moved her hands
in the complicated gestures needed to create the intricate weave of the wind spell.
There were also a few words that had to be spoken to control the spell properly.



As she worked
the spell, she could feel her amulet growing very warm. This had never happened
before. She wondered if it was because this was a stronger spell. Glancing down
at her amulet, she saw that it was glowing brighter and brighter. Then, forcing
herself to refocus, she continued working on the spell. Once she was ready, she
cast the spell forth and then waited expectantly to see what would happen.
Almost instantly, the wind died down and the leaves in the trees stopped
moving. It worked, she thought, excited at how easy the spell had been to
create and then cast. The more she studied, the easier the spells seemed to
become. 


Ashley heard a
noise from the house and saw her father step outside, looking around with a
confused look upon his face. Then his eyes focused sharply on the barn. Ashley
stepped back out of sight. She hoped her father hadn’t detected her use of
sorcery. She didn’t think he had that ability, or at least she hoped he didn’t.
After a few minutes, she dared to look back outside and was relieved to see that
her father had gone back inside. She let out a long sigh of relief and relaxed.
She didn’t want her father to catch her using sorcery; it would ruin
everything. She would have to be more careful; she couldn’t risk discovery.


That had
better be all the sorcery for today, she thought. She quickly blew out the
candles and put them as well as the sorcery book back in their hiding places.
Climbing back down the ladder, she returned to the house.


-


It was late
evening and Ashley’s mother had just finished lighting the lamps in the house.
Ashley stepped outside on the back porch and stared out toward the mountains.
The largest of them was Beaver Mountain. Even now, this late in the summer, the
top still had patches of snow covering the summit. It glistened brightly in the
rapidly fading sunlight. Encroaching purple fingers of darkness moved slowly
down the slope and would soon cover the valley. Darkness would come very
quickly as the sun dropped behind the mountains. 


Her father had
said the mountain was named after the numerous beaver dams that used to exist
at its base. They had been on a winding stream that crossed the bottom slope of
the mountain. The stream had long since vanished, but the name had remained. Ashley
sat down on the top step and thought about the day’s events. 


She was curious
about Todd Sorenson. He seemed like a reasonable young man. She hoped she would
get to see him again. However, that would probably mean going to Glendon, and
she doubted that her father would allow either Stephen or her to go there anytime
soon. Her thoughts were interrupted by Stephen as he opened the back door and
sat down next to her on the steps.


“Thanks for
helping me today,” he said in a low, conciliatory tone. He knew that his sister
had been aggravated with him for getting into trouble.


He knew he had
messed up again. He just wished he would remember to think things through
before shooting off his mouth. It had gotten him into trouble enough times at
home that he should have known better.


Ashley smiled
and replied, “You’re my brother; what else would you expect me to do?”


“You were very
brave to stand up to Edward,” continued Stephen, recalling the fireballs. “You
didn’t even flinch when he threw his fireballs at your feet.”


“I wanted to,”
admitted Ashley, recalling how hot they had felt when they landed close to her.
“But I was determined not to show that I was afraid of him. How are your
sorcery lessons going?”


“Slowly. I don’t
know if I will ever learn this stuff. Dad tries to explain, but sometimes it’s all
very confusing.”


“You’ve been
working on your fire spell, haven’t you?” asked Ashley, turning her dark blue
eyes toward her brother.


“Yeah, but
most of the time I can’t get the candle to light.” Reaching into his pocket, he
took out a small candle and set it on the step between them. “Watch.”


Stephen reached
for his small, yellow amulet, which was attached to a small chain around his
neck. Focusing on his amulet, he made the intricate motions for the fire spell.
When the spell was complete, he gazed at the candle expectantly. Nothing
happened. The candlewick just sat there defiantly without even a spark showing.


“That happens
all the time,” Stephen complained in disappointment. He had wanted it to light
for his sister. It seemed as if today he couldn’t do anything right.


“Try again,
but focus on the candle instead of your amulet,” suggested Ashley, reaching to
the top of her blouse, so her hand rested casually on her own hidden amulet. “This
time, say the words that go along with the spell.” 


“How did you
know about the words?” asked Stephen, realizing that he had forgotten to say
them.


“I’ve heard
Dad teaching you,” replied Ashley, nodding encouragingly at her brother. “They
help you to focus.”


“Okay,” Stephen
replied as he began the fire spell again, being careful to speak the necessary
words clearly.


Unseen by him,
Ashley also repeated the words, her lips moving silently and her right hand out
of his sight moving through the proper gestures.


Finishing the
fire spell, Stephen gazed hopefully at the candle. The candlewick suddenly
blazed up with a bright two-inch flame. Stephen’s eyes widened as he gazed
excitedly at the burning candle. “I did it!”


“Of course you
did,” Ashley replied encouragingly with a slight, knowing smile. “You just need
to concentrate and apply yourself more. Who knows, someday you might be a very
powerful sorcerer.”


Stephen
continued to watch the burning candle for a few more moments before he reached
down and snuffed it out with the fingers of his right hand. He looked up at the
mountains and then turned to Ashley.


“Dad is taking
me to Beaver Mountain tomorrow.”


“Beaver Mountain?” responded Ashley, surprised. “Why is he taking you there?” Ashley looked
toward the mountain with new curiosity. 


“I don’t know,”
admitted Stephen, picking up the candle and looking at it. “He says it’s
important and involves our family history. It’s something that occurred
centuries ago and is now the responsibility of the Andrew’s family sorcerers.”


Ashley was
quiet. Her father very seldom discussed the family history with anyone. It was
passed down from father to son and had been done so through many generations. She
had two uncles that lived in the nearby village of Plainview, and they both had
sorcery powers, but not quite as strong as her father’s abilities. She wondered
if they knew about this secret.


Ashley was extremely
curious about what was on the mountain that her father needed to show Stephen.
She wondered if there was any way she could safely follow them and find out. It
was something she would have to think about very carefully. There was also that
locked cabinet in her father’s study, which contained some very old books.
Ashley suspected that the secret of what was on the mountain was probably in
one of those books. Her father had a sorcery spell upon the cabinet so no one
could unlock it but him. So that option was definitely out. 


Standing up,
she looked down at her brother. “I’m going to check with Mom and see if there’s
anything else I need to do before turning in. We’ve had a long day today, and I
want to get a good night’s sleep.”


“Same here,” spoke
Stephen, rising to his feet and putting the candle back in his pocket. “I need
to go down to the barn and check on the horses, and then I think I will turn in
also. Dad said we need to leave early in the morning, right after sunup.”


A few minutes
later, Ashley was standing at her bedroom window staring outside. It was almost
completely dark. A few stars were just beginning to make their appearance known
in the darkening night sky. She was highly curious about what her father was
showing Stephen up on the mountain. Even though she knew it was wrong, she
decided to follow them in the morning.











Chapter Three


 


The sun had
been up for several hours, and the early morning fog had long since dissipated.
Ashley had saddled up her horse and discreetly followed her father and brother
toward Beaver Mountain. She knew approximately where they were going since
there were only a couple of decent trails that led to the base of the towering
mountain. Her horse was a dark brown gelding and very well trained. Ashley enjoyed
riding horses and spent a lot of her free time riding Spirit. She had named her
horse Spirit because of its feisty attitude.


As she
followed the trail, she took her time. She wanted to stay far enough behind so
her father and brother wouldn’t know they were being followed. On either side
of the trail, lush meadows grew with their green grasses reaching to the very
edge of the mountains. Occasional groves of trees were visible with their green
leaves furnishing shade beneath. Several cool mountain streams crossed the
valley and furnished plenty of water. 


Ashley knew
that outside of their valley it was very different. Very few growing things
could be found; the Worldfire had made sure of that. There were just old,
collapsing ruins from the Golden Age and desolate land. The only humans living
outside of the valley were in the ocean village of New Haven. There was some scattered
greenery around New Haven, but that had been done with the help of the valley
sorcerers many long years ago. New Haven depended on the valley for much of
their food. As a tradeoff, they furnished the valley with tons of fresh fish. 


As she neared
where the trail ended at the base of the mountain, she was surprised to see no
signs of her father or brother’s horses. She pulled back gently on the reins,
and Spirit came to a stop. Ashley dismounted and led Spirit slowly forward. Gazing
at the ground, she started feeling frustrated. There were no signs of any fresh
hoof prints. 


Ashley paused
beneath some large trees and realized with disappointment that her father and
brother must have taken the other trail. She had guessed wrong, now she would
have to double back. That would put them a good hour ahead of her. A sudden noise
behind her caused Ashley to spin around in sudden alarm. It was only her father
and brother coming out of the shelter of the trees where they had evidently
been watching her.


I’m in trouble
now, Ashley thought, seeing the disapproving look on her father’s face. How am
I going to explain my way out of this one?


“Good morning,
Ashley,” her father said in a steady voice. “What are you doing way out here?
Don’t you normally ride Spirit out in the meadows by the farm?”


Ashley didn’t
know what to say. She just sat there quietly gazing at her father. He had to
know that she had followed them.


“How did
Ashley know we were coming to Beaver Mountain this morning?” asked Harmon,
turning in his saddle to look accusingly over at Stephen.


Stephen hung
his head down, not meeting his father’s gaze, and then answered. “I told her
last night when we were talking out on the porch. I didn’t know she would
follow us.”


Harmon let out
a long, frustrated sigh. It didn’t surprise him that Ashley had followed them.
He knew she was immensely curious and an extremely bright young girl. Sometimes
she was too bright for her own good. Looking over at his daughter, Harmon
wondered what he should do. He really needed to get Stephen up the mountain.


“You can come
with us, Ashley,” he said after thinking for a moment. He dismounted from his
horse, motioning for Stephen to do the same.


“Where are we
going?” Ashley asked after finally finding her voice. She loosened the straps on
Spirit’s saddle, and then turned around to face her father.


“I’m going to
show both of you an old family secret,” replied their father, looking at both
of them gravely. “A secret that has been passed down from generation to
generation, longer than either of you can possibly imagine.”


“I don’t
understand,” Ashley responded with a confused look crossing her face. She had
no clue as to what her father was talking about. “What kind of secret can there
be on this mountain?”


“Does it have
to do with sorcery?” Stephen asked with a hint of excitement in his voice. This
was beginning to sound like an adventure.


“In a way,”
Harmon replied with a slight nod of his head. “We will have to walk from here.
The slope ahead is too rocky and steep in some areas to safely take the horses.
Tether your horses and let’s get going. We have a long walk ahead of us.” 


-


Ashley and
Stephen fell in behind their father as they began to climb the steep slope of Beaver Mountain. For quite some time, they walked in silence. Going over rocky areas where
they had to watch their footing and then through thickly forested spaces where
they had to weave around the trees. There was no trail to follow. Occasionally
birds could be heard calling to each other, and a few insects buzzed about. The
leaves in the trees were still as there was little wind. 


“I wonder what’s
there?” Stephen asked Ashley in a quiet voice. “It must be really important to
be hidden up here on the mountain.” His curiosity was burning, and he could
hardly wait to find out what was waiting for them. 


“I have no
idea,” Ashley replied as she stepped gingerly around several thorny bushes that
grew in the shade of the trees. They looked extremely sharp. “Father has never
spoken about this before.” 


Ashley was
glad she had worn her hiking boots; they made hiking up the steep slope of the
mountain much easier. She paused to catch her breath, looking at her father who
was about ten yards in front of them. They were beginning to exit the patch of
trees, and she could see another stony slope up ahead. She hoped they didn’t
have much farther to go. When she had followed her father and Stephen, she hadn’t
realized there would be so much hiking involved. 


Stephen stood
next to his sister, looking around. Reaching down, he took his canteen off his
belt and took a long, refreshing drink. He knew now why his father had told him
to bring a full canteen of water.


Harmon stopped
and looked back at his two kids. He didn’t blame them for stopping a moment to
rest. This climb was hard, and he had to remind himself that each year it
became a little tougher. He wasn’t getting any younger. That was one of the
reasons he had decided that now was the time to introduce Stephen to what was in
the mountain. He wasn’t certain if allowing Ashley to tag along had been the right
decision. He trusted his daughter completely, but what awaited them up ahead
was something he knew neither of his children were prepared for.


Seeing that
her father had stopped, Ashley sat down on a small tree that had fallen over. It
had probably been blown down during one of the snowstorms from the previous
winter. The snow could become quite deep on the mountains. 


Bending over,
she pulled her right hiking boot off and, turning it upside down, shook out a
small pebble that had become lodged inside. She gingerly massaged her foot where
it had been agitating her. After a moment, her foot felt fine, and she pulled
her hiking boot back on.


“A pebble, huh?”
commented Stephen with a grin on his face. “I hate it when that happens.”


“Its part of
hiking,” replied Ashley, standing back up. She saw that their father was
waiting patiently on them. “Let’s get going, Stephen; I want to see what father
wants to show us. What can be so important on this mountain?”


“I don’t know,”
replied Stephen, excitedly. “But I can’t wait to find out.”


-


For another
two hours, the three struggled up the slope, stopping occasionally to take
short breaks. Finally, they arrived at a small rocky clearing next to a steep
cliff on the mountain. Ashley guessed they had come nearly three miles. The
hard climb made Ashley realize she wasn’t in as good a shape as she had
thought. She stretched, trying to get the soreness out of her legs. 


Peering intently
at the cliff, she noticed two large cave entrances. Were those two caves where
they were going? Ashley looked over at Stephen. From the look on his face, he
had noticed the caves also.


“What are
those caves?” asked Stephen, turning to face their father who was standing next
to them. “I didn’t know there were any caves up here on Beaver Mountain.”


“Neither did
I,” Ashley added. She wondered why no one had ever mentioned them before.


“That’s where
we’re going,” their father replied, pointing toward the two caves. “Follow me;
I have something to show the two of you.”


The three
walked up to the larger cave entrance. Harmon led them to just inside and then
stopped, turning around to face his two children. Behind him, the cave tunnel
faded away into darkness.


Ashley was
surprised to see a large, almost clear crystal set into the wall. The crystal
was larger than her fist. This cave has to have something to do with sorcery,
she realized. That could be the only reason for the crystal. But she had never
seen an amulet so large. It must be extremely powerful.


Their father
waited a moment for Ashley and Stephen to finish looking around. He noticed
their eyes focusing on the crystal before looking back at him. 


“Back during
the Worldfire, which destroyed the Golden Age, these two caves are where our
ancestors took refuge. Once it was safe to venture out, they settled into three
separate villages in the valley.”


“They hid in
these caves during the Worldfire?” asked Stephen, looking down the tunnel into
the waiting darkness. “Why?”


Harmon paused,
because of the tremendous time involved since the Worldfire, he knew that some
of this would be hard to understand. Even he had trouble understanding what had
happened back in those days.


“The dangerous
weapons which created the Worldfire, were powerful beyond belief,” he began,
recalling what was written in some of the old books back in his study; books he
had never let his children see. “The weapons poisoned the land for generations,
and anyone that ventured forth became sick and died. I have no idea how long
our ancestors had to stay in these caves before it was safe to come out.”


“What kind of
weapons?” asked Stephen, intrigued. He couldn’t imagine weapons that could kill
for years. He had heard his father talk about the Worldfire before, but he had
just thought the weapons caused immense fires.


“Weapons
unlike anything you can imagine,” replied Harmon, shaking his head in sadness. “Only
in the caves was it safe. Our ancestors had to live in these caves, probably
for years.”


“I don’t think
I would have liked that,” spoke Stephen, finding it hard to imagine living in a
cave for so long. 


“What about
the village on the coast?” asked Ashley, trying to understand what her father
was telling them. “Did their ancestors hide in the caves also?”


“Yes,” their
father replied, folding his arms across his chest. “After many years, some of
our ancestors went to the coast to see if the ocean had recovered from the
Worldfire poison. Much to their surprise, they discovered some sea birds had
returned and several species of fish. They built a village next to the shore
and have been fishing in the ocean ever since. The fish they take from the
ocean has allowed us to grow and go without hunger for generations.”


“Where did the
sorcerers come from?” asked Ashley, glancing over at her brother and then back
at her father. “Were they in the caves also?”


Harmon paused
for a moment. He didn’t know how much of this he should tell his children. “No,
they weren’t. Many years after the Worldfire and after the three villages in
the valley were settled they made an appearance. They claimed to have come from
a great conclave of sorcerers in the distant mountains across the desert. At first,
they were scoffed at until they demonstrated their powers. One family settled
down in the southern part of the valley, and the other family settled down in
the northern section. By using their powers, they helped restore the valley and
do away with much of the Worldfire poison.”


Ashley was
silent as she thought about this. It brought up a lot more questions, but she
was burning with curiosity to find out what was in the cave.


“What is in
this cave you wanted to show us?” asked Stephen, growing impatient. “Does it
have anything to do with these early sorcerers?”


Harmon paused before
answering. This would be the hard part. He had a hard time believing it when
his own father had told him. But seeing was believing.


“There is a dragon
inside this cave,” he replied in a serious voice, watching his children for
their reaction. 


“A dragon?”
Ashley stammered, her eyes growing wide in shock. Surely, she must have
misunderstood. “Did you say a dragon?”


“Yes,” her
father replied evenly. “The dragon’s name is Snowden, and he has been our
valley’s protector for generations.”


“I want to see!”
Stephen blurted out, his voice bursting with excitement.


“Why has no
one seen this dragon?” asked Ashley, dubiously. 


She wondered
if their father was teasing them. But he seemed so serious. She had heard
stories about dragons but hadn’t believed them. Supposedly, the dragons had
been created by the ancient sorcerers of the Golden Age. Now she wondered if
those stories might have been true after all. She waited for her father to
answer.


“Snowden
arrived in our valley a very long time ago. He came from across the ocean where
he had battled and defeated the largest and most dangerous of all the dragons, his
enemy Gilmreth. Snowden stayed in our valley to ensure that Gilmreth never harmed
us. Once it became clear that Gilmreth wasn’t coming to our valley, Snowden
went into a deep sleep. That crystal on the wall helps to reinforce a spell
that allows the dragon to sleep for long periods of time.”


“Why does he sleep?”
Stephen asked. He wondered if they were going to get to see the dragon. He
hoped so.


“One of our
distant ancestors wrote a prophecy about Snowden. I have read it, and I will
show it to both of you when you are older. But it says that Snowden must sleep,
for someday he will have to face Gilmreth in some type of ultimate battle. Only
if Snowden wins will the human race survive. It also mentions sorcerers battling
one another.”


“That’s
terrible,” replied Ashley, not wanting to think about sorcerers fighting. 


She wanted to
read this prophecy to see what else it might say. She realized now that her
father had kept some big secrets from them.


“Now, follow
me and be quiet. We don’t want to accidentally wake the dragon.”


Harmon took a
glow bulb from his backpack and focusing a minute amount of energy into it from
a sorcery spell, he led his children down the tunnel. The glow bulb lit the
rough tunnel walls and the path before them. They walked for several minutes,
with the only sound being their footsteps echoing off the dark tunnel walls.
They finally came to a stop next to a large, dark opening in the tunnel wall.


Feeling
apprehensive, Ashley looked over at Stephen. His face showed excitement mixed
with uncertainty. It was obvious that he was as nervous as she was about
entering a dragon’s lair.


“There is a small
cavern on the other side of this wall,” their father said, gazing at the large
opening. “Snowden is on the other side. Follow me and remember to be quiet. The
dragon will not be awake, and we’re not going to awaken him.”


The three
stepped into the large tunnel opening and walked several feet until the walls
widened and they found themselves in a small cavern. Ashley and Stephen froze
in shock. Neither had really believed there was a dragon. Both had thought it
was some type of game their father was playing; something he was doing to test
them. But there before them was a dragon. A large white dragon that slept with
its wings folded about it. They could even hear very shallow breathing.


“It’s huge,”
said Stephen, forgetting momentarily that his father had told them to be quiet.
He gazed at the dragon, his eyes wide, and his heart beating rapidly in his
chest.


“He’s
beautiful,” Ashley spoke quietly, staring in awe at the dragon. For some reason,
she sensed that she had nothing to fear from this majestic creature.


Harmon nodded,
and then gestured for his two kids to follow him. They were all three silent as
they walked back to the cave entrance. They stopped in front of the crystal.


“Each year
either one of my brothers or I come up here and reinforce the sorcery spell
that allows Snowden to sleep. There is also a spell that will awaken the dragon
if Gilmreth or some other danger were to come upon us. Now watch closely,
Stephen, for someday this will be your responsibility.”


Harmon stepped
up to the crystal and, taking out his own dark blue amulet, began moving his
right hand in a complicated series of movements. He also began to speak a long
string of words to help reinforce the spell. Harmon’s amulet blazed up brightly,
and then the large crystal on the wall of the cave did the same thing. The
spell was finished, and the dragon would continue to sleep.


“That’s it,”
their father spoke in a tired voice. “Now let’s get back down the mountain and
home before it gets dark. We don’t want to worry your mother.”


The three
turned and walked out of the cave. Just as they stepped out into the daylight,
Ashley felt a strange presence in her mind. “Come back soon,” a strange
voice seemed to say. “We have much to talk about.” Ashley paused and
looked back toward the darkness of the cave entrance.


“Is there
something wrong?” asked her father, seeing the strange look on Ashley’s face.


“No, nothing,”
Ashley stammered. Where had the strange voice come from? Surely, it had been her
imagination. 


“I am
Snowden,” the voice continued sleepily. “Come back soon; I will be
waiting for you.”


Ashley
realized that it was the dragon that was speaking to her. Somehow, she could
hear its thoughts in her mind. For a moment, she felt faint and a little dizzy
and her heart was pounding. She took several deep breaths and slowly began to
calm back down. Looking over at her father, he didn’t seem to have noticed
anything.


As the three
made their way back down the mountain, Ashley knew she would have to return to
the cave. For some reason, the dragon wanted her to come back. This frightened
her some. But she had sensed only friendliness in the voice of the dragon. What
did this all mean? Why had the dragon chosen her to talk to?


“Can the
dragon talk?” Ashley suddenly asked her father. She came to a stop and looked
at him.


Harmon paused in
mid-step and then turned to face his daughter. “Why do you ask?” His eyes had a
strange look in them. He wondered why Ashley had asked that question.


“Just curious
how you know so much about the dragon,” Ashley responded, not wanting to tell
her father that the dragon had spoken to her. “Did the dragon speak to our
ancestors?”


“Dragons only
speak to very powerful sorcerers and even then the sorcerer has to have a special
ability to allow them to hear the dragons. In our long family history, only one
of our ancestors had that ability. He was the one Snowden spoke to when he
first came to our valley.”


Ashley nodded
to herself. But her father had said only truly powerful sorcerers could hear
the dragon. If that was so, then how could she hear Snowden? Her secret powers
of sorcery weren’t that strong. There was a mystery here that needed to be
solved, and only by returning to the cave could she solve it. 


“We need to
hurry,” her father said, starting back down the mountain. “You’re mother will
be waiting.”


-


When they
reached home, her father and Stephen went into the study, and Ashley went to
help her mother with supper. Entering the kitchen, she saw that supper was
nearly done.


“I was
wondering when you three were going to make it back,” Katrina said. She was
standing next to the large wood cook stove stirring a large pot of stew. 


“You want me
to stir that, mother?” Ashley asked as she stood next to the stove, breathing
in the tantalizing smell of the stew. Her mother was a great cook and just
smelling the stew made Ashley feel instantly hungry. 


“Go ahead and
start setting the table, dear,” her mother replied, smiling. “Where did you
ride today?”


“Just around,”
Ashley replied, not wanting to worry her mother about being up on Beaver Mountain.


“It was a nice
day to go out riding,” continued her mother, taking a small wooden spoon and
sampling the stew. “Needs a little more salt. I noticed your father and Stephen
went out riding today also.”


“That’s what Stephen
said,” Ashley replied, not wanting to say much more. 


She placed
four large wooden bowls on the table and then put a medium size spoon next to
each. Going to the pantry, she took out a loaf of bread that she had helped her
mother bake the day before. Returning to the table, she set the bread on a
cutting board and took out a sharp knife from a drawer. Ashley began carefully to
cut the bread into eatable slices.


Her father and
Stephen came in just as her mother began ladling generous portions of the steaming
stew into the waiting bowls on the table.


“Stew!” Stephen
said with a big grin. Stew the way his mother cooked it was one of his favorite
meals. Reaching for his spoon, he was soon deep into his bowl, pausing only long
enough to take an occasional bite of bread.


“So where did
you ride today?” asked Katrina, looking over at her husband. 


Harmon paused
with his spoon halfway to his mouth. “We rode over to the base of Beaver Mountain. There are some old trees over on one of the lower slopes I would like to
cut down. We can use them to build a small barn in the far meadow for our
cattle. The winters have been so bad recently that our cattle could certainly
use the added protection.”


“Yes, they could,”
replied Katrina, smiling. Her husband was always worried about their animals. 


Katrina noticed
that Stephen’s bowl was nearly empty. Standing up, she filled it again. He certainly
had a healthy appetite. “So did anything interesting happen today?”


“Not really,” replied
Harmon, smiling at his wife. “I showed Stephen a few sorcery spells he could
use, and I told him a little of our old family history.”


“More old
stories,” Katrina said with a laugh. “I hope you didn’t bore Stephen to death.”


The four
finished their meal and afterwards, Ashley did the dishes while her mother and
father sat outside on the porch swing watching the sunset. Living in the
valley, the sunsets were gorgeous. The sun would little by little set behind
the mountains and the darkening shadows would slowly march down the slopes.


-


After doing
the dishes, Ashley took a quick shower. Her father had rigged up a system where
water was brought to the house and stored in several large wooden barrels up
off the ground. The water was heated by the sun and brought into the house by a
system of wooden pipes. During the summer, they could enjoy taking a relaxing
shower every so often. 


Returning to
her room, Ashley pulled back her blankets and paused in surprise. There was an
old book laying there. Picking it up, she saw that it was a sorcery book. She
opened the book and glanced at several of the pages. This book was used to
train new sorcerers. 


She felt panic
for a moment. There were only three people who could have put that book there.
She didn’t think it could be Stephen, he would have just handed her the book.
It also couldn’t be her father. He had spoken often enough about why women weren’t
allowed to use sorcery. That only left her mother. Ashley sat down on the bed,
deep in thought. How had her mother found out, and how had she managed to sneak
this book out of the study? It had taken Ashley nearly two months to manage to
get the current one she was using from her father’s study. She was always
careful to choose one that her father wouldn’t miss.


Her mother had
never said anything to Ashley about sorcery. Katrina was extremely proud of
what her husband could do and had been very encouraging toward Stephen. Ashley
wondered what she had done to give herself away. She just hoped that her mother
would keep her secret. Judging from the way the book had been hidden under the
blankets, her mother didn’t intend to let Ashley’s secret out.


Ashley took
the book and opened one of the drawers on her dresser. She carefully hid the
precious book beneath several sweaters. Making sure it was out of sight; she
shut the drawer and returned to her bed. After blowing out the lamp, Ashley lay
down to go to sleep. Just as she was falling asleep, she felt a thought invade
her mind. “Come see me soon, I can help you.”


Snowden,
Ashley realized, her eyes coming wide open. The dragon could communicate with
her clear from its lair on Beaver Mountain! Ashley knew that sometime soon she
would have to return to the mountain. Somehow, she felt that Snowden and she had
a destiny to share together; something important the two of them were meant to
do. 


After a few
more minutes, Ashley felt herself drifting off to sleep. Snowden and the
sorcery book would have to wait until morning. She was too tired to think about
either until she had a good night’s sleep.


-


In his lair on
  Beaver Mountain, Snowden stirred, sleepily. The strengthened spell from the
crystal allowed Snowden to sleep for long periods without the need to hunt.
Snowden was also dimly aware of his surroundings and could rouse himself any time
he wanted,  something he had never revealed to the sorcerers that came to his
cave every so often to renew the sleeping spell. The young girl who had come
into his lair earlier had been a pleasant surprise to Snowden. He could detect
the stirrings of the power within the girl. Very powerful stirrings; stronger
than any he had ever detected outside the great mountain. This girl was very
special, and Snowden knew that he could help her. Well did he remember the
lessons that his friend Cathy had studied. With his help, this young girl could
become a very powerful sorceress and a much-needed friend to the dragon.











Chapter Four


 


Several weeks
passed quickly by. Ashley stayed busy helping her mother and working the family’s
large garden. The excess vegetables from their garden were traded at the
general store in Plainview. Ashley’s father and brother had been busy checking
the fences and getting things ready for the coming winter. Very soon, the trees
would be taking on their fall foliage with all the browns and golds that made
fall so breathtaking in the valley. They had even laid out the floor of the new
barn they had told Katrina they were going to build.


Each evening,
when Ashley was finished with her chores, she would sneak off to the barn and
climb up into the hayloft. She spent a lot of time studying the new sorcery
book. The spells and instructions in the book were well written and easy to
follow. It was obvious that someone who was highly experienced in sorcery had
written it. 


So far, no one
in her family had admitted or given any sign that they had placed the book on
her bed. Her mother, father, and brother all acted as if they had no knowledge
of the sorcery book. Ashley still felt fairly certain it had been her mother,
but Katrina had never said a word or given a hint that she knew Ashley had any
powers of sorcery.


Taking a deep
breath, Ashley sat down on a bale of hay and opened the sorcery book to the
spell she was currently trying to master. There was still enough light coming
in through the open windows of the barn to allow her to read the ancient words
easily. She spent a few minutes going over the spell and practicing the
complicated hand gestures that went with it. There were also a few words that
had to be spoken. When she was confident that she had the spell memorized, she
closed the book and repeated the spell once more. 


Carefully
putting the spell book back up in its hiding place, she descended the ladder
from the hayloft and returned to the garden. Looking around to make sure no one
was watching she pulled her light blue amulet from beneath her blouse. Holding
her amulet in her left hand, she slowly began constructing the weave for the
spell. Ashley closed her eyes. She had found that with her eyes closed it
helped with her concentration and allowed her to better focus on the spell. 


She pictured
in her mind the completed weave of the spell and the magical energy lines
needed to construct the pattern. When it was nearly complete, she spoke the
words needed to activate the spell. Opening her eyes, she cast her completed
spell at the garden. 


Her eyes
widened as she saw the leaves on the plants actually begin to shimmer. She
could swear that the plants were actually growing larger. Bending down, she
gazed at a small, three-inch cucumber. Even as she watched, the cucumber seemed
to begin to grow and shortly was a good five inches in length. The same thing
was happening throughout the garden to all the plants and vegetables.


The spell she
had cast was supposed to stimulate plant growth. She had expected the growth to
take effect over several days, not immediately. After another minute, the spell
began to fade away. Ashley looked around the garden in amazement; she could
hardly believe what she was seeing. The garden was full of vegetables ready to
harvest. The plants looked healthier and larger than they had just a few short
minutes ago. She would have a lot of work to do tomorrow picking the garden.
She also wondered how she would explain the sudden garden growth to her
parents. Hopefully they wouldn’t notice anything.


“This spell
really worked!” mused Ashley aloud, surprised at the spell’s strength. 


It was strange
that her father had never mentioned this spell before. It could really help with
growing food. She also wondered why she had never seen her father use it.


The door
slamming startled her, and she glanced guiltily toward the house. There was no
one there. Ashley wondered if someone had been watching her and knew she had
just cast a spell. Was it her mother?


Someone
whistling down by the barn drew her attention from the house and the
speculation about her mother. Stephen was coming around the barn with his horse,
pulling a small cart loaded down with firewood. Ashley watched as Stephen
stopped next to a large pile of wood and began unloading the wagon.


Ashley walked
down toward Stephen. She was still wondering if anyone had been out on the
porch watching her. She needed to be more careful when she was practicing her
sorcery. It definitely hadn’t been Stephen. 


“Need some
help?” Ashley asked her brother. She knew he had been working extremely hard
with their father the last few days. Sometimes, Ashley was glad she was a girl.



“Sure,”
Stephen replied glad that his sister had come down to the growing pile of wood
to help. He had spent the latter part of the afternoon with their father
chopping firewood. His job now was to get it all hauled in so they could begin
splitting it. “Have you been working in the garden?”


“Yes,” admitted
Ashley, casually. “It’s really putting on the vegetables. I could use some help
tomorrow picking everything.”


“I can help
some in the morning,” Stephen replied as he tossed several large logs on top of
the growing pile. He stopped and wiped his brow. “Tomorrow afternoon I have to
chop more firewood with Dad.


Ashley went to
the back of the wagon and helped her brother pick up several of the larger
logs. “I would really appreciate that, Stephen. We should have quite a lot of
vegetables to trade at the general store. Maybe Mom will let us get something.”


“I sure wish
they had those fruit drinks that Todd bought for us over at Glendon,” Stephen
said ruefully. “Those were really good.”


“Yes, they
were,” agreed Ashley, recalling their meeting with Todd. “I wonder how Todd is
doing? He seemed like a nice person.”


“He’s a lot
nicer than his brother,” muttered Stephen, shaking his head. “I think Edward is
going to be a problem someday. Dad says that the Sorensons are becoming more
demanding on their side of the valley.”


“I just hope
they stay on their side of the valley,” Ashley responded. She was worried about
Edward also. 


She was afraid
that when Todd’s brother got older he might be a problem. He didn’t seem like
one to keep his sorcery in check. He had already demonstrated that in his
harassment of Stephen. They would have to be extremely careful whenever they
went to Glendon.


“They wouldn’t
dare come over to our side of the valley without permission,” spoke Stephen,
stopping just long enough to wipe the sweat from his brow. “Dad feels pretty
confident about that, but I can tell that he’s worried.”


Ashley nodded
as she listened to her younger brother. Her father hadn’t said much about the
Sorensons recently. Evidently, since Stephen and he were together so much, he
had said something to Stephen.


“How are your
sorcery lessons going?” 


“Dad and I spend
an hour every night practicing my sorcery,” Stephen said as he reached for
another log. “Dad also talks a lot while we’re out working. I think he’s going
to meet Uncle Mark and Uncle Robert in Plainview in a few days to discuss the
Sorensons.”


“Does Dad think
the Sorensons might bother us?” asked Ashley, feeling concerned. The Sorensons very
seldom ventured into the Andrews’ part of the valley just as the Andrews didn’t
venture into the Sorensons’ part.


“Dad says it’s
because of Edward,” responded Stephen, pausing for a moment to catch his
breath. He was glad that Ashley had come over to help him. “Edward already has
very powerful abilities. From what Dad heard in Glendon, Edward may be the most
powerful sorcerer born into the Sorenson family in generations.” 


“He’s
expecting trouble,” Ashley responded not liking what she was hearing. She
wished she could speak with Todd. He had seemed so levelheaded. Perhaps he
could tell her what was going on.


“I think so,”
Stephen replied as he and Ashley pulled the last log out of the wagon and
carried it over to the large pile. “I don’t think Dad is expecting trouble anytime
soon, but when Edward gets older there could be problems, perhaps in Glendon.”


“Let’s hope
not,” replied Ashley, putting her hands on her hips and looking at the large
pile of firewood. Her father and Stephen were going to have a lot of log
splitting to do. She didn’t envy them at all. Splitting all these logs was
going to be hard work.


Ashley knew
the Sorensons and the Andrews had not been close for generations. She didn’t know
what had caused the problems in the beginning, but the distrust had been passed
down over the generations. That was one reason why the Sorensons were on one
end of the valley and the Andrews were on the other. Glendon was supposed to be
neutral territory. But after what she had experienced and seen the last time
they had been to Glendon with Edward, Ashley wondered if that were true
anymore. She wondered if the Sorensons now considered Glendon part of their end
of the valley.


-


Ashley,
Stephen, and both of her parents were in the large wagon. Ashley tried to
wriggle around on the lightly cushioned seat to get more comfortable. She could
feel every bump on the well-traveled road. Her father had slowed the horses
down when her mother had complained about several bone jarring jolts. They were
going to Plainview to trade their vegetables, as well as some other farm
products. 


It was early
morning with just the slightest hint of a chill in the air. Since the valley
was enclosed by mountains, the mornings this time of year as they entered fall
could be quite cool. It was still a good three to four weeks before they would
experience their first freeze. But winter would be here soon, and then the first
snow.


The
countryside around them was still a lush green, with the trees just showing a
hint of their fall colors. Ashley moved her hand to the top of her blouse and
touched her amulet, hidden beneath. She knew that very soon she needed to
return to Beaver Mountain. That mysterious message from Snowden still haunted
her every night. Why did the dragon want her to come to his lair? She wasn’t
frightened; it didn’t mean her any harm. She had sensed that in that brief
contact. Ashley knew she had to get to the dragon’s lair before the first snow
flew. Once it began to snow, then Snowden’s lair would be out of reach until
late spring.


“I wish this
road wasn’t so bumpy,” her mother complained, holding on to her husband’s arm
as the wagon bounced slightly. “Is there any way you could use your sorcery to
smooth it out?”


Harmon laughed
and reached over and patted his wife on her leg. “Just enjoy the ride. It’s not
every day we get to ride in the wagon together, and it’s really nice this
morning. Not much of a breeze, and not too warm.”


“Yes, it is,”
replied Katrina, looking back behind her at the kids in the second seat. “I
just don’t want to bounce one of the kids out.”


“We’re fine,
mother,” responded Stephen, grinning. He knew Ashley didn’t care for all the
bumps either. 


As they
reached the village, Ashley noticed there were other farmers bringing their
excess crops in also. Several other wagons were already pulled up to the
general store and being unloaded. She knew there were several large underground
root cellars behind the store as well as several solid storage buildings for
the excess crops. That way the vegetables and other farm products could be kept
safely stored until they were needed during the winter. Her father stopped
their wagon behind the others and climbed down. The storeowner, Alfred Dotson,
met him before he had taken more than a few steps.


