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Chapter 1: The Gurgler
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Dagdron Obor crouched among the rough gray boulders, pulled his hood completely over his face, and pressed his head against the rock to protect himself from the spray of the sulfuric-smelling geyser. He waited silently until he heard the spray die down. He sprung up and over the boulder and then jumped down the rocky slope to the edge of a jagged gap. Black vines with dark-orange bulbs clung to the rock face on the opposite side. Pockmarked gray spores stuck to the rock in between the vines, a few of which dripped a viscous goo.

He held his breath and placed his hands against the rock face, careful not to disturb any of the spores. He glanced down into the dark cavern, but when a puff of sulfuric steam rushed up his nose, he turned his attention back to the bulbs. Dagdron leaned his shoulder against the wall, so both his arms were free. He gently ran his blade along the first bulbous flower until it tipped away from the rock. When he whipped a flask up, thick orange nectar poured into the jar, smoke wafting from the fiery fluid.

As soon as the liquid reached the neck of the flask, he corked it, slipped it into his pocket, and took out a second one. He filled two more flasks without a problem, but as he let the orange fluid pour into the fourth, a strange burble came from the chasm followed by a chorus of yipping from the boulders behind him. He glanced at the rocks to see a dozen or so dark-brown furry creatures leaping up the slope before they rolled along the boulders and disappeared again. At first, he wondered if he had just mistaken the fuzzy creatures for the noise from the chasm, but then another eerie gurgle came from below.

“What the heck?” Dagdron grumbled. He had monitored the geyser and observed its eruption pattern, and he supposedly still had five minutes before the spray was supposed to start again.

Puffs of smoke burst from the jagged gap, but Dagdron kept the flask under the bulb until the liquid flowed to the top. He shoved off the wall, corking the flask as he turned. He leapt up the boulders just as the geyser shot from the cavern. He rolled off the rock, and the flasks in his cloak clanked loudly. He covered his face with his cowl just as the boiling water splattered over the area.

As soon as the geyser died down, Dagdron made to scurry over the boulders, but a strange gurgling sound came from the cave. He cautiously peered over the rocks at a hideous creature with gray, leathery skin and boils splotched over its body. The monster, which had somehow suctioned itself to the rock wall, was using its warty tongue to drink the fire nectar from one of the orange bulbs.

Dagdron stealthily made his way over the boulders, but two of the flasks clinked together. A grotesque burp came from the creature, and when Dagdron glanced over his shoulder, he saw the monster’s bulging eyes fixed on him.

The creature’s tongue lunged out again, this time latching onto one of the spores and yanking it back into its mouth. A muffled explosion came from the interior of the beast, and its boils puffed out even more grotesquely. As soon as the creature started gurgling, Dagdron gave up any effort at stealth and jumped behind the nearest boulder. He heard a giant burp followed by a spray of water. A few droplets sprinkled around him, and he was engulfed by the rank stench of rotten eggs.

Dagdron held his breath as he snuck off. He stayed hidden behind the biggest boulders as he made his way along the rocky slope. After traversing a good distance, he peered behind him and saw no signs of the ugly monster. He descended the slope, and as soon as he made it to flat ground, a giant belch resounded between the boulders, so he took off at a sprint.

He glanced over his shoulder to see the warty creature bouncing behind him at a surprisingly fast pace. Dagdron held the sides of his cloak down to keep the flasks from swinging. He jumped over the smoldering hot spots and dodged the random steam columns that burst out of the gray, barren ground.

When he spotted the gray stone arch with a scroll engraved at the top and blue mist swirling inside, he could hear the gurgling getting closer and closer. He raced toward the stone hut with a rounded roof to the left of the archway. He dashed inside and pressed himself against the wall. He listened as the gurgling and burping closed in, and then he crouched.

The monster rushed into the hut, jerking its head hungrily so its bulbous eyes could locate the rogue. Dagdron rushed back outside and slammed the door shut. He ran over next to the archway. The monster gurgled, belched, and rammed against the door for a while but then fell silent. The rogue placed the four flasks of lava nectar on the ground just outside the misty archway. He made his way nimbly up the inclined roof, yanked off his cloak, and flung it over the ball that decorated the rounded top. He lay down with his legs extended, tossed his dagger up in the air, and caught it again. Even wadding his cloak up to use as a pillow seemed to attract the intense heat that pervaded every inch of Avooblis’s land and made his black hair drip with sweat. 