“Harmon! Good
to see you!” Alfred said, pumping Harmon’s hand and smiling. “The harvests have
been good this year. What have you brought us?”


The two went
behind the wagon and Harmon began going over what was in the back of the wagon.
Alfred smiled even bigger as he realized that if this kept up his store would
be well stocked this year. He might even be able to trade some of the excess with
the village of New Haven on the ocean shore. If he could trade for some good
quality fish, the people of the village would be in for a treat. Fish always
sold well. 


“Let’s go
inside,” Katrina said to Ashley as she began to climb down from the wagon. “We
can get our shopping done while your father and Stephen unload the wagon.”


Ashley and her
mother went inside. The general store in Plainview wasn’t as large as the one
in Glendon, but it still contained a lot of different items. There were various
vegetables, smoked and salted meats, canned goods and nearly everything else
that might be needed in the village. Between Plainview and the local farms,
nearly four thousand people called this end of the valley their home.


On one side of
the store were a number of small tables. The general store was one of the more
popular places for the people of the village to meet and talk. Most of the
tables were always full, and today was no exception. Ashley and her mother
stopped and visited briefly with several woman and young girls they knew. After
saying hello, the two turned to their shopping.


Ashley and her
mother spent quite some time gathering the items they would need. Katrina had a
long list of supplies she wanted for the winter in case they became snowed in. After
awhile, Ashley walked over to one of the store windows and gazed out. Her
brother Stephen came in and, spotting a boy about his age, went over to visit.
The two went to school together during the winter when the weather permitted.
After visiting for a few minutes, he went over to help their mother. There was
already a sizable pile of goods growing on the counter. 


Ashley knew
her father had probably gone to the tavern to talk to her uncles. She wished
she could hear what they were talking about. Continuing to gaze out the window,
Ashley felt startled when she saw a familiar figure ride into town on a dark
brown horse. It was Todd Sorenson! What was he doing in Plainview? Her father
mustn’t see him. Ashley quickly stepped outside and walked rapidly over to
where Todd was tying up his horse.


“What are you
doing in Plainview?” demanded Ashley, hoping no one else recognized Todd. “You’re
not supposed to come to our side of the valley without being invited.”


Todd turned
around and grinned widely at Ashley. “I was coming to see you. I didn’t think
you would mind.”


“I don’t mind,”
stammered Ashley, flushing slightly. “But you still shouldn’t be here. My
father would throw a fit if he knew a Sorenson was in our section of the
valley.”


“That’s what I
wanted to talk to you about,” replied Todd, his manner suddenly turning serious.
“It may not be your part of the valley much longer.”


“What?” Ashley
gasped, not sure she had heard right. “What do you mean by that? Is this some
kind of threat?”


“Is there
someplace we can talk?” asked Todd, glancing nervously around the street. There
were a quite a few people about, and he didn’t like standing out in the street
in plain sight.


Ashley thought
for a moment, and then pointed to a small diner across the street away from the
general store. “We can go in there and talk. We will just need to order
something to drink.”


“No problem,”
Todd replied with a nod. “I have some money with me.”


The two
quickly hurried across the street and entered the small diner. There were only
a few others inside, and they took little notice of the two young people.
Ashley led Todd to a table by the window so she could keep a watch on the
general store. She didn’t want her mother to come looking for her.


Once they were
seated, a waitress came over and took their order. At Todd’s insistence, she
ordered a slice of cherry pie and a glass of milk. Todd ordered apple pie and a
glass of water.


“Now tell me
what’s going on,” Ashley demanded, her eyes turning toward Todd. 


Why had Todd taken
the risk to come all the way to Plainview? It surely wasn’t entirely just to
see her, even though she had to admit the idea made her feel warm inside. He
must have been riding most of the night to get here.


“It’s my dad
and uncle,” Todd confessed with an upset look crossing his face. “They have
been making their presence known in Glendon pretty regularly recently. The word
is already spreading around the village that the Sorensons now consider it part
of their section of the valley.”


“And the
villagers are just allowing it?” Ashley asked, shocked at hearing this. 


Glendon was
supposed to be neutral territory. Ashley could well imagine how this news would
affect her father and his two brothers. The Sorensons taking over Glendon was
extremely bad news.


“They have no
choice,” Todd replied glumly, looking around to make sure no one else was listening.
“My uncle and Edward have actually injured a few village people recently. Not
seriously, but just enough for the villagers to know that the Sorensons aren’t
to be trifled with.”


“That’s
terrible,” responded Ashley, shaking her head in disbelief. “How could they do
such a thing?”


“It’s how my
brother and uncle are,” Todd replied, unhappy that it was members of his own family
that had injured the villagers.


They both
became quiet as the waitress returned, setting their orders down in front of
them. Todd paid for it with a few coins he had in his pocket and the waitress
left with a big smile on her face. Todd had tipped her pretty well.


“So is that
the only reason you came to Plainview?” Ashley asked.


She was
surprised to see Todd’s face turn red. “I wanted to warn you about what was
happening in Glendon,” Todd stammered his eyes looking down at his pie. “Ashley,
you need to tell your father that it might not be safe for any of you to go
there again.”


Ashley was
quiet as she weighed Todd’s words. She knew Todd had risked a lot to bring her
family this warning. She reached across the table and placed her hand on top of
his. “Thank you, Todd,” replied Ashley, giving his hand a gentle squeeze. “My
father will appreciate the warning.”


Todd smiled
back at Ashley and then spoke. He liked the warm, gentle feel of her hand on
his own. “If anything happens, just watch out for Edward. He has a mean streak
in him that frightens me. His sorcery powers are getting stronger every day.
Someday he is going to be very dangerous, Ashley.”


“I’m glad you’re
not like him,” said Ashley, nodding her head in understanding. 


The two sat
quietly eating their pie, not sure what to say next. They both felt a little
bit uncomfortable.


“Todd, you can’t
risk coming here again,” Ashley finally said as she finished the last bite of
her cherry pie. “It’s too dangerous.”


“I know,” Todd
replied with a heavy sigh. “I wanted to warn you, but I also wanted to talk to
you again.”


Ashley smiled.
“I’ve been wanting to talk to you, too. I really enjoyed the time we spent
together in Glendon.”


“Can I see you
again?” Todd asked with his eyes gazing deeply into Ashley’s deep blue ones. “Maybe
somewhere away from Plainview? I will meet you anywhere!”


“I don’t know,”
replied Ashley, slowly. She would like to continue seeing Todd. She felt a
strong attraction to the young man. “We would have to be very careful. For now,
it seems as if might be too dangerous to risk it. Let’s just wait and see how
all this plays out.”


“Okay,”
replied Todd, sounding disappointed. “My family would punish me severely if
they knew I was in Plainview. As it is, I am going to have to make up a good
excuse for getting back to Glendon so late.”


Ashley glanced
out the window and saw Stephen come out of the general store. He looked around
and then headed up the street. Ashley knew her brother was probably looking for
her.


“You’d better
go, Todd,” Ashley spoke. “My mother and brother will be looking for me shortly.”


“I know,” Todd
replied as he slowly stood up. 


He wished he
could stay so they could talk more. Ashley was the first girl he had ever
really connected with. He felt so at ease in her presence, and he knew he could
trust her.


The two walked
to the door, and Ashley waited just inside as Todd mounted his horse and rode
off. She stepped outside and nearly bumped into Stephen. 


“Was that Todd?”
he asked suspiciously, gazing at the rider who was quickly leaving the village.
“What did he want?”


“Yes,” replied
Ashley, knowing she couldn’t deny that it was Todd. “Don’t tell Mom or Dad; I
will explain everything later.”


Stephen acted
as if he was going to say something more, but a warning look from Ashley
silenced him. The time for talking would be later.


“Let’s go back
to the general store and help Mom load everything,” Ashley continued as they
started back across the street. “Dad should be back soon, and we can talk when
we get back home.”


-


The next day,
Ashley and Stephen were working out in the garden together. Stephen had been
dying of curiosity to find out what Todd had been doing in Plainview and why he
had been with Ashley. It was all Ashley had managed to do to keep Stephen quiet
the night before. She didn’t want her parents to know that a Sorenson had been
in Plainview, at least not yet.


“So what did
Todd want?” Stephen asked as he pulled weeds out of a long row of leafy
carrots.


Ashley glanced
nervously around making sure that her mom and dad weren’t within hearing
distance. Neither were in sight.


“He came to
warn us about his family,” Ashley replied as she pulled a stubborn, long rooted
weed out of the turnips. “He said they now control Glendon and that we should
stay away.”


“But Glendon
is supposed to be neutral territory!” objected Stephen, raising his head up and
staring at Ashley in surprise. “How can they tell us to stay away? We have just
as much of a right to be in Glendon as they do.”


“We may have
no choice,” answered Ashley, standing up and stretching. Her back was stiff
from spending the last hour pulling weeds. She wondered if she could find a
spell in the sorcery book that would do away with weeds in the garden. “Todd
says Edward is becoming very powerful in his sorcery skills. His father and uncle
are quite strong also.”


“Stronger than
our family,” Stephen spoke in understanding. He knew that their family had
always been the weaker of the two families where sorcery was concerned.


“Unfortunately,”
replied Ashley, wishing things were different. 


“I wish I was
stronger,” spoke Stephen, despondently. “I can just barely light a candle.”


“You will get
stronger as you get older,” responded Ashley, wanting to give Stephen some
encouragement. “You know as well as I do that as you age your sorcery powers will
become stronger.” 


Stephen stood
up with a questioning look upon his face. “I don’t know,” he spoke slowly. “Mason
is fifteen, and he can already do a lot of things I can’t.”


Ashley nodded.
Mason was one of Uncle Mark’s children. “I know, Stephen, but Mason is a year
older. You just need to give yourself some time.”


“We may not
have that time,” responded Stephen, using his foot to kick a weed down the long
row of carrots. “What if the Sorensons come to our side of the valley? What if
they’re not satisfied with just Glendon?”


Ashley was
quiet for a moment. This was something she hadn’t seriously considered. Was
that the real reason Todd had come to Plainview? He had made that one cryptic
comment about this end of the valley not being under control of the Andrews
much longer. They had spoken so much about the trouble in Glendon that she had
forgotten about it until just now.


“I need to go
start splitting wood,” Stephen said in a dejected voice. “At least that’s one
thing I’m good at.”


Ashley didn’t
know what to say as Stephen trudged off toward the woodpile. As she watched
him, she could understand her brother’s frustration; Stephen was disappointed
in his sorcery. She hoped Stephen didn’t give up on it. She loved her brother
and knew he needed some help.


Letting out a
deep breath, she gazed at all the weeds they had pulled out of the garden.
Looking around, she saw that only Stephen was in sight, and he was
concentrating on the woodpile. She watched him pick up an axe and start
splitting the wood. Reaching to the top of her blouse, she pulled out her
amulet. Closing her eyes, she concentrated and moved her hand in a series of rapid
movements. When the spell was completed, she cast it over the garden. 


Opening her
eyes, she watched as all the pulled weeds started to wither and dry up. In
moments, all that remained were a few of the thicker stems. The rest had turned
to dust and returned to the soil beneath. Glancing at her amulet, she saw that it
was glowing brightly, and then the glow began to fade.


“Come to me
soon,” a voice spoke in her mind. Ashley was startled. She realized it was
the dragon. “I will,” responded Ashley, concentrating as hard as she could.


Ashley turned
and began walking toward the house. She knew her father was still inside
talking to her mother. She needed to tell him what Todd had said. He wouldn’t
be happy when he found out she had been keeping this information from him and
that Todd had been in Plainview.


-


Harmon looked
at his daughter with frustration and anger covering his face. They were both
sitting at the kitchen table. Ashley had just finished telling him about her
meeting with Todd Sorenson. He took several long breaths, trying to calm
himself down before he finally spoke. “You should have told me a Sorenson was
in Plainview!”


“I knew it
would upset you, and Todd isn’t like the others,” Ashley said, defending Todd.


“You’re too
young to be the judge of that,” her father said in a stern, disapproving voice.


Katrina
stepped over and put her hand on her husband’s arm. “Harmon, she didn’t mean
any harm, and you don’t know what this Todd is like. You need to trust our
daughter.” 


She looked
over at Ashley. She suspected Ashley was attracted to this young man. Katrina
remembered her early days when she and Harmon first met. They had been so
hesitant and nervous those first few times they had been together. She
suspected that Ashley wasn’t telling them everything.


“He’s still a
Sorenson,” Harmon insisted, but in a calmer voice. “Mark and Robert both agree
that trouble is coming from the Sorensons. If what Ashley said about Glendon is
true, that trouble is not far off.”


“What are we
going to do?” asked Katrina, stepping behind her husband. She put her hand on
his shoulders and squeezed gently. “Todd came to warn us; at least we know what’s
going on.”


A long frown
crossed Harmon’s face. “I don’t think they will do anything until Edward is
older. It’s his surprising strength in sorcery that has given the Sorensons the
nerve to try to expand their control in the valley. I don’t believe they want
open conflict with us, at least not at the moment.”


“I’m sorry,
Dad, for not telling you sooner,” Ashley spoke apologetically. She didn’t like
upsetting her father.


“I guess I
understand,” Harmon responded, his eyes focusing on Ashley. “But next time Todd
comes to talk to you, I would like to speak with him. I promise I won’t
threaten or scare the boy.”


Ashley nodded
her head in understanding. “I will tell him, but I don’t know if he will be
coming back. I told him not to.”


After a few
more words, Ashley left the kitchen and went to her room. She needed to tidy up
some and think about a few things.


Harmon watched
her go, shaking his head. What had his daughter gotten herself into with this
Sorenson kid? “I wonder if this Todd will come back?”


Katrina smiled
knowingly. “He will be back; I think you can count on that.” Katrina walked
over to the sink and starting working on the breakfast dishes. Oh, yes, the
young man would be back, but she didn’t tell Harmon the reason why. She didn’t
think he realized yet that his little girl was growing up. 


-


Ashley
finished cleaning her room and sat down on her bed. It had been harder to tell
her father and mother about Todd than she had thought it would be. She wondered
about her own feelings for Todd. She did find herself strangely attracted to
the young man. It’s nothing, she thought. Todd is just becoming a friend.
Besides, they had only talked to each other a couple of times.


Walking over
to her window, she gazed outside. From here, she could just barely see Beaver Mountain. She had already decided that, in the next day or two, she would have to go
to the mountain. She had an appointment with a certain dragon.











Chapter Five


 


Ashley was
nearly to the dragon’s cave on Beaver Mountain. Her father and mother had gone
off to visit one of the neighbors and wouldn’t be back until late that
afternoon. He was going to use his sorcery to help clear a field of some
nuisance weeds. 


She had bribed
Stephen to finish weeding the garden for her. He had asked suspiciously where
she was going. Ashley knew that Stephen probably thought she was meeting Todd
somewhere. She was careful not to say anything to cause Stephen to think
differently. If their parents came back before she did, Stephen was supposed to
tell them that she had gone horseback riding and would be returning before dark.
Ashley hoped she would be back before or immediately after they were. If not,
then something unplanned had occurred on the mountain.


Stepping
around a large pine tree, Ashley spied the cave entrance a short distance ahead
of her. She glanced at the pinecones scattered on the ground and breathed in
the fragrant scents that were in the air. She looked over at the beckoning cave
entrance and hoped she wasn’t making a mistake. 


It was a lot
cooler up here on the mountain than down below in the valley. Already, some of
the trees up here were turning and starting to lose their leaves. Ashley
suspected  the temperatures on the mountain had by now dropped below freezing
several times. She definitely didn’t want to be stranded on the mountain after
dark; it was a difficult enough hike in the daylight. She hated to think what
it would be like at night. Looking toward the west, she could see some dark
storm clouds forming. There had been nothing there when she had started up the
slope of the mountain.


Scrambling the
last few feet up the slope, she came to a stop at the entrance to the cave. For
a moment, she stood there catching her breath. It was a long and hard climb up
to the caves. Several times, she had stumbled on loose stones and rocks, nearly
losing her footing. Stepping inside, she glanced at the clear crystal amulet
set into the wall. She still couldn’t get over its size. She walked over to the
amulet and, reaching out, touched it softly with the fingers of her right hand.
It seemed to vibrate slightly underneath her touch and lit up with a dim glow. 


Stepping back
away from the amulet, Ashley reached into her small backpack and removed a glow
bulb. Her father had several of the precious artifacts from the Golden Age in
his study, and Ashley hoped she could get this one back before he missed it.
Taking a deep breath, she slowly cast the spell she had found in the back of
the sorcery book, which was needed to feed the small sphere the energy it needed
to produce light. After a few moments, the globe lit up with a flickering of spectral
light that gradually brightened until it lit up Ashley’s surroundings.


Well, I’m
here, she thought. I hope this wasn’t a mistake.


“It is not,”
a friendly voice spoke into her mind. “You will understand shortly.”


This was the
first time the dragon had spoken to her since she had started her ascent of the
mountain. She was relieved to find the dragon was expecting her and sounded
friendly. 


Ashley slowly
walked down the center of the long tunnel. Someday, when she had more time, she
would like to search more of the cave to see if there was any evidence of their
ancestors ever having lived here. She had no idea how far back into the
mountain the cave went. It was cooler in this section of the cave, and Ashley
was glad she was wearing a heavy jacket. 


After a few
more minutes of walking, she found the entrance to Snowden’s lair. Well, here
goes nothing, she thought. Ashley stepped into the cavern and came to a stop. A
fully awake dragon was standing there with its bright, yellow eyes gazing at
her. It also seemed to be warmer in the cavern. 


“Hello,”
stammered Ashley, not sure what to say. How do you talk to a dragon?


Snowden
continued to stare at her for a long moment as if judging her innermost self.
Then the dragon sat back down. “I am Snowden, and we have much to talk
about.”


Fortifying
herself, Ashley walked over until she was standing directly in front of the
dragon. If she wanted to, she could have reached out and touched Snowden. Standing
that close to the dragon, Ashley realized just how large it was. The dragon
towered over her.


Gazing up into
Snowden’s eyes, she asked, “Why am I here?”


Snowden looked
deeply into the young woman’s eyes. For the first time in many long years, he
hoped that, finally, he had found a friend.


“You wish
to learn how to use the powers of sorcery?” Snowden asked in Ashley’s mind.



Snowden had to
choose his words very carefully. Dragons spoke to each other by projecting
pictures of what they wanted, not actual spoken words. It had taken Snowden
centuries until he could actually send his thoughts so humans could understand
them. Even now, he still struggled to choose the right words to convey his
meaning. 


Ashley was
quiet for a moment. How did the dragon know about her sorcery abilities? Gazing
at Snowden, she noticed that he wasn’t really pure white. His wings had a
slight, almost golden, tinge to them.


“Yes,” replied
Ashley, taking off her small pack and laying the glow bulb down on top of it. She
also removed her heavy jacket. “I have a book that teaches me the spells, and
then I practice using them.” 


Snowden took a
moment to make sure he fully understood. Under the great mountain, Cathy had
used books to learn sorcery. He still felt sadness any time he thought of his
first true friend, but he knew that he would see Cathy again. He didn’t
understand it, but he knew that Cathy was still sleeping beneath the great
mountain and would someday awake.


“You will
be very powerful, someday.”


Ashley opened
her eyes wide in surprise. “What do you mean? The members of my family are not
very powerful sorcerers. We never have been.”


Snowden was
quiet for a full minute as he formulated his answer. “The full powers of
your ancestors have chosen you in which to manifest themselves.”


Ashley
realized that Snowden was speaking both in words and in pictures. Her mind was
interpreting what he was trying to say by filling in many of the words. She
realized the dragon’s words were very simple, but the pictures and concepts
that went with them were much more complex.


“Can you help
me learn to control these powers?” Ashley asked, still unsure about what the
dragon was saying or even if she had understood correctly.


“Yes,”
Snowden replied. “I had a very powerful friend once that knew how to control
these powers. I can show you what she knew.”


“How?” asked Ashley,
feeling even more confused. How could a dragon teach her sorcery?


“Like this,”
Snowden answered. 


Ashley felt
Snowden’s presence in her mind suddenly grow. Her head seemed to fill with
intense pain. She felt herself grow dizzy, and then everything went black.


-


Ashley woke up
and struggled to sit back up. Her head was throbbing with a powerful headache. Her
mouth felt parched as if she had gone for a considerable length of time without
water. What had the dragon done to her? The last thing she could remember was
that the dragon was going to teach her sorcery. She then noticed she was
sitting in darkness.


“Snowden?” asked
Ashley, hesitantly.


“Yes,”
the reply came gently and apologetically into her mind.


Ashley
realized that the glow bulb was out. She reached out, searching for her pack,
and once she had located it, she found the bulb. As soon as she touched it, the
bulb began to glow and soon lit with a radiance much brighter than before.


“How did that
happen?” asked Ashley surprised. She hadn’t done the necessary spell, yet the
bulb was glowing.


“Some of
the simpler spells you can now do without creating the patterns,” responded
Snowden, sounding pleased with himself. “Just thinking about what you want
will make it happen. The spells for light, fire, wind, and a few others will
work that way. I remember these spells from Cathy and have placed them in your
mind.”


“Who is this
Cathy you keep mentioning?” asked Ashley, looking up at the dragon. 


Her headache
was finally beginning to fade. She reached for her canteen of water and, after
removing the lid, took a deep drink. After gulping down the water, her throat
felt much better. She took another, smaller drink then put her canteen back
next to her pack. Unwrapping some bread and cheese she had packed in case she
got hungry, she quickly finished it off. For some reason, she felt famished.


“Cathy was
my friend beneath the great mountain,” Snowden replied.


“That’s where
the sorcerers of long ago created the dragons,” stated Ashley, trying to piece
all of this together. She picked up her canteen and took another deep drink.


“Yes,”
Snowden replied with a hint of sadness. “After the great burning, or
Worldfire as you call it occurred, the dragons left the great mountain.”


“You were
there during the Worldfire?” asked Ashley, realizing just how old the dragon
was. The Worldfire had occurred several thousand years ago.


“Yes,”
Snowden replied. “We were sick and had to leave. Cathy had to stay behind.
She is still sleeping beneath the mountain.”


Much of this
Ashley didn’t understand. What she did know was that she needed to get back
home, and soon. 


“It’s dark
outside,” Snowden spoke. “You were unconscious for a long time as your
young mind assimilated the spells and instructions for using sorcery that I
gave you. I did not realize you would lose consciousness. I am sorry.”


It suddenly
dawned on Ashley that her mind was full of new knowledge about sorcery. She was
amazed as she realized what was there. “Where did you get all of this?” She
felt astonished as she realized what all Snowden had put into her mind.


“From
Cathy,” Snowden responded. “I got it from her mind and just put it into
yours. Not everything, but enough to begin with.”


Ashley let out
a heavy sigh; she was going to be in a lot of trouble when she got back home.
She also knew it wouldn’t be safe to try to get back down the mountain in the
dark. There was no other choice but to spend the night in Snowden’s lair.
Tomorrow wouldn’t be a good day once she got back home. Her family would be extremely
upset with her, particularly her father.


For several hours,
she spoke with Snowden. Ashley would ask a question and Snowden would answer by
projecting images and words into her head. 


Ashley finally
lay down to try to sleep at Snowden’s insistence. He said she would understand
everything better when she awoke in the morning. That sleep would allow the
memories he had given her to better acclimate with her own memories and
knowledge. 


-


Ashley woke
early in the morning; she had slept surprisingly well. Concentrating, a flicker
of light appeared in the glow bulb and rapidly grew into a bright light. Ashley
was surprised to see the dragon lying on the floor of the small cavern next to
her. Snowden looked remarkably harmless when he was sleeping.


Snowden’s eyes
flicked open, and he looked over at Ashley. “Hello.”


Ashley stood
up, knowing she needed to start for home immediately. There was no doubt in her
mind that her father would be out looking for her. She didn’t even want to
think about the trouble she was going to be in.


“What do
you remember?” Snowden asked, his yellow eyes looking inquisitively at
Ashley.


“Sorcery,”
Ashley murmured, amazed at all the knowledge that was in her mind. There were
spells, explanations of different types of sorcery, and a basic knowledge of
just what sorcery was and how it worked. “This is all amazing. Do you
understand all of this?” Ashley looked at Snowden, wondering how the dragon
could have all this fabulous knowledge.


“No,”
Snowden said haltingly in Ashley’s mind. “This is Cathy’s knowledge. I do
not understand it. It should be helpful to you. It was to Cathy.”


“Thank you,
Snowden,” spoke Ashley, stepping forward and touching the dragon on his neck.
She was amazed at how warm the dragon felt.


“You should
go. Your family will be worried.”


Ashley nodded.
“Yes, my father is probably hunting for me.” 


She quickly
gathered her pack together and stepped out of the cavern. Holding the glow bulb
in her right hand, she glanced back at Snowden and smiled, knowing she had made
a new friend. Taking a deep breath, she turned and hurried down the tunnel.


Snowden watched
Ashley’s retreating figure. He felt happy and content. He had made a friend,
the first one in a long time. Closing his eyes, Snowden lay back down to sleep.
He knew if his new friend needed him, she would call.


It took Ashley
a while to make her way back down the mountain. She found Spirit still tied up
where she had left him. Sighing with relief, she quickly mounted up. She rode
over to a small stream so Spirit could get a drink of fresh water. As she
waited, she thought about all the amazing things she had learned from Snowden.
She knew it would be days before she fully understood all of the knowledge the
dragon had given her. Everything around her seemed so much clearer, almost as
if she was looking at the world from a totally new and different perspective. 


Ashley was
nearly home when she heard someone shout her name. Turning in her saddle,
Ashley saw her father and brother riding toward her. Pulling back on her reins,
she took a deep breath. Reaching forward, she patted Spirit on his neck as she
waited. She wished she could avoid this conversation with her father. 


Her father
reined his horse up next to Ashley with a flustered look upon his face. “Where
have you been? We’ve been looking for you all morning!” he demanded. 


He could see
that Ashley didn’t look injured. He just couldn’t believe she had stayed out
the entire night worrying them so. Katrina had been at her wits end with
concern about their daughter. Stephen and he had left the farm at first light,
searching for Ashley.


“A fox
frightened my horse,” replied Ashley, knowing her father was extremely upset. She
could see that from his demeanor. “Spirit threw me and took off. It was almost
dark when I finally found him, so I just camped out for the night. I’m sorry if
I worried you; I didn’t mean to.”


Harmon shook
his head in disbelief. “You should have come home anyway. There was a full moon
out last night.”


“I know,”
Ashley responded uneasily. This was much harder than she had imagined. “But I
was so sore from being thrown that I just couldn’t do it. I knew I would feel
better this morning.”


“Mom is really
worried, Ashley,” interjected Stephen, feeling angry with his sister for
upsetting their parents so much. “She was crying earlier.”


Ashley really
felt bad now. She hated upsetting her parents. “I’m sorry; there just wasn’t
anything I could do.”


“Well, let’s
go home,” said her father, shaking his head. He was relieved that Ashley seemed
to be unharmed, but he was still aggravated about the stress she had caused
Katrina. “Your mother will be relieved to see you’re okay. We can discuss this
later.”


Ashley fell in
with her father and brother and started riding back toward the farm. She knew
she was in a lot of trouble. But she couldn’t tell them the truth. They must
not find out about Snowden and the sorcery the dragon had shown her, at least
not yet. 


-


As soon as
they rode into the yard, Ashley’s mother came out of the house. She ran to the
horses, grabbing Ashley as soon as she dismounted and hugged her tightly in her
arms.


“What happened?”
Katrina demanded with tears in her eyes. “I was so worried.”


“My horse got
spooked, and I fell off,” replied Ashley, hating the need to lie to her mother.
“It got too dark to come home, so I just camped out until the sun came up. I’m
sorry mother. Please forgive me.”


“Of course I
forgive you,” replied Katrina, wiping the tears from her eyes. The important
thing is you’re back home and not hurt. Now let’s get you inside and cleaned up.
I’ll fix you something to eat. You must be starving!”


Harmon started
to say something else, but a don’t you dare look from his wife silenced him.
Motioning to Stephen, they dismounted and gathering up the reins of the three horses
started toward the barn.


-


After eating a
good meal, Ashley retired to her room. She told her mother she needed to rest
and that she was still sore from falling from her horse. Lying down on her bed,
she thought about what she had learned from Snowden. Closing her eyes, she went
over some of the spells and knowledge the dragon had given her.


What surprised
her the most was some of the basic information about how to enact a sorcery
spell. Just the knowledge of why the hand gestures were needed and some of the
words that had to be spoken was invaluable. The dragon had all of this in his
mind and didn’t understand it. 


Thinking back,
she realized that Snowden didn’t actually speak a lot of words. It was mostly
symbols and concepts, which her mind translated into understandable words. This
girl, Cathy, who the dragon always spoke of, had taught Snowden how to do this.


There was no
doubt in Ashley’s mind that this young woman had been a truly powerful sorceress.
This brought up another point. What did Snowden mean when he had told her that
she was powerful? She didn’t see how that could be true. No one in her family for
many generations had been what could be considered a powerful sorcerer. Not
like those her father spoke of that had existed in the remote past.


She was also
highly excited about trying out some of the new spells the dragon had given
her. Wouldn’t it be exciting to be able to show Todd Sorenson someday that she
was a sorceress! She was the first sorceress in this valley since the early
generations when their ancestors had first arrived in the secluded valley. 


Ashley yawned
and realized she was extremely tired. She felt herself slowly drifting off to
sleep. Thank you, Snowden; she thought sleepily not expecting an answer.


“Go to
sleep.”


In moments,
Ashley was sound asleep. 


In the
kitchen, her mother and father were talking in quiet voices about Ashley’s little
adventure the previous night. Both had the feeling their daughter wasn’t being entirely
truthful. 


Rising from
the kitchen table, Harmon walked over to the door and stepped outside. Looking
toward the south, his eyes focused on Beaver Mountain. The snow capped summit
seemed to have a larger covering of snow than just a few days ago. Shortly it
would be winter. 


Harmon let his
gaze wander down the mountain until it rested on where he knew the cave
entrance was to Snowden’s lair. He had a suspicion that Ashley’s disappearance
had something to do with the dragon. He didn’t believe the fox story. That
might also explain why his sorcery hadn’t been able to locate his daughter
earlier. If she had been on the mountain or close to it, his sorcery wouldn’t
have reached that far. He wondered if it had been a mistake for him to take
Ashley to the dragon’s cave. He hoped not; there was still much he hadn’t told
Ashley. 


With a heavy
sigh, Harmon started walking toward the barn. He had to go over to one of their
neighbors and help dig a new water well. He would use his sorcery to locate the
best place for the well, and then use a simple spell to make the digging
easier. As he began to saddle his horse, Harmon prayed that Ashley knew what
she was doing. If it did indeed involve the dragon, she had chosen a very
dangerous path to take. A few minutes later, Harmon rode out of the yard. He
would worry about Ashley later. For now, he had sorcery work that needed to be
done.











Chapter Six


 


Ashley opened
her eyes and snuggled down deeper beneath her blankets. She looked toward her
window and could see snowflakes falling outside. She sighed heavily, knowing it
was going to be another cold day, and she would have to stay inside. Even here in
her room, the cold penetrated. Listening closely, she could hear the wind
howling outside and another, more comforting, noise. Her mother was up and
already at work in the kitchen.


Throwing back
the blankets, Ashley put her feet on the floor and instantly pulled them back.
Even the floor was cold! Gritting her teeth, Ashley put her feet back on the
floor and hastily began to get dressed. The last thing she did was throw on a
heavy sweater to help combat the cold. Walking over to her mirror, she brushed
her hair and then tied it back with a bright blue ribbon. 


Making her way
toward the kitchen, Ashley glanced into her brother’s room and saw that he was
still sound asleep. She smiled to herself, shaking her head. Stephen had no
problem sleeping in on these cold winter days. Reaching the kitchen, Ashley
felt the sudden warmth from the large fireplace. She could also feel the
comforting heat coming from the large wood cook stove that her mother was
preparing breakfast on.


“Good morning,
Ashley,” her mother said with a smile on her face. “I didn’t think you would be
up this early. I’m sure your brother is still sound asleep.”


“It’s too cold
to sleep,” complained Ashley, walking over to the fireplace and holding her
hands out to the warming flames. “Where’s Dad?”


“He’s checking
the livestock,” replied her mother, going over to the large kitchen window and
gazing out toward the barn. Katrina had a pensive look on her face as she gazed
outside.


She could
barely see the barn. The snow was falling a lot heavier now than it had been
earlier and the ground was already covered. It had been steadily getting worse
for several hours now. Their horses, as well as some of the newly born calves
with their mothers, were in the barn or in the large side lot next to it.
Because the lot bordered the barn, the animals could find some protection from
the cold wind. Katrina hoped the animals were okay, especially the babies.


Ashley walked
over to the window and looked out. She shivered just looking at the heavy snow
that was falling. Already, it was beginning to pile up into small drifts. “I
wonder how long this storm is going to last?”


“Your father
said several days at least. He used his sorcery and said the storm has stalled
above us.” Katrina turned around and went back over to her cook stove. “Feel
like some bacon and eggs for breakfast?”


“Sure,” responded
Ashley, feeling familiar hunger pangs. A good hot breakfast was definitely in
order on a cold snowy morning like today.


She was always
hungry in the mornings recently, particularly if she had practiced her sorcery
the night before. The sorcery book mentioned that it was a good idea to eat
some fruit immediately after casting a spell, especially if you were young. As
you got older, the effects of casting a spell were less demanding on your body,
unless it was a truly powerful one. 


-


Ashley was
just finishing her breakfast when she heard her father out on the porch.
Opening the door, he let in a cold draft of air as he finished brushing the
snow off his heavy coat. 


“Wow, it’s
really cold out there!” he grumbled as he began removing his coat. He hung it
on one of the hooks by the door.


“Stay by the
door on the rug,” warned Katrina, frowning at the snow lying on the floor where
her husband had brushed it off his coat. Men always seemed to make a mess. With
the weather outside, she knew it was going to be a challenge to keep her kitchen
floor clean. “I don’t want you tracking through the kitchen.”


Harmon looked
sheepishly down at the snow on the small rug and wood floor, knowing he should
have been more careful. A few quick gestures, the right words, and the snow
vanished. He smiled back at his wife.


“Thanks, dear,”
Katrina responded now that her floor was clean again. Harmon didn’t use his
sorcery around her often but when he did, it was always something to please
her. Katrina suspected that Harmon didn’t want to remind her that he had special
abilities that she didn’t have. However, she had long since accepted his
sorcery as being part of who he was. She was very proud of her husband and what
he could do.


Ashley
swallowed the last bite of her eggs and stood up from the table, picking up her
plate. She went over to the kitchen sink and rinsed it off. There was a hand
pump above the sink, which brought in water from outside. She was surprised it
hadn’t frozen up yet.


“It’s really
snowing out there now,” said Harmon, walking over to the large kitchen window.
He stood watching the falling snow for several long moments. “We haven’t seen a
storm like this in years. It just doesn’t seem natural.”


Katrina walked
over and put her hand on her husband’s arm. “I remember a snowstorm like this when
I was a child. It lasted for days, and the snowdrifts were nearly to the top of
our roof. This is going to happen every so often.”


“Perhaps you’re
right,” responded Harmon, turning away from the window. “It’s just going to be
a mess having to deal with it for days.”


“Come sit down
at the table and I’ll fix your breakfast,” said Katrina, knowing Harmon had to
be really hungry. He had been outside for over an hour in the cold and snow. “You’ll
feel better once you’ve eaten a good hot meal.”


“Where’s your
brother?” asked Harmon, looking over at Ashley who was rinsing off some other
dishes.


“Still in bed,”
Ashley replied. “I think he could stay in bed all day if we let him.”


“I have some
chores for him later,” replied her father, shaking his head. He sat down at the
kitchen table and leaned back, watching Katrina cook his breakfast. “He’s going
to shovel the snow off the porch and steps as well as help down at the barn, so
he’d better enjoy his rest while he can.”


-


It was early
afternoon and Ashley had retired to her room. Her father had built a fire in the
pot-bellied stove in the hallway between the bedrooms, and her room was
considerably warmer. Reaching toward the back of the top drawer in her dresser,
she removed a rather thick book similar to a diary. Her mother had purchased it
for her the last time they had been at the general store in Plainview. 


Taking out a
pencil, Ashley sat down and began writing out another spell that Snowden had imprinted
on her mind. She tried to do this every day. The amount of knowledge Snowden
had given her was remarkable. What was even more amazing was just how clear the
spells and information were in her mind. 


Ashley had
found that she understood everything much better when she wrote it out. Today
she was writing out a spell that was supposed to allow a sorcerer to levitate
small objects. She had never seen her father do this, nor many of the other
spells Snowden had given her, but it didn’t mean her father couldn’t do any of
those spells. Most of the time he didn’t practice his sorcery in front of the
family, particularly in front of Ashley and her mother.


She spent over
an hour writing the spell down in detail, describing the hand gestures and writing
down the words that were needed to make the spell work. When Ashley was
finished, she read over her work, making sure she had written everything down
correctly. Satisfied that she had, Ashley got up and shut the door to her room.



Going over to
her bed, she laid the pencil down in the center of it. Taking a deep breath,
she closed her eyes and went over the spell one more time in her mind. Then,
opening her eyes, she pulled out her amulet and held it loosely in her left
hand. With her right hand, she began constructing the pattern for the spell. A
few choice words and it was complete. Taking a deep breath, she cast the spell
at the pencil. 


Very slowly,
the pencil rose into the air above the bed. Six inches, two feet, and then
finally a full three feet above her bed the pencil floated. For a moment,
Ashley just stared, mesmerized at the pencil in amazement. She was still
connected to the spell that held the pencil in its invisible grasp. Her light
blue amulet was glowing softly in her hand, and she could feel a faint sense of
warmth emanating from it.


Ashley found
that just by concentrating she could control the movement of the pencil. Slowly,
and then more rapidly, she made the pencil turn, descend, rise, and fly slowly
across her room. Her door opening startled her, and the pencil fell to the
floor as she lost her concentration. She closed her hand around her softly
glowing amulet and turned around. Stephen stood behind her in the wide-open
doorway.


“Dad wants us
to help him down at the barn,” Stephen commented. He wondered what Ashley had
been doing. She had the strangest look on her face.


“Sure,” responded
Ashley, knowing just how close she had come to being caught. She didn’t think
that Stephen had noticed anything. “I’ll be right there.”


Nodding,
Stephen went back toward the kitchen. Ashley quickly put her amulet back
beneath her blouse, then put her notebook back in the dresser drawer and
covered it so it was out of sight.


Going into the
kitchen, Ashley found Stephen waiting impatiently for her. He already had his
heavy coat and gloves on.


“Dad’s
waiting,” Stephen reminded her. 


“I know,” replied
Ashley, slipping on her coat and gloves. Opening the door, she paused and
looked back at her brother. “Let’s go.”


As soon as
Ashley stepped outside, she felt the chill through her coat. Snow was hitting her
in the face, and it was biting cold outside. Bracing herself, she began walking
toward the barn with Stephen right behind her. The snow was already over her
ankles, and the wind covered her tracks up after just a few steps. 


“It’s really
cold out here,” croaked Stephen, holding his hand over his mouth. He had
already swept the porch and steps off, twice.


They made it
to the barn and, opening the door, slipped quickly inside. It was warmer inside
the barn. Her father had lit a small wood stove against one wall. He was
standing next to it, warming his hands.


“That’s one
heck of a snowstorm out there,” he commented, turning around to face his kids.
They were in a medium sized room where they kept their saddles and other tack. “I
used my sorcery to check the air patterns above the valley, and this storm is
going to last for several days. It’s just not moving.”


“That’s not
good, is it?” Stephen said with a frown crossing his face. He didn’t mind the
snow too much, but he disliked the cold that went with it.


“No,” their
father replied. “Fortunately, the cattle in the north meadow have the new barn
for shelter. They will need hay. We have enough stored right next to the barn,
but the cattle can’t get to it. Ashley, I need you to saddle up Spirit and come
with me to the new barn. Between the two of us, we need to move hay over to the
lot and put enough in the big feeders to last for several days.”


“What about
me?” Stephen asked. He was surprised his father was taking Ashley and not him.


He felt
relieved that their father had chosen Ashley to go to the north meadow with
him. A long ride in this cold and blowing snow was not his idea of a good way
to spend the day. He would much rather spend it in the house with their mother
where it was warm.


“I’ve put some
hay in the feeders inside the barn for the horses and the cattle we have here,”
commented Harmon while looking over at Stephen. “I want to put the four cows
with baby calves in the large stall. Stephen, I need you to clean out that
stall. When you’re done with that, make sure there is plenty of firewood up on
the porch. We’ll put the cattle and calves in the stall when Ashley and I get
back.”


“All right,” replied
Stephen, frowning. Mucking the big stall was dirty work. At least it was out of
the wind, and if he got cold, he could come in here and warm up in front of the
stove.


“When you’re
done, make sure the fire is out in the stove,” added Harmon, gesturing toward
the burning flame that was visible. He didn’t want to leave any fire unattended,
especially in the barn.


-


After saddling
up Spirit, Ashley and her father began the long ride through the blowing snow
toward the north meadow. In normal conditions, the ride should have only taken
about thirty minutes. As it was, it took them nearly two hours to get to the
barn. Ashley was too cold to even smile in relief when the barn finally came
into sight.


“We’ll put our
horses next to the hay pile,” her father said, speaking through the thick scarf
covering his face. “They should be out of the wind there.”


Riding up to
the barn, they tied their horses up beneath the lean-to that protected the hay.
There were several pitchforks hanging on one wall that could be used to move
the hay.


Looking over
at the barn and lot surrounding it, Ashley counted twelve head of cattle and
four larger calves either standing in the small barn or just outside out of the
wind. She was just about to stab the hay with her pitchfork when she heard a
strange moaning noise. She paused and looked over at her father. Ashley could
tell from the startled look on his face that he had heard the same noise.


“What was
that?” asked Ashley, looking around the lean-to trying to find where the noise
had come from. 


Her father
pulled out his amulet, made a few quick gestures, and then moved over to the
far end of the hay pile. Reaching down, he moved some of the hay, revealing a
body lying beneath it.


Ashley looked
down and felt shock at recognizing who was laying there. “Todd!” cried Ashley,
seeing that the boy was unconscious. How had Todd gotten here?


“Todd
Sorenson?” asked her father, looking critically at Ashley.


“Yes, it’s
Todd,” replied Ashley, kneeling down in the hay next to Todd. Looking closer,
she saw that his face was bruised and he had a bloody gash on his forehead
above his right eye.


“What’s
happened to him?” asked Ashley, feeling worried. What was Todd doing on their
side of the valley? “He’s been hurt!”


Her father was
carefully examining the boy. He was using his sorcery to check to see if Todd
had any broken bones. His dark blue amulet was glowing softly in his hand. “There’s
nothing broken,” her father reported. “Just some bruises and that gash on his
head. He’s mostly suffering from exposure from being out here in the cold.” 


Harmon walked
over to the horses and untied his canteen. He also untied the heavy blanket he
had brought along in case they needed it. Walking back over to Todd, he spent a
few minutes cleaning Todd’s wound and putting a bandage over it. He then tucked
the blanket around the boy and looked over at Ashley. “Keep an eye one him. I
don’t want to move him until he regains consciousness. He’s lucky he made it to
the hay pile. If he had passed out in this cold and snow, he probably wouldn’t
have survived.”


Harmon picked
up his pitchfork and began filling the two large hay feeders in the cow’s lot.
Occasionally he would stop and check on Todd. The color was slowly returning to
the boy’s face, and his breathing was getting better. Harmon felt confident the
boy would be regaining consciousness soon and then they could find out what the
hell he was doing on their side of the valley. Harmon didn’t care to think of
the ramifications if Todd’s father or uncle discovered where the boy was.


Ashley was
sitting on the edge of the hay pile watching Todd closely. There was no sign of
his horse. Ashley wondered if his horse had thrown him and if that was where
all the bruises and that wicked cut had come from. What had he been doing on
their side of the valley? Had he snuck off from his father and brother so see
her again?


“Ashley?” Todd
spoke in a weak voice. His eyes flickered open and seemed to focus on her.


“Yes, Todd, it’s
me,” responded Ashley, feeling immense relief that Todd had regained
consciousness. 


“Where am I?”


“We found you
in one of our hay piles,” Ashley answered. “We’re several miles from our house.
What happened? How did you get all those bruises and that cut above your eye?
Did your horse throw you?”


Todd’s hand
went to the cut, feeling the bandage and wincing at the sudden pain. He tried
to sit up, and Ashley helped him into a sitting position with his back against
the hay pile. Ashley carefully wrapped the blanket around him so he would stay
warm.


Harmon came
and stood next to Ashley. He wanted to hear this too. This situation with Todd
was going to be a problem. 


Todd closed
his eyes and sighed deeply. “It was Edward. We got into an argument, and it
turned into a fight.”


“Over what?”
Ashley asked, her eyes growing wide. She couldn’t believe that Edward had done
this to his own brother. 


“He was using
his sorcery against a family in Glendon. I tried to stop him. He got angry and
tried to use his sorcery on me.”


“His sorcery!”
said Harmon, his eyes narrowing. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Edward
used his sorcery against you?”


“Yes, but I
got away. I managed to get to my horse, but he followed me. He caught me just
outside of Plainview.”


“What happened
then?” Ashley asked, almost afraid of the answer.


“We fought
again. I tried to use my sorcery to protect myself, but I’m not nearly as
strong as Edward. He managed to knock me off my horse and then he used his
fists on me. He left me lying on the ground. My horse was gone, and I started
walking trying to find your farm. I didn’t know where else to go. Then the
snowstorm struck. I just managed to make it to this lean-to and the hay
underneath it before I passed out.”


Harmon let out
a deep breath. He understood why the boy had done what he did. Ashley and
Stephen were the only two people the young man knew in Plainview. There was no
doubt in Harmon’s mind that as soon as the snowstorm was over and the road
between Glendon and Plainview was clear, the Sorensons would make an
appearance.


This was a
confrontation he had hoped to delay, but it looked as if it was going to happen
in the near future. He would have to talk to his two brothers. He would need
their help if the situation with the Sorensons got out of hand.


“I’m sorry,
Ashley,” Todd spoke in a conciliatory voice. “I didn’t mean to cause you any
problems. I just didn’t know where else to go.”


“Don’t worry
about that for now,” responded Ashley, looking up at her father. “We just need
to get you well.”


“Ashley’s
right,” spoke Harmon, knowing it wasn’t the boy’s fault. “Let’s get you back to
the house. We need to get you cleaned up and something to eat.”


“Something
else you should know,” Todd said, looking up at Harmon. “I’m pretty sure Edward
caused this snowstorm.”


Harmon paused,
drawing in a sharp breath. “Are you certain?”


“Yes. When he
was riding off he turned to me and said that he hoped I enjoyed the snow.”


“There hasn’t
been a sorcerer that strong in generations,” Harmon said, worriedly. 


Looking out
across the meadow, he could see the snow was still falling heavily. Everywhere
he looked everything was covered in white. He knew that this might change everything.
If Todd was that powerful, the Andrews might not be able to stand up to the
Sorensons. His brothers wouldn’t be happy to hear this news.


Todd stood up
slowly, swaying on his feet. Ashley stepped forward and put her hand on his arm,
steadying him. 


“He’s strong
and growing stronger every day,” Todd continued in a weak voice. “You don’t
want to make Edward mad.”


“Todd, you can
ride with me,” Harmon spoke. Ashley’s horse Spirit was smaller than his. Harmon
knew that his horse could better handle the added weight. Particularly in the
snow they would have to ride through. “We’ll worry about Edward later.”


With Ashley’s help,
they got Todd to the horses and helped him to mount up. Then Harmon mounted in
front of him. “Hold on,” Harmon said, making sure Todd was ready. They would
have to go slowly at first. Todd still had the blanket wrapped around him for
warmth.


Ashley pulled
herself up into her saddle and fell in behind her father. She reached forward
and patted Spirit encouragingly on the neck. “Good boy,” she said in a soothing
voice. “I know it’s cold, but we’ll be home soon.” 


It was still
snowing, and the wind had picked up a bit. The snowdrifts were getting bigger
and the horses had trouble getting through them. It was hard to see more than a
few yards in front of the horses. Ashley wasn’t worried about getting lost; both
she and her father were thoroughly familiar with this area. Also, her father’s
sorcery could be depended on to get them back home safely if needed. 


She did worry
about the snow and the growing drifts. If Edward was indeed the cause of this,
then what did that mean for Plainview? This entire situation was rapidly
getting out of hand. The storm was becoming dangerous, and people could be
harmed from it.


Ashley was concerned
about Todd. He had been out in the cold for quite some time. She knew that
being out here in the wind and snow was not going to help his condition any. With
her father and Todd riding double, they were going slower and the weather was
worsening.


-


Nearly three
hours later, they rode into the yard. Harmon rode right up to the steps of the
porch and slid out of the saddle. 


Stephen opened
the kitchen door and hollered back for his mother. Grabbing his coat, he ran
down the steps to help his father. “Who’s that?” he yelled over the blowing
wind and snow.


“It’s Todd!”
Ashley yelled so she could be heard. “We found him at the new barn. He’s been
hurt.”


Harmon and
Stephen helped Todd off the horse. He stumbled trying to stand up, and mumbled
incoherently to Harmon. It took both of them to get Todd into the house. Once
inside, Katrina motioned for them to follow her. They went down the hallway to
Stephen’s room and laid Todd down on the bed. Ashley was following close
behind.


“Stephen, take
Ashley and go put the horses up in the barn. Make sure you rub them down and
feed them,” Harmon said, turning to face his son. “Your mother and I will take
care of Todd.”


Stephen and
Ashley got the horses back to the barn and unsaddled.


“What’s going
on with Todd?” Stephen asked. His eyes had almost popped out of his head when
he had realized who was with his dad and Ashley. 


Ashley
patiently explained to Stephen what Todd had told them. She really wanted to
get back up to the house and check on Todd. However, she knew that her father
wanted the horses taken care of and that had to be done before she could go
back to the house.


“What’s going
to happen when the Sorensons come hunting Todd?” Stephen asked with worry in
his eyes. “What if Edward is with them? If he’s powerful enough to create this
snowstorm, what can we do?”


“I don’t know,”
Ashley replied with growing concern in her voice. 


She had been
wondering about that also. She hoped this incident didn’t bring the two sorcery
families into open conflict. She felt an ominous stirring in her stomach and had
a terrible feeling this wasn’t going to end well. 


For some
reason, she recalled what Snowden had said to her that her powers of sorcery
would be very powerful. Breathing deeply, she knew it was even more urgent now
that she continue her studies. She still had a lot of the spells and
information the dragon had put in her mind that she needed to study. Once
spring arrived and the snow cleared, she needed to make another trip to Beaver Mountain. She knew that Snowden was currently asleep. For now, the Sorensons must
not learn of her. Later, when the time was right, they would learn of the first
sorceress in the Andrews’ family in over two thousand years.











Chapter Seven


 


Ashley was
sitting at the kitchen table talking to Stephen. Her father and mother were
still in Stephen’s bedroom with Todd. Ashley was beginning to feel nervous. She
kept glancing down the hallway, waiting for the door to open. They had been in
there for quite some time. Hearing a strange noise, she glanced down and
noticed she was tapping her right index finger unconsciously on the table. 


“I can’t
believe that Edward used his sorcery against Todd,” Stephen spoke,
breathlessly. He knew what it was like to be on the receiving end of that. “Do
you think it’s true that Edward created this snowstorm?”


“Todd claims
so,” replied Ashley, glancing once more down the long hallway toward Stephen’s
room. 


The door was
still closed. Ashley closed her eyes and prayed that Todd was going to be okay.
She realized that even though she had only spoken to him on two previous
occasions before today, she really cared for the young man. Was this what a crush
on a boy was like? Her girlfriends in Plainview talked about this all the time.
That was the only thing her friends in the village wanted to talk about anymore,
boys!


“How long is
Todd going to stay here?” Stephen asked. He had a thousand questions he would
like to ask Todd.


Stephen looked
toward the kitchen window and could see that the snow was still falling
heavily. Shortly he would have to go back out in the cold and snow to shovel
the porch and steps back off again. It was beginning to be a rather tiresome
job. He had already hauled enough split firewood up on the porch to last for a
day or two. Staying home today had turned out to be much harder work than he
had imagined. Add to that, he had missed all the excitement of finding Todd at
the new barn.


Ashley got up,
walked over to the large wood fireplace, and tossed in a couple more of the
split logs. Sparks flew and the logs rapidly caught fire. Holding out her
hands, she felt the warmth the fireplace provided. Standing there, she wondered
if she should add any wood to the stove in the hall between the bedrooms. It
felt a little cool in the house to her.


“Hey, go easy
on those!” Stephen pleaded in a strained voice. “The big woodpile is nearly
covered with snow, and I don’t want to have to dig any more out.”


“You should
have hauled more wood earlier today like Dad asked,” Ashley pointed out,
turning around to face her brother. “Now you’re probably going to have to go
outside tomorrow and dig some firewood out from underneath all of this snow.”


Stephen hung
his head sheepishly, knowing Ashley was right. How was he to know this
snowstorm was going to go on and on with no signs of letting up?


Ashley walked
over to the large kitchen window and gazed pensively in the direction of Beaver Mountain. She wondered if Snowden dreamed and if he did, what did dragons dream
about? It was snowing so heavily now that she couldn’t even see the barn. Ashley
could just imagine the amount of snow that was piling up on the mountain. It
might be late spring before she could get to Snowden’s lair. She sighed heavily
as she continued to watch the falling snow. 


Ashley turned
quickly upon hearing Stephen’s bedroom door open. Her mother and father came
out and then shut the door behind them. They came down the hallway together and
walked into the kitchen. Her father came over to stand by the fireplace.


“How is he?” asked
Ashley, seeing the look of concern in her mother’s eyes.


“He’s
sleeping,” she replied, sitting down at the kitchen table. Her light blue eyes
focusing on her daughter. “He took a bad bump to his head where that gash is.
There’s only a little bit of swelling, but he’s going to have one big headache
when he wakes up.”


“So Todd’s
going to be fine then?” Ashley said with relief flooding her voice.


“Yes, dear; he’s
going to be fine.” Katrina couldn’t help smiling to herself. After speaking to
Todd for a few minutes, she could well understand why her daughter was fascinated
by this young man. “He just needs some rest.”


“So where am I
going to sleep tonight?” Stephen asked with a frown. He would miss his soft bed
and heavy blankets.


“I’ll make you
a pallet in here, next to the fireplace,” his mother replied. “You will be fine
for tonight.”


“You can watch
the fire,” Harmon added. “Then tomorrow you’re going to haul more firewood up
on the porch. We’re going to need a lot more than what you brought up today.”
Harmon walked over to the kitchen table and sat down next to his wife. 


“Yes, sir,”
Stephen replied. He didn’t relish the idea of sleeping on the hard wood floor.
At least he would be warm next to the fireplace.


Harmon turned
his gaze toward his daughter. “Has Todd said anything else to you about his
family?”


“Not a lot,” answered
Ashley, going over to the table and sitting down across from her father. “I
know he doesn’t like the way his family treats the people on their side of the
valley.”


“His father
and uncle are strong enough sorcerers that they will undoubtedly be able to
find where Todd is,” said Harmon, looking worriedly over at his wife. “I don’t
know what that will mean. They’re not going to be pleased when they discover he’s
here, and somehow I doubt that Edward is going to tell them how all of this
happened.” 


“It’s not the
boy’s fault,” Katrina spoke in a soft voice, defending Todd. “He was only
trying to help those people that his brother was threatening.”


“What are we
going to do?” asked Ashley, looking at her parents with concern. She wished her
sorcery were stronger; it was starting to sound as if they might need it.


“We let Todd
get well,” her mother answered. “It will be days before it’s safe to travel in
this weather.” 


“Then we take
Todd to Plainview and wait for the Sorensons,” Harmon said evenly. “I don’t
believe we will have long to wait.”


“Do you think
there will be trouble?” his wife asked. 


“I hope not,”
replied Harmon, sounding a little bit unsure. “But with the Sorensons, you can
never tell.” He didn’t want to worry his wife about what could happen. 


Stephen looked
over at his father with a serious look upon his face. “I think we need to work
on my sorcery.”


Harmon looked
at his son for a moment. Stephen’s sorcery was very weak; it would be another
year or two before he saw any real increase in his power. However, he knew that
Stephen wanted to feel needed. “Yes, we do,” responded Harmon, with a nod. “Go
to my study and I will join you shortly.”


-


After helping
her mother for a few more minutes cleaning up the kitchen, Ashley went to her
own room. She noticed her mother carefully open the door to Stephen’s room so
the warm air could get in. She then gestured for Ashley to be quiet.


Going into her
room, Ashley shut the door quietly behind her. There was only a slight chill in
the air. She changed into a lighter sweater and sat down on her bed. She couldn’t
believe that Todd was here in their house. They were snowed in, and he would be
here for several days at least. She sat on the bed for several minutes thinking
about what all of this meant. Then, shaking her head, she stood up and retrieved
her diary and pencil from her dresser. 


Ashley laid
the pencil down in the center of the bed and then opened the notebook up to a
lesson she had written down about concentration. As she read the lesson, she was
amazed at the detail. All of this had come from the information Snowden had put
into her mind. It just made so much more sense when she could see it all
written out. 


She read the
lesson slowly, trying to comprehend just what it was telling her to do. Like
everything Snowden had given her, these were not her memories. It was like
watching a bird fly. You knew it could fly, but you didn’t understand
completely how.


Shutting the diary,
Ashley sat down on the bed and then focused on the pencil. She closed her eyes
and tried to visualize each part. In her mind, she looked at the wood, the
lead, the small eraser; everything that made up the pencil. For minutes, she
sat just focusing on the pencil. Then, opening her eyes, she took out her
amulet. With surprise, she saw that it was already glowing with a gentle blue
radiance.


Ashley looked
back at the pencil and was mildly surprised when it rose smoothly up off the
bed. She focused her mind on just what she wanted the pencil to do. She made it
do loops, land on the floor, rise up to the ceiling, hover in mid air, and then
fly around her room at a faster and faster speed. Then, focusing, she made it
come to an instant stop above her bed and fall gently onto the blanket in front
of her.


Ashley reached
out her right hand and picked up the pencil, looking at it curiously. It had
been so easy to make it move this time. A sudden thought occurred to her.
Getting up off the bed, she went over to her bedroom window. Taking a deep
breath, she opened it and shivered from the chill wind that struck her. A few
snowflakes blew inside.


Looking down
toward the woodpile next to the barn, she could barely see it. Holding her
amulet tighter, she focused and made the gestures for the wind spell she had
learned earlier in the summer. She felt her amulet grow hot in her hand and
then she began to feel faint. Why was this happening?


Ashley
concentrated on what she wanted the wind to do. Ashley felt as if she were the
wind. She blew her breath toward the woodpile, and the snow began to fly off
it. Her fingers felt like gusts as she brushed the thick snow from the large
pile of split wood. For several minutes, she concentrated and then felt herself
swaying on her feet. The spell collapsed, and she stumbled over to her bed. She
no sooner lay down when exhaustion passed over her, and she fell into a deep,
restless sleep.


Ashley wasn’t
sure how long she had slept when she opened her eyes. Sitting up, she looked
toward her window and noticed that it was closed. Someone had been in her room!
In panic, she glanced toward her closed left hand and opened it; her amulet was
still there. She looked worriedly around for her diary and then noticed its comforting
outline underneath the heavy quilt. Ashley quickly gathered it up and put it
back in her dresser.


Turning toward
her door, she saw that it was partially open. Now the big question was who had
been in her room? It could have been any of her family members. A sudden pain
in her stomach made Ashley realize she was famished. Going over to the window,
Ashley looked outside. It was nearly dark. Glancing at the woodpile through the
still falling snow, she was surprised to see that nearly all the snow that had
covered it earlier was gone. 


She could hear
subdued voices coming from the kitchen. Listening closer, she thought she could
hear Todd’s voice. Walking over to her dresser, Ashley looked into her mirror.
Her blonde hair was a mess. She spent several minutes brushing it, and then
tied it back with a light green ribbon. When she felt she was presentable, she
opened her door all the way and proceeded down the hallway. Entering the kitchen,
she saw her entire family plus Todd sitting at the kitchen table. Her mother
was just about to serve supper.


“Hello,
Ashley,” Todd said pleasantly with a grin. “You’re mother was just about to
introduce me to a home cooked meal. She says it will help with my headache.”


“Hello, Todd,”
replied Ashley, feeling her face blushing. She didn’t know why she felt so
uncomfortable suddenly with Todd sitting at the table.


Katrina stood
up and began serving the meal. She smiled inwardly to herself, recognizing her
daughter’s sudden nervousness. “What do you normally eat at home, Todd?”


“My dad has
two women that clean and cook for us,” Todd replied uneasily.


Katrina sat a
platter of sliced homemade bread down in front of him. She felt pleased when
she saw his eyes light up. 


“What about
your mother?” Ashley asked. She found it strange that Todd had never mentioned
her.


“She lives in
Crayton,” replied Todd, reaching for a slice of bread. “My mother and father
don’t get along. She feels as I do about sorcery, and when father wouldn’t
relent about how he uses his sorcery she moved out.”


“I’m sorry to
hear that,” Katrina responded sadly. “Do you get to see her often?”


“More than my
father knows,” Todd spoke defiantly “I need father to teach me sorcery or I
would have moved out a long time ago. My mother says I need to learn as much as
I can so someday I can help people rather than hurt them.”


“Your mother
sounds like someone I would like to meet someday,” Katrina responded, impressed
by what Todd was saying about his mother.


“She’s a good
person,” replied Todd, hoping his mother wasn’t worrying about him. “Edward
doesn’t visit her much; they always get into arguments. I know mother is terribly
disappointed in him.”


“Todd,” spoke Harmon,
wishing he could think of another way to ask this question. “Just what are your
father and uncle planning? Ashley told me a while back that they want control
of Glendon.”


“Not want;
they have it,” replied Todd, letting out a deep breath. “They threatened the
people in the village with crop failure and starvation if they didn’t do what
my family wanted. They agreed to my family’s demands after Edward demonstrated
that he could control the weather.”


“Controlling
the weather is very powerful sorcery,” spoke Harmon, frowning. “It’s something
that hasn’t been done in generations with much success.”


“That’s what
father said,” replied Todd, recalling how pleased his father had been when
Edward had demonstrated he could make it rain whenever he wanted. “Edward grows
stronger every day. He’s already much more powerful than my father or uncle.”


“What about
your powers?” asked Stephen, curiously. “If Edward has really strong powers,
don’t you?”


“No, it doesn’t
work that way,” replied Todd with a weak smile. “From what my father has told
me there is normally only one strong sorcerer in each generation. My abilities
are decent, but I don’t think I will ever be as strong as my father or uncle.”


Ashley suddenly
felt weak at hearing Todd’s words. Could she be the reason that Stephen’s
abilities seemed so feeble at times? Was it because she had the stronger
sorcery powers in the family? Was it her fault that Stephen had such a hard
time doing his spells? Ashley felt a sense of guilt as she realized what she
might have taken away from her younger brother.


They continued
to talk for quite some time until Katrina decided that Todd needed to retire so
he could get some much-needed rest. Todd thanked everyone for allowing him to
stay and, with a parting smile, at Ashley went down the hallway toward Stephen’s
room.


“It’s hard to
believe that boy is a Sorenson,” Harmon said quietly, not wanting Todd to overhear
him. “He’s nothing like his father or uncle.”


“It’s his
mother,” replied Katrina, reaching across the table and putting her hand on Harmon’s
hand. “She raised the boy right. You can’t blame him for the actions of his
father and uncle or even his brother.”


“I know,”
replied Harmon, gazing into his wife’s captivating light blue eyes. “But his
father and uncle will probably blame us for Todd coming here. Because he knew
Stephen and Ashley, the boy ran directly to us for safety.”


More Ashley
than Stephen, Katrina thought to herself. “What do you think the Sorensons will
do?”


“I don’t know,”
answered Harmon, leaning back and massaging his brow. “I guess it depends on
how Todd’s father feels about the boy. We already know where Edward stands.”


-


Later Ashley
stood in front of the large window in the kitchen, gazing outside. It was still
snowing heavily, and she guessed there was a good foot or more of snow already
covering the ground. The steps leading up to the porch were buried beneath a
large snowdrift. She could just barely make it out in the light from the
window. It was already dark outside.


“More snow
shoveling tomorrow,” sighed Stephen, coming up next to Ashley and gazing at the
massive snowdrift with a scathing look upon his face. He hated shoveling snow,
and that snowdrift was only going to be larger in the morning.


“Looks like
it,” replied Ashley, feeling sorry for her brother. 


“What do you
think is going to happen with Todd?’ asked Stephen, looking at his sister. He
could tell she was upset about something.


“I don’t know,”
replied Ashley, wondering how Stephen would feel someday when he realized that
it was her fault he didn’t have stronger sorcery powers like their father. “We
will just have to wait and see.”


The two turned
and looked back outside, watching the snow. The wind was still howling and
blowing occasional snowflakes against the window. Standing this close to the window,
they could feel the cold penetrating through the thin glass. It was going to be
a cold night tonight one of the coldest in a long time. 


Telling her
brother goodnight, Ashley made her way down the hallway to her bedroom. She
paused outside of Stephen’s room; hoping things would work out for Todd.
Slipping quietly into her room, Ashley pulled the door partially closed. Then,
undressing, she climbed into her bed and pulled the heavy blankets up around
her. She still had a few more questions she would like to ask Todd. Tomorrow
she would try to get him off by himself for a few minutes. Closing her eyes,
Ashley was soon asleep. Instead of her dreams being about Todd, she dreamed of
a white dragon.


-


Ashley was up
early the next morning. Entering the kitchen, she found Todd standing by the
kitchen window, watching the snow. She knew that Stephen was probably outside
lugging more firewood for the fireplace and wood burning stoves. Ashley’s
father should be down at the barn checking the cattle and horses. Walking over
next to Todd, Ashley gazed out at the still falling snow.


“It must be
two feet deep,” murmured Todd, wishing the snow would stop. Why did Edward have
to do this? It was almost as if Edward was trying to kill him. He shivered,
hoping that was not the case.


“This is going
to cause a lot of hardships in the valley,” Ashley responded with a deep sigh,
seeing the troubled look on Todd’s face. “Some of the livestock probably won’t
make it. Look down by the barn, Todd; some of the snowdrifts are nearly six feet
high already.”


“This is all
my fault,” Todd said dejectedly. “If I hadn’t gotten into an argument with
Edward none of this would have happened.”


Ashley reached
out and took Todd’s hand. “You couldn’t know he would do this,” replied Ashley,
looking into Todd’s eyes. She noticed that they were a captivating dark brown.
She took a deep breath and then continued. “You did what you thought was right;
no one can criticize you for that.”


“Perhaps,” replied
Todd, glancing around to see where Ashley’s mother was. He didn’t know how she
would respond if she saw them holding hands. Ashley’s hand felt so soft and
delicate. “But I still feel responsible, and at some point I am going to have
to face my father and uncle.”


“My dad said
he thought the snow would let up later today or early in the morning,” Ashley
informed Todd. She heard her mother coming down the hallway and released Todd’s
hand. “It will be several days after the snow stops before the roads are safe
to travel.”


Todd was quiet
for a moment as he gazed out the window. He could see Stephen carrying several
pieces of firewood up the steps of the porch. “When the time comes, I should
meet my dad alone. I don’t want to get your family involved.”


“We’re already
involved,” responded Ashley, shaking her head. “Do you think your family wants
to take over Plainview?”


Todd looked at
Ashley with surprise in his eyes. He hesitated for a moment, thinking about
some of the conversations he had overheard between his father and uncle.


“Not
immediately,” he replied slowly with a pondering look crossing his face. “I
think they want to ensure they have full control over Glendon before they do
anything else.”


“But at some
point in time, you think they will want Plainview under their control as well?”
responded Ashley, suspecting the worrisome truth of what the Sorensons desired.


“Yes,” Todd
replied with a heavy sigh. “Edward is growing so strong that my family feels that
now is the time for them to take control of the entire valley.”


“What about
us?” Ashley asked in a tentative voice. She was almost afraid to hear the
answer.


Todd turned
until he was facing Ashley. They were standing very close together, nearly
touching. Todd became even more aware of just how beautiful Ashley was. He could
feel his heart thudding and his breathing quickening.


“My father and
uncle will expect your family to work for us,” Todd spoke in an unsteady voice.
He hoped his face wasn’t flushing. “Either work for us or promise never to use
sorcery again. Those will be the only choices my family will offer.”


“My family won’t
agree to that,” Ashley spoke, worriedly. “They won’t agree to any terms.”


“I know,”
replied Todd, despondently. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


They were
interrupted as Katrina walked into the kitchen. Seeing the two young people and
recognizing the flushed look on Todd’s face, she decided it was best to break
this up for the moment. She had seen the same look on Harmon’s face when they
were younger.


“How are you
feeling, Todd?” she asked in an innocent voice. “Your color looks much better
today.”


“I feel fine,”
stammered Todd, feeling embarrassed about the color of his face. He knew that
Ashley’s mother suspected that more was going on than met the eye. 


Katrina walked
over and gently lifted the bandage over the cut above Todd’s eye. “Your cut
looks much better,” she reported. She carefully replaced the bandage and smiled
at the young man. “Another day or two and you should be fully recovered. You
know you were extremely lucky.”


“Yes, I do,”
he replied. “I’m just glad that Ashley and your husband found me.”


“Why don’t you
two have a seat at the kitchen table, and I will fix you both something hot to
drink. I know that Harmon and Stephen will be cold when they come back in.”


Todd and
Ashley sat down at the table across from each other. Both were wondering what
would happen to their budding relationship if their families became hostile
toward one another. Their future didn’t look very promising. They were afraid it
was being taken out of their hands by events they couldn’t control.


Katrina
returned to the table and set two glasses of warm chocolate milk down in front of
the two young people. She didn’t have to look at them to know they were both
worried about the future. She knew this was going to be a very tenuous
relationship between the two. Not because of the two young people, but because
of who their parents were. She wondered if there was any way this young
relationship would have a happy ending. Only time would tell, and time was
against them. 











Chapter Eight


 


The snow had
finally ended. Ashley gazed out the window and shivered as the cold easily
penetrated the thin glass. Everything outside was covered in layers of chilling
white. The fireplace in the kitchen was burning and putting out a warming heat,
but this close to the window, the cold dominated. She pulled her jacket tighter
around her, trying to stay warm. She could see her father and brother walking
slowly through the deep snow heading for the barn to check on the animals. In
places, the snow seemed to be nearly up to her father’s knees. She had never
seen so much on the farm before. 


“Edward really
made a mess, didn’t he?” spoke Todd unhappily, as he looked out the window from
Ashley’s side. “This is all my fault. I should never have come here.”


“You couldn’t
know what your brother would do,” Ashley reminded him in a soft voice. “How
could you know he could hold such anger in his heart?”


“I’ve seen him
act this way before,” Todd replied with sadness in his eyes. “My older brother
can be very heartless when he wants to be. He has been such a disappointment to
my mother.”


“I’m sorry,
Todd,” replied Ashley, turning and putting her left hand on Todd’s wrist. “I
wish there was something I could do.” 


“You’re family
has done enough,” Todd responded with a weak smile. “Ashley, you are very lucky;
your family is wonderful!” He took Ashley’s hand and squeezed gently.


The two turned
and watched the barn as Ashley’s father and brother finally made it inside.
Behind them, Ashley’s mother watched them with a thoughtful look upon her face.
The two young people didn’t know she had entered the kitchen. She knew that
because they were standing at the window, holding hands. They had been very
careful not to show any signs of affection where someone might notice. However,
Katrina suspected what the two must be going through. She also knew that
because of who their families were their young love was almost certainly
doomed.


Katrina walked
over to the stove and rattled a couple of pots to let the kids know she was in
the room. When she turned back around the two were no longer holding hands, but
the slight flush on both of their faces indicated that they knew they had been
caught.


“Mom,” Ashley
stammered, not sure what to say.


“Don’t worry,”
Katrina replied with a slight knowing smile. “I won’t say anything to your
father, but you two need to be more careful.” 


“I’m sorry,”
Todd apologized, feeling uncomfortable. He was a guest in this home and should
have known better. 


“Don’t worry
about it, Todd,” Katrina replied with understanding. “I was young myself, once.
Now, Ashley, why don’t you come and help me with breakfast. Your father and
brother will be quite hungry once they’re finished feeding the animals.”


-


After helping
her mother wash the breakfast dishes, Ashley went to her room. Her father was
talking privately to Todd in the study about some of the stuff that was
occurring at the Sorensons’ end of the valley. Anytime her father was talking
to Todd, it made her feel nervous.


Sitting down
on her bed, Ashley thought about Snowden. The dragon had been quiet for several
weeks now. She suspected Snowden was in a deep sleep for the winter. It was
hard to believe that he was thousands of years old. She would like to be able
to ask her father more about the dragon. Supposedly, he had a book that
described them.


There were
also those mysterious prophecies he had mentioned that had been written by one
of their remote ancestors. She would like to read them, but hadn’t figured out
how to broach the subject to her father without raising suspicions about her
sorcery. She was also curious whether there were anymore surviving dragons. Her
father had mentioned Gilmreth, but he had never been spotted around their
valley. 


Ashley stood up,
walked over to her dresser, and sat down in front of the mirror. She gazed at
her face and felt embarrassed when she noticed that her blonde hair was a mess.
Reaching for her brush, she began brushing out the tangles. She looked at the
mirror, and her dark blue eyes gazed back. In another four weeks, she would
turn seventeen. Laying the brush back down on the dresser, she selected a
bright green bow and used it to tie her hair back. 


There were two
candles setting on the dresser. Ashley glanced toward her door, making sure it
was closed. Closing her eyes, she touched her amulet with her left hand. With
her right, she began weaving a spectral pattern of blue energy lines in the
air. A few simple words and the spell was complete. Opening her eyes, she cast
the spell at the candles, and bright four-inch flames leaped up. The wax began
to melt and run in small rivulets toward the bottom of the candles from the
heat. 


Taking a deep
breath, she concentrated and focused her mind upon the candles and the leaping
flames. The flames rose up into the air leaving the candles behind. Ashley
combined the two flames and slowly formed them into a small fireball. 


Keeping her
eyes focused on her creation, she made the fireball slowly float around her
room. With a little effort, she could make it larger or smaller. The flames
seemed to dance inside the fireball, completely obedient to her commands. A
sudden knocking on her door distracted her, and the fireball fell apart,
vanishing above her bed.


Before Ashley
could rise and go to the door, it opened and her father stepped inside. “What’s
burning?” he asked, looking around suspiciously his eyes focusing on Ashley. 


“I had a
candle lit,” stammered Ashley, realizing how close she had come to being
caught. “I just blew it out.”


“I see,” her
father replied, glancing at the two unlit candles setting on her dresser. “Your
mother wants you to help her with some baking. I think she plans to make some
fresh bread. Todd seems to be doing much better today, and he’s helping Stephen
bring in some firewood.”