He, Earl Valorington, Elloriana Loftloomburg, and Lita Valk had been on their quest in the lava land for a month, but they still hadn’t ventured far from the archway chambers that connected their land to Avooblis’s. 

At first, when Elloriana had mentioned taking some time to explore anything Mazannanan had left behind, Dagdron had argued that they should just get their impending-death quest over with. But then he decided he didn’t care if the others wanted to waste time. And since the dark-brown furry creatures that scurried and hopped around everywhere were providing meat for all their meals, none of the adventurers were worried about running low on food. Earl had discovered in some old scrolls left by Dagdron’s mom, Twyla, that they were called yippuffs, and she had cooked them for her meals during her time there.

With all his free time, Dagdron had spent the last four weeks switching off between lounging in the more breathable indoor chambers Mazannanan had enchanted for himself and coming outside to relax on the old hut for some peace and quiet even in the hot, smoldering environment that extended in every direction. The gray steam and smoke shrouded the blue sky, casting a hopelessness over the land. And even when the scorching sunlight broke through, it only lit up the grayness that sprawled everywhere.

He caught his dagger, leaned his head up, and stared at the ominous volcano in the distance. Despite the orange streaks that blazed brightly down its gray body and made it appear ready to erupt at any second, the volcano had never so much as let out a rumble or plume of smoke. When a geyser of steam burst from the ground and blocked his view, he went back to his dagger tossing, content to spend his free time relaxing on the hut as long as they were safe from whatever threats awaited.

Clank! Clank! Thud!

Dagdron scowled as Earl, his blond-haired and broad-shouldered best friend, fell backward out of the archway onto his rump and lifted his sword up to defend himself.

“Grrrrr!” A blond-haired lady warrior leapt out of the archway and took up the attack. Lita’s muscly arms and shoulders flexed as she hammered down on Earl’s sword while he scooted backward along the rough ground.

Earl fended off the attack, did a backward somersault, and rose to his feet. As the clanks of his companions’ swords rattled his eardrums, Dagdron finally lost his cool.

“Go back inside or I’ll slit your throats!” Dagdron seethed at the warrior and lady warrior.

“You know we’re training in the thick inside air and hot outside air to be prepared for anything when we set out on our quest,” Earl said before dodging and focusing back on the training battle.

Dagdron grumbled, since he knew it all too well. Earl still tried many times a day to get him to practice fighting with him and Lita. The rogue always refused but was forced to change lounging locations based on where the rude fighters decided to take up their battle. He was just about to jump down from the hut and sneak back inside when Earl’s sword slipped from his sweaty hands. Lita pointed the tip of her blade against his chest and then pounded her chest in victory.

“I hope you’re happy, Dagdron,” Earl said. “You know how easily you distract me. I just can’t help listening to you.”

“Then don’t come out here,” Dagdron replied. “You don’t need to train all day.”

“We most certainly do,” Earl replied. “Both Lita and I agree that our skills in this hot, steamy terrain have increased tenfold. We’re breathing much better even after long battles in the suffocating air. And we’re getting used to holding our swords with sweaty hands. That’s a must, since your mom said the monsters that await us are vicious and dangerous.”

“I wish at least one monster would’ve attacked us by now,” Lita said. “I fear Elloriana’s right that the creatures of this land are repelled by the arch doorway. We’ll continue to train until the time comes to venture out.”

“You might as well just go now. The wench is never going to be able to understand Mazannanan’s spells,” Dagdron said.

Elloriana strode out of the archway and cast a flame ball at Dagdron. Her long brown hair had lost some of its luster in the humid land, but she still carried the air of a princess about her.

“I heard that,” she said. “And if you keep talking about me, then you’ll be trekking through the land without my heat-resistant tonic. And it has nothing to do with my knowledge of spells. We need to find the lava nectar on Mazannanan’s ingredient list.”

“I already did.” Dagdron pointed his dagger at the flasks.

“And you didn’t tell me?” Elloriana scoffed.

“He didn’t tell any of us,” Earl said accusatorily. “How far did you go on your own? I’ve told you over and over that we’re following the buddy system on this adventure. While your mom’s map will prove invaluable to fulfilling our quest, we still have very little knowledge about the dangers that await us.”