“Tell Mom I
will be there shortly,” Ashley replied. She enjoyed baking, and she knew Todd
would enjoy the home baked bread. “I’m glad to hear that Todd is doing better.”


-


It was several
days later, and Ashley was standing on the porch with her arms folded across
her chest, watching her brother and Todd. Todd was helping Stephen with his
sorcery. With Todd’s help, Stephen could now light candles with ease and seemed
to have more confidence in himself. Todd was currently explaining to Stephen
the importance of focusing intensely on the spell.


“If you don’t
focus, the spell has a tendency to be very weak or it might even fall apart,”
Todd was explaining.


“That happens
to me all the time,” Stephen complained. 


Closing his
eyes, Todd ran his right hand through several gestures and the two candles they
were working with flared up with brightly burning flames. Todd continued to
focus, and the flames grew larger and then smaller. With a final gesture, the
flames went out.


“Wow!” exclaimed
Stephen, impressed. “You can actually control the size of the flames?”


“Yes,” Todd
replied with a friendly grin. “Just picture in your mind what you want the
flames to do. Now you try.”


Stephen closed
his eyes and focused on the fire spell. Opening his eyes, he cast the spell at
the two candles, and instantly two flames appeared; not quite as large as Todd’s,
but the candlewicks were burning. Stephen continued to focus, and the flame on
one of the candles slowly doubled in size.


“I did it!”
Stephen yelled excitedly. The flames instantly went out. “What happened?”


“You lost your
focus,” replied Todd, patting Stephen encouragingly on the shoulder. “You just
need to practice. The focus part is the hardest part to learn; it took me
months before I could do it right.”


Harmon opened
the kitchen door and stepped out on the porch. Stephen seemed to be learning a
lot from Todd. He was pleased to see Stephen finally feeling more at ease with
his sorcery. Harmon strongly suspected it was because Todd was closer to
Stephen’s age and Stephen felt more at ease with Todd.


“It’s getting
pretty warm today,” stated Harmon, seeing that the snow was starting to melt. 


He noticed
numerous large icicles hanging from the roof of the porch. Stepping forward, he
knocked one of the larger ones down, watching it shatter into hundreds of pieces
as it struck the wood on the steps. 


Todd walked
over to stand by Harmon and looked out across the yard toward the barn. The
snow was already nearly gone from the roof. “It has to be Edward. My father
probably told Edward to get rid of the snow. They will be coming for me in a
few more days.”


Harmon was
quiet as he weighed Todd’s words. He still hadn’t decided on how to handle the
Sorensons when they came to Plainview. 


“I still think
it’s best if I meet them by myself,” Todd insisted. “I don’t want to cause your
family any problems.”


“Let me be the
judge of that, Todd,” Harmon replied evenly. He had come to really like the
young man over the last several days. His mother had certainly raised him
right. He was nothing like his father or uncle.


Ashley was
listening hoping there wouldn’t be any trouble with the Sorensons. Surely, Todd’s
father would be relieved that they had taken care of him. However, after
listening to some of the things Todd had told them his family was doing to the
people that lived on their side of the valley, Ashley felt extremely uneasy.
She wished her powers of sorcery were stronger; there might come a day when
they were needed. She had already decided that as soon as the snow cleared from
  Beaver Mountain, she was going to go and pay another visit to Snowden.


-


For the next
week, the snow continued to melt. There was mud everywhere and large puddles of
water. It was all that Ashley and her mother could do to keep the kitchen clean
from all the mud that was being tracked in constantly. Katrina kept a close
watch and whenever Harmon, Stephen, or Todd came in, she would demand that they
take their shoes off before they stepped into the kitchen.


“I don’t know
what men would do if women weren’t around,” she said to Ashley as she watched
Harmon pull his mud encrusted boots off. 


Ashley just
laughed and then began giggling as Stephen lost his balance and landed in a
pile of mud in the open door.


“Now you can
just go change your pants,” Katrina admonished, shaking her head in
exasperation. 


-


  Very soon
after that, the roads began to dry up. Todd continued to work with Stephen on
his sorcery several times each day. Harmon had even sat in several times,
curious to see if there were any differences in how the Andrews taught sorcery
compared to the Sorensons. Ashley knew that Stephen was becoming very close
friends with Todd, even with the age difference. Twice Todd and Ashley had been
able to get off by themselves and talk privately.


On one of
those occasions, Todd had been helping her feed the horses in the barn. “Ashley,
you know that I care for you,” he began hesitantly. 


Ashley was the
only girl he had ever felt comfortable around, but for some reason, today he
felt nervous. He was afraid that if he didn’t tell her how he felt, he might
not get another chance. 


“I know, Todd,”
replied Ashley, smiling as she dropped an armful of loose hay into one of the
stalls. “I feel the same way.”


Ashley turned
to face Todd and stepped closer to him. “These days together have been
wonderful.”


“I’m afraid
they are about to end,” Todd replied with a crestfallen look upon his face. “My
father and brother will be here any day now.”


“When will we
get to see each other again?” asked Ashley, knowing in her heart that they
might be separated for quite some time.


“I don’t know,”
replied Todd, shaking his head. “I suspect my father will be keeping a close
watch on me for awhile.”


“Don’t worry
about it,” spoke Ashley, wishing things were different. “Someday things will
work out.”


“I certainly
hope so,” Todd replied with a weak smile.


On an impulse,
Ashley leaned forward and gently kissed Todd on his cheek. 


Todd stood
still, too surprised by Ashley’s kiss to do anything other than just stand
there. He felt his heart hammering and his face felt flush. It was at that
moment that he realized he was truly in love with this beautiful young woman.


“I need to go
help Mom,” Ashley spoke with a teasing smile. “I think she’s cooking something
special for tonight.”


-


The next day, Ashley
and Todd were sitting on the porch swing enjoying the unusually warm winter
afternoon. Ashley heard a horse approaching and, standing up, looked down
toward the road. It was her Uncle Mark. Ashley felt a sudden empty feeling in
the pit of her stomach; there was only one reason her uncle would be coming out
here: her father had ridden to town several days previously to tell his two
brothers about Todd. Neither had been happy at hearing the news, but both
agreed that Harmon had done what was right. 


“Todd, go and
tell my father that Uncle Mark is here,” Ashley spoke as she went down the
steps.


Todd knew what
this meant and went inside to get Harmon. He felt deep sadness at knowing his
time with the Andrews was over.


“Hello,
Ashley,” Mark said pleasantly with a smile as he got down from his horse. “You’re
turning into a beautiful young woman. The boys will be after you one of these
days.”


Ashley flushed
and nodded to her uncle. He had always enjoyed teasing her. Her Uncle Mark was
thirty-eight years old with dark black hair, which was just beginning to show hints
of gray.


“Todd went in
to get Dad,” Ashley spoke. 


Harmon and
Todd stepped out on the porch. Stephen, who had an upset look upon his face,
closely followed them. He had hoped that Todd would get to stay for a few more
days.


“Are they
here?” asked Harmon, stepping down the steps to stand in front of his younger
brother.”


“Yeah,” replied
Mark, gazing at Todd with a measuring look. This was the first time he had seen
the young Sorenson sorcerer. “Jacob, Kensett, and Edward are all in town at the
tavern.”


“My father,
uncle, and brother,” Todd commented. He had hoped that Edward wouldn’t come; that
could spell trouble.


“I guess we
need to go and get this over with,” Harmon said. “Stephen, go down to the barn
and saddle up two of the horses.”


“Dad, I want
to go,” Ashley spoke suddenly. She had to see what was going to happen. This
might be her last opportunity to see and speak to Todd for quite some time.


Harmon turned
and looked sharply at his daughter then nodded his head. “Go down to the barn
and saddle up your horse. You can watch from the general store.”


“What do you
think, Todd?” Harmon asked. He had come to respect the young man’s opinion.


“I wish that
Edward hadn’t come,” spoke Todd, uneasily. “I think that if I just go along
with them peacefully there won’t be any problems. But don’t be surprised if my
father or uncle run their mouths some; they have a tendency to threaten people
a lot.”


“Threats we
can handle,” Mark responded confidently. “Robert is waiting for us at the
general store. He and Mason are keeping an eye on the tavern where the
Sorensons are.” Mason was his son and he felt this would be a good learning
experience for the boy. His son also had strict instructions not to come out of
the general store.


A few minutes
later, Stephen and Ashley came out of the barn leading three horses. Stephen
stopped and gazed questioningly at his father. 


“Can I come?”
he asked with a pleading look in his eyes.


“Not this
time,” replied Harmon, shaking his head. “I want you to stay here with your
mother.”


Stephen nodded,
feeling disappointed. Todd walked over and put his hand on Stephen’s shoulder. “I’ll
see you again,” he said reassuringly. “Just keep practicing your sorcery as I
showed you.”


“I will,”
Stephen promised. “I will practice every day!”


The four mounted
their horses and left Stephen standing in the yard, watching them leave. He
wondered if he would ever actually get to see Todd again. He had been like an
older brother to him.


Katrina
stepped out on the porch and looked at the receding riders. She had been
listening to everything from the door. “Come inside, Stephen; I need help in
the kitchen.” Katrina hoped everything would work out. She also knew this would
prove to be very hard on Ashley and Todd; young love was always a difficult
thing.


-


Ashley, Todd,
Mark, and Harmon rode into Plainview. Ashley looked uneasily around with her
left hand unconsciously moving to touch her amulet through her sweater. There
didn’t seem to be many people around, and she knew it wasn’t due to the
weather. They stopped in front of the general store and Ashley dismounted. She
saw her Uncle Robert and her Cousin Mason step out onto the porch. Mason waved
at Ashley and smiled. Mason and Ashley were almost the same age, with Ashley
only a few months older.


“The Sorensons
are over at the tavern,” commented Robert, looking worriedly down the street. “They
have been boasting about how they now control over half of the valley, and how
any trade we want to do in Glendon will have to go through them.”


“Sounds like
my father and uncle,” spoke Todd, shaking his head in aggravation. “They always
seem to be trying to stir up trouble.”


Robert took a
long hard look at Todd before replying. “They said you’re supposed to come over
to the tavern as soon as you got here.”


Everyone had
now dismounted and tied their horses up to the wood rail in front of the
general store. The horses stomped their feet and seemed to be unusually
nervous, as if they sensed that something wasn’t right.


“I guess we’d
better get over there,” said Harmon, wondering how this meeting was going to
play out. “Ashley, you and Mason need to stay in the general store. You can
watch from the windows, but neither of you are to come outside under any
circumstances. Do you two understand that?”


“Yes, sir,” replied
Mason, looking at Ashley. He wondered why Ashley had come.


“We will stay
in the general store,” Ashley promised as she went up the steps and gestured
for Mason to follow her. 


Mason and
Ashley went inside, and Mason immediately turned toward Ashley. “Why did you
come? This could be dangerous.”


“Todd’s my
friend,” Ashley replied as she looked out the nearest window and saw the three
adults and Todd walking toward the tavern.


“Friend!”
sputtered Mason, shaking his head in denial. “He’s a Sorenson. You can’t be
friends with a Sorenson.”


“I can be
friends with whomever I want,” Ashley replied defensively, putting her hands on
her hips. “Now, let’s not argue. I want to see what happens.”


Mason quieted
down. He stepped over next to Ashley and gazed out the window. He still didn’t
understand how an Andrews could be friends with a Sorenson.


-


Harmon pushed
open the door to the tavern and stepped inside, followed by the others. It was
darker in the tavern, and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. He spotted
the three Sorensons sitting at a side table next to the wall. One of them stood
up, and Harmon recognized Jacob, Todd’s father.


“About time
you brought my son,” Jacob grumbled in a rough voice. “I was hoping we wouldn’t
have to come looking for him.”


“Dad, I’m
fine,” interjected Todd, stepping between the two older men. “My horse threw me
and if not for Mr. Andrews, I would have died in the snowstorm.”


“Yeah, the
snowstorm,” repeated Jacob, looking angrily at Edward. “I don’t know what you
were doing on this side of the valley. We will discuss that when I get you
home.”


Todd walked
over to stand next to his father. Edward was watching the entire exchange with
a smirk on his face. His right hand was toying with his red amulet, which hung
in plain sight from his neck.


“We don’t want
any trouble,” spoke Harmon, staring unabashed at Jacob. 


Jacob was
silent for a moment as he looked at the three Andrews men. “Your sorcery doesn’t
measure up to ours,” Jacob reminded them. 


Edward stood
up and laughed. “Not even close.” A small red fireball suddenly formed in his
hand.


Harmon’s hand
went instantly to his amulet. “We won’t back down from trouble,” he warned,
staring into Jacob’s eyes. “This is our section of the valley, not yours!”


Jacob glanced
sharply at Edward, and the fireball vanished. “For now,” he said casually. “We
control the rest of the valley including Glendon.”


“Glendon is
supposed to be neutral territory,” Mark reminded Jacob. “That was decided long
ago. You have no rightful claim to the village.”


“Times change,”
responded Jacob, shrugging his shoulders. “Glendon is ours. If you want to do
any trading in Glendon, it has to go through us. That includes using the roads
and passes that lead to New Haven on the coast.”


“You don’t
control New Haven,” Robert grated out, anger flashing in his eyes. “There’s no
sorcery allowed outside of the valley.”


“That may be
so, but we do control the roads and the passes,” Jacob reiterated. “You can
trade with New Haven, but you will have to pay a fee to do so.”


“And who do we
pay this fee to?” Robert asked in a loud voice.


“Why, to us,
of course,” Jacob replied with a crafty smile. “For a small fee we will allow
trade with New Haven. Just consider it a payment for us to keep the roads and
passes open.”


“You shouldn’t
be doing this,” Harmon stated in an even voice. He kept his hands down at his
side. He didn’t want to give the Sorensons any excuse to start a fight. “This
is only going to cause trouble.”


“Are you
threatening us?” Edward asked in a hard voice. “We don’t take kindly to
threats.”


“No threats
for now,” replied Harmon, ignoring Edward and speaking directly to Jacob. “But
we are responsible for Plainview, and we take that responsibility very
seriously. I think it’s time for you to return to your end of the valley, Jacob.
You got what you came for.”


Jacob was
silent for a moment, and then nodded his head slowly. “For now we will leave, but
if I find out you did anything to Todd or put any crazy notions in his head, we’ll
be back.”


Mark, Robert,
and Harmon watched as the Sorensons left the tavern. Todd didn’t look the least
bit happy to be back with his family.


“Now what?” asked
Mark, glancing at Harmon. “I don’t think they’re going to stop with Glendon. I’m
afraid that, at some point in time, they’re going to want our section of the
valley also.”


“Mark’s right,”
added Robert with concern in his voice. “What do we do then?”


“It hasn’t
happened yet,” Harmon reminded them, letting out a deep breath. “We have some
time. We’ll just have to wait and see what happens.” Harmon knew that his
brothers were right. The Sorensons would be back.


However, the
Andrews had one ace in the hole the Sorensons didn’t know about. That ace slept
beneath Beaver Mountain. But Harmon wasn’t sure how Snowden could help or even
if the dragon would.


“We need to
keep a watch out from now on,” Mark stated. “If the Sorensons attempt to make a
move on our side of the valley, we need to be ready.”


“What about
trade with Glendon and New Haven?” Robert asked. “The village people aren’t
going to be happy about having to pay a fee to the Sorensons.”


“I know,”
Harmon replied, his eyes darkening. “I’ll talk to Alfred over at the general
store and inform him of what’s going on. He does more trading than anyone else
and will be most affected by this.”


The three
became quiet as they mulled over what the future held. They hoped this didn’t
become a fight between the two sorcery families; there would be nothing
positive to come out of that.


-


Ashley watched
the door to the tavern nervously, wondering what was happening inside. She
fidgeted, wishing she could hear what was being said.


“Dad thinks
there is going to be a fight someday between the Sorensons and us,” Mason said
quietly to Ashley. “What does your father believe, Ashley?”


“He’s worried,”
Ashley confessed. “I guess it depends on Edward. He’s the unknown in all of
this.”


“I heard he’s grown
very powerful with his sorcery abilities,” Mason said worriedly. “My father
says there hasn’t been a sorcerer of his reputed abilities in centuries.”


It was at that
moment that the door to the tavern opened, and the Sorensons stepped out. They
went immediately to their horses and mounted up. Ashley noticed they had
brought an extra one for Todd. As they rode out, Ashley saw that Todd was
riding next to his father. Watching Todd, she suspected he would have a lot of
explaining to do on the way home. Her dark blue eyes followed them as they rode
out of town, and her heart felt the loneliness of Todd leaving. Taking a deep
breath, she hoped she would see Todd again.











Chapter Nine


 


It was early
spring, and Ashley was on Spirit riding toward Beaver Mountain. It was a cool
morning, and she had on a light jacket to help combat the ever-present chill. It
was quiet, other than the steady beat of her horse’s hoofs against the ground. She
shivered slightly as she guided Spirit around several large pine trees and
finally came to a stop in the small clearing at the base of the mountain. 


Looking up on
the nearer slope, she could see scattered areas of snow. The top of the
mountain was still encased in a deep layer of the white stuff. It would be
almost mid summer before the uppermost peak of Beaver Mountain became free of
snow. 


The last few
months had been depressing and worrisome. There had been no sign of Todd or any
of the other Sorensons in Plainview. Alfred Dotson, the owner of the general
store, had twice made the trip to Glendon to trade and barter for different
goods for his store. Both times the Sorensons had demanded ten percent of his
trade goods as a fee to trade at the larger general store in Glendon. 


Her father had
ridden into Plainview a number of times to meet with his brothers to discuss
what they would do if the Sorensons returned. They all three agreed that it was
only a matter of time before that happened. For the first time in years, Ashley
saw her father practicing his sorcery on a regular basis. Sometimes one or both
of his brothers would join him at the farm and they would retire to her father’s
study to talk privately. Then they would go outside and work on different
sorcery spells. All of this made Ashley feel really uneasy.  


Stephen had
continued to practice his sorcery and pointed out to Ashley that it would be
next to impossible for Todd to be able to sneak back to Plainview. If they
wanted to see Todd, they would have to go to Glendon. Ashley knew with the
present situation that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.


Ashley sighed
deeply as she dismounted. She stood for a moment and stretched. Her parents and
Stephen had gone to Plainview for the day to do some shopping and to visit her
Uncle Robert. Ashley had feigned not feeling well as an excuse to stay home. She
knew they wouldn’t be home until nearly dark. 


Over the last
few months, Ashley had worked very hard to improve her sorcery. She had a lot
of knowledge that Snowden had imprinted in her head, but much of it she didn’t fully
understand. Only Snowden could help her to comprehend all the knowledge about
sorcery he had imprinted in her mind. She hoped she would be able to make it up
to the dragon’s lair. That all depended on how deep the snow was between where
she was now and the cave up on the side of the mountain.


Reaching up
behind her saddle, Ashley pulled down a heavier coat and a thick scarf to wrap
around her face. She also untied a small pack that had a few necessary supplies
in case she became stranded on the mountain. She picked out a tree a short
distance from the clearing and tied Spirit to a limb that would allow the horse
some freedom of movement. There were also enough trees around to provide Spirit
with some protection if she didn’t make it back before dark. She didn’t know
how long she might be gone.


Ashley turned
around and eyed the mountain. “Well, Spirit; wish me luck and let’s hope that
Snowden is awake.” Wrapping the scarf loosely around her face, she started up
the mountain.


At first, the
climbing was easy. There was very little snow, and the slope wasn’t too steep.
But the higher she ascended she began to see more pockets of snow until finally
she reached the point where the ground was completely covered. Ashley estimated
she had come only about half the distance she needed to in order to reach
Snowden’s cave. In some places, the slope was muddy and slippery. Several times
she had nearly fallen.


For a moment, Ashley
hesitated as she eyed the snow. She knew it would only get deeper and colder as
she hiked higher. Ashley wondered if she had made the right decision. There was
no turning back; she had to speak to the dragon. Fortifying herself, she began
climbing again. Taking one cautious step after another, she walked through the
steadily deepening snow. Soon the snow was over her ankles and continued to get
deeper. The slope was becoming steeper, and she had to be careful not to fall
and tumble back down the slope.


The growing cold
began to penetrate through her heavy coat, and she pulled the scarf tighter
over her face. Her feet were beginning to feel cold through her hiking boots.
For a moment, she was tempted to stop and build a fire to warm back up. With
her command of the fire spell, a warming fire wouldn’t be a problem. However,
there could be no delay. It was important that she reach Snowden’s cave as soon
as possible. Once there she could warm up. 


Moving forward,
Ashley kept a close watch on the snow in front of her. There were pockets of
deeper snow, and she wanted to stay out of those. Ashley estimated she still
had about an hour of hiking to reach Snowden’s cave.


As she
struggled through the snow, Ashley thought about Todd. She wasn’t too surprised
that she hadn’t heard from him. She suspected his father and brother were
keeping a very close watch on him. Ashley missed the talks that Todd and she
had shared during his time on the farm. 


Ashley had
nearly decided to turn back due to the deepening snow and cold when she spotted
the entrance to Snowden’s cave. With renewed effort, she forced herself through
nearly knee-deep snow the last few feet until she stood safely inside the cave
entrance. It felt a little warmer since she was no longer in the snow and there
was no wind. She brushed the clinging snow off her jeans and, using her sorcery,
built a small fire from some small limbs that were piled next to the entrance.
She didn’t know who had put them there, but she was glad they were available.


The small,
warming fire made Ashley feel much better. In only a few minutes, the effects
of the cold began to vanish and she started to feel almost normal again. She
took off her gloves and held her hands out above the small fire. Once she felt
warm, she made a quick gesture and the small fire went out. 


The large
amulet on the wall was glowing faintly, and Ashley gazed at it for a long moment.
She hoped she would be able to rouse Snowden from his sleep. She hated to think
that she had come all this way through the cold and the snow for nothing.


Opening her
pack, Ashley removed a light globe and, using her sorcery, caused it to light
up brightly. At least now, she would be able to see as she went down the dark
tunnel. Holding the globe before her, she began walking. The globe furnished
enough light for her to see easily. She also noticed that it put out a small
amount of heat. After a few minutes, she came to the adjoining tunnel that
linked Snowden’s lair to the larger one. Stepping through, she raised the light
globe up high and gazed at the sleeping dragon. Snowden slept with his wings
folded about him. 


“Snowden?” asked
Ashley, hoping the dragon would awake. There was no response and Ashley asked
again, but this time she focused with her mind. “Snowden?”


“Cathy?”
a sleepy voice asked in confusion. Then, as the dragon became more awake, a
clearer thought penetrated Ashley’s mind. “Ashley?” 


“Yes, Snowden,”
Ashley replied, relieved that the dragon was awake. “It’s me.”


Snowden raised
his head and gazed sleepily at Ashley. It took the dragon several minutes to
fight off the effects of the deep sleep he had been in. The spell controlled by
the amulet at the cave entrance allowed Snowden to fall into a deep, nearly
dreamless slumber for long periods of time. 


Ashley walked
over and stood beneath the now awakened dragon. “Cathy must have been an
amazing person,” she said, gazing into Snowden’s glowing yellow eyes. His eyes
were beautiful, and seemed almost magical.


“She was my
friend,” Snowden replied with a hint of sadness. “Why have you come?
It is still cold outside the cave. This was not a safe journey to make.”


Ashley still
marveled about how she could understand the dragon’s thoughts. She wasn’t sure
that Snowden actually spoke real words at times. It was the symbols and
pictures the dragon projected, which seemed to form coherent words in Ashley’s
mind.


“You gave me a
lot of knowledge about sorcery the last time I was here,” spoke Ashley, trying
to speak clearly and project her thoughts at the same time so Snowden would
understand them.


“It was
Cathy’s knowledge,” Snowden replied with fondness. 


“There is much
knowledge in my mind about sorcery,” continued Ashley, wondering how she was
going to make Snowden understand her problem. “But some of it is very difficult
for me to understand.”


Snowden looked
at Ashley curiously. From her mind, the dragon felt that this young human woman
wanted to become his friend. This pleased the dragon immensely. He was also
having a hard time understanding just what the problem was with the knowledge
he had given her. Sometimes human concepts were beyond the dragon’s ability to
understand.


Ashley knew
that Snowden didn’t understand her problem. “Snowden, is there anything else in
your mind from Cathy that might help me to understand better?” Ashley tried to
project to Snowden how she was having trouble understanding the meaning of some
of the spells he had put into her mind.


For several
minutes, Snowden thought about what Ashley was trying to tell him. It seemed as
if she was trying to say she didn’t know how to do some of the things that
Cathy could do so easily.


Looking up at
the dragon, Ashley wondered if Snowden understood what she was trying to tell
him. Basic concepts the dragon seemed to understand, but anything more complex
was difficult to communicate.


Snowden
searched his memory for something that might help Ashley. For the first time in
many long years, he examined his full memories of his time with Cathy beneath
the great mountain. In the distant recesses of his mind, he found more memories
from Cathy’s mind. He didn’t understand these, but they might be what Ashley
was seeking.


“Lay down
and close your eyes,” Snowden spoke into Ashley’s mind. 


Ashley took
off her pack and, finding a smooth spot on the cool floor of the cave, she lay
down. It was surprisingly warm in Snowden’s lair. Taking a deep breath, she
closed her eyes and waited. She suddenly found herself feeling faint, almost as
if she was spinning. When she opened her eyes, she was in another place and
another time.


-


“Hello, class,”
the male instructor in front of the classroom spoke.


Ashley found
she couldn’t move; she was trapped inside someone else’s body. For a moment she
panicked, then realized that Snowden had caused this. Where was she? This
classroom was unlike anything she had ever seen before. There were brilliant
lights recessed into the even, white ceiling. The desks seemed to be made of a
smooth light brown wood, and the other kids she could see were all dressed
strangely. Even more surprising, they all seemed to be wearing variously
colored amulets hanging from their necks. What was this place?


“Today we’re going
to discuss focusing and how important it is to your sorcery,” the instructor
continued as he turned on a strange machine that he was standing next to.
Instantly, a spell was projected on a white screen on the front wall of the
room.


“In front of
each of you there is a bowl of water,” the instructor began as he looked at
each student. “This spell will allow you to levitate the water and form it into
a ball. The point is not to spill any of the water.”


The instructor
went on in careful detail, describing the spell, how it worked, and what the
students must concentrate on. Ashley saw her hand reach for her amulet. She was
startled when she saw the amulet was a different color than hers. It was still
blue, but a much darker and deeper blue. The amulet seemed flawless and a thing
of beauty. 


As Ashley
watched as a bystander in this person’s mind, she saw the water slowly rise
into the air without spilling a drop. It formed into a smooth ball and slowly began
to spin. Ashley watched, fascinated, realizing the concentration it must take
to make the water react this way.


“Very good,
Cathy,” the instructor spoke, coming over to stand in front of Ashley. 


Ashley felt
startled as she realized just whose mind she was in. This was the Cathy that
Snowden spoke about! She felt awed realizing where she was.


For the next
several hours, the instructor went over numerous spells. He would explain them
in detail and how to focus your mind to make them work as they should. Ashley
listened intently. There was so much information here; information she never
dreamed existed. As they went through each spell, she paid special attention to
all the details. Some of the students in the class, like Cathy, had no problem
at all with the spells. Other children, particularly the younger ones, had to
work one on one with the instructor. The instructor was extremely patient and
took his time with each student when necessary.


A bell sounded,
indicating the class was over. The students all rose and left the room. Ashley
found herself in a brightly lit corridor full of other students and adults. As
she was walking down the corridor, a young, handsome dark haired man suddenly
stepped in front of her. 


“Hello, Cathy,”
he spoke in an unfriendly voice. “Still sheepherding the younger kids I see.”


“Hello, Adam,”
Ashley heard Cathy reply. “I understand you’re still up to your same old games.”


“You should
join me,” Adam spoke sharply, his eyes flashing with anger. “Someday you might
be as powerful as me. Between the two of us, we could accomplish anything.”


“You mean
force our will upon others?” replied Cathy, shaking her head in disagreement. “Jason
will not allow that. You still have time to follow Jason’s path; there doesn’t
have to be trouble.”


“Jason is a
fool!” spat Adam disgustedly. “He wants to appease the government. He doesn’t
understand the danger we’re in.”


“And I suppose
you do,” replied Cathy, gazing at Adam unflinchingly.


“Some of us
do,” Adam responded as two younger men approached and stopped just behind him. “You
should join us before it’s too late.” 


“I’ll pass, Adam.
Now move out of my way; I’m late for my next class.”


Adam hesitated
for a moment, then Ashley noticed Cathy’s hand move down to grasp her amulet.
Was she about to use her sorcery against this young man?


Adam gestured
to the two young men behind him, and they all moved out of Cathy’s path. Ashley
realized Cathy must already be very powerful in her sorcery skills if these ruffians
didn’t want to get into a fight with her.


For the rest
of the day, Cathy went from class to class, listening to various instructors
and practicing different types of sorcery. Ashley was astounded at all of the
knowledge available to these young sorcerers and the effort being put into
training them. 


In the back of
her mind, she wondered if the conflict she had seen between Cathy and this Adam
could have eventually led to the Worldfire, which had destroyed the Golden Age.
It was worrisome to think that sorcery had been the culprit that had destroyed
that amazing time. Ancient history and what she had just witnessed pointed to sorcery
as the primary cause.


They finished
their final class and were going down another brightly lit corridor. Ashley
noticed a lot of the younger students seemed to stick close to Cathy. They entered
a softly lit corridor with some type of covering on the floor. Cathy turned to
the younger students and spoke. “Go to your rooms and work on your studies.
Adam and his friends are not allowed in our section. Meet me in the common room
at the usual time and we will all go to the cafeteria together to eat.”


Ashley felt
impressed by this Cathy. She had obviously taken over the role as protector of
the younger kids. Some in the group seemed to be very young teenagers. She
could well understand why Snowden liked and respected this young woman so much.


Cathy turned
and walked back down the corridor. She went down several different corridors
until she came to some massive metal doors that were open. Stepping through,
Ashley could see they were in a large, brightly lighted cavern. In the center
of the cavern were what looked like giant pens. Ashley wondered what was in
them.


Cathy strolled
past several of the large pens before she stopped before one. Looking up,
Ashley saw a name in large letters written on the side of the pen. SNOWDEN.
These were the dragon pens, Ashley realized. So the dragons had lived beneath Firestorm Mountain at one time! She was surprised at the sheer number of pens; there must
be over a dozen dragons.


Cathy opened a
small door and stepped inside the pen. Ashley looked on in amazement as a small
white dragon raised its head and gazed expectantly at Cathy. This was a smaller
and much younger Snowden. It was at that moment that Ashley felt that sickening
spinning sensation again. She slowly opened her eyes and found herself lying on
the floor back in Snowden’s lair.


“Ashley?”
Snowden’s worried question entered her mind. “Are you okay?”


Ashley sat up
and felt her head spin. She closed her eyes and fought to clear her mind. After
a moment, the spinning stopped, but her throat felt parched. Reaching into her backpack,
she took out a small canteen of water. After taking several long refreshing drinks,
she felt ready to stand up. Bracing herself, she slowly rose to her feet. She
stood there unsteadily for a few moments.


Ashley
realized that she understood so much more about sorcery. Many of the spells she
had been having trouble with she now understood. “That was just what I wanted.
It helped to explain so much.”


“There is
more,” Snowden replied, almost reluctantly. He could tell that Ashley was
still feeling unsteady. He didn’t want to harm his new friend.


Ashley
wondered how much time had passed. But did she dare stop learning what Snowden
had to offer? How much longer would it be until the Sorensons began causing trouble
on the southern side of the valley? Her family was about to be caught between a
rock and a hard place. If her sorcery was truly going to be as powerful as
Snowden once hinted, it was her duty to her family to learn all that she could.
Ashley took a deep breath; she knew there was no choice but to continue.


“Show me more,
Snowden,” spoke Ashley, looking up at the dragon. “I want to know more about
Cathy and how she was taught to do sorcery.”


“Very well,”
Snowden replied. If Ashley became too tired, she could always spend the night
in the lair. He would also watch her very closely. If she appeared to be
getting too weak, he could always awaken her.


Ashley lay
back down, closed her eyes, and the spinning sensation returned. When she opened
them, she was back with Cathy. Ashley felt excited; there was so much here to
learn!


-


After spending
what seemed like a week or more with Cathy going through all the different training
classes and meeting hundreds of fabulous people, Ashley awoke to find herself
in the lair with Snowden. She felt as if her skull was about to explode. Putting
her hand to her head, she moaned quietly; she hadn’t expected to awaken with a severe
headache. She tried to sit up, but collapsed back on the floor as weakness overwhelmed
her. Her body refused to obey her commands. 


Snowden looked
on with a worried look in his yellow eyes. Had he inadvertently harmed his new friend?



“Ashley?”
Snowden asked with concern in his thoughts.


“I’ll be fine,
Snowden,” replied Ashley reassuringly and managing to sit up. “I just need to
rest for a moment and clear my mind. Ashley fumbled for her pack and found her
canteen. She took a long sip of water and ate some dried fruit she had packed
just in case she got hungry.


She knew so
much more now about Cathy Matheson and her archenemy, Adam. There was no longer
any doubt in Ashley’s mind that the conflict between Adam’s close-knit group of
troublemakers and Jason Sylvar was what must have eventually led to the
Worldfire. She also knew Cathy and her circle of friends would have supported
Jason. 


After a
moment, Ashley stood up on wobbly legs and walked over to the dragon. Snowden
lowered his head until his eyes were almost level with Ashley’s eyes. Ashley
reached out and touched him on his head. She was surprised at how soft the
dragon’s skin felt. 


“I need to go,”
she said softly. “My parents will be worried.”


“It’s
nearly dark,” Snowden spoke. “It is not safe to travel down the mountain
now. You are not strong enough.”


“I must,” Ashley
replied with a deep sigh of resignation. “If I don’t, my father will be out
looking for me again.”


“Very well,”
replied Snowden, reaching a monumental decision. “I will go with you and fly
you down to the foot of the mountain.”


“You can do
that?” Ashley gasped, startled by the idea.


“Yes,” replied
Snowden, confidently. 


A few minutes later,
the two were outside the cave. It would be dark in another hour or so. Snowden
bent down and lowered his head nearly to the ground. After a moment, Ashley managed
to pull herself up until she was situated on the dragon’s neck. She found
several ridges she could use to hold on to him.


“I’m ready,”
she told Snowden, feeling excited about the prospect of flying with the dragon.



“Hold tight,”
Snowden commanded as he beat his wings and rose suddenly up into the cold
mountain air.


Snowden flew
low just over the treetops. He was very careful not to make any sudden turns or
movements. This was something he had always dreamed of doing with Cathy. However,
Ashley was very special also. She was a good choice to experience the first flight
on a dragon.


Ashley was
filled with excitement as they flew down the slope of the mountain. She felt
exhilarated as the cold air hit her in the face, but she scarcely noticed it.
She was flying on a dragon! Looking down, she saw the ground passing by very
quickly. In what seemed like no time she saw the small clearing where she had
left Spirit. 


Snowden banked
slightly and came in for a smooth landing. Lowering his head, Ashley slid
easily off the dragon.


“That was
wonderful!” spoke Ashley excitedly, gazing into Snowden’s eyes. “Thank you!”


“I must
return now,” Snowden spoke in Ashley’s mind. “Come back soon.”


Ashley reached
out and patted the dragon on his neck. “I will,” she replied. “When it gets
warmer and the rest of the snow melts, I will return.”


Ashley watched
as the dragon took to the air and vanished quickly from sight. Sighing deeply
and still feeling the thrilling effects of flying, she walked through the trees
to where she had left Spirit. Her horse was waiting impatiently for her, stomping
the ground nervously. The nearness of the dragon had obviously frightened him.


“Don’t be afraid,
Spirit,” spoke Ashley soothingly as she petted her horse on the neck. “It was
only a dragon.”











Chapter Ten


 


Ashley was
standing in a small green meadow, several miles from her home. She was
surrounded by ankle deep grass, and she could hear birds twittering in the
nearby trees. It was a clear day with very few clouds in the sky. In her hands,
she held her diary, which contained the numerous spells she had written down. These
were the spells Snowden had imprinted in her mind. 


It was now
late spring and much warmer. Looking toward Beaver Mountain, much of the snow
from earlier in the spring had melted. Only the summit was still covered in the
white stuff, but the rest of the towering mountain was clear. In the distance,
she could hear a newborn calf hollering for its mother. It was a gorgeous day
to be outside. Her thoughts turned to the last few months. 


After she
returned from her visit with Snowden, she found her family already home from Plainview. When asked by her father where she had been, Ashley replied that she had ridden
out to the new barn to check on the stock. She told her father she had gotten
bored sitting around the house and had decided to do something useful. Her
father had only nodded and not questioned her further.


Once she
returned from Beaver Mountain, Ashley spent days in her room writing down all
the newly acquired knowledge she had received from Snowden. She now had two
very thick diaries full of intricate spells and methods to use for sorcery. As
before, she found that writing the spells and information down made her
newfound knowledge easier to understand. She was still in awe at the lifestyle
of the early sorcerers beneath Firestorm Mountain. It saddened her deeply to
realize all that had been lost in the Worldfire. Compared to that ancient time,
the world she lived in now was extremely primitive and would probably stay that
way for quite some time.


Spirit was
tied to a small tree in the meadow by a long lead rope. The horse was grazing
in the lush grass, not paying any attention to Ashley. The saddle had been
loosened and Spirit was enjoying the freedom away from the barn. 


Ashley gazed
toward the sky above the mountains. For several days she had pondered doing
this spell. It was quite powerful and would be a good gauge as to how far she
had come with her sorcery. She had been hesitant since this would be by far the
most powerful spell she had ever attempted. Everything she had been taught
warned her to be cautious when enacting the stronger spells.