A gurgling burp boomed inside the hut before Dagdron could reply.

“What was that?” Earl asked.

“I don’t know what it is,” Dagdron replied. “But it’s one of the ugliest creatures I’ve ever seen. It has warts and boils all over its skin.”

“Oh my gosh, Dagdron.” Earl quickly took a stack of parchments from inside his jerkin. He flipped through the scrolls. “Is it this? Your mom labeled this drawing as a gurgler.”

“Yes, except they’re uglier in real life,” Dagdron confirmed.

“You fought a creature without us?” Lita fumed and lifted her fist as if to pummel Dagdron. “I’ve been waiting more than a month to slay a creature in this evil land. I can’t wait a second longer.”

“Don’t open it,” Dagdron said. “It’s not just ugly. It’s breath stinks and will make you throw up.”

“Maybe you should,” Elloriana said. “At least a little longer. Let me add the lava nectar to the spell and see if the heat-resistant tonic will work. This will be the perfect test with a creature trapped in the hut.”

Lita pounded her fist on the black door. The gurgler belched in response.

Elloriana retrieved the four flasks and hurried through the shimmering archway.

While she and her companions waited, Lita practiced her sword thrusts near the hut. Earl tried to pry the details out of Dagdron about his latest adventure.

“Come on, Dagdron.” Earl jumped up and tried to grab the rogue’s feet. “At least tell us more about the gurgler. If you really think about it, the more Lita and I know about them means the better we’ll be able to fight them so you don’t have to when we’re traveling the lava land.”

“You’ll learn all about them when you open the door,” Dagdron replied. He pulled his legs out of reach before going back to his dagger tossing.

Before Earl could climb on the hut, Elloriana returned with a bowl of frothing orange liquid.

“Did the spell work this time?” Earl asked.

“That’s what we’re going to find out.” Elloriana stopped in front of Earl and Lita. “First you’re going to want to rub some carefully around your eyes. Don’t get it in them, though. When I trigger the potion, the tonic should include a protection over the eyes.” She waited until Earl and Lita had applied some to their faces and then aimed the bowl at them. When she cast a trigger spell, the frothy brew sprayed over her companions. The orange spots shimmered but then slowly evaporated.

“I’m tingling all over,” Earl said. He put his hands on his hips and flexed his chest just like Egon.

Elloriana rolled her eyes, cast a flame spell straight at his chest, and then followed up with one toward Lita’s shoulder. The fireballs ricocheted off and sizzled out before hitting the ground.

“You did it!” Earl said, dancing a short jig. “I knew you could.”

“Finally,” Dagdron said.

“Be quiet!” Elloriana snapped. “I told you over and over all we needed were fresh ingredients, and then I would be able to concoct Mazannanan’s potions with ease. You spent almost a month sitting on that hut when you could’ve collected the lava nectar ages ago.”

“My mom figured them out,” Dagdron said. “And the nectar wasn’t to the north where you kept having Earl, Lita, and me go. I finally found it on the boulder slope.”

“Your mom had twelve years.” Elloriana huffed, shaking her head.

“I’m ready for battle,” Lita said.

Earl rushed to her side just as she yanked the door open.

Buuuuurrrrrp!

A giant belch echoed from the hut, and then a wave of water blasted through the doorway and swept Lita and Earl off their feet. The boiling water sizzled as it carried them away from the hut. The gurgler growled, struggling to fit through the doorway.

Dagdron peered over the edge just as the monster forced itself out. The gurgler had almost doubled in size, and its eyes appeared as if ready to burst along with the boils covering its gray skin. It gurgled grotesquely as it fled past Earl and Lita and then took a course toward the boulder slope.

“You didn’t tell us gurglers were giant,” Lita said. She looked about ready to run after the monster but then whipped her sopping blond hair out of her face.

“It wasn’t that big before,” Dagdron said.

“That must be a gurgler’s defense mechanism if they’re trapped,” Elloriana said, approaching Lita and Earl. “Did the water burn you at all?”

“Not a single bit,” Earl said, grinning from ear to ear. “And we all know what that means. It’s time to officially start our quest in this lava land now that we have the proper protection against the fiery environment that will await us at every turn.”