 Looking down
at the diary in her hands, Ashley read over the spell once more. This was one
to control the weather. If it worked right, she would create a small
thunderstorm above the distant mountains. This was something that no one in her
family could do. Her father could occasionally create an extremely small rain shower.
Weather spells were difficult and took a lot of power. The only sorcerer in the
valley that could currently create a significant storm was Edward.


 Taking a deep
breath, she walked over and placed the diary in one of her saddlebags. She
talked soothingly to Spirit for a moment, not wanting to spook her horse with
what she was about to do. 


Walking several
steps away from Spirit, Ashley took a deep breath. She began moving her right
hand in the gestures needed to connect the energy lines into the necessary
pattern to create the storm. With her left hand, she grasped her light blue amulet.



Closing her
eyes, she visualized the spell and what she wanted it to do. She spoke several
words of power, which further strengthened the matrix the energy lines were
forming. She could sense the growing power of the energy lines as the spell
became complete. Releasing a deep breath, she commanded the spell to create a
storm and to bring rain. In her mind, she could see the completed pattern.
Opening her eyes, she cast the spell into the air above the mountains. She held
her breath waiting to see what happened. 


It seemed to
grow darker above the mountains, and then a small cloud began to form. It began
to grow and expand rapidly. More clouds began to form until the sky above the
mountains was covered. The clouds grew larger, darker, and more menacing. Within
minutes, lightning began to flash, and a distant rumbling could be heard coming
from the growing storm. A few scattered raindrops began to fall upon the slopes
of the mountains. 


“It worked,” spoke
Ashley, gazing in awe at the rapidly building storm. 


Looking down
at her amulet, she was startled to see it glowing brightly, even in the
daylight. She felt a momentary wave of dizziness pass over her. After a moment,
it passed. 


In some way,
she still felt attached to the storm. It was almost as if she were the storm.
Perhaps because her sorcery had created it, she was still connected to it.
Closing her eyes again, she imagined herself hurling lightning bolts at the
mountains. Gusts of wind blew in whatever direction she commanded. Raindrops
were turned into hailstones that pelted the slopes, soon covering them in a
shallow veil of white. Opening her eyes, Ashley was shocked to see the ferocity
of the storm she had created. In amazement, she saw that some of the slopes of
the mountains were indeed covered in white. The size and ferocity of the storm
was starting to frighten her.


In near panic,
she hurriedly created another spell, which was supposed to dissipate the storm.
Finishing the new spell, she hurled it at the rapidly approaching storm. The
storm only gradually began to weaken. It would reach her before it finished
falling apart. 


“I screwed up,”
spoke Ashley, feeling the cold wind from the storm beginning to blow across the
meadow. Even Spirit was watching the storm as if sensing that it wasn’t
natural.


She hadn’t believed
in her wildest imagination that she would be able to create a storm of such
magnitude. While it did show her the power she could wield, it also reminded
her that she still had much to learn. Sorcery could be extremely dangerous if
used improperly.


Turning, she
ran over to Spirit, hoping she could beat the approaching storm home. Spirit
was standing nervously, eyeing Ashley. It was obvious the horse didn’t like the
approaching storm. 


Tightening the
saddle and untying the lead rope, she quickly mounted Spirit. Riding at a fast
gallop, she pushed Spirit along the path toward home, but a sudden splattering
of raindrops indicated they weren’t going to make it. Behind her, thunder
rumbled ominously. She was almost to the barn when the heavy cold rain struck,
instantly soaking her. 


Reaching the
barn, she dismounted and quickly led Spirit inside. She spent a few minutes
wiping Spirit down and drying off her saddle and other gear. Stepping over to
the open door of the barn that led to the house, she gazed out at the falling
rain. It was really coming down.


“It’s raining
pretty hard, isn’t it?” a voice spoke from behind her.


Startled,
Ashley turned around to see her father standing there with his arms folded
across his chest. He must have been in another part of the barn; she hadn’t
noticed his presence.


“Yes, it is,” stammered
Ashley, finding it hard to gaze into her father’s eyes. “I got caught out in
the rain.”


“So I see,”
her father said, glancing at Ashley’s wet clothes and then outside at the heavy
rain. “That sure is a strange storm. I don’t ever recall seeing one build up
that quickly.”


“It came down
from the mountains,” explained Ashley, turning away from her father’s questioning
eyes. 


“I guess that
might explain it,” replied Harmon, nodding his head. 


They stood
together in the door watching the rain. Several times thunder roared as
lightning bolts struck nearby trees. The storm just wasn’t dissipating as fast
as Ashley had hoped. After a few more minutes, the rain finally began to lessen
and eventually came to a stop.


“Run up to the
house and get out of those wet clothes,” her father ordered. “We don’t want you
to catch a cold. I’ll check on Spirit and make sure he’s okay in his stall. You
get inside the house.”


“Yes, sir,”
Ashley replied, relieved to get away from her father.


A few minute
later, she was back in her room. Her mother had given Ashley a quick but stern
lecture about getting so wet and being out in the storm. Stephen had wandered out
of his room after hearing the noise, and had broke into a big grin at seeing
his disheveled sister. After changing out of her wet clothes, Ashley sat down
on her bed. With a frown, she noticed there was something hard underneath the
blankets. Standing back up, she pulled back the blankets and saw a book.
Picking it up, she gazed at it in surprise. It was another sorcery book! 


Ashley walked
over to her dresser and sat down. Opening the book, she gazed at the first few
pages. “Who is doing this?” she said aloud, feeling confused. This book
contained more spells but also contained a lot of information about amulets.


Ashley laid
the book down and tried to think. Someone in her family obviously knew about
her sorcery. It couldn’t be Stephen; her brother was horrible when it came to
keeping secrets. That left either her mother or her father. Somehow, she couldn’t
see her mother going into her husband’s study and removing these sorcery books
for Ashley. That left her father. If her father suspected or knew about her
sorcery, then why hadn’t he said something? None of this made any sense. She
would just have to watch more closely. She had to find out who knew about her
sorcery. Opening the sorcery book once more, she began reading about amulets.
In just a few moments, she found herself completely involved in her reading. 


-


Up on Beaver Mountain, Snowden had gone outside the entrance to the cave. The storm had aroused
his curiosity. He wondered if Ashley had been responsible. The young human girl
was certainly powerful enough; he’d sensed that in her mind. 


The dragon
launched himself up into the air and slowly circled the summit of the mountain.
It had been a long time, but Snowden felt he needed to fly to the north of the
valley. Some inner sense was telling the dragon that something was wrong, but
he didn’t know what. Beating his wings powerfully, Snowden flew to the west
side of the mountains where he wouldn’t be visible to the valley’s human
inhabitants. From the western slopes, as far as Snowden could see was nothing
but desolate, blighted land. There were only a few scattered sparse pockets of
unhealthy green. 


It had been
many long centuries since the ancient Worldfire, but the land had been so
devastated that even now it wouldn’t support life. Snowden knew that if he flew
farther west that this desolate land eventually turned into a desert. Turning
to the north, Snowden flew up high toward the sun and stretched his wings.
Catching the rising thermals, he glided as he scanned the desolate landscape below
for whatever was bothering him. 


For hours, the
dragon flew toward the north. Once past where the humans lived, Snowden flew closer
to the coast. Below him were more ruins and no signs of life. He was just about
to turn back when he picked up a familiar scent in the air. The last time he
had detected this scent was back in the green valley across the great ocean. It
was the scent of another dragon. It was Braxam, the brown dragon!


Snowden felt
confused. Since he had followed Gilmreth back to this land, he had never found
any signs of another dragon. For nearly an hour, Snowden circled the area. The
scent wasn’t recent, but sometime in the past, Braxam had been here.


Finally giving
up, Snowden turned and began flying back toward his lair. He would arrive just
after dark. After sensing the other dragon, Snowden knew he would have to begin
regular patrols again. Once a week he would have to venture out and search the
surrounding countryside. Snowden’s long years of deep sleep and isolation were
coming to an end.


-


Ashley was in
her room when she heard a horse neigh loudly outside. She didn’t recognize the
sound of it. Putting up her sorcery book, she opened the door to her room and
walked down the hallway. She could hear voices talking in subdued tones ahead
of her. Entering the kitchen, she saw her Uncle Mark and Mason.


“Hi, Ashley,”
Mason said, smiling and walking over to his cousin. “It’s been a while.”


“Hello, Mason,”
Ashley replied with a friendly smile. Mason and she had always gotten along exceptionally
well. “It’s already dark outside; what are you and Uncle Mark doing out?”


“That’s what
my father is getting ready to tell yours. It’s not good news.”


The two young
people looked at their parents. Katrina was sitting at the long kitchen table
with Harmon and Mark standing on the other side; neither looked happy. They
listened to what the adults were saying.


“The Sorensons
wouldn’t let Alfred trade with New Haven?” Harmon was saying in disbelief. “Did
they say why?”


“Oh, they were
going to let him trade all right,” replied Mark, shaking his head poignantly. “The
only problem was they wanted twenty percent of his trade goods to go to New Haven and another twenty percent to pass back through.”


“That’s
robbery,” Harmon said between clenched teeth. His eyes took on a dark look of
frustration. “What did Alfred do?”


“He turned
around and came back. As soon as he got back to Plainview, he came over to see
me. I get the impression he expects us to do something about this situation.”


A heavy frown
crossed Harmon’s face. “What can we do? If we try to confront the Sorensons, the
trouble is only going to get worse. They might be hoping we try to do
something.”


“They may just
be looking for an excuse to move against our side of the valley,” responded Mark,
nodding his head in agreement. He had already thought about this.


“So what do we
do?” asked Katrina, looking at the two men. She didn’t like where this
situation was heading. She was concerned for the safety of her family. “Alfred
has to do some trading with Glendon and New Haven; we don’t produce everything
we need. Between all four villages we can get by, but we all need each other.”


“The Sorensons
know that,” Harmon replied in a serious tone, gazing at his wife. Turning back
to Mark, he continued. “Next time Alfred is ready to go to Glendon, one of us
needs to go with him.”


“Do you think
that will do any good?” Mark asked.


“I don’t know,
but we need to try talking to the Sorensons one more time before this gets out
of hand.”


“I don’t think
it will do any good,” replied Mark, leaning against the table and putting his
hands down on its top. “I’m afraid they want trouble.”


“I suspect you’re
right,” responded Harmon, letting out a heavy sigh of exasperation. “But we owe
it to the people of our valley to try once more.”


“I don’t like
the sound of this,” Mason whispered to Ashley as they listened to their
parents. 


“Neither do I,”
commented Ashley, wondering who was going to accompany Alfred to Glendon. She
had a worrisome feeling that it would be her father.


“Let’s go
outside where we can talk,” suggested Mason, gesturing toward the door.


The two went
outside and sat down on the steps. The night was still warm, and the stars were
shining brightly up in the night sky.


“I’m really
worried about all of this,” confessed Mason, looking down toward the barn. He
knew that Stephen was in the barn milking two of the cows; Uncle Harmon had
mentioned that earlier.


“So am I,”
Ashley replied. “How is your sorcery training coming?”


“I’m getting
there,” Mason responded with a weak grin. “I have been practicing with Justin
quite a lot. It seems to be helping.”


Ashley nodded.
Justin was her other cousin. He was Uncle Robert’s son and was sixteen.


“How is Stephen
doing with his training?” Mason asked curiously.


“Fine,” Ashley
replied. “He practices every day. Todd showed Stephen a lot when he was here.”


Mason was
quiet for a moment. “I get the impression you like this Todd.”


“Todd’s a good
person,” responded Ashley, defensively. “He’s not like the other Sorensons.”


“I hope you’re
right, Ashley,” Mark commented with a trace of doubt in his voice. “I hope he’s
not anything like Edward is reported to be.”


“Edward,”
Ashley spoke, her voice betraying her worry. “Edward is going to be a big
problem when he gets older.”


“From what I
understand, he already is,” Mason said, rising to his feet. “I think I’ll go
down to the barn and check on Stephen.” 


Ashley watched
her cousin as he walked toward the barn. If this problem with the Sorensons
broke into open conflict, all of her male relatives would be involved, including
Mason and probably Stephen. She turned her gaze toward darkness-shrouded Beaver Mountain. It was nearing time for her to go and visit Snowden once more.


-


Later, after
Mark and Mason left, Harmon sat in the kitchen talking to Katrina. Mark and he
had talked for nearly an hour about the Sorenson situation. There just didn’t
seem to be a good solution.


“I don’t like
this,” Katrina said, her light blue eyes looking at her husband. She reached
across the table and took Harmon’s hand. “This could become very dangerous for
all of us, including our children.”


“I know,”
Harmon replied with a deep sigh. “If it was just Jacob and Kensett, I wouldn’t
be too worried; I think we could handle them between us. Edward’s the problem.
You saw the snowstorm he created with his powers. No one has been able to do
something like that in generations.”


“He’s that
powerful?” asked Katrina, worrying about what this might mean for her family.


“I’m afraid
so,” responded Harmon, cocking his head and gazing at his wife. It bothered him
that Katrina was worried over this. He loved his wife deeply and didn’t want to
see her upset.


“Will Stephen
have to help?” Katrina asked, worried for the safety of her young son. She wasn’t
worried about Ashley. After all, Ashley wasn’t a sorcerer.


“It depends on
when all this goes down,” Harmon replied with a concerned look in his eyes. 


Katrina had
the feeling her husband wasn’t telling her everything. She suspected there was
some secret he was keeping from her. But she knew better than to ask. When he
was ready, he would tell her.











Chapter Eleven


 


It was early
summer, and Ashley was just coming back from Beaver Mountain. Each time she
went there, she learned more about the dragon and those wonderful, exciting
times back in the Golden Age. She came to know and understand so much more
about the secret underground world beneath Firestorm Mountain. She’d been going
to visit Snowden once per week whenever the opportunity arose. 


The dragon had
been implanting into her mind more of Cathy’s memories from her time in the
secret research complex beneath the mountain. Sometimes it almost seemed as if
she were Cathy. Ashley looked around, seeing and listening to a few brightly
colored birds in the nearby trees. Spirit plodded along at a relaxed pace,
stirring up just a faint hint of dust from his shod hooves. Everything seemed
so peaceful today. She wished it would stay this way. 


“Well, Spirit,”
Ashley spoke to her horse, enjoying the pleasant weather. It was a warm afternoon,
and a light breeze was blowing from the south. “I now know that it was the
conflict between Adam and Jason that brought about the Worldfire and the
destruction of the Golden Age.”


It saddened
Ashley immensely knowing that sorcery had brought an end to that fantastic time.
From what she had seen through Cathy’s eyes, Jason was a kind and honorable
man. His biggest fault was that he was too trusting. If he would have confronted
Adam sooner, the Worldfire might never have happened.  


Ashley thought
about all that she had learned from Snowden in the past several months. The
dragon didn’t have all of Cathy Matheson’s memories of her training sessions beneath
the mountain, but he did have quite a few. Ashley had learned so much that she
was rapidly losing her fear of Edward. She needed another year to practice her
sorcery and then she might give Edward a very startling surprise. With what was
now in her memories from her lessons with Snowden, Edward might not feel so
confident about being able to hold sway over the Andrews.


She was nearly
home when she saw her brother approaching rapidly on his horse, waving and
motioning for her. Ashley pulled Spirit to a stop and waited for him. He
shouldn’t be riding his horse so hard.


Stephen reined
up next to Ashley, his face flushed with excitement. “I just talked to Mason.
The Sorensons are in Plainview demanding to talk to Dad, Uncle Mark, and Uncle
Robert. Dad just left with Mason to go to the village.”


“The Sorensons
are in the village?” Ashley uttered with sudden worry flooding over her. “What
do they want?”


“It probably
has to do with Dad going with Alfred on his last trading trip to Glendon,”
Stephen responded.


Ashley nodded
her head with renewed concern. Her father had gone to Glendon to speak to the
Sorensons about the exorbitant fees they were charging to trade in Glendon and New Haven. From what her father had said, the meeting hadn’t gone very well.


The Sorensons had
said that if the people in the southern part of the valley didn’t want to pay
the fees then they could do without. Her father had argued with Jacob but to no
avail. Jacob was adamant; pay the fees or else. Her father had returned home
extremely upset and aggravated.


“Is Todd or
Edward with them?” Ashley asked, her eyes looking toward the north where the
village lay. If Todd had come, she wondered if there was some way she could
manage to see him. She had really missed him the last few months.


“Mason didn’t
say,” replied Stephen, turning his horse around and looking at his sister. “He
just said that Jacob and Kensett were at the tavern and wanted to meet with the
adult Andrews men.”


“I don’t like
the sound of this,” spoke Ashley, looking over at her brother. 


“Dad said for
us to stay home. He told me to come and find you and to make sure you
understood that. Under no conditions are you to go to Plainview. He said you
would understand why.”


Ashley felt a
chill run down her back. She wondered just what her father had meant by that
cryptic comment. It could be in reference to Todd or even her sorcery. 


“We’d better
get back to the house and Mom,” Ashley responded decisively. “She will be
worried about Dad until he gets back.”


Kicking Spirit
lightly in his side, they started back toward the house. Stephen rode next to
Ashley and was strangely silent.


“What’s wrong,
Stephen?”


“It’s my
sorcery,” her brother admitted with a long frown. “I’m just not strong enough.
If this breaks into trouble with the Sorensons, I’m not going to be much help.
Both Mason and Justin are stronger than I am.”


Ashley knew
her brother was spending a lot of his time working on his sorcery. “Let’s hope
it doesn’t come to that. Maybe the Sorensons just came to Plainview to agree to
drop the trading fees.”


“I doubt that,”
Stephen replied.


-


A little while
later, they were in the barn unsaddling their horses. Ashley had just started
to brush Spirit down when Stephen stopped her.


“I’ll take
care of the horses,” volunteered Stephen, taking the brush out of Ashley’s
hand. “Why don’t you go on up to the house and check on Mom?” 


“Thanks,
Stephen,” Ashley responded, surprised at her brother’s offer.


When Ashley
entered the house, she found her mother sitting at the kitchen table with a
pensive look upon her face. She looked up and grinned weakly at Ashley,
obviously deeply worried about the meeting with the Sorensons. Katrina motioned
for Ashley to sit down next to her.


“I wish this
was over,” Katrina said, looking at her daughter and reaching out for her hand.
“The meeting with the Sorensons isn’t going to go well; I can feel it.”


“I know,”
Ashley replied in agreement. “I feel the same way. At least Edward didn’t come,
so I don’t think there will be any trouble.”


“They will
just make their demands and expect us to obey,” her mother replied in a somber
voice. “Your father will not like that.”


“What do you
think Dad will do?” Ashley asked, her eyes narrowing. She couldn’t imagine her
father agreeing to continue to pay these exorbitant trading fees to the
Sorensons. There was bound to be an argument.


“I don’t know,”
replied her mother, getting a faraway look in her eyes. “I just don’t know.”


-


Harmon stood
on the front porch of the general store, gazing in the direction of the tavern.
He took a deep breath and slowly let it out. He was waiting for his brothers to
arrive before going to face the Sorensons. The street was strangely empty,
which wasn’t too surprising since the Sorensons were in town. It seemed as if
everyone was waiting to see what was going to happen.


Alfred Dotson
stood next to him with a nervous look upon his face. “What do you think they
want?”


“More demands,”
replied Harmon, glancing down the street and seeing his two brothers heading
toward the general store. 


“I don’t know
what they expect,” replied Alfred, shaking his head miserably. “We can’t pay
the fees they want. It’s nothing more than robbery. Is there anything you and
your brothers can do?”


“We can talk
to them,” replied Harmon, evenly. “Hear them out and try to reason with them.”


“I don’t think
that Jacob and Kensett are the types to listen to reason, Harmon,” Alfred
responded with a heavy sigh. 


“I guess we’re
about to find out.” Harmon knew the trade demands were seriously affecting the
storekeeper.


Alfred nodded
and retreated back into his store. He would watch the tavern from the safety of
one of his store windows. 


Robert and
Mark walked up to the steps and looked up at their older brother.


“Let’s get
this over with,” spoke Harmon, motioning for his brothers to follow him. “Let’s
see what they want.”


The three
walked down the street to the tavern. Pushing the large wood door open, Harmon
stepped inside with his brothers right behind him. Looking around, he spotted
Jacob and Kensett sitting at the same table they had been sitting at last time.
It was obvious from the looks on their faces that both of them seemed
irritated. Probably from the long wait that had been necessary as they waited
for all three of the Andrews.


“Sit down,”
Jacob spoke brusquely, gesturing to the three empty chairs at their table. “We
have a lot to talk about.”


Harmon and his
brothers took the indicated seats. Harmon looked at Jacob and then at Kensett
before asking. “Why are you here?”


Jacob took a
long drink from the glass in his right hand and then gave Harmon a hard look. “We
think it would be better if one of our families controlled the entire valley.”


Harmon’s face
froze upon hearing the words. He had been expecting them. “I suppose that
family is yours.”


“Of course,” Jacob
replied with a nod. “We’re the most powerful and should be in control.”


“Why should we
turn our section of the valley over to you?” Mark demanded, his face looking
grim. 


“You have no
choice,” replied Kensett, toying with the drink in his hand. “You have seen
what Edward can do with the weather. Can you imagine no rain in your section of
the valley? Your crops would die.”


“How dare you
threaten us with sorcery!” Robert spoke between clenched teeth. “It was agreed
to at the very beginning that sorcery would never be used against another
sorcerer in our valley. The lessons from the Worldfire demanded that.”


“That was ages
ago,” responded Jacob, dismissing ancient history with a flick of his finger. “This
is now.”


“We will not
turn over our section of the valley,” Harmon said in an even voice. “Your
sorcery may be stronger than ours, but the combined powers of my two brothers
and I are nothing to laugh about. There has to be some other arrangement we can
make.” He needed to stall for more time so he could decide what to do. 


Jacob was
silent for a moment, looking over at Kensett who nodded back in affirmation. “Perhaps
we can make an arrangement that would be satisfactory to both of our families.”


“I don’t know
if we want to make a deal,” Mark said, glancing at Harmon in surprise. It
sounded as if he was giving in to the Sorensons. This wasn’t like him. “This is
our side of the valley, not theirs. They have no right to make demands!”


“We have every
right,” Kensett barked, his eyes showing anger.


“Let’s hear
them out,” Harmon spoke, not wanting to get into a confrontation here in the
tavern.


“It’s really
very simple,” responded Jacob, setting down his glass. He looked directly at
Harmon. “We want ten percent of all of your crops and trade goods. If you agree
to that, then we will leave you in token control of this section of the valley.”


“Ten percent!”
roared Robert, standing up and knocking his chair over. “Our people will never
stand for that! We won’t stand for that!”


Jacob seemed
nonplussed at Robert’s angry reaction. “Ten percent of a crop is better than
losing all of it.” 


“We will send
wagons to pick it up in three months,” Kensett added, his left hand touching
the white amulet that hung from his neck. It glowed brightly at his touch,
reminding everyone that he was a very powerful sorcerer. 


Harmon reached
out and put his hand on Robert’s arm. “Sit back down, Robert.”


“I’ll stand,”
Robert replied angrily, gazing defiantly at Jacob.


“We will need
time to talk to the villagers and the farmers about your demands,” Harmon
responded in a calm voice. “They won’t like the idea of turning over ten
percent of everything to you.”


“Make sure
they understand what the alternative is,” Jacob said curtly. “Remember, you
have three months, no more.”


“If our wagons
return empty, then we will return, and Edward will be with us,” Kensett warned
in a threatening tone. “His sorcery is much stronger than what it was the last
time we were here. This entire area of the valley could become very dry.” 


“We will
discuss it,” Harmon answered. “That’s all I can promise.”


Jacob rose and
motioned for Kensett to follow him. “Don’t disappoint us, Harmon,” Jacob said
pointedly. “You won’t get a second chance.”


Harmon watched
the two leave. He waited until the door closed behind them before turning to
face his two brothers. He could tell from the angry looks on their faces they
weren’t happy with his decision.


“We can’t turn
over our crops and trade goods,” Mark protested angrily. “The villagers and
farmers will never agree to this.”


“Mark’s right,”
added Robert, folding his arms defiantly across his chest. “They can’t really
be expecting us to give in to their demands!”


“They can and
we will,” replied Harmon, looking evenly at his two brothers. He knew they
would need more convincing. “We need to buy more time. Mason, Justin, and
Stephen aren’t ready for this yet. The boys need to learn more sorcery.”


“Time,”
uttered Mark, shaking his head doubtfully. “With Edward in the picture, I don’t
see where that helps us.”


“Edward’s the
problem,” agreed Robert, looking over at Mark. I think the three of us combined
could probably stop Jacob and Kensett, but when you throw Edward in that
changes everything. Even with the boys, I don’t know if we can stand up to
Edward.”


Harmon was quiet
for a moment. He didn’t like the idea of paying a ten percent fee either. But
for now, he didn’t think they had any other choices. The hard part would be
convincing the local farmers and villagers it was in their best interest.


“This at least
keeps them out of our section of the valley for a while,” Harmon said,
gesturing for Robert to sit back down. 


 Robert took
his seat and the three looked at each other in silence. The two younger
brothers didn’t understand what Harmon was up to. It just didn’t make any sense
to give in to the Sorensons’ demands. Didn’t it make more sense to fight them now?
The longer they waited, the stronger Edward would become.


“Don’t forget
about our secret weapon,” Harmon finally reminded them. He knew, at the moment,
his two brothers were allowing anger to cloud their minds.


“Snowden,”
Mark spoke, his eyes widening at the thought. He had forgotten all about the
dragon. He leaned back in his chair and gazed thoughtfully at Harmon.


“Yes, Snowden,”
Harmon reiterated with a nod of his head. “What do you think the Sorensons will
do when confronted with a living dragon?”


Mark and
Robert looked at each other. They had forgotten about the dragon. It could
indeed be a game changer. Maybe things weren’t quite as bad as they had
thought. After all, nothing could harm a dragon; not even Edward.


-


Ashley was
sitting at the kitchen table, peeling potatoes. Her mother had sent Stephen
down to the barn to check on a newborn calf. Reaching for another potato,
Ashley wondered just what was happening in Plainview. The not knowing made her
feel antsy. The pile of potato peelings in front of her was steadily growing
larger.


“Just relax,
Ashley,” her mother said as she sat a large cooking pot down on the wood cook
stove. “We will know what happened when your father gets back, not any sooner.”


Turning to
look at her mother Ashley responded, “I know. I just hate the waiting.” She
looked down, surprised at how many potatoes she had peeled. Her mind had really
been wondering. Her mother seemed to be doing much better now, particularly
since she had started cooking.


It was at that
moment that Stephen opened the door with a wide grin on his face. “Look what I
found, Ashley!”


Ashley glanced
over at Stephen and was surprised to see someone standing behind him. Her eyes
widened when she recognized who it was. 


“Todd!” she
screamed, jumping up and running to the door and giving the young man a big welcoming
hug.


Todd turned
beet red, surprised and extremely pleased with Ashley’s reaction.


“All right,
children,” commented Katrina, shaking her head with a friendly smile on her
face. “Don’t squeeze the breath out of him, Ashley.”


Ashley
released her hold on Todd and sheepishly stepped back. “What are you doing
here?”


“I followed my
father and uncle,” confessed Todd, stepping into the kitchen. “They don’t know
I’m here.”


“That’s not
safe, Todd,” Katrina spoke with a worried frown. “What if your father finds out
where you are?”


“He won’t,” replied
Todd, wanting to put Katrina at ease. “He thinks I’m in Glendon staying with my
mother for a few days.”


Ashley looked
at Todd thoughtfully. “Does your mother know you’re here?”


“Yes; she’s
the one who suggested I come.”


“Todd says we
have trouble coming!” Stephen broke in excitedly. “He came to warn us.”


“Trouble,”
repeated Katrina, motioning for Todd to sit down at the kitchen table. “What
kind of trouble?”


Todd sat down
and then patiently explained to the three of them what was going on in Plainview. He knew the demands his father and uncle were going to make.


“Ten percent
of everything,” said Katrina, closing her eyes and frowning. “That won’t go
over very well.”


“But Dad may
agree to it to buy more time,” responded Ashley, thinking about what her father
might do. “It will allow Mason and Justin to develop their powers more.”


“Don’t forget
about me,” Stephen said pointedly, striding up to the table. “I’m a sorcerer too!”


“Yes, Stephen,”
Ashley replied, her eyes focused on Todd. “What else is there?”


“Your father
and uncles need to understand something very important,” spoke Todd, looking
down at the table. He knew they wouldn’t like what he was going to say next. “My
father and uncle will return next spring and then they will want at least twenty
percent of everything.”


“Twenty
percent!” gasped Katrina, leaning back and folding her arms across her chest. “Harmon
and his brothers will never agree to that.”


“That’s what I’m
afraid of,” Todd replied with a distressed look upon his face. “They will bring
Edward with them in the spring. If there’s trouble, they will turn Edward loose
on the village.”


Katrina,
Ashley, and Stephen stared in shock at Todd. They couldn’t believe what they
had just heard. Was there no way the two families could avoid a fight? 


“What exactly does
your father and uncle want?” Ashley asked, even though she already knew the
answer.


“They want
control of the entire valley,” Todd said, despairingly. “I believe they will do
anything to get it, including using their sorcery powers to enforce their
demands.”


Katrina nodded
her head in understanding. “Can you stay and talk to Harmon when he returns? I
would like for him to hear this.”


“Sure,” Todd
replied with a nod. “I need to be gone by morning so I won’t be missed. Mom
will cover for me, but I don’t want my father to get suspicious.”


“Ashley, why
don’t you and Todd go down to the barn and get his horse taken care of? I can
finish getting supper started.” Katrina thought it would do the two of them
some good to have a few minutes alone together, especially after the way her
daughter had thrown herself at Todd when he first walked in. She smiled
inwardly to herself. Young love was so wonderful. 


-


Ashley and
Todd walked slowly down to the barn with Todd leading his horse. Ashley knew
her father should be back any time, and she hoped it was soon. After what Todd
had revealed, it made her realize just how dangerous the situation was. She
needed to have another long talk with Snowden. 


“I’ve missed
you,” began Todd, reaching out and taking Ashley’s hand.


“I’ve missed
you too,” Ashley replied with a gentle smile. “It was a long winter, and spring
wasn’t much better. Sometimes I wish we hadn’t been born into sorcery families.”


Todd looked at
Ashley in surprise. “At least you don’t have to worry about sorcery. Sometimes
I think you’re lucky not to have any sorcery abilities.”


Ashley was
silent for a moment. “Would it make any difference if I did?”


“Women don’t
have sorcery powers,” replied Todd, giving Ashley’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Take
my word for it, it’s better that you don’t.”


-


An hour later,
Ashley’s father returned home. He was stunned to find Todd waiting in the house
for him. But once he and Todd went to his study to talk, Harmon was very glad
that Todd had showed up.


“So this is
all a ruse to take over our section of the valley?” Harmon commented, after
listening to Todd and asking a few pointed questions.


“Yes, sir,”
replied Todd, shifting uneasily in his chair. “They will keep raising their
demands until you agree to give them control of your section of the valley.” 


Todd was
sitting in front of a large wood desk covered with books with Harmon on the
other side, gazing at him. The desk and books looked to be extremely old, and
many of the books were withered with age. Looking around the room, Todd didn’t
know if he had ever seen so many books in one place. The last time he had been
here, he had been invited into the study to talk, but Todd didn’t remember all
the books.


“I guess that
shouldn’t surprise me,” Harmon responded with a sigh. “I expected as much after
listening to your father today.”


“My father and
uncle wouldn’t be doing this if not for Edward,” Todd added. “They think Edward
gives them the edge they need to force you to give in to their demands.”


“I’m pretty
familiar with your father and uncle’s sorcery abilities, but what about Edward?
Just how powerful has he become?”


Todd looked
down at the dark wood floor before replying. “He practices all the time. I’ve
seen him knock large trees completely out of the ground. He can control the
weather and almost everything else you can imagine.” Todd raised his eyes until
they looked directly at Harmon. “If Edward uses his sorcery against you there
will be nothing you can do to defend yourself. I should know; I’ve been on the
receiving end often enough.”


Harmon was
silent for a long moment as he gazed at Todd. He could well imagine how Todd
must feel having a brother like Edward. Harmon had been lucky; he had always
gotten along well with his brothers. What Todd had told him was bad enough. He
didn’t know what else to do other than to go and talk to Snowden. He wasn’t sure
if he could make the dragon understand well enough what was going on. It might
be very difficult to get the dragon to help. Harmon also knew that if his brothers
and he faced Edward someone would probably get seriously hurt, and it didn’t
sound like it would be Edward.


-


Ashley had
gone to her room to turn in. Stephen and Todd were going to sleep down in the
barn. Todd had promised Stephen they could work on some sorcery spells
together. This had really excited Stephen and it had been difficult to pry him
away from Todd the rest of the evening. Ashley was just glad they had spent a
few minutes together down in the barn earlier. 


Undressing,
she stood in front of her mirror and gazed at her figure. She had filled out a
little bit more over the winter and spring. She had a good tan and her stomach
was nice and flat. Everything else was exactly as it should be. She hoped that
Todd found her attractive. That thought made her feel a little giddy inside. She
had noticed him staring at her several times and not always at her face. This
brought an embarrassed smile to her lips. She was beginning to understand why
her girlfriends in the village were so infatuated with boys.


Reaching to
the top of her dresser, she pulled down the long, comfortable nightshirt she
slept in. Turning down her bed, she climbed in and lay down. As she fell
asleep, she fully expected to dream about Todd. Instead, her dreams turned
toward a dragon. She dreamed of Snowden and Firestorm Mountain. In her dreams,
Snowden was fighting Gilmreth. She was on the ground with two other sorceresses,
watching the battle. They were using their sorcery to try to stop Gilmreth and
help Snowden. In her dream, Ashley turned to look at the other sorceresses. One
of them was Cathy Matheson!











Chapter Twelve


 


Ashley was in
Snowden’s lair, lying comfortably on the floor. She gazed at the rocky ceiling
above her, mentally preparing herself. Over the last several months, she had
brought a number of thick blankets from home. She hoped her mother wouldn’t
miss them. Ashley just needed to make sure she had them back before it turned
cold. Once a week, she had been coming to visit the dragon. Each time, he would
give her more of Cathy Matheson’s memories of the training the ancient
sorceress had received beneath Firestorm Mountain. 


“This will
be the last,” Snowden spoke into her mind with a trace of sadness. “It
is from the final time that Cathy came to visit me. Very soon after
this, insanity struck all the dragons. My memories from that time are very
confused.”


Ashley nodded
her head in understanding. Several glow bulbs lit up Snowden’s lair, and a
small fire was burning to give some added warmth. It was starting to turn
cooler up on the mountain. There had been several dead trees on the nearer
slope to the cave, and Ashley had broken off numerous dry limbs and carried
them into Snowden’s lair. If she was going to be inside for any measurable
length of time, she wanted a small fire to keep her warm. 


These memory
sessions with Snowden varied widely in length. Sometimes she would be
unconscious for only a few minutes, other times it would be for hours. She felt
the dragon’s mind enter hers, and then she was in another time and place.


-


“Cathy, this
problem with Adam is getting extremely serious,” an older man with dark hair was
saying. The man was very handsome and had beautiful and alluring deep blue
eyes. A softly glowing blue amulet hung from his neck.


“I know,
Jason,” Ashley heard Cathy reply with worry in her voice. “I have tried talking
to him, but he won’t listen. Many of the students from his age level are taking
his side. There are others that are slightly older and younger doing the same.
His group is growing larger each day.”


“They’re
afraid our government is going to shut us down,” Jason responded in
understanding. Jason’s eyes took on a worried look. “Adam has told me several
times recently that he is afraid the government is going to quarantine everyone
involved with the project.”


“It was the
psionic suppressors that set him off,” Cathy replied. “He feels those devices
are a direct threat.”


“They inhibit
our abilities,” sighed Jason, shaking his head in frustration. “I tried to stop
them from being installed but was overruled by the civilian authorities.”


“I’m afraid
Adam is going to try something drastic very soon,” continued Cathy, sounding
concerned. “I’ve seen him and several of his closest friends talking to a
number of the others. When I walk by, they become silent and wait until I am
out of hearing distance before they resume talking. They’re trying to turn as
many to their side as they can.”


“If this
rebellion with Adam continues to grow, it could turn into an open conflict,”
Jason replied with unease showing on his face. “I never intended for our powers
to be used against one another.”


“If the
government hadn’t threatened to close us down and installed the suppressors, I
don’t think this would have happened. Adam is just extremely frightened by all
of this. He’s letting his fear of the government overrule his common sense.”


“Sometimes I
wonder if that boy has any common sense,” replied Jason, exasperated. “Since he
found out how powerful his abilities are, he has been using them to coerce
others into doing his bidding.”


“What are we
going to do, Jason?” Cathy asked in a troubled voice. “We can’t let this continue.”


Jason was
quiet as he gazed speculatively at Cathy. “You’re the next most powerful after
Adam. In another year or two, I believe you may be even more powerful. The
scientists who have studied your abilities are astounded at the potential
magnitude of what you may someday be able to do.”


“I don’t feel
that powerful,” Cathy replied in a soft voice. “Sometimes my abilities frighten
even me.”


“That’s what
makes you so special,” Jason responded with a caring smile. “You don’t use your
powers for anything but to help others, which is very admirable. Even the young
ones look to you for guidance and protection from Adam and his group.”


Cathy was
silent as she gazed at Jason. Ashley knew this was extremely important. This
conversation gave a good clue as to what had transpired beneath Firestorm Mountain and the reasons why Adam and Jason came into open conflict.  


“I am going to
meet with Adam and a few of his closest supporters tomorrow,” Jason spoke in a
tired, almost desperate voice. “I will try one more time to make them listen.”


“What if they
won’t?” Cathy asked in an uncertain voice. “What will you do then?”


“Then the
government might step in,” Jason replied with worry in his eyes. “If that
happens, the entire situation could explode. Adam’s group has to be controlled,
even if it takes force. The civilian authorities have made that extremely
clear.”


“We could end
up fighting each other,” Cathy said apprehensively. “People could get hurt.”


“At the very
least,” responded Jason, taking a deep breath. “Cathy, there will be no training
classes tomorrow. I want you and the others to stay in the commons while I
speak to Adam. I am depending on you to watch over the younger ones in case
something goes wrong. You must keep them safe!”


-


Ashley woke up
with a start. Her right hand went to her forehead, and she gently massaged it.
As usual, she had awoken with a splitting headache. She slowly sat up and
reached for her canteen. After taking a few refreshing sips of water, she
reached into her backpack and took out a bag of dried apple slices. She quickly
ate several of the slices and felt her headache begin to fade. She had made it
a habit to bring some dried fruit with her whenever she visited Snowden. She
also carried an extra canteen of fresh water.


“Are you
okay?” Snowden asked in Ashley’s mind.


“Yes, I’m
fine,” replied Ashley, thinking about what she had just experienced. This
conflict with Adam came up in every session; in each one, it had steadily gotten
worse.


There was no
doubt that the meeting with Adam must have gone horribly wrong. There had to
have been conflict between the sorcerers shortly afterward beneath Firestorm Mountain. It must have been so bad that it spilled out into the neighboring
countryside, igniting the Worldfire. Sometime during the conflict, something
had happened to drive the dragons insane. Later the dragons had escaped from
the mountain and began preying on what was left of humankind. She wondered if
Snowden, in those days of insanity, had fed on humans. She hoped not.


“I did not,”
responded Snowden, sensing Ashley’s thought. “It was wrong, and I only fed
on animals. Even during those days of insanity I never completely forgot Cathy.”


Ashley was
silent for a long moment. “Thank you, Snowden. You have taught me a lot,” she
said finally.


“Would you
like to fly with me today?” Snowden asked.


Ashley smiled.
“Yes; that would be fun.” She knew the dragon liked her to fly with him.


Over the
summer, Snowden had allowed Ashley to go flying with him numerous times, as he
flew low over the mountains and the surrounding countryside outside the valley.
They had been very careful to make sure no one saw them. 


The two made
their way outside, and Ashley put a special harness she had made around the
dragon’s neck. It gave her something sturdier to hold on to. The feeling of
flying with Snowden was exhilarating, and Ashley loved it. It made her
understand why the ancient sorcerers had created the dragons. 


Snowden
lowered his neck and Ashley climbed on. Grasping the harness for support, she
told Snowden she was ready. With a powerful beat of his wings, the white dragon
took to the air. 


What Ashley
didn’t know was that someone else was watching them from the safety of the
trees where they couldn’t be spotted. He had been watching them for quite some
time now.


Ashley had her
knees wrapped tightly around Snowden’s neck as the dragon rose up into the air.
She felt the excitement building inside her as they rose up above Beaver Mountain. She looked down and could see the valley spreading out below her. They
went over the mountain and down the other side. 


Snowden was
careful not to make any sharp turns or sudden moves; he didn’t want to unseat
Ashley. They had been flying together at least once each week recently since
Ashley had started coming to visit Snowden more often. Ashley’s confidence in
Snowden’s flying ability was very high, which pleased the dragon immensely. He
had always dreamed of flying with Cathy, but over the summer Ashley had become
a very close friend; the first real friend Snowden had found since leaving Firestorm Mountain and Cathy so many long years ago.


Ashley took a
deep breath, feeling the wind on her face. She wore a light jacket as the air
up high was much cooler. As they descended down the face of the mountain away
from the valley, she was still amazed at how everything was so desolate.
Snowden had shown her numerous old ruins and even traces of vanishing roads
that had been built by the ancients of the Golden Age. 


In some areas,
the ruins seemed to stretch for miles. It was difficult for Ashley to
comprehend that so many people could have lived so close together. Then again,
she had lived some of Cathy’s experiences beneath Firestorm Mountain. She knew that, under the mountain, there had been several thousand people in the
massive complex that Cathy Matheson lived in. 


Snowden flew
low over an old ruin that was little more than a pile of rubble. A few carved
stones were still visible, but the rest were slowly giving way to time and the
weather. Ashley knew that if it still rained as much as it had in ancient times,
few of the old ruins would even be visible. For an hour, they flew across the
arid wasteland as Snowden made a large circle, which would eventually bring
them back to Beaver Mountain.


Snowden kept a
vigilant watch. Only that one time had he sensed another dragon. Somewhere,
Braxam was searching for food. Snowden hoped the other dragon didn’t find the
sheltered valley or the ocean side village. Braxam didn’t frighten Snowden; he
felt he could handle the brown dragon. Snowden’s biggest fear was that Gilmreth
would return someday. If Braxam had been in the area, there was always the
chance that Gilmreth would return, searching for the brown dragon to feed upon
as he had Fireheart.


“This is
wonderful,” Ashley spoke, her eyes sparkling with the excitement of flying. She
wondered what Stephen would say if he could see her now.


“I am glad
you enjoy flying,” Snowden replied in her mind. Over the months, Snowden’s
thoughts had become more coherent as she better came to understand the images
and concepts he used to communicate. The dragon spoke few actual words. 


Snowden felt
at ease with Ashley. He had yet to tell her about Braxam as he didn’t want to
worry her. Ashley’s sorcery was becoming extremely powerful. The dragon didn’t believe
that even Ashley realized how strong she was getting. Her sorcery was already
on a par with many of the students that had lived beneath Firestorm Mountain. While Snowden didn’t believe Ashley would be as strong as Cathy had been, she wasn’t
going to be too far behind. This astonished Snowden considering how much time
had passed.


Back up over Beaver Mountain they flew until the cave entrance came into view. Just as Snowden was
preparing to land, the flying harness that Ashley was using snapped. It parted
and caused Ashley to lose her balance. In panic, Snowden turned trying to keep
Ashley from falling. For a few seconds, Ashley managed to stay on. Those few
seconds and Snowden’s skillful flying probably saved Ashley’s life. She finally
lost her grip and fell from the dragon. It was nearly fifteen feet to the
ground and she struck it very hard, rolling partially down the steep slope.


Snowden landed
next to her in a panic, hoping his young friend wasn’t seriously injured.
Snowden looked up and saw another human form running toward them from the
trees. The dragon recognized Ashley’s father.


“Ashley!”
Harmon yelled in fear as he ran up to his unmoving daughter and the dragon. In
all his years, he had never seen the dragon awake until recently.


Harmon bent
down and scooped his daughter up holding her in his arms. Grabbing his amulet,
he quickly cast a spell to check on her injuries. With relief, he saw that she
wasn’t seriously injured just a few bruises and scrapes. She had been knocked unconscious
from the fall.


“Let’s take her
back to your lair where there is more protection from the cold,” spoke Harmon,
looking at Snowden and hoping the dragon understood him.


Harmon carried
Ashley back to Snowden’s lair with the dragon following closely. Once they
reached the lair, Harmon was surprised to see two of his light globes lighting
up the small cavern. He saw several blankets on the floor and lay Ashley gently
down upon them. He also noticed the glowing embers from a recent fire. Feeling
a presence close behind him, Harmon turned to gaze at the white dragon. Even he
could see the look of deep concern and worry in the dragon’s deep yellow eyes.


“She will be
fine, Snowden,” said Harmon, realizing the dragon was distressed. “It was an
accident, and it was your flying ability that saved Ashley from serious harm.”


Snowden sat
down and gazed at Harmon and Ashley. The dragon had been aware for quite some time
that Ashley’s father had been following her to the mountain and keeping a
careful watch from outside. He had sensed no malevolence or anger coming from
him, so Snowden hadn’t said anything to Ashley.


Harmon took the
lid off his canteen of water and reached into his backpack, taking out a small
scarf. He put some water on it and placed it on Ashley’s forehead. After a few
more moments, he heard a loud moan and her eyes snapped open.


The first
thing Ashley saw was her father bending over her. In a weak voice, she asked, “Dad,
what are you doing here?” She could see they were back in Snowden’s lair, and
the dragon was watching from behind her father.


“I saw you
fall,” her father replied with concern in his eyes. “I was afraid you were
seriously hurt. If not for Snowden’s natural flying skill keeping you from
falling until the last possible second, you might have been.”


“You saw me
flying on Snowden?” stammered Ashley, realizing her secret was out.


“I’ve been
watching you and Snowden for several months,” her father confessed. “I’m
surprised the dragon never told you.”


“I’m sorry,
Ashley,” Snowden spoke into Ashley’s mind. “I knew your father was
watching, but I felt it best not to say anything. If he had wanted you to know,
he would have told you.”


Ashley tried
to sit up and felt pain shoot through her entire body. It seemed as if every
bone and joint hurt. There was no way she was walking back down the mountain
feeling like this. She also knew she was too bruised to let Snowden fly her
back down either.


Lying back
down, Ashley looked at her father. It was time to ask the question that was
running through her mind. “How much do you know?”


Harmon looked
at his daughter with a gentle smile breaking out on his face. He had known this
was a question he would have to answer eventually. 


“I know that
you are a sorceress and that you can talk to Snowden as well as understand his
thoughts.”


“How long have
you known?” Ashley asked, her deep blue eyes focusing on her father. She
wondered why he hadn’t said something earlier.


Harmon was
silent for a moment. There was no longer any reason to hide anything from his
daughter; it was time for the truth.


“Since right
after you were born I knew that you would be a sorceress,” he spoke in a calm
voice, his eyes taking on a faraway look. “I saw it all in a dream two weeks
after your birth. I was the one who slipped the sorcery books into your bed.”


Ashley
struggled to sit up and her father helped her, taking several long drinks from
the canteen he handed her. “But how did you know your dream was about me?”


“In my study
there is a book of prophecies written by one of our ancient ancestors. It
predicted the birth of a great sorceress who would awaken the dragon and become
his rider. You fit the prophecy perfectly. I have been following you for months,
watching you and Snowden fly together.”


“When we get
home, I need to see this prophecy,” responded Ashley, shaking her head in
disbelief at all she was hearing. All these years she had tried so hard to hide
her sorcery from her father and he had known her secret the entire time.


Her father
reached forward and pulled her amulet out from beneath her shirt. It was
glowing dimly. “Do you remember when I first gave this to you?” His eyes
searched and found hers.


“It was on my
twelfth birthday,” replied Ashley, recalling her surprise and elation when her
father had given her the beautiful necklace.


“This amulet
belonged to our ancient ancestor who wrote the book of prophecies,” her father explained.
“It’s the most powerful amulet any member of our family has ever possessed. It
wasn’t to be used by anyone else until the sorceress in the prophecy was born.”


Ashley
listened to her father in astonishment. She was becoming more confused with
every word he said. She knew it was because she was still partially
disorientated from her fall. When they got home, she would have to have a long
talk with her father about all of this.


“I think you’d
better lay back down and rest,” said Harmon, knowing his daughter was feeling very
confused by what he had revealed. He could also tell she was still in a lot of
pain from her fall.


“Mother is
going to be worried,” Ashley spoke as she lay back down and closed her eyes.


“Don’t worry,”
her father replied. “I told your mother awhile back what was going on. She
knows that I have been keeping an eye on you. She won’t be worried because she
knows we’re together. Now go to sleep and get some rest. Snowden and I will
still be here in the morning.”


-


Ashley woke up
the next morning and slowly sat up. She looked around Snowden’s lair, seeing
the dragon watching her with his sun-like yellow eyes. Her father was nowhere
in sight. Had she imagined everything? Standing up, she felt numerous aches and
pains shoot through her body. No, she definitely hadn’t imagined falling off of
Snowden.


“Hello,”
Snowden spoke in Ashley’s mind. “Feeling better?”


Ashley tried
stretching and after moving around for a minute, began to feel almost human
again. “Better now,” she replied, smiling at Snowden. “That was some fall. I
should have made the harness better. It was my fault, Snowden.” Noticing a
warming fire burning close to her, she held out her hands, enjoying the heat.


“I’ll help make
a more secure harness for you when we get back home,” her father spoke from
behind her. He had just walked back into Snowden’s lair and was carrying more
firewood in his arms. He walked over and stacked it on top the large pile he
had already brought into Snowden’s lair. 


“You will?”
Ashley asked, surprised. “Does that mean you will let Snowden and I continue to
fly together?”


“Only after I
make a much better harness,” her father replied, firmly. “I should have done
that to begin with when I realized that you were flying with Snowden.”


Ashley looked
at her father and nodded. “I guess we’d better be getting back home. I don’t
want Mom worrying more than she has to.”


Harmon nodded
in agreement. He let out a deep breath and helped Ashley pack her things. With
a quick gesture, the fire was extinguished. In moments, they were ready and,
after saying goodbye to the dragon, they started down the mountain. 


It took longer
than usual to reach the area where the horses were waiting. Spirit neighed
loudly upon seeing Ashley. Walking over to her horse, she petted Spirit on his
neck while talking soothingly to the horse. She apologized for leaving him out
all night tied up to a tree.


Her father
quickly made an appearance after going farther into the trees to retrieve his
horse, which had been hidden out of sight. The two quickly mounted and started
back toward home.


“What now?”
Ashley asked tentatively, still confused by a lot of what her father had told
her. 


“We need to
spend some time in the study reading over the prophecies which I believe
pertain to you,” replied her father, glancing over at his daughter. “After that
I expect you to work on your sorcery every day until you have full control of
your powers.”


“Then what?”


“In the spring
when the Sorensons come back, we may have a surprise for them.”


 “Do we tell
anyone else about my powers?”


“No,” her
father replied decisively. “For the time being only your mother, Stephen, and I
need to know.”


“Does Stephen
already know about me?” asked Ashley, wondering how her brother would take the
news. 


“Not yet,” replied
Harmon, kicking his horse in the side slightly so they could speed up. “With
all the time you need to put in practicing sorcery, it will be easier just to
tell him. That way we won’t have to hide anything.”


Ashley nodded.
How would Stephen take it when he found out that his weakness in sorcery might
be because of her? She rode the rest of the way home in silence, thinking about
the last twenty-four hours. So many things at home were about to change.


-


Several hours
later, the entire family was in the study. Ashley’s father was sitting behind
his large desk with Katrina standing just behind him with her hands resting on
his shoulders. Katrina was gazing across the desk at Stephen and Ashley, who
were seated in comfortable chairs waiting for Harmon to speak. Katrina was
fearful of the future that was in store for her only daughter. 


She could well
remember how shocked she had been several months back when Harmon had shut
their bedroom door and told her they needed to talk. When he told her about
Ashley, she hadn’t known what to say. For a while, she had just sat there on
the bed, staring numbly at her husband, finding it hard to believe what he had
just revealed to her. Today she was feeling even more frightened by what he was
about to say. She knew there had to be a reason for all of this, and she
strongly suspected she wouldn’t like it.


Harmon gazed
at his son and daughter. He had already told Stephen earlier about Ashley, and
he could tell that his son still didn’t fully understand what was happening.


“I thought
girls weren’t allowed to become sorceresses,” began Stephen, glancing over at
his sister. “Her powers weren’t supposed to be developed.”


“In most cases
you would be correct,” replied Harmon, knowing that Stephen was feeling a
little bit jealous. “But Ashley is special as far as her abilities go.”


“What do you mean
special?” Stephen asked with a trace of anger in his voice. “Do you mean she’s
better than me?”


“Stephen!”
Katrina spoke sharply to her son. She knew he was feeling pain about this
secret being kept from him. “Ashley is your sister. She would never do anything
intentionally to upset you. You know that!”


Stephen looked
sheepishly down at the floor. Everything was just so confusing. “Yeah, I know,”
he admitted.


Harmon reached
forward and opened a book that was lying on the desk. It was an extremely old
book, and only a weak sorcery spell that had been cast on it by its writer kept
it readable. He opened it to the page where he believed the prophecies that were
written about Ashley began.


“These
prophecies were written just prior to Snowden coming to our valley.”


-


Behold the
white dragon, for the dragon is the redeemer of humankind.


Many years
will the white dragon sleep before the one he awaits awakens.


Another
will also awaken, the great dragon Gilmreth.


A great
battle will rage over the skies of the great mountain.


Dragon
versus dragon and sorcerer versus sorcerer.


If humanity
is to endure and reunite, then the white dragon must survive. 


Only
through the white dragon can humanity find salvation.


-


“Is that the
future?” Ashley interrupted. She knew that sorcerers had already fought each
other beneath Firestorm Mountain and caused the Worldfire. Was there another
great battle waiting in the future as well?


“This is the
prophecy that is just before the ones pertaining to you,” her father responded.
“It’s why our family became the keepers of the dragon. You have spent some time
with Snowden; do you have any idea what this prophecy might mean?”


“The one he is
waiting to awaken is obviously Cathy Matheson,” Ashley responded, not
understanding how that could be possible. Cathy should have died in ancient
times. How could she possibly have survived?


“Who is Cathy
Matheson?” Stephen asked. He had never heard that name before.


“She was one
of the most powerful sorcerers living in the secret complex beneath Firestorm Mountain,” Ashley responded. “She was one of the original sorceresses. She was
also Snowden’s first and best friend.”


“What secret
complex?” Stephen demanded. He had no idea what his sister was talking about.


“How do you
know all of this?” her father asked, his eyes growing wide at these revelations
from his daughter.


“From Snowden,”
replied Ashley, looking into her father’s eyes. “He has many of Cathy’s memories
of her time beneath Firestorm Mountain when she was learning sorcery. Snowden
has been transferring those memories to me so I could better learn to control
my powers.”


“You’re saying
that these memories are from one of the most powerful sorceresses ever to live
and from her you have been learning sorcery?” her father asked, breathlessly.
If this was true, Ashley’s abilities could be truly powerful.


“Yes,” Ashley
replied, her deep blue eyes looking over at her father and mother.


“Wow!” Stephen
said with excitement in his eyes. “You have to tell me all about this. What was
it like? How many sorcerers were there? Do you know what caused the Worldfire?”


Ashley laughed
and shook her head. “Slow down. I do know those answers, and when we have more
time, I will tell you.”


“I think you’re
going to have to write a lot of this stuff down,” her father said, amazed at
the knowledge his daughter now possessed. “There are so few records from those
times. You may be the only one that truly knows and understands what happened.”


“What about
these other prophecies?” asked Katrina, wanting to know more about what was in
store for her daughter.


Harmon turned
the page and read the next prophecy aloud. 


-


Beneath the
mountain, the white dragon will sleep through the centuries. 


A girl
child of deep blue eyes will be born to the keepers of the dragon.


Sorcery she
will learn when the dragon awakens. From the past, the knowledge will come.


The white
dragon and the blue-eyed sorceress have a destiny to fulfill.


Gilmreth
and the one who sleeps await.


-


“That sounds
scary,” Stephen muttered quietly, looking at his sister. “I’m glad that I’m not
you, Ashley.”


“What does it
mean?” asked Katrina, feeling a cold chill run down her back. It sounded
ominous.


“Do you know,
Ashley?” her father asked slowly. 


“Sorcery from
the past has to refer to my learning about my abilities from the memories of
Cathy Matheson,” responded Ashley, biting her lower lip. “I had a dream once
about Snowden fighting Gilmreth above Firestorm Mountain. There were three sorceresses
helping Snowden, one I didn’t recognize. One of the others was Cathy Matheson.”


“Who was the
third one?” 


Ashley looked
at her father with non-blinking eyes. “The third one was me.”


“Oh, no!” cried
Katrina, feeling weakness in her legs. She grasped Harmon’s shoulders tighter. “I
don’t want you fighting dragons!”


“There is one
other prophecy which clearly relates to you,” Harmon continued. “I believe this
one refers to the present and the near future.”


-


The blue-eyed
sorceress of the keepers of the dragon will fly with the white dragon.


The
sorceress and the dragon will become as one. 


A great
threat will come from the north to threaten the keepers of the dragon.


The dragon
of the earth will appear.


Conflict
will arise between sorcerers and sorcerers and the dragons will meet.


The future
of the valley will rest with the blue-eyed sorceress and the white dragon.


-


Stephen turned
to face Ashley, his eyes wide with excitement. “Have you flown with Snowden?”


Ashley looked
over at her father who nodded and then back at her brother. “Yes I have.”


“Is that safe?”
asked Katrina, not happy about this revelation. Ashley was going to get hurt.


“It will be
safe when I make a new riding harness for them,” Harmon assured his wife,
reaching up and patting her hand. 


“The prophecy sounds
as if it’s talking about the conflict between us and the Sorensons,” commented Ashley,
pondering what it meant. In some parts, it was very clear, but in others, it
was vague.


“What about
the part about the earth dragon?” Stephen asked. “Does it mean there’s another
dragon around?”


“I don’t know,”
replied Ashley, thinking. Was there another reason why Snowden was flying
outside of the valley on a regular basis? She needed to talk to the dragon. She
had a growing suspicion there was something he wasn’t telling her.


“Are there any
other prophecies?” Katrina asked her husband. She wanted to know if there was
anything else about her daughter in that book.


“Only one
more,” confessed Harmon, closing the book of prophecies. “But it has nothing to
do with the current situation. We will discuss it at a later date when this
issue with the Sorensons has been resolved.”


For the next
hour, the four sat in the study as Ashley told her family about Snowden and
what life had been like for Cathy Matheson beneath Firestorm Mountain. When she was finished, they all sat quietly for several long minutes, knowing that
life in the valley would never be the same for them again.











Chapter Thirteen


 


Ashley was
standing next to her father out in one of the grassy meadows on the farm. It
had been several weeks since her return from Beaver Mountain and she was just
now beginning to feel back to normal. The fall from Snowden had caused a lot of
serious bruises; she had been black and blue for days. Stephen had teased her
nonstop every time he saw a new bruise appear.


“All right,
Ashley,” her father spoke, making sure he had her attention. “I want to see
just how strong your sorcery is and what you have learned from Snowden.” He
pointed toward two boulders lying to one side of the meadow. One looked like it
weighed several hundred pounds; the other was massive, larger than Ashley. “Do
what I do.”


Her father
went through the motions of making a spell. Ashley could see the blue energy
lines forming as her father completed the matrix. His deep blue amulet flared
up brightly. He then cast the spell at the smaller boulder. Ashley looked at it
expectantly. The small boulder shook slightly and then rose about six inches
above the ground before falling back. Looking over at her father, Ashley
noticed that he was sweating slightly. Moving the boulder had taken a lot of
effort.


Her father turned
to Ashley and smiled. “Now it’s your turn. Try to raise the boulder as I did; it
will take a lot of concentration.”


Ashley nodded
and, taking her amulet in her left hand, began moving her right hand in the
necessary gestures to create the energy matrix to move the boulder. Her amulet
began to glow brightly, and the energy lines seemed to shine brightly in her
mind. She could feel her amulet grow warm in her hand. When she was ready, she
cast the completed spell at the larger boulder instead of the smaller one.


The larger
boulder shook and then rose slowly into the air, leaving behind a shower of
dirt and small rocks. Continuing to concentrate, Ashley had the boulder hover
about ten feet above the ground and then began to move it. Slowly at first, and
then more rapidly, the boulder moved through the air. Concentrating deeply, she
had the boulder fly in a level circle all the way around where she was standing
with her father. When the boulder reached its starting point, she slowly
lowered it until it was setting back in its original location.


“Like that,”
she said, turning to face her father.


Harmon was
standing still and staring in shock at his daughter. What she had just done was
astonishing. The level of power and concentration was beyond anything he had
thought possible.


“How did you
do that?” he asked in a stunned voice.


“It’s all in
the concentration; something I learned from Snowden. Or I should say from the
memories of Cathy Matheson.”


“How did that
work?” her father asked, curious about those mysterious lessons from someone
that should have been dead centuries ago. He glanced back at the boulder, finding
it hard to believe what his daughter had just done so effortlessly.


“It’s hard to
explain,” began Ashley, thinking about the lessons and classes she had attended
in Cathy’s mind beneath Firestorm Mountain.


“Try,” her
father said. 


“It was as if
I was in her time and attending the same instruction classes she was. I could
see the teachers and the other sorcerers working on their spells. I listened to
lectures about how sorcery works and how to control it. It was as if I was a
student back under Firestorm Mountain with the original sorcerers.” 


Harmon shook
his head in disbelief. He understood what his daughter was trying to tell him, it
was just so difficult to believe how Snowden could have done it. From what
Ashley had told him, in many ways Snowden seemed almost childish. But his memories
held the key to so many wonderful things from the past.


“Okay, let’s
try this spell,” spoke Harmon, thoughtfully. It had been extremely dry for the
past month with no rain. The grass in all the meadows in this end of the valley
was beginning to turn brown from a lack of moisture. “I want to create a small
shower to help the grass in the meadows. Weather spells are the most difficult
and most of the time my spells for rain don’t work.”


Harmon
concentrated, and his dark blue amulet glowed brightly. When the spell was completed,
he cast it into the air above the meadow. A small cloud quickly formed, but
that was it. There was no thunder and not a single drop of rain. Harmon shook
his head in disappointment; they really needed the rain. He had noticed a lot
of storms forming on the northern section of the valley over the past several
months. Harmon suspected it was Edward, creating rain for the parts of the
valley the Sorensons controlled.


“Now you try,
Ashley,” Harmon said, looking over at his daughter. “You’re much more powerful
than I am. I want to see if you can make it rain.”


“I don’t know
if you really want me to do this,” warned Ashley, remembering the last storm
she had accidentally created. “We both might get wet.”


“It’s just
water,” her father replied with a smile. “As dry as it is, I won’t mind getting
wet.”


“Okay,” Ashley
responded as she began moving her right hand in the gestures for the weather
spell. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


She quickly
created the necessary energy matrix, which glowed brightly in her mind, and
then cast it into the air above them. Almost instantly, clouds began to form. In
mere moments, thunder echoed through the valley and a bolt of lightning flashed
across the darkening skies.


Harmon looked
at the growing thunderstorm and back at his daughter. He had a feeling they
were both about to get thoroughly soaked. At the far end of the meadow was the
new barn and hay lean-to Stephen and he had built the previous fall.


“I think we
need to get to the hay lean-to,” Harmon spoke as the first splattering drops of
cold rain began to fall. Looking up, he could see that the clouds were getting
darker. 


“I think that
would be a good idea,” Ashley responded as she quickly mounted Spirit. She knew
they were about to get wet. 


The two rode their
horses at a gallop to the lean-to as the rain began to fall in earnest.
Reaching the safety of the lean-to, they dismounted and led their horses into
the small barn. Then they went back to the lean-to, where they could watch the
rain.


Thunder roared
above them, and lightning was coming down in brilliant bolts. A thunderous roar
startled them as a bolt of lightning struck a tree across the meadow. The rain
started coming down in sheets and soon it was impossible to see across the
meadow to the far side.


Small hail
began to fall, pelting the roof of the lean-to. Harmon looked over at his
daughter in amazement. He was now beginning to wonder who the most powerful
sorcerer in the valley was. The Sorensons might not be quite as formidable as
they thought.


Ashley turned
to face her father with a serious look upon her face. “I told you we would get
wet.”


Her father
grinned and laughed aloud, nodding his head. “So you did, but we sure needed
the rain.”


The two turned
and watched the storm. For nearly thirty minutes, the rain fell and then the
storm moved off across the valley. From the looks of it, the entire valley was
going to get a thorough soaking.


Harmon looked
back at Ashley. He folded his arms across his chest before he spoke. “I want
you to practice your sorcery every day. Work with Stephen occasionally so he
doesn’t feel left out.”


Ashley nodded
her head and then asked her father another question. “I have heard that there
can only be one powerful sorcerer in a family in each generation. Is it my
fault that Stephen doesn’t have stronger powers?” She looked anxiously at her
father, waiting for his answer.


Harmon was
silent for a moment. He had heard this before too. In the old books in his
study, it mentioned that if there was one truly powerful sorcerer in a
generation the others of that generation would be markedly weaker. In his
generation, his brothers and he were all about the same. But Ashley was so much
more.


“Perhaps,” he
admitted slowly. “We can’t know for sure.”


Ashley nodded.
She knew her biggest fear about Stephen was true. It was her fault that his
sorcery was so weak.


“Remember,
Ashley,” her father continued with a gentle smile. “With what you learned from Snowden
and Cathy Matheson’s memories you might be able to teach Stephen how to make
the most of his abilities. With your newfound knowledge, he might still be able
to become quite powerful in his abilities.”


Ashley nodded
her head, but she still felt guilty about Stephen. Looking out across the
meadow, she saw the rain was finally starting to let up. In just a few more
minutes, only a few scattered drops of rain were still falling. In the
distance, they could hear the heavy rumble of thunder as the storm moved over
the village. The meadow looked fresh, and the grass already seemed to look
greener. The scent of recent rain was in the air. 


“We’d better
get home,” her father said, motioning toward the two horses. He looked around
the meadow and smiled. Ashley could certainly make it rain!


Ashley nodded.
Her father had fashioned a new riding harness for Snowden; it was almost like a
small saddle. She needed to visit the dragon again sometime in the next few
weeks. There was a question she needed to ask Snowden. That one prophecy
mentioned a dragon of the earth. She wondered if Snowden would know just what
that meant. 


-


Stephen and
Ashley were out behind the barn. For most of the morning, the two had been
working on Stephen’s sorcery. Ashley was trying to teach Stephen the
concentration lessons she had learned from Cathy Matheson.


“Control your
breathing and focus,” she said to her brother. 


They were both
sitting on a large log just beyond the main back lot to the barn. In front of
them was a grove of trees surrounded by ankle high grass. Everything had
greened up considerably since the rain. 


“Picture in
your mind what you want the spell to do. Imagine it from the beginning to the
end. Clear your mind of any other thoughts except the spell.”


Stephen had
his eyes closed as he listened to his sister. She had been practicing with him
at least an hour every day recently. In his mind, he pictured the spell he was
trying to cast. He tried to clear his mind of all other thoughts except the
spell. When he felt he was ready, he grasped his amulet and felt it grow warm
in his left hand. With his right hand, he began making the motions for the fire
spell. He said the correct words and opened his eyes. He jumped back and fell
off the log. A small fireball about the size of a hen’s egg was hovering just
above his right hand.


Ashley burst
out laughing and stood up walking around the log. She reached out her hand and
helped her brother to stand up.


“It worked!”
he said, amazed, with a big grin on his face. “I actually created a fireball!”


Ashley nodded.
“Yes, you did; it’s all a matter of concentration and focus.”


“It’s just so
hard to clear my mind of everything else,” Stephen complained, but the grin
never left his face.


“It becomes
easier with more practice,” Ashley responded pleased that her brother had been
able to create the fireball. It should help boost his confidence.


Ashley closed
her eyes and concentrated. Opening them, she ran her right hand through the
motions for the fire spell and a fireball nearly two feet across formed in the
air in front of her. With a quick gesture, the fireball flew toward a dense pile
of brush in the meadow and with a bright flash, ignited it.


“Wow!” Stephen
spoke impressed, watching the pile of brush burn. “That was bigger than the
ones Edward threw at me in Glendon.”


Ashley quickly
made the gestures for another spell and cast it at the burning brush. The
flames instantly died out. Even though everything was still green, she didn’t
want to burn the barn down. Her father would be pretty aggravated if that
happened.


“When are you
going to see Snowden again?” asked Stephen, looking over at Ashley.


“Tomorrow,” she
replied, motioning for Stephen to follow her. It was nearly time to eat, and
their mother would be upset if they were late.


Stephen looked
over at Ashley and asked another question. “When do you think we will see Todd
again?” He genuinely missed the young Sorenson sorcerer; they had become quite
close during the days that Todd had stayed at the house.


“I don’t know,”
Ashley replied. She had been wondering the same thing. “He has a strange way of
just showing up at times.”


“I hope it’s
soon,” Stephen responded.


Ashley nodded
her head in agreement; she didn’t want to admit just how much she missed Todd.
She knew she had developed very deep feelings for the young sorcerer. In the
back of her mind, she wondered if she had fallen in love with him. 


-


It was almost
noon and Ashley was standing in the entrance of the cave that held Snowden’s
lair. Her father had come with her, carrying the new harness he had made for
her to fly with Snowden.


“Why don’t you
go inside and talk to the dragon?” her father suggested. “When the two of you
are finished, bring Snowden out and we will try the new harness.”


Ashley nodded
her head and quickly started down the tunnel. She had already used her mind to
let Snowden know that she was there. In just a few minutes, she reached Snowden’s
lair and stepped inside. She was carrying a glow bulb, and she found the dragon
waiting for her.


“Hello,
Ashley,” Snowden spoke into her mind. His sunlight yellow eyes seemed to
glow with an inner fire.


“Hello,
Snowden,” responded Ashley, walking over to the dragon and running her hand
along Snowden’s neck. 


“How are
you feeling? Do you still hurt from the fall?”


Ashley smiled.
“No, I feel fine, but I have a very important question to ask you.”


Snowden gazed
at Ashley for a moment and then spoke again. “It’s about the earth dragon.
You want to know if I know about it.”


Ashley stared
at Snowden. Evidently, he had picked the question up from her thoughts. “Yes,
it’s mentioned in one of the prophecies that my father read to me.”


For a long
moment, Snowden stared at Ashley. “The earth dragon’s name is Braxam. He is
the only other surviving dragon besides Gilmreth and I.”


“Do you know
where Braxam is?” Ashley asked. She still suspected that was why Snowden was
flying around the outskirts of the valley.


Snowden
hesitated a moment before answering. “Several months ago I detected Braxam’s
scent north of the valley. But there has been no sign of him, and I have been
watching.”


“Is Braxam
dangerous?” Ashley asked. She couldn’t imagine another dragon in the valley.


“Perhaps,”
Snowden replied in Ashley’s mind. “It depends how hungry he is. Hunger can
make a dragon do incomprehensible things.”


“Has Braxam
fed on humans in the past?” asked Ashley, hoping that Snowden would say no.


“During the
days of insanity almost all dragons fed on humans. I was the only one that did
not.”


Ashley was
quiet as she thought about that. Snowden seldom spoke about those times. “My
father is waiting outside the cave entrance. He made a new riding harness for
us to use. He wants us to try it out while he’s here.”


-


Harmon stood
outside of the cave entrance, looking out over the valley. Everything seemed so
peaceful from up here, but that would change shortly. Sometime in the next week,
the Sorensons would be sending wagons to pick up their share of the crop and
trade goods as a payment for leaving this part of the valley alone. 


Letting out a
deep breath, Harmon kicked a loose stone down the slope, watching it roll until
it was out of sight. It had been difficult to talk all the farmers and
villagers into going along with turning over ten percent of everything to the
Sorensons. Some were still extremely upset over the idea.


Many of the
villagers and farmers didn’t understand why the Andrews couldn’t protect them.
But Harmon needed time for Ashley to finish learning her sorcery. She was the
only hope they had against Edward. By turning over ten percent of this year’s
crops and trade goods, it would buy them valuable time, possibly until next
spring. Harmon had no intention of turning over anything more to the Sorensons
after this single exchange. If necessary he would have Ashley and Snowden both
appear before the Sorensons. He suspected that would force the Sorensons to
relent and stay on their side of the valley.


A noise behind
him drew his attention. Turning around, he saw Ashley and Snowden come out of
the cave. Harmon was astounded at how close Ashley and the dragon had become.
He could still remember the shock he had felt the first time he had seen Ashley
flying with Snowden.


“We’re here,” spoke
Ashley, feeling excited about getting to fly on Snowden again.


Harmon picked
up the new harness and walked over to the dragon. “I will show you how to put
this on. It should be much safer than the one you were using.”


Ashley watched
as Snowden allowed her father to attach the new harness. It was like a small
saddle. There were even two small leather straps that would go across Ashley’s
legs to help keep her in the saddle. Two large straps went around Snowden’s
neck and upper waist.


Once her
father had tightened everything, Ashley walked over and inspected it. She
checked the straps making sure they weren’t too tight on the dragon. 


“Climb on,”
Snowden spoke in Ashley’s mind. Ashley could tell the dragon was excited abut
the two of them flying again.


“Are the
straps okay?” she asked the dragon. She didn’t want them to hurt.


“They are
fine,” Snowden replied. “Let’s try them out!”


“Go ahead,”
her father said, gesturing toward the dragon. “Let’s see how it works.”


With an
excited smile, Ashley climbed atop Snowden and fastened the straps across her
legs. She tried moving a little and found the straps across her legs held her
firmly in place. Her father had thought of everything. There were also two
straps for her hands. She gripped these firmly and told Snowden she was ready.


Snowden sprang
into the air with a powerful beat of his wings. The two quickly rose up high
and began flying along the slopes of the mountain.


Harmon watched
his daughter as the dragon flew. He could only imagine what it must be like to
fly with a dragon. Going back into the cave entrance, Harmon sat down. He
suspected it would be awhile before the two were back.


Snowden and
Ashley flew along the slopes of Beaver Mountain then, banking gently, Snowden
started up over the top of the mountain. He flew Ashley higher than ever
before, but was careful not to get too high where the air was much thinner.
Dragons could handle the thinner air, but Snowden knew humans needed thicker
air to be able to breathe.


Looking down
at the ground passing beneath them, Ashley breathed in the invigorating fresh
air. She could feel the breeze on her face. Very soon they were flying across
the arid plain to the west of the valley.


With a start,
Ashley realized that if she could make it rain in the valley, why couldn’t she
make it rain here? The people in the valley could spread out across the plains
and reclaim the land once more. The size of the valley had for years restricted
the human population. The only problem was the Sorensons and their desire for
power. If that could be dealt with, then the people of the valley and even New Haven could begin to expand.


-


Hours later,
Ashley and her father rode their horses into the barn back home. On the way
back, Ashley had talked to her father about making it rain outside of the
valley. She was still excited by the idea and what all it could mean.


As they
unsaddled their horses, her father turned to her and spoke. “This rain idea of
yours may be worthwhile. If you could make it rain more between our valley and New Haven, we could easily triple the crop growing area.”


“If we could
get the streams and rivers to flowing again it would help change everything,”
Ashley responded, her eyes glowing since her father seemed to like the idea.


“There are a
lot of old dry lake beds and ponds scattered between the mountains and the
coast,” her father continued, thoughtfully. “That would take a lot of water.”


“I could build
the storms over the ocean and then bring them ashore,” Ashley replied. She had
thought a lot about this as she flew back to the cave on Snowden. “There’s
plenty of water in the ocean.” 


They were just
finishing rubbing down their horses when they heard another horse outside the
barn. Harmon stepped outside and was surprised to see Mason ride up. He reined in
his horse next to Harmon’s and climbed down.


“Kensett
Sorenson is in town with ten freight wagons,” began Mason, excitedly. “They
want their share of our crops and trade goods.”


Harmon let out
a deep sigh. He had hoped they had another week. “How are the farmers and
villagers taking it?”


“Not well,”
Mason replied as Ashley walked out of the barn door and stopped to listen. “Everything
Kensett wants is stored in the buildings behind the general store, and Mr.
Dotson is complaining about having to hand it over. Several of the other
villagers are with him. Dad’s afraid things may get out of hand. He wants you
to come to the general store and help calm things down.”


“Very well, I’ll
come to the general store. Go tell your dad and your Uncle Robert that I’m on
my way. Tell them to keep the peace until I get there.”


“Yes, sir,”
Mason said quickly as he mounted his horse and rode back out toward the main
road.


“You want me
to come?” Ashley asked her father. If there was trouble, they might need her
sorcery.


“No, not this
time,” replied Harmon, shaking his head. He wanted to keep Ashley’s abilities a
secret from the Sorensons, at least until spring.


Ashley watched
as her father went back into the barn to saddle his horse back up. Then,
turning, she started walking toward the house. She saw her mother come out to
stand on the porch. Ashley would have to explain to her what was going on.
Someday the Sorensons would learn to leave this part of the valley alone.
Ashley couldn’t wait to teach them what it meant to mess with the Andrews.


-


Harmon rode
into the village and instantly noticed a crowd of people gathered at the
general store. There were ten large freight wagons parked out in front, and it
looked as if a fight could break out at any moment. He could hear angry shouts
from the crowd, and some were even making threatening gestures. He saw Kensett
Sorenson standing in front of the lead wagon with his ten drivers. Kensett had
an angry look upon his face and was holding his white amulet threateningly in
his hand.


Mark and
Robert were standing in front of Kensett, trying to defuse the situation.
Neither looked pleased to be in the situation they currently found themselves
in.


Everyone
turned to look at Harmon as he rode up and quickly dismounted. Alfred Dotson
walked up to Harmon, blocking his path with a determined look upon his face.


“We’re not
turning anything over to the Sorensons!” he said loudly. “They’re our crops and
our trade goods, not the Sorensons. What gives them the right to take it?”


“This gives us
the right,” Kensett bellowed, his eyes flashing. 


Instantly a
large burning fireball shot from his hands up into the air quieting the crowd. “Turn
the crops and trade goods over or I will burn your store to the ground!”


Harmon looked
at Alfred, shaking his head warningly. “Do you want people to get hurt?” he asked
quietly.


“Your family
has powers,” replied Alfred, stubbornly. “There are three of you here and only
one of them. Surely you can stop Kensett.”


“Yes, we could
probably stop Kensett,” replied Harmon, looking over at his brothers. He knew that
if he gave the word, his brothers would use their powers against the Sorenson
sorcerer.


“Then do it,”
Alfred pleaded, his eyes looking desperate. “We all worked hard for those crops
and to make our trade goods. We just can’t turn them over to the Sorensons.”


“If we stop
Kensett today, what do we do in a few days when the rest of the Sorensons show
up?” Harmon asked in a steady voice. “What do we do when Jacob, Edward and the
rest of their family come here? My family has powers Alfred, but we’re not as
strong as the Sorensons. We can’t win a battle with them. If we resist, they
might just take everything. Then what would we do?”


Alfred was
silent for a long moment. He looked around at several of the other villagers
who had been listening to the conversation. They all knew Harmon was right.
They didn’t like it, but what else could they do?


Alfred let out
a disgusted sigh. This rankled him more than one could imagine. Turning around,
he walked angrily back over to Kensett. “Bring your wagons around to the back.
We will get your stuff loaded.”


“That’s
better,” replied Kensett, removing his hand from his glowing amulet.


“Everyone go
back home,” Harmon spoke in a loud voice. “We made an agreement with the
Sorensons, and we will keep it. Go back home before someone gets hurt.”


The crowd didn’t
like what Harmon was saying, but it began to break up. Kensett’s drivers
climbed back up on their wagons. They were soon moving the wagons to the back
of the general store where the storage buildings were located. Kensett walked
over to Harmon with a big smirk on his face.


“Good decision,
Andrews,” Kensett said, still angry about the crowd interfering. “We made a
deal, and I expect you to keep your end of the bargain.”


“We will,” replied
Harmon, trying to keep his anger under control, even though in the back of his
mind he had already decided that this would be the last deal he ever made with
the Sorensons. “You can’t blame them for being irritated at giving you so much
of their crops and trade goods. They have a right to be angry.”


“Perhaps so,” replied
Kensett, evenly. “But we could have taken more. They should be happy with what
we allowed them to keep.” 


Kensett turned
and walked quickly toward the back of the general store to watch the loading of
the crops and trade goods. He left Harmon standing in the street with an
agitated look upon his face.


“What now?”
Mark asked as he and Robert walked over to stand in front of Harmon. “For a
moment there I thought we were going to have to take on Kensett.”


“We can’t
afford to get into a fight with them yet,” replied Harmon, folding his arms
across his chest. “Now is not the time.”


Mark nodded in
agreement even though he knew that, at some point in time; it was probably
going to come down to that.


“We need to
wait until Mason, Justin, and Stephen are older,” Robert added. “Maybe then we
can stand up to the Sorensons.”


“Perhaps,”
Harmon responded not wanting to tell his brothers the real reason why he was
trying to buy them more time. He knew that both of his brothers thought the
extra time was so their sons could become more powerful in their sorcery
abilities.


“You need to
talk to Snowden,” Mark said in a low voice not wanting to be overheard. “We’re
going to need the dragon’s help to win this.”


“I will,”
Harmon replied. 


They were
still standing there talking when Kensett returned. He was riding a horse, and
the trade wagons were behind him. They were coming around the general store and
back out into the street, piled high with sacks of grain and other produce as
well as trade goods made by the villagers.


Kensett reined
in his horse and gazed at Harmon with a satisfied grin on his face. “I’ll be
back in the spring to let you know what our demands for next year will be.”


“What do you
mean next year?” Robert spoke, anger flashing across his face.


“Did you think
this was only a one time deal?” Kensett asked, his grin changing to a sneer. “You’re
working for us now, so if you want to maintain control of this section of the
valley you will do what we say.” With that, Kensett kicked his horse in the
side and proceeded down the street followed by the heavily loaded wagons.


Harmon noticed
a lot of people watching from the sides of the street. Almost all of them had
disgusted and angry looks upon their faces. Those same looks even applied when
they looked over at Harmon and his two brothers. Alfred Dotson came back to
stand on the front of his store’s porch to look angrily at Harmon, shaking his
head. He turned and went back inside not saying a word.


“I don’t think
we’re very popular at the moment,” Mark said, watching the villager’s reactions
as Kensett and the wagons left the village.


“At least no
one got hurt,” replied Harmon, letting out a deep breath.


“What do we do
next spring when they return with their new demands?” asked Robert. “I don’t
think the villagers and the farmers will agree to this again. We’re going to
need the dragon.”


“I don’t think
they will either,” Harmon replied. “I suggest we work as hard as we can on our
sorcery. This might get deadly serious next spring, depending on how far the
Sorensons want to take this. I’ll see if I can speak with the dragon before
then. There’s no guarantee Snowden will help.”


“Sorcerer
against sorcerer,” Mark mumbled unhappily. “I have a bad feeling about all of
this.” 


Harmon nodded
his head in agreement. He hoped Ashley would be ready for what was coming in
the spring. The entire future of their valley would rest on her young shoulders
and what Snowden had been teaching her through the memories of Cathy Matheson.
If things got bad, he could always have Ashley summon the dragon. He knew
Snowden would come if Ashley asked. He didn’t dare let his brothers know any of
this. For the time being Ashley and her abilities, as well as her friendship
with the dragon, needed to remain a secret.











Chapter Fourteen


 


A month later,
Ashley and Stephen were sitting on the porch talking when they heard horses
coming down the road. Ashley was busy explaining to Stephen how certain sorcery
spells worked. Under her guidance, he had become much better at enacting his
spells. Stephen’s confidence had grown by leaps and bounds since Ashley had
started working with him. Even better was the fact that he was no longer
jealous of Ashley’s sorcery.


“I wonder who
that is?” Stephen said, getting up and walking down the steps so he could see
out toward the road. “It sounds like more than one horse.” His eyes widened
when he saw his father and two other people turning in to the farm.


“It’s Todd!”
Stephen yelled excitedly, taking off at a run.


“Todd?” Ashley
repeated, dumbfounded, her deep blue eyes growing wide. How could that be? It
had been months since she had last seen the young Sorenson sorcerer. Ashley
felt excitement run through her. Could it really be Todd?


Ashley stood
up as the horses came into sight, her heart pounding. Sure enough, there was
her father, Todd, and another older woman she didn’t recognize. Stephen was
already talking excitedly to the young Sorenson sorcerer.


The three
stopped in front of the house, and Todd slid off his horse. He ran over to
Ashley and, picking her up, gave her a big, passionate hug.


“Todd!” Ashley
exclaimed, embarrassed, her face turning red. She felt her breasts smashed up
against Todd’s chest, and she was having trouble breathing. “What are you doing
here?” she managed to blurt out.


“Come with me.”
Todd put her back down with a big grin on his face. “I want you to meet
someone.” Todd took her hand and led her back to the horses where the older
woman was dismounting. 


The woman
turned toward Todd and Ashley with a pleasant smile upon her face. “This must
be Ashley,” the woman said with a twinkle in her eyes.


“Ashley, this
is my mother,” Todd said, grinning. 


“Your mother!”
stammered Ashley, surprised. She became even more embarrassed, realizing that
Todd’s mother had watched Todd hug her. 


“Hello, Ashley.
I’m Carolyn,” the woman said with a knowing grin. She had noticed how
enthusiastically her son had hugged this startling beautiful young woman.


“Hello,” replied
Ashley, trying to smile and not stammer. “I wasn’t expecting this.”


“I gathered
that,” Todd’s mom replied with a friendly laugh. “I think Todd was very excited
to see you.”


Ashley nodded,
finding herself speechless. She knew her face had to be burning red. Her heart
was still throbbing in her chest, and she was breathing rapidly.


Todd released
her hand. “I’ve wanted my mother to meet you for months. I’ve told her all
about you.”


“What are you
two doing here?” asked Ashley, feeling confused.


“I left
Glendon,” Todd’s mother answered, her face taking on a stressful haunted look. “I
couldn’t tolerate Jacob’s actions any longer. Jacob and Edward are treating
people too horribly, just like they do in Crayton. That’s why I’ve moved from
Crayton to Glendon; I wanted to get away from all of that. Now they have
control of Glendon, too. They are just taking whatever they want. It isn’t
right, and I didn’t want Todd around that.”


“Todd and his
mother are going to be staying in Plainview for the time being,” her father
replied as he came around and took the reins of all three horses. 


“We found a
small house on the outside of the village,” Todd said, excitedly. “It will be
perfect for us.”


Ashley nodded
her head, pleased that Todd was going to be nearby. But everything couldn’t be
this easy. “What about Jacob?” asked Ashley, hesitantly “Is he just going to
let you live in Plainview?”


“We got into a
big argument over Todd,” confessed Carolyn with a sad look on her face. “He
wanted Todd to stay fulltime with him and not see me anymore. Jacob said I was
a bad influence on Todd and he thought being around Edward more would do Todd
some good.”


“Get me killed
more than likely!” Todd broke in, shaking his head. “There was no way I was
going to stay out there with Edward.”


“I told Jacob
that Todd and I were going to Plainview and that he was to stay away,” Carolyn
continued with a troubled look in her eyes. “Whether he will or not, I don’t
know. I hope this doesn’t cause any problems.”


“My father was
pretty upset,” added Todd, letting out a deep sigh. “He’s so mad at Mom that I
don’t think he will come after us, at least not for awhile. His last words as
we left Glendon were good riddance and that he didn’t want anything to do with
us ever again!”


Ashley’s
mother opened the door to the house and stepped out on the porch to see what
the commotion was in the yard. Her eyes widened at seeing Todd standing next to
Ashley.


“Stephen, why
don’t you take the horses down to the barn and get them unsaddled and brushed
down?” Harmon said. He turned and motioned for Katrina to join them so he could
explain to his wife what was going on.


“I’ll help you,
Stephen,” volunteered Todd, taking the reins to two of the horses and motioning
for Stephen to take the other.


“I’m coming
with you,” Ashley said suddenly. 


She still had
some questions to ask Todd. She couldn’t see Jacob giving in so easily, not
after he had come all the way to Plainview to get Todd after the big snowstorm
that Edward created.


Harmon
proceeded to introduce Carolyn to his wife, and the three went into the house
to talk. They had quite a bit to discuss, and Harmon felt some of it was better
done without the kids around. He had a suspicion there was more to this than
met the eye.


-


Ashley, Todd,
and Stephen went down to the barn and all three began unsaddling the horses.
Stephen was extremely excited that Todd was here. 


“What have you
been doing all summer?” Stephen asked, his eyes wide with excitement. “I’ve
been working really hard on my sorcery.”


“That’s good,
Stephen,” Todd replied with a smile. “Later, you will have to show me what you
have learned.”


Ashley shot a
warning glance at Stephen just to remind him that he couldn’t mention that she
was a sorceress. Stephen caught the look and nodded his head slightly. Todd
didn’t need to know she had been working with Stephen on his sorcery. Ashley
felt guilty about keeping the secret from Todd, but for now it was the wisest
choice.


“I understand
my Uncle Kensett was here a few weeks ago,” spoke Todd, hesitantly. “I’m sorry
for what my family took from your village; it never should have happened.”


“It’s not your
fault,” replied Ashley, sliding the saddle off one of the horses and putting it
over a wooden form her father had built specifically for saddles.


“There was almost
a fight!” Stephen broke in, recalling what Mason had told him. “The villagers
weren’t going to let Kensett have any of the crops and trade goods. Mason came
out to get my dad before anything bad happened.”


“I don’t blame
them,” Todd replied in understanding. “Why should they have to turn over the
crops and trade goods they worked so hard for? That’s one of the things my
mother and father argued over.”


“Dad had to go
into the village and calm everyone down,” added Ashley, walking back over to
stand next to Todd. “It almost got out of hand.”


“So I heard,”
Todd replied with a serious look of concern on his face. “Kensett was bragging
to my Dad about how he had faced down the Andrews, but I knew the truth. Your
father just didn’t want anyone to get hurt; he did the right thing. Kensett has
a bad temper, almost as bad as Edward. He’s also a pretty powerful sorcerer.”


“The villagers
are still extremely upset,” Ashley responded. She still couldn’t believe that
Todd was standing here in front of her. “Some of them are still aggravated at
my dad and his brothers for not standing up to Kensett.”


“People would
only have gotten hurt,” responded Todd, shaking his head. “I’ve seen what Uncle
Kensett can do.”


“I guess they
just don’t understand that we had no choice,” continued Ashley, wishing the
villagers weren’t so upset with her family.


“You can’t blame
them for being upset,” Todd replied in understanding. “I’m afraid it’s only
going to get worse in the future.” 


“I’m worried
about you and your mother living in the village,” Ashley continued, her deep
blue eyes showing concern. “The village people have no love of the Sorensons.”


“I know,” replied
Todd, letting out a deep breath. “That’s why we aren’t telling them we’re Sorensons.
We’re using Mom’s maiden name for now. Hopefully no one will remember me from
when my father came to get me after the snowstorm.”


“I hope not,”
Ashley spoke. She doubted anyone would remember Todd, but you could never tell.


“I’m just glad
you will be living in Plainview,” Stephen added with a big grin. “You can come
out and see us whenever you want.”


“Stephen, put
all three horses in the large stall; that way we won’t have to round them up
later,” spoke Ashley, shaking her head at her brother. She knew Stephen was
really excited about the news that Todd would be so close. The truth was so was
she.


Stephen looked
at his sister and nodded his head. “Okay, I suppose I’d better give them some
water and some hay.”


Ashley turned
back to Todd with a serious look on her face. “Do you think your father will
come after the two of you?”


Todd was
silent for a moment as he watched Stephen put the horses in the stall. “Probably,”
he confessed. “I think once he calms down and realizes we have actually left, there’s
a good possibility that he might. I don’t know what my mother will do, but I’m
not going back with him again!”


-


Later that
evening, Ashley sat on the front porch, thinking. Todd and his mother had
stayed for supper and then her father escorted them back to Plainview and the
house they were going to live in. Looking up at the stars, Ashley hoped that
Jacob wouldn’t come for them. Todd and his mother had suffered too much at his
hands; they deserved some time to heal. She heard a horse coming up the road,
and she figured it was probably her father returning from Plainview. 


The door to
the house opened, and her mother stepped out on the porch. “It’s a nice evening,
Ashley. We’re you happy to see Todd?” 


Katrina looked
up at the stars. It was so peaceful out here on the farm; she loved nights like
this one. Very little wind, brightly shining stars, and it was still warm
enough to feel pleasant. Todd and his mother showing up had been a huge
surprise. She wondered how her daughter was dealing with that. It was one thing
to have Todd over in Crayton or Glendon, but now he was just down the road in Plainview. She knew the two kids had very strong feelings for one another.


Ashley stood
and smiled at her mother. She knew that her mother understood how she felt
about Todd. “Yes, I was glad to see Todd. I just don’t know what’s going to
happen next.”


“Todd’s mother
seems nice. After visiting with her, it’s easy to see why Todd is so polite.
His mother has been a very good influence on the boy.”


“But what’s going
to happen now?” spoke Ashley, sounding unsure of the future. “What happens when
Jacob comes after them? He will, you know.”


Katrina
stepped over to Ashley and put her arm around her. She smiled and looked her
daughter in the eyes. “We don’t know what the future holds, we’ll just have to
wait and see. For now, just enjoy the fact that Todd and his mother are in Plainview and safe from Jacob and Edward.”


-


Several nights
later, the moon was just beginning to rise above the distant mountains. The
valley was quiet, with a light wind blowing. Even the animals in the meadows
were silent as they slept or grazed quietly. 


Up on Beaver Mountain, Snowden stood at the entrance to the cave that held his lair. His razor
sharp eyes looked around the slopes of the mountain, seeing nothing moving.
With a leap, he took to the air. He beat his wings rapidly as he flew over the
slopes, and then he started rising higher. For some reason, something just didn’t
seem right tonight. Over the years, Snowden had come to trust his instincts. There
was something wrong in the valley, and he needed to find out what it was.


High into the
night sky, Snowden flew. With the stars overhead and the moon rising, the
dragon had an excellent view of the countryside below him. For the first time
in years, Snowden flew across the center of the valley, his eyes searching. Normally
when he left his lair to feed, he stayed on the outer edges of the valley so he
wouldn’t be seen. He was almost all the way across the valley when he detected
a strange scent in the air. It was the scent of another dragon! 


The scent
became stronger, and Snowden descended toward the ground. The scent became
almost overpowering as he was drawn toward a small meadow. Landing, Snowden quickly
found where another dragon had fed. A young cow had been killed here in the
last few hours and been eaten. Braxam had found the valley and was beginning to
feed.


With a loud
roar, Snowden took to the air, determined to find the other dragon. For hours,
Snowden searched in ever widening circles, but there was no sign of Braxam.
Extending his search, Snowden flew in the direction of New Haven. Braxam had to
be somewhere close by. The brown dragon wouldn’t have left the valley after
finding such a plentiful source of food.


For over an
hour, Snowden flew until the ocean side village of New Haven came into view.
Slowly circling the village, Snowden checked the air for Braxam’s scent. After
making several low passes over the area around the village, Snowden realized there
was no sign that Braxam had ever been here. Feeling frustrated but determined
Snowden turned toward the northwest. This would take him far to the north of
the valley.


For hours,
Snowden searched, finally flying down the west side of the mountains that
shielded the valley, but even here there was no evidence of Braxam. It was
nearly sunrise when Snowden returned to his lair. He knew that Braxam had found
the valley and would continue to feed here. At some point in time, Snowden
would find him.


-


Ashley was in
the village visiting Todd and his mother. Stephen had come with her, wanting to
see Todd. The three were currently in the small diner across from the general
store, eating generous slices of pie. Looking over at Stephen, Ashley had to
smile. Her brother had almost finished off the slice of peach pie that was setting
in front of him. Peach pie was his favorite desert. Sometimes, Ashley thought
her brother could eat a whole pie by himself.


“How is your
mother enjoying her job over at the general store?” Ashley asked as she took a
small bite of the cherry pie in front of her. It was nice to be able to sit
here in the diner with Todd and not have to worry about someone spotting them.


“I think she
really enjoys the work,” Todd answered with a smile. He took a bite of his
apple pie, savoring the sweet, tart taste. “Back in Glendon, she wasn’t allowed
to work, and I think she felt useless. Here, she is meeting new people, and she
told me last night she can’t believe how friendly everyone is.”


“The people in
  Plainview have always been like that,” Ashley responded glad that Todd’s Mom
was enjoying her job.


“Until my
father and uncle showed up,” Todd spoke quietly, the smile leaving his face.


“It’s been
almost two weeks since you and your mother arrived in Plainview,” Ashley spoke,
her blue eyes gazing at Todd. “There has been no sign of your father; perhaps
he has decided to leave the two of you alone.”


“I doubt it,”
Todd replied with a heavy sigh. “He’s probably just waiting until spring.”


“When he comes
to make his new demands,” Stephen spoke in between bites of pie.


“Yeah, his new
demands,” muttered Todd, unhappily. “I don’t know what will happen then.”


“The villagers
won’t agree to anymore demands,” said Stephen, putting his fork down, having
finished the pie on his plate. He wondered if he could talk Ashley into getting
him another slice.


“That’s what I’ve
heard also,” responded Todd, worriedly. His eyes took on a haunted look. “My
family has been very hard on those in Glendon that resisted. A lot of people
were hurt before they agreed to my family’s demands. I would hate to see that
happen here.”


“We will
resist,” Stephen said, thinking about his sorcery lessons. “Mason, Justin, and
I have been studying our sorcery really hard all summer. We will be able to
help in the spring.”


“I will help
also,” replied Todd, determinedly, his eyes turning dark. “But even with all of
us, I still don’t think we can stop Edward. He’s just too powerful.”


“How many
members of your family can use sorcery?” asked Ashley, curiously. This was a
question she had never asked or really thought about before. She was sure her
father had already asked Todd about this.


Todd paused
for a moment as he thought. “My father and brother in my immediate family and my
Uncle Kensett and his son are the most powerful. My father has two older uncles
that both have sorcery on their side of the family. If you add them and their
children, that’s another eight that I know of.”


Ashley was
quiet as she digested this information. “That’s twelve sorcerers we might be up
against.”


“If we could
stop Edward, the rest wouldn’t be a problem,” Todd said, but he knew that was
the dilemma. There was no way to stop Edward!


-


Later, Todd
and Ashley were walking back to Todd’s house. Ashley had given Stephen some
money to buy some candy over at the general store. The two were walking holding
hands and just enjoying each other’s company. Ashley wished days like this
could go on forever. 


They stopped
in front of the house where the horses were tied up and Todd looked at Ashley.
She was so beautiful; he could look at her all day. Her deep blue eyes and her
blonde hair made her so attractive. Without thinking, he bent down and kissed
her gently on the lips.


Ashley stepped
back and smiled. “That was nice.” Before she could say anything else, Stephen
came running up, clutching a small bag in his right hand.


“Chocolate, I’ve
got chocolate!” he spoke excitedly.


“That’s good,”
replied Ashley, feeling a little flushed. She didn’t think Stephen would notice
he was too excited about the chocolate.


The two
mounted their horses and Todd looked up at Ashley. “I’ll be out in a few days,
I promised Stephen I would help him some more with his sorcery.”


Ashley looked
down at Todd. “I will look forward to seeing you.” Then, with a playful smile,
she added, “Maybe we can spend a little time by ourselves when you come out.” 


Gesturing to
Stephen, they turned their horses and started down the street. Behind them,
Todd grinned broadly. It had been a good day. Whistling to himself, he walked
up the steps to the small house he and his mother were staying in and went
inside.


-


It was dark
again, and Snowden was flying over the valley. He circled Ashley’s house
several times, sensing her asleep inside. He knew that he would have to tell
her about Braxam. For the last several nights, he had spent a large part of the
nighttime hours searching the valley and the surrounding countryside for
Braxam. Nowhere had he found the other dragon’s scent again as he had the first
night. 


Snowden
suspected Braxam had found a lair and was staying inside for the time being making
him extremely difficult to find. Snowden’s other worry was that if Braxam had
found the valley, what about Gilmreth? 


For hours,
Snowden flew low over the dark mountain slopes, searching for other caves that
might serve as a lair for Braxam. Snowden found several large caves, but there
was no evidence of Braxam at either of them. Feeling frustrated, Snowden turned
back toward his own lair. He knew that Braxam would return to the valley to
feed; Snowden just needed to catch him doing it.


As he flew
back, Snowden looked down at the villages and farms of the humans in the
valley. He had protected and watched over them for centuries making sure they
stayed safe. Now a new threat had arrived that could endanger all of that.
Snowden was determined that he would keep the humans safe; he had to find
Braxam!


-


Ashley was up
early the next morning and went behind the barn to practice her sorcery. There
was a heavy dew on the grass in the meadow. She knew Stephen was still sound
asleep in his room, and her father had already started his morning chores. Very
soon her mother would be cooking breakfast.


Concentrating
deeply, Ashley focused her mind on the large water tank next to the barn. Water
was pumped up by a large windmill from a deep well to keep the tank constantly
full.


The water
seemed to vibrate slightly and then the entire mass of water floated up into the
air. She concentrated, keeping the spell intact, her eyes focused on the water.
Ashley’s amulet was glowing brightly in her left hand as it helped to feed
energy to the blue matrix that was the spell.


Higher in the
air the water rose until it was fifteen feet above the tank. Slowly the water
began to change its shape until it became a ball of crystal clear water. Continuing
to concentrate, Ashley made the water separate down the middle and then again
and again. After a minute, she had a dozen smaller globes of water floating in
the air. She moved her right hand through several more gestures and spoke a few
simple words of power. The balls of water began moving through the air, forming
different shapes.  


For nearly ten
minutes, she worked with the water. When she was satisfied she had done
everything she could with it, she moved the balls back over the tank and
allowed them to drop down one by one. Each one making a splash as they fell.


“That was
interesting,” a voice behind her spoke. 


Ashley spun
around and was relieved to see her father standing there watching her.


“Your control
over water and fire is amazing,” her father said, walking over to her and
gazing into the water tank. “I can’t do anything like that.”


Ashley put her
amulet back beneath her blouse where it was safely out of sight. “It’s more
stuff I learned from Cathy Matheson’s memories of her time beneath Firestorm Mountain.”


“This Cathy
Matheson must have been an amazing sorceress,” Harmon said. Over the last few
months, he had watched his daughter do things with sorcery that he would have
thought to be impossible.


“She was,”
replied Ashley, recalling her experiences with Cathy’s memories. “She was also
a very good person.”


“Those ancient
sorcerers must have been remarkable,” her father spoke.


“They were,”
Ashley replied somberly. “But they had the same problems under Firestorm Mountain as we have with the Sorensons, someone always wants more.”


“Their dispute
caused the Worldfire,” Harmon spoke pointedly, knowing the dangers of using
sorcery foolishly. 


Their war had
nearly wiped out the world. Sorcery running wild and uncontrolled was extremely
dangerous. The past had already demonstrated that very vividly. Harmon hoped
nothing like that was in their future.


“They had
dreams of doing good,” responded Ashley, recalling several of the conversations
between Cathy and Jason Sylvar. “They just never got the opportunity.”


“And we may be
repeating their mistake in the spring,” stated Harmon, wishing he could think
of some peaceful way to bring the Sorensons around. He looked over at his
daughter and shook his head. “I don’t think the Sorensons are going to give us
much choice.”


“We don’t have
the deadly weapons they had in the past,” Ashley reminded her father, her eyes
taking on a distant look. “They also had hundreds of powerful sorcerers and
sorceresses beneath Firestorm Mountain. In our time, there is only Edward and
me.”


“It will be
turning cold in a few more weeks, and then the snow will begin up in the
mountains,” her father said, looking toward Beaver Mountain. “We should
probably go see Snowden one more time before then.” Harmon had started going
with Ashley on her trips to the mountain. He didn’t like his daughter climbing
those hazardous slopes alone. Even if she was a powerful sorceress, bad things
could still happen.


“Yes, we
should,” responded Ashley, agreeing with her father. 


She would like
to fly with Snowden one more time before it became too cold. Once the snow
started falling, Snowden would go into a deep sleep for the winter.


“Spring will
be here soon enough,” spoke Harmon, wishing things were different.


Ashley nodded
her head in agreement. She wondered what Todd would do when he found out she
was a sorceress. Breathing deeply, she knew she would have to deal with that
revelation when it happened. For now, she needed to concentrate on her sorcery.
 


Harmon gazed
at his daughter. She was so young to have the responsibility that would soon be
hers. He didn’t know what would happen when the Sorensons returned to make
their new demands. He just hoped Ashley was ready for what was in her future.
She was their only hope to keep peace in the valley, the only one that might be
able to stop Edward and allow the valley to return to what it once was. 











Chapter Fifteen


 


Harmon and his
daughter were on their way to Snowden’s lair. He shivered in the cold wind and
wondered if this had been a good decision. Looking over at Ashley, he could see
she was feeling the cold also. The cold weather had moved in much sooner than
Harmon had imagined possible. It seemed as if it was only a week or two ago
when the first freeze had rolled unexpectedly across the valley. The farmers
had scrambled, trying to get the last of their crops in before the freeze
damaged them beyond harvesting. He knew if this kept up, it would only be a few
more days before heavy snow started falling in the mountains. At his urging,
Ashley had agreed to make one more trip to Snowden’s lair on Beaver Mountain before the snow made the journey impossible.


“Do you think
Edward is responsible for this?” Ashley asked her father as they carefully
walked up the last rocky slope to Snowden’s cave. She wore a heavy jacket and
gloves to keep out the cold; even so, she felt chilled. She could see her
breath in front of her each time she exhaled.


“I don’t think
that Edward is responsible for the cold,” replied Harmon, seeing the entrance
to the cave and Snowden’s lair just ahead of them. “It would affect them as
much as it does us. It’s just a change in the weather pattern this year, that’s
all.”


Ashley nodded
as they finally arrived at the cave entrance. Her father walked over to the
large crystal and stared at it for a long moment. “I don’t guess I really need
to reinforce this anymore.”


“Not right
now,” replied Ashley, gazing at the large, nearly clear crystal. “Perhaps
sometime in the future it might be necessary.”


Her father
nodded and then proceeded to build a small fire close to the cave entrance. He
had piled firewood up near the entrance just in case it was ever cold on the
mountain during one of their visits to Snowden’s lair. He wanted to be able to
stay warm while Ashley visited the dragon. The air temperature had dropped
considerably as they climbed the mountain. A warming fire would certainly feel
good. 


He knew the
temperature outside of the cave must be close to freezing. He just hoped it
didn’t start snowing while they were up here. It was cloudy outside and looked as
if it could start raining or snowing at anytime.


“Go check on
Snowden,” suggested Harmon, nodding to his daughter. “I will be fine here by
the fire. It’s too cold to fly today.”


“Yes, it is,” responded
Ashley. She was going to miss not getting to fly with Snowden over the winter
months. 


Taking out a glow
bulb, Ashley easily created a simple spell with only the power of her mind, causing
the globe to light up brilliantly. She then turned and walked quickly down the
cave tunnel toward Snowden’s lair.


Snowden had
sensed Ashley and her father when they started their ascent of the mountain.
For days now, the dragon had been thinking about telling Ashley about Braxam.
The only reason Snowden had not said anything was because all signs of Braxam
had vanished. Only that one time had Snowden picked up a strong scent of his
fellow dragon. Since that time, there had been nothing, and Snowden had checked
the valley and the surrounding area around the mountains very thoroughly.


Ashley stepped
into Snowden’s lair, and the dragon raised his head up and gazed at her. His
yellow eyes glowed with an inner fire as he beheld his friend. “Hello,
Ashley,” Snowden spoke into her mind.


Setting down
the glow bulb, Ashley nodded at Snowden. “Hello. I wanted to visit you one last
time before the heavy snows start. Once the snow starts I won’t be able to get
back up the mountain.”


“I’m glad
you came,” Snowden answered. “There is something I have been wanting to
tell you.”


“I knew there
was something,” responded Ashley, walking over and touching the dragon on his
neck. Snowden felt so warm to the touch. “I could tell the last time I was here
there was something you wanted to tell me.”


“There is
another dragon in the valley,” said Snowden, projecting a picture in Ashley’s
mind of Braxam.


Ashley stepped
back, stunned. This was the last thing she had expected. “Another dragon?” she
stammered, her eyes growing wide. “How can there be another dragon?”


“Gilmreth
and Braxam are the other two surviving dragons,” responded Snowden,
projecting images into Ashley’s mind, which turned into words. 


Ashley was
silent as she weighed in her mind what Snowden had just told her. He had told
her about Braxam months ago but after so much time she had forgotten. She gazed
at Snowden in confusion. “Are you sure it’s Braxam?”


“Yes, Braxam
has found the valley. I found where he made a kill to feed. I have not been
able to find him.”


“Could Braxam
have left?” asked Ashley, perplexed. No one had seen a dragon, and Snowden had
stayed hidden. If there was a dragon in the valley, surely someone would have
seen it. 


“No,”
Snowden replied, his yellow eyes gazing into Ashley’s deep blue ones. “The feeding
in this valley would have been too good. He would not have left.”


Ashley was
silent for a long moment. This wasn’t good news. They had Edward and the rest
of the Sorensons to worry about in the spring, now they might also have a rogue
dragon loose in the valley. 


“Is Braxam
dangerous to humans?” Ashley asked worriedly. A rogue dragon could do
immeasurable harm.


“As long as
there are animals to feed upon, I don’t believe Braxam will hunt humans. He has
fed on humans in the remote past, but that was during the days of madness.”


“What should
we do if we find Braxam?” asked Ashley, gazing at Snowden. She could tell the
dragon was extremely worried about the other dragon.


“Call me
and I will come,” Snowden replied clearly in Ashley’s mind. “Do not use
your sorcery against Braxam. It would be too dangerous.”


For nearly an
hour, Ashley spoke to Snowden about Braxam and the threat from the Sorensons.
When she finally left Snowden’s lair, she knew that everything had just gotten
a lot more complicated. 


Reaching the
entrance to the cave, Ashley found her father sitting with his back against the
wall and a warming fire in front of him. He stood up when he saw Ashley.


“I have some bad
news,” she spoke, hesitantly. 


Ashley knew
her father wouldn’t like what she was about to tell him. Ashley walked over to
the fire and held her hands out, enjoying the warmth. She then proceeded to
tell her father about Braxam.


“Another
dragon,” her father said, shaking his head in disbelief. He frowned deep in
thought. “The earth dragon is mentioned in the prophecy. That has to be Braxam.
I haven’t heard of anyone complaining about losing more animals than usual. We
know that Snowden takes an occasional older cow or two during the warm months,
but I have heard of nothing else.”


“Perhaps
Braxam is on the Sorensons’ side of the valley,” Ashley suggested. This made
her nervous. The Sorensons must not learn that dragons still exist. Snowden
must remain an Andrews’ family secret.


“I will tell
Mark and Robert to keep alert for any news about another dragon,” her father
responded. “They both know about Snowden, so the news that there might be
another dragon about won’t come as a total shock.”


“How will you
explain knowing about this other dragon?” Ashley asked. She knew her father
didn’t want her uncles to know about her yet.


“I will just
tell them it came from a dream. As a sorcerer, we occasionally have dreams
which come true in the near future.”


Ashley nodded
her head. She let out a deep breath and looked outside the cave. A few
snowflakes were already falling. This would definitely be the last trip to
Snowden’s lair this year. She hoped she could make it back in the spring before
the Sorensons showed up to make their new demands.


-


In far off
Crayton, Edward was staring at his father in anger. “We should go get Todd and
mother. I can’t believe you let them leave like that!” His red amulet was
glowing brightly, and his eyes flashing with irritation. This was the second
time he had gotten into an argument with his father over this.


“Don’t tell me
what I should have done,” snapped Jacob, standing up and glaring at his son.


“You never should
have let them leave Glendon; at least there we could keep an eye on them.”


“Kensett and I
talked it over; it’s best this way.” 


“How’s that?” asked
Edward, shaking his head in doubt. 


Next time he
saw Todd, he planned to stomp his younger brother into the ground. What
aggravated Edward the most was not knowing what all Todd and his mother might
be telling the Andrews. That irked him immensely.  


“It gives us
another excuse to increase our demands for next year,” replied Jacob, sitting
back down. He looked over at Edward seeing the still angry look upon his face. “They
know that Sorensons aren’t supposed to be staying on their side of the valley.
By allowing your mother and Todd to stay in Plainview it violates the
agreement.”


“What does it
matter?” asked Edward still feeling annoyed over the whole matter. “Our powers
are much stronger than the Andrews; they can’t stand up to us. They will have
to give in to our demands.”


“I would
prefer that this not come down to an actual fight,” Jacob replied evenly. “Just
keep practicing your sorcery and keep your new pet fed.”


“The dragon,”
Edward said with a smirk on his face, recalling how he had found the creature
feeding on one of their cows. 


A little
demonstration of his power and the dragon had agreed to Edward’s demands.
Edward still didn’t know if the dragon actually understood him, but it was
safely hidden in a cave a short distance from one of the family farms. Edward
made sure the dragon was fed on a regular basis, which seemed to satisfy it.


“If necessary,
we can use your pet to frighten everyone in the valley into doing exactly what
we want,” Jacob continued, his eyes turning dark. “With the dragon, we can even
take over New Haven.”


“Kensett doesn’t
like the dragon,” Edward commented with a smirk. “I think he’s afraid of it.”


Jacob was
silent for a moment. He didn’t blame Kensett for being nervous about the
dragon. “We know very little about the dragons, Edward. Just a few old stories
handed down through the generations and a few short sentences in a couple of
old books.”


“I don’t
believe that garbage,” blurted Edward, shaking his head disgustedly. “I don’t
believe sorcery created the dragons, and there is no way sorcery or the dragons
caused the Worldfire. That’s a bunch of lies.”


“Perhaps,”
Jacob replied. It sounded too fantastic to him also. “It will be winter soon
and as early in the spring as possible we will be paying a visit to Plainview and the Andrews. Beginning in the spring, they will be working for us; the entire
valley will be.”


“What if they
refuse?” asked Edward, cocking his eyes at his father. 


Edward hoped
they did. He would really like to use his sorcery against another sorcerer. He
had harassed Todd with sorcery, but Todd didn’t have the power to put up much
of a fight. Several of the Andrews, particularly Harmon Andrews, would be more
entertaining. 


“Then we
eliminate the Andrews and take over their section of the valley anyway,” Jacob
replied stone faced, his eyes looking sharply at Edward. “We should have done
that years ago.”


Edward leaned
back in his chair and gazed at his glowing red amulet. In the spring, he would
take care of his weakling brother and face off against the Andrews. He wouldn’t
need the dragon, he felt confident that he could take on all the Andrews and
win without anyone else’s help.


-


Ashley stood
before the large kitchen window gazing out toward Beaver Mountain. In the last
few days, the snow had begun to fall in the upper elevations. There must be
several feet of snow around the cave that held Snowden’s lair. She sighed
deeply, knowing that by now the dragon was sound asleep. She could wake Snowden
if she concentrated hard enough, and Snowden had told her to do so if she heard
anything about Braxam.


“The mountains
are beautiful this time of the year,” Todd said softly with a smile on his face.
He looked out the window at the snow-covered peaks. 


“Yes, they
are,” agreed Ashley, turning to face the young Sorenson sorcerer. “I could do
without the cold though.”


“I agree with
you there,” Todd said, nodding. 


“Let’s go
practice some sorcery,” Stephen broke in walking up behind the two. He had just
finished his afternoon chores and wanted to spend some time with Todd. 


Todd turned
around, grinning. “Think you have mastered that new spell I showed you last
time?” 


“Almost,”
Stephen responded. What Todd didn’t know was that his sister had helped him
with it. He was excited to show Todd what he had learned.


“Let’s go
outside on the porch, and you can show me,” replied Todd, taking his jacket
down from the hook next to the door and sliding it on.


“I’ll watch
from the window,” added Ashley, looking at the two of them. “It’s warmer in
here.” 


It was chilly outside,
but not as cold as it had been in recent days. Todd had taken advantage of the
slightly warmer weather to come visit Ashley.


Ashley watched
as Todd and Stephen went out and sat down on the top step of the porch. In a
few moments, Stephen was showing Todd what he could do with his new spell. 


“It’s nice
having Todd out here,” spoke her mother, coming to stand next to Ashley and
gazing out the window at the two boys. 


“Yes, it is,” replied
Ashley. It didn’t bother her to talk about Todd to her mother; she knew how Ashley
felt about him.


“I invited
Todd and his mother out to eat with us the day after tomorrow,” Katrina added. “It’s
Carolyn’s day off, and I thought it would do her some good to get out for awhile.”


Carolyn and
she were becoming good friends. Katrina also knew that Carolyn needed someone
to talk to who could relate to her situation. It had been difficult for Carolyn
to live in a family of sorcerers, especially considering how her husband and
Edward had treated her toward the end.


Ashley nodded
and turned her eyes back to her brother and Todd. Stephen had lit several large
candles and had caused the small candle flames to rise up above the wicks and
just hover there. His yellow amulet was glowing brightly in his left hand. She
could see Todd making some gestures and giving Stephen added encouragement. The
two candle flames joined together and formed a small fireball, which was
something she knew Todd could already do. This spell was aimed more at
controlling the movement of the fireball.


Stephen
concentrated harder under Todd’s guidance, and the small fireball began slowly
to move upward. It made a small circle around their heads and then slowly
lowered itself back above the two candles before breaking back apart into
individual flames and settling back down onto the candlewicks.


Letting out a
long held breath, Stephen looked over at Todd triumphantly. “I did it!”


“Yes, you did,”
commended Todd, noticing the tired and exhausted look in Stephen’s eyes.
Sorcery took a lot of energy out of a person. “Let’s go inside. You need to eat
a snack after that.”


Todd knew if a
sorcerer ate fruit or any rich tasting food it helped to replenish the energy
reserves in your body. If not, you would eventually feel a headache coming on
and become nauseous if the spell had been a powerful one. 


The two came
back inside, and Stephen walked over to a kitchen cabinet and took down some
dried peach slices. He walked back over to the kitchen table and began eating with
a happy, contented smile on his face. He had worked the spell properly, and now
he had some peaches to snack on.


“Stephen’s
certainly learning how to control his sorcery,” Todd commented to Katrina and
Ashley. “I was really impressed with what he just did.”


“He has a good
teacher,” responded Katrina, smiling at Todd. Katrina turned and walked over to
sit across from Stephen at the kitchen table.


Ashley turned
to Todd. “Stephen really enjoys your company.”


“Oh? And what
about you?” Todd said, mischievously. “Do you enjoy my company?” 


Ashley turned
to Todd and gently kissed him on his cheek. “You know I do.”


Todd took
Ashley’s hand, and they both turned to gaze out the window. From looking at the
mountains, it was evident the snow was falling farther down the slopes. It
wouldn’t be too much longer before it started snowing in the valley.


Ashley stood
holding Todd’s hand while watching her father come out of the barn. Seeing her
father reminded Ashley of what lay ahead in the spring. She sighed deeply. What
would Todd’s reaction be when he discovered she was a sorceress? She hoped it
wouldn’t change their relationship. 


Looking up the
slope of Beaver Mountain, Ashley noticed the falling snow now concealed Snowden’s
cave and lair. She shivered slightly, and Todd must have noticed as he let go
of her hand and put his arm around her waist. It made her feel safe and secure,
and she enjoyed the feeling of closeness she shared with Todd. 


Katrina was
watching the two with a pleased look on her face. Someday Todd would make a
fine son-in-law. Then a shadow of worry appeared in her eyes. She just hoped
everything worked out for the two. This thing with the Sorensons in the spring could
seriously derail Ashley and Todd’s budding relationship. Katrina knew her
daughter had a lot of responsibility resting on her shoulders. How Ashley
handled the situation in the spring would determine the future of their entire
valley. 


She was also
worried about one other thing. Harmon had hinted that there was another
prophecy in that ancient book that dealt with Ashley. So far, she hadn’t been
able to get him to tell her what it was, which worried Katrina deeply. She felt
there was something extremely serious her husband was keeping from her. Katrina
wanted to know just what that mysterious prophecy said about her daughter. She
feared that an ancient prophecy from the past was in control of her daughter’s
future.











Chapter Sixteen


 


It was early
spring, and the snow still lay deep upon the mountains around the valley.
Ashley gazed out the kitchen window at Beaver Mountain, wishing she could speak
with Snowden. She could barely make out where the cave to Snowden’s lair was. The
area around it was still buried in white. It would be at least another month
before it would be safe to go check on the dragon.


“Thinking
about Snowden?” asked Stephen, walking up to his sister.


“Yes,” responded
Ashley, looking over at her brother. Stephen was sixteen now and she had just
turned eighteen. 


“It’s hard to
believe that the dragon can sleep the entire winter.”


“He has for
generations,” Ashley replied with a peaceful smile. “It means the valley is
safe, and we have had nothing to worry about over the winter.”


“Least of all
this new dragon Snowden told you about,” Stephen commented, his eyes glancing
out the window. 


Everyone in
the immediate family knew about Braxam. Their father had informed them of
Snowden’s frightening revelation when he and Ashley had come down from Beaver Mountain in the fall.


“No one has
heard anything about another dragon,” Ashley responded with relief in her eyes.
“Snowden thinks Braxam is around somewhere. Our valley is just too good of a
feeding ground for him to have left.”


“Perhaps
Braxam is sleeping like Snowden,” Stephen suggested, his eyes taking on a
worried look. “If so, he could wake up when it gets warmer. That may be why no
one has seen him.”


Ashley was
quiet for a long moment. She brushed her blonde hair back behind her shoulders
with her right hand. She needed to go and put a ribbon in it to keep it in
place. This worry about the new dragon had haunted her all winter. The
Sorensons were going to be a big enough problem shortly. They didn’t need to
have to worry about a dragon also.


-


 Harmon was
sitting at the kitchen table talking to Katrina. Glancing over at the window,
he noticed their two children were looking out the window toward the mountain
and talking in low voices.


“It’s starting
to warm up pretty quickly,” he spoke, looking over at his wife.


Katrina
nodded. She almost wished it was still winter. If it were then they wouldn’t be
worrying about the Sorensons. Taking a sip of her tea, she closed her eyes briefly
and wondered why her family had to be sorcerers. Opening them back up, she
looked over at her husband.


“How soon do
you think it will be until the Sorensons show up?”


Harmon reached
across the table and laid his hand on his wife’s arm. “It could be anytime.
That’s why Stephen and I are riding into town tomorrow to talk with Mark and
Robert. We need to decide for sure how we’re going to handle this.”


“I thought the
three of you had already discussed that,” said Katrina, her blue eyes looking
seriously at her husband. 


She just
wished her kids weren’t going to be involved in this. It was bad enough that
Harmon would be in danger. The thought of Stephen or Ashley getting seriously
hurt was something she didn’t want to think about.


“We have,”
Harmon responded with a heavy sigh. He knew his wife was really concerned about
the kids. “We need to discuss how Mason, Justin, and Stephen are going to be
involved.”


“Do the boys
have to be involved in this?” Katrina asked with a chill running down her back.
Just the thought of any of those three boys facing the Sorensons was
distressing. They were so young to have to take on adult responsibilities.


“You know they
do,” Harmon responded, his eyes taking on a haunted look. “We don’t know how
many Sorensons will be coming.”


“And Ashley?”
continued Katrina, glancing over at her young daughter.


“Ashley will
be involved too,” answered Harmon, evenly. “She is the strongest of us all and
may be the only real chance we have against the Sorensons. You have seen what
she can to with her sorcery.” 


“If Ashley’s
involved, that means Todd will be also,” Katrina said. “Todd won’t let Ashley
go up against his family unless he’s at her side. Those two are deeply in love
Harmon, just like we were when we were their age.”


Harmon smiled
at his wife. “That was a long time ago, and some things never change.”


-


Across the
valley near Crayton, the Sorensons were meeting in Jacob’s large farmhouse. It
was time to go to Plainview and lay down their new demands to the villagers and
the Andrews.


Jacob looked
around the assembled group and smiled; the Andrews wouldn’t stand a chance. If
they tried to resist, they would be crushed. “We leave this afternoon. We will
spend the night in Glendon and then ride to Plainview in the morning.”


“It’s about
time,” Kensett muttered with a satisfied nod. “We should have done this last
spring.”


“But now we
have an even better excuse for our demands,” Jacob responded, his dark eyes
focusing on his brother. “My wife and son have been in Plainview for the entire
winter. That’s a violation of our original agreement about keeping our families
separate on opposite ends of the valley. They couldn’t have stayed in Plainview without the Andrews’ permission.”


“Then we give
them our demands,” Randle Sorenson commented. “We make it very plain that they
comply with them or else.”


Randle was one
of Jacob’s cousins and just a year younger than Kensett. Besides Randle,
Trevor, Alvin, and Brett would be going along to Plainview. All were older men
who shared Jacob and Kensett’s views on who should be in charge of the valley.


“What about
Todd?” Randle asked curiously, his dark eyes gazing at Jacob. “What if he sides
with the Andrews?”


“I will deal
with him if he does,” Edward commented dryly. “My little brother will be a fool
if he sides with them. He knows what the consequences will be.” 


Jacob nodded
his head in agreement; Todd was soft like his mother. He wasn’t made out of the
same metal as Edward. “We’ll deal with that problem if and when it comes up.”


Later, while
everyone was preparing to leave, Jacob walked over to Edward and pulled him
over to the side. “Is your dragon ready if we need him?”


“He’s ready,”
Edward spoke with narrowed eyes. “All I have to do is call him.”


“It’s still
hard for me to believe you can speak to this dragon,” Jacob continued as he
watched the others start to mount up. “I can’t see us needing it, but it might
be a useful bargaining chip. It might just get the Andrews to go along with us
without a fight.”


“They can’t
win,” Edward said with a short, derisive laugh. “Their sorcery is a joke. I
could take them all myself.”


“Perhaps,”
Jacob replied. He knew Edward was probably right. “But they could be useful
keeping their section of the valley under control.”


A few minutes
later, everyone was mounted up, and the seven Sorensons started toward Glendon.
If all went according to plan, they would make their entrance into Plainview just after noon the next day. 


-


Harmon, Mark,
Robert, and Alfred Dotson were sitting at a table in the general store. They were
discussing the upcoming demands they expected to receive from the Sorensons.


“So you’re not
going to agree to their demands this year?” Alfred asked. He had already made
it clear that he had no intention of turning anything over to the Sorensons.


“No, we’re
not,” spoke Harmon, leaning back in his chair and putting his right hand on the
table. 


“That’s good,”
Alfred responded with satisfaction in his voice. “I know many of the other
villagers and farmers feel the same way. Why grow any crops or make any extra
trade goods if the Sorensons just take them?”


“It may not be
that easy,” commented Mark, glancing over at Alfred. “The Sorensons aren’t
going to take no for an answer. From what I’ve heard, they pretty well have
complete control of Glendon, and that means they control all the roads and
passes to New Haven.”


“Can’t you use
your sorcery to make them at least reopen the roads and passes?” asked Alfred,
frowning. “They’re demanding too high of a payment to use them; it’s not worth
going to trade. You three are sorcerers; can’t you do something?”


“We may be
sorcerers, but the Sorenson’s sorcery is much stronger. It always has been,” replied
Harmon, trying to make Alfred understand.


The door to
the general store flew open, and Stephen rushed in. He looked excited, and his
face was flushed. “The Sorensons just rode into town!” he exclaimed loudly. “There
are seven of them, and they are heading toward the tavern.”


Carolyn heard
Stephen and strode quickly to one of the store windows and looked out. “I see
Edward, Kensett, Jacob, and four of their cousins. I think the cousins are
Randle, Trevor, Alvin, and Brett.” She turned back to gaze at Harmon. “Randle
and the other three have pretty powerful sorcery powers.”


Harmon stood
up and walked over to the windows with Mark and Robert close behind. Looking
out, he saw the Sorensons dismount from their horses and go into the tavern.
Glancing over at Carolyn, Harmon noticed she looked very pale, and a frightened
look had appeared on her face.


“I want you to
go out the back door and have Todd saddle your horse,” spoke Harmon, coming to
a quick decision. “Go out to my house and tell Ashley the Sorensons are here
and that I need her here as soon as possible.”


“Ashley?” said
Mark, looking confused. “Why Ashley?”


Harmon turned
and looked at his brothers. “Because she can talk to Snowden. We may need her
to summon the dragon.”


“She can talk
to Snowden!” Mark exclaimed with surprise in his eyes. “How is that possible?”


“I’ll explain
later,” replied Harmon. “Just go as quickly as you can, Carolyn.”


“A dragon!”
Carolyn said, her eyes growing wide. “You have a dragon?”


“Yes,” replied
Harmon, taking her arm and guiding her toward the back door. “It’s a family
secret, but we may need the dragon to control the Sorensons.”


Going back to
the front of the store, Harmon glanced toward the tavern. The Sorensons were all
inside. “Stephen, go get Mason and Justin; we may need them shortly.”


“Justin should
be over at my house with Mason,” Mark informed Stephen. “Use the back door of
the general store and go down the alley. All three of you need to come back the
same way.”


“What’s going
on?” Alfred said from behind them where he had been standing listening. “What’s
this crazy talk about a dragon?”


“Don’t worry
about it, Alfred,” Harmon said, looking over at the storekeeper. “I need you to
go outside and pass the word for everyone to get off the street. They’re to
stay inside until this is over.”


“What do we do
now?” asked Mark, taking a deep breath. 


“We wait,”
Harmon replied, his eyes focused on the tavern. “At some point in time, the
Sorensons will send for us. Then we will see what’s going to happen.”


“You don’t
think you can just reason with them,” Alfred said still not understanding what
was going on. “Can’t you just explain to them that we’re not going to hand
anything over this year?”


“Alfred,”
replied Harmon, trying to be patient. He turned toward the storekeeper. “The
Sorensons aren’t going to take no for an answer. They want our crops and trade
goods one way or another.”


A sick look
came over Alfred’s face as he realized just how badly he had underestimated the
situation. He opened the door and quickly began going to the people outside,
telling them to get off the street.


Inside the
store Harmon, Mark, and Robert settled down to wait. They didn’t think it would
be long.


-


Ashley was
inside with her mother helping to wash the morning dishes when they heard a
horse outside. Going to the door, Ashley was surprised to see Carolyn slide off
the saddle and hurry toward the house. Opening the door, Ashley stepped out on
the porch.


“What’s wrong,
Carolyn?” Ashley asked. Carolyn had a panicked look on her face. 


“Jacob and the
rest are in the village,” she spoke, breathing heavily. “They’re over at the
tavern. Your father said to come and get you. He said something about a dragon.”


Ashley was
quiet for a moment. She sensed her mother behind her, and turning saw a look of
deep concern on her mother’s face. There was no point in keeping her secret any
longer. Turning back to Carolyn, Ashley spoke. “It’s not just the dragon,
Carolyn. I’m also a sorceress, possibly stronger than Edward. That’s the real
reason my dad needs me. If there’s a fight, my job will be to handle Edward.”


“Oh no, Ashley!”
Carolyn cried, her eyes growing wide. “You can’t face Edward, he’s too dangerous!”


“Nevertheless,
I shall. Now go inside with mother while I go saddle my horse, and stay here
until this is over. You should be safe inside the house.”


Without
another word, Ashley rushed down the steps and ran toward the barn. She needed
to saddle Spirit and get to Plainview as quickly as possible. Hurrying into the
barn, she brought Spirit out of his stall and rapidly began putting on his
saddle. She felt tense and nervous. Very shortly she would know just how
powerful her sorcery actually was and if she could stand up to Edward.


Katrina and
Carolyn stood on the porch as Ashley rode Spirit at a gallop out of the yard
and toward the village.


“I don’t
understand,” mumbled Carolyn, confused.


“Come with me
dear and I will explain,” Katrina replied with a heavy sigh. She hoped Ashley
knew what she was getting into.


She was glad
Carolyn was with her. The idea of being home alone, while her family faced
danger, didn’t appeal to her at all. It was going to be bad enough as it was.
The two women went inside and closed the door behind them. There was nothing
more they could do but wait.


-


The three boys
had made it into the general store through the back door. All three looked
excited and nervous.


“How do you
want to handle this Harmon?” asked Mark, taking a deep breath and looking
toward the tavern. The Sorensons were still inside.


“I think we
just tell them there will be no agreement with them this year and ask them to
leave. Hopefully, when they see all six of us, they might have second thoughts
about causing trouble.”


Robert shook
his head. “That will never work. Jacob and Kensett are set on controlling our
section of the valley. I don’t think it matters what we do, there is going to
be a fight with the Sorensons.”


“Dad, they’re
coming out of the tavern,” said Stephen, gazing out the window. “They’re headed
this way!”


“They must
know we’re in here,” Mark spoke with a frown. ‘I guess we can’t delay this any
longer.”


“You three
boys stay in here for now,” Harmon ordered. “Don’t come out unless we tell you
to.”


The three
nodded as they watched their fathers open the store door and step outside. With
apprehension, they watched the three walk down the store steps and out into the
street.


Stephen held
out his hand and saw it was shaking. “I’m scared,” he confessed, looking over
at Mason.


Mason smiled
back weakly nodding his head. “All three of us are. We just have to have faith
in our fathers.”


And Ashley,
Stephen thought quietly to himself. He looked back out the window hoping that
Ashley would arrive quickly.


-


Jacob Sorenson
saw the three Andrews brothers come out of the general store. He took note of
the determined look on their faces. “You may get your wish, Edward,” he said softly
to his son who was walking next to him. “I don’t think they’re going to agree
to our demands.”


“Doesn’t look
like it,” Kensett muttered not really surprised. He had suspected Harmon
Andrews would be a problem. He had been surprised when Harmon had agreed to
their demands the previous year.


The two groups
stopped about twenty feet apart and stood gazing at one another. The tension in
the air was so thick you could cut it with a knife. Both sides looked
determined.


“Hello,
Harmon,” Jacob spoke in an even voice. “We’re here to make our demands for this
coming year.”


“We figured
that,” replied Harmon, wondering how long it would be before Ashley arrived.
Ashley and Snowden were his secret weapons.


“Things are
going up this year,” said Kensett, spitting on the ground and looking intensely
at Harmon. “It’s expensive to maintain the roads around Glendon and the
mountain passes to New Haven.”


“And how
expensive is that?” Harmon asked, his eyes staring at Jacob.


“Forty percent
of everything you grow and twenty-five percent of all your trade goods,” Jacob
spoke, his eyes unwavering. 


“Forty percent!”
uttered Robert with anger in his voice. He glared at the Sorensons. “You can’t
really expect us to do that!”


“There are
only three of you and seven of us,” Kensett commented with a sneer on his face.
“You have no other choice.”


“I think it’s
pretty even,” a voice behind Harmon spoke.


Turning
around, Harmon saw Todd and the three boys step out onto the porch of the
store. All four had their amulets out in plain sight. He wished they had waited
until he had called for them, but it was too late now.


“Hello, little
brother,” Edward said with a pleased smile. “I was hoping you would make an
appearance.”


“Edward,”
replied Todd, looking at his brother and showing no fear on his face.


“Forget those
boys,” ordered Jacob, glaring at Edward. “They’re of no importance. Turning his
attention back to Harmon, he asked, “Do you agree to our demands or not?”


Harmon was
silent for a moment as he pulled his dormant dark blue amulet out from beneath
his shirt. His brothers did the same. “No, I don’t think so. Not this year.”


Hardly had
Harmon spoke the words when Edward and the other Sorensons struck. With a
sinking feeling in his heart, Harmon knew their sorcery was no match for the
Sorensons.


-


As Ashley
neared the village, she could see smoke rising from its center. A building was
on fire! She kicked Spirit’s side urging him to run faster as they reached the
outskirts of the village. 


The narrow
streets flew by as Spirit ran the last few hundred yards toward the center of
the village. Ashley could smell the smoke and see the rising flames from the
fire. As they reached the street where the general store was Ashley saw that
the store itself was on fire as well as the buildings on each side of it.


Looking into
the street, she saw the Sorensons and her male family members. The fight was
nearly over! 


Ashley reined
in Spirit and slid off her horse. Her father and both of her uncles were lying
on the ground in front of the burning general store, unconscious. Mason and
Justin were also lying on the ground, moaning loudly in pain. Only Stephen and
Todd were still standing. 


Even as she
watched, Edward threw a massive fireball at Todd and Stephen. Todd raised his
hands and deflected the fireball away. Stephen stood behind Todd, fear on his
face, not knowing what to do. Concentrating for all that he was worth, Stephen
threw a smaller fireball back at Edward. The other Sorensons were standing
slightly behind Edward watching his display of power. 


Edward laughed
with a sneer on his face as he caused the fireball to dissipate. “That’s
pitiful, Stephen.”


“Shut up,
Edward,” Todd spoke, anger on his face and his eyes glaring at his older
brother.


Edward grinned
and tossed an even larger fireball at Todd and Stephen. Todd put his hands up
in desperation, invoking one last frantic spell. The fireball flared up around
the two and finally dissipated. The two boys collapsed to the ground.


“Stop,”
screamed Ashley, running over to Todd and Stephen, bending down to see how
badly they were hurt.


“What do we
have here?” Edward said derisively with a mocking laugh. “This isn’t like back in
Glendon, Ashley. This doesn’t involve you.”


“Step back,
young lady,” ordered Jacob, stepping up next to Edward. He didn’t want to hurt
a girl, even if that girl was the daughter of his enemies.


“Get back,
Ashley,” mumbled Todd, feeling weak from the exertion of his sorcery. He tried
to stand back up, but he had no strength in his legs. “There’s nothing you can
do.”


“I wouldn’t
say that,” replied Ashley, standing up and facing the Sorensons. 


“What are you
going to do?” Edward spoke with a taunting laugh. “Throw hair ribbons at us?”


“You should
have stayed out of Plainview,” Ashley replied in a calm voice.


“You dare to
threaten us?” commented Jacob, shaking his head in disbelief. Kensett and the
other Sorensons laughed. A mere girl was threatening them that was hilarious.


With a
determined look upon her face, Ashley reached up and pulled her dormant light
blue amulet out from beneath her blouse. It suddenly flared up with a brilliant
light.


“Damn, she’s a
sorceress!” Kensett warned, his eyes growing wide in disbelief.


“Edward, take
her now!” Jacob spoke. Something didn’t feel right about this. He couldn’t
believe that Harmon had violated the rules and taught his daughter sorcery. 


A sudden blast
of hurricane strength wind struck the Sorensons. They were forced back against
the building behind them. With disbelief, they found themselves pinned against
the wall. Only Edward managed to remain standing, his hands held out in front
of him, warding off the wind. 


“How dare you!”
Edward screamed in anger. With a quick gesture, he hurled a massive fireball at
Ashley.


With a
confident smile on her face, Ashley took control of the fireball away from
Edward. She stopped it and then hurled it back.


With a
panicked look on his face, Edward just managed to dissipate the massive
fireball before it struck him. “You can’t be this strong! It’s not possible!”


“Leave our
village now and don’t ever come back,” Ashley ordered. She held her amulet threateningly
in her left hand. The glow from her amulet was so bright that it was difficult
to look at.


Todd looked on
in shock as he struggled to sit up. It took all of his strength just to reach a
sitting position. He gazed in amazement at the brightly glowing light blue
amulet in Ashley’s hand. Then he turned his eyes away to stare at his father
and Edward. 


“The dragon,”
Jacob yelled frantically, still pinned to the wall from the powerful wind
Ashley was still controlling. “Call your dragon.”


Dragon? Ashley
thought. Then, with sudden realization, she knew where Braxam had been hiding.
The Sorensons, or more precisely Edward, had found and taken control of the brown
dragon.


“Snowden!”
Ashley thought intensely at the sleeping dragon beneath Beaver Mountain. “Braxam is coming to Plainview. Edward Sorenson has control of him. That’s why you
couldn’t find him.” 


“I’m coming,
Ashley,” the words suddenly burst into Ashley’s mind. “Don’t use your
sorcery against Braxam. I will handle him.”


Edward stood
in front of Ashley with a smirk on his face. He had stopped trying to use his
sorcery against the young woman. The dragon would finish off the Andrews. Just
the sight of it should frighten them into submission. He would see how Ashley
responded to the dragon. He fully expected to see her run off screaming.


Ashley was
satisfied to maintain the status quo. Todd and her brother managed to stand up
and now stood behind her.


“You’re a
sorceress,” Todd spoke in shock. He had just witnessed Ashley take on the
entire Sorenson clan and win! Only Edward still stood, and he had stopped using
his sorcery.


“Yes,” Ashley
responded not daring to turn around. She knew that Braxam could be here at any
moment. She hoped Snowden was hurrying.


“Let the
Sorensons go,” her father spoke as he struggled to his feet and stumbled over to
stand next to Ashley. He was breathing hard, and his face looked bruised. “Maybe
they will listen to reason now.” 


Mark and
Robert were also trying to stand. Both had looks of confusion on their faces as
they gazed at Ashley and then at the Sorensons. 


“I doubt it,”
Ashley replied. “Edward has summoned Braxam. Evidently he has control of the
dragon.” 


“Braxam,”
Harmon uttered not liking the sound of that. He had never considered that the
Sorensons might have the other dragon.


Moments later,
a large shadow passed over Ashley. Looking up, she saw a massive brown dragon.
The dragon landed in the street close to Edward. With worry, she saw that
Braxam was bigger than Snowden.


With a quick
motion of her hand, she released the other Sorensons. Everything now depended
on Snowden. “I’m nearly there, Ashley.”


Jacob walked
angrily over to stand directly in front of Harmon. “You taught a girl sorcery!”
he screamed, his eyes raging with anger. “That’s against the rules; girls aren’t
allowed to learn. Now all of you are going to pay for what you have done!”


“I don’t think
so,” Ashley spoke with a sudden smile appearing on her face. It was at that
moment that Snowden landed directly in front of Braxam, causing the Sorensons
to scatter. Even Edward stepped back in surprise.


Jacob’s mouth
dropped open as he gazed at the white dragon. Looking over at Edward, he saw
that his son had a look of confusion, and possibly fear, on his face.


Braxam took one
look at Snowden and then let out a loud roar. Ashley thought it sounded strange;
it didn’t sound threatening. Looking at Braxam, Ashley could swear the dragon
looked excited at seeing Snowden.


“It’s over,”
Snowden spoke in Ashley’s mind. “Braxam is happy to see me. He has been so
lonely. He thought the only other surviving dragon was Gilmreth.”


Both dragons
turned to gaze at the Sorensons. Braxam opened his mouth and roared his
displeasure at being used by Edward. A jet of orange-red dragon flame poured
forth, striking the ground warningly next to Edward. He jumped back in panic,
nearly loosing his balance.


Harmon stepped
forward and motioned towards Jacob. “The dragons are under our control, as it
should be. They are not dangerous creatures, but they are not to be trifled
with. My family has protected Snowden for generations.”


Jacob could
only nod; the two dragons frightened him. He knew they had lost; there was no
way his family could stand up to both dragons plus Ashley. The young girl’s
sorcery was as strong as Edwards, perhaps stronger.


“What do you
want?” he finally stammered, his eyes on the two massive dragons. 


“You may
retain control of your section of the valley as always,” Harmon spoke evenly. “Glendon,
the roads, and the passes will be left free and not under your influence. You
will also not threaten or harm the people on your side of the valley.”


Jacob could
only nod his head in agreement. His family’s desire for absolute control of the
valley was at an end. Motioning toward the other members of his family, they
turned and made their way toward their horses. Edward followed behind, knowing
he had been beaten by a girl.


“You’re just
going to let them ride out?” spoke Robert, frowning. “They should be made to
pay for what they tried to do.”


“They are,”
responded Mark, looking over at Robert. “They lost control of Glendon, the
roads, and the passes. Their plans for us have been shattered. I don’t think we
will have any more trouble with the Sorensons.”


Ashley watched
the Sorensons ride out. As soon as they were out of the village, Snowden and
Braxam took to the air. “Thank you,” a new voice entered her mind.


“You’re
welcome, Braxam,” responded Ashley, concentrating on the brown dragon.


“We’re
going to go flying for awhile,” Snowden said in a pleased voice within
Ashley’s mind. “Then we will be going to my lair. We have much to catch up
on.”


Ashley smiled
as she watched the two dragons climb high into the sky. Then she turned around and
looked at the rest of her family. Todd, Uncles Mark and Robert, as well as her
cousins Mason and Justin were staring at her in amazement.


“I guess you
have some questions,” she said with a smile on her face. The threat from the
Sorensons was over, and Braxam had been reunited with Snowden. Then, looking
seriously at Todd, she said, “I’m sorry for keeping so much from you; can you
forgive me?”


Todd was
silent for a moment. Then a big smile spread across his face. “You have to tell
me everything, and I definitely want to meet the dragons. Of course I forgive
you!”


Todd stepped
forward and pulled Ashley toward him. Their lips met in a long, passionate
kiss.


“Hmm,” she
heard her father say. Stephen just started laughing. It was going to be a great
day in Plainview and the rest of the valley.


 


The End


-


If you enjoyed
Snowden the White Dragon please post a review with some stars. Good reviews
encourage an author to write and also help sell books. Reviews can be just a
few short sentences, describing what you liked about the book. If you have
suggestions, please contact me at my website, link below. Thank you for reading
Snowden the White Dragon and being so supportive.


-


 For updates
on current writing projects and future publications go to my author website.
Sign up for future notifications when new books come out on Amazon. There are
also Amazon links to all of my books on my website.


 


Website: http://raymondlweil.com/


 


 


Turn
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PROLOGUE







Gilmreth


 


Deep below
the snow-covered mountain, the ancient dragon stirred lethargically in its
cold, dark lair beneath the mysterious, towering mountain called Firestorm Mountain. Upon the high, stony ceiling of the dragon’s lair dripping water had
leached lime from the ancient stone of the mountain, forming grotesque and
distorted stalactites. Upon the tips of these, water condensed into small
droplets to plummet away into the blackness below.


The
occasional falling water drops echoed in the vast chamber as they struck the
small pool on the cavern’s floor. It was the only sound other than the shallow
breathing of the sleeping dragon. Upon the surface of the pool, shallow ripples
raced as they formed after each splashing droplet. 


Small white
fish, which had adapted to feeding in the dark, prowled the coal black water.
The small, turbid fish spent their lives feeding upon the few sparse aquatic
plants and microscopic organisms that thrived in the pool’s dark depths. 


In ancient
times, the sleeping dragon had been the largest and most fearsome of its kind.
It was a specter of deadly power, with flame spouting from its mouth to scorch
the helpless earth below. The dragon’s flame turned everything it touched into
black, smoldering ashes, leaving behind an unearthly, sterilized wasteland. 


For untold
centuries, the ageless dragon spread fear and death as it ranged the world,
searching for sustenance to feed an ever-growing ravenous appetite. Defenseless
village after village fell victim to the dragon’s unending hunger. They were
burned to the ground with their populations decimated, leaving the survivors
fleeing in small groups in unashamed terror and shock.  


The dragon
was all-powerful, and no power upon the Earth could threaten or stop it. Anyone
that stood in its path met a horrendous and agonizing death from the dragon’s
unforgiving fiery breath or its deadly talons. 


Other dragons
had once existed, but these Gilmreth had killed one by one, feeding on their
powerful life force. Even this hadn’t satisfied the dragon’s ever-growing
craving for sustenance. A life extending force that humans seemed to satisfy
more than any other creature upon the Earth and then only briefly. For that
reason, Gilmreth fed in an uncontrolled frenzy upon humans, gorging himself on
the life force he desired so fervently.


A faint
rumbling reverberated through the immense cavern, an indication of an avalanche
of loose dirt, rock, and snow upon the steep, frozen slopes above. Sluggishly
forcing open one large, yellowish-red eye, its horizontal pupil a dark slit of
the deepest black, Gilmreth shifted his ponderous weight before succumbing back
into a deep, nearly dreamless, slumber. 


For a brief
moment, the dragon’s massive, evil heart had beaten a little faster, its cold
blood pumped through its veins a little quicker. A partial thought had formed
in the dragon’s ravaged, demented mind before everything returned to never
ending, unconquerable darkness. Inside the creature, the deep burning fire had
briefly flared, then lessened. It had never been completely stilled. Gilmreth’s
dark, grayish wrinkled skin had the look of coarse, dry leather. The dragon’s
massive wings lay folded about the great sleeping beast. Its tail, with poisonous
twin red barbs, was laid out behind, ready to strike at any danger.  


For over a
thousand years, the dragon had slumbered quiescently. Gilmreth was held captive
by an incantation cast upon the deadly dragon by the world’s last great
sorcerer. The ancient enchantment was finally beginning to weaken. When it
weakened sufficiently, the dragon would awake and rise to feed. 


Up above,
only in fading legends were dragons still remembered. Their stories told quietly,
almost hesitantly around a late night campfire, or whispered nervously between
weary travelers staying at the small inns in the few remaining villages and
towns. Most of humankind questioned dragons ever existing, and the mastery of
sorcery had become a myth a mere legend.  


The greatest
of these ancient legends was the story of Gilmreth, the most deadly and the
last of the immortal dragons. Over the fleeting centuries, even that fearsome
legend had gradually dimmed. Gilmreth had become a fairy tale. A fairy tale
that, unknown to most of humankind, slept in the dark, protective depths of Firestorm Mountain, waiting to awaken. That time was growing near. Sometime in the near
future, the sleeping spell would lose its powerful hold on the great dragon.
When that happened, Gilmreth would be free once more.
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