Earl beamed at the others, but Lita just growled in reply while Elloriana took in a nervous breath. Dagdron threw his cloak back on, pulled his hood over his head, and jumped down in front of the enchantress. Even with his rampant distrust of magic, the rogue wasn’t going to trek across Avooblis’s land without the fire-resistant spell cast on his cloak.

A loud rumble sounded in the distance. The four adventurers turned to see a plume of smoke wafting from the volcano. The quaking continued a few more minutes, and then for the first time since they had been in Avooblis’s land, fresh lava overflowed from the crater. The lava coursed down the slope as a blazing orange river.

The volcano let out another puff of smoke and a monstrous rumble as if daring the adventurers to venture deeper into the lava land.
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Chapter 2: The Forest of Desolation
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“Stay up with us, Dagdron,” Earl said. “I know you can climb these boulders faster than that.”

Dagdron ignored him, so when he climbed up the next bumpy boulder, Earl gave the back of his hair a tug. The rogue scowled at him and retaliated with a dagger jab.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to pull your hair, but I’m not used to you having your hood off,” Earl explained. “We should catch up to Lita and Elloriana. Or are you chasing more yippuffs?”

“You go ahead.” Dagdron instinctively lifted his hand to pull his cowl on but then didn’t. With the intense heat from the steamy mists that had been erupting in between the boulders, even he had opted to keep his sweaty black hair exposed.

“Oh no, you don’t. It’s much safer to stay together on this quest.”

“It’s much safer for you three to go ahead so when monsters we’ve never heard about attack, I stay alive,” Dagdron said.

“I know you’re still scared about your run-in with the gurgler, but your mom’s drawings we found underneath her cot will help us be prepared,” Earl replied.

Dagdron started climbing the boulders faster before Earl could discuss his mom’s drawings in more detail yet again.

Over the past three days they had navigated the harsh, fiery terrain to the southwest, following the trail Twyla had marked on her map. Their journey had taken them along and then up the boulder mountain, where Dagdron had found the lava nectar. Geysers bursting among the rocks had kept them on their toes while natural hot spots of boiling water had tested their jumping abilities. The only creatures they had fought off were a handful of gurglers. Lita and Earl had chased a couple, but the rocky terrain made it difficult to run while the gurglers seemingly bounced down the boulders for an easy escape. Other than those, the fuzzy yippuffs were the only other animals they had seen and heard.

Dagdron, under Elloriana’s commission, had filled as many flasks of lava nectar as the party could carry while they scaled the boulders. He had also taken the opportunity to gather quite a few gurgler spores after testing one out and seeing it explode with noxious fumes.

“Finally,” Elloriana said when Earl and Dagdron reached the top.

Even Lita had taken a seat on a rock to catch her breath while she used a cloth to wipe the sweat from her brow.

When Dagdron didn’t reply, Elloriana said, “Seriously. Why are you going so slow? You lounged for a month while we did all the work, and you’re not even carrying anything other than your dagger. Since you’re using the heat-resistant spell, and I’m sure you’ll benefit from the ingredients and supplies we’re carrying when this cursed land throws its worst at us, you should help carry some of the flasks.”

“I already said I’ll carry Dagdron’s portion,” Earl said. “Warriors are built for a big pack. Rogues thrive on traveling light and in secret.”

“And so their gurgler spores don’t explode,” Dagdron added.

“Did you really gather a bunch of those?” Elloriana asked. “The last thing we need is for noxious fumes to render us unconscious if you accidentally drop one. You could fit more flasks in your cloak instead.” She glanced at her bulging bag on the rock next to Lita but then shook her head. If she wanted to be prepared, she would have to carry all the ingredients she could until they discovered whether the lava land had any more gatherable items. “And if you would come up here next to us, we could show you what we found on the other side of the boulder mountain.”

“What is it?” Earl asked as he scurried up next to Lita.

Dagdron crept up more slowly and peered just over the top of the mountain.

“Oh my heck,” Earl said, his mouth dropping open as he took in the expanse of black trees that spread out below them. “This has to be the forest that Dagdron’s mom drew on the map. Part of the heart stone is somewhere out there.”

“Out there with death,” Dagdron said, glowering at the lifeless trees. “She didn’t draw it this ugly.”

“It was a map to mark the spot, not detail the terrain,” Elloriana said.

“Still, did anyone imagine it would be a forest of desolation?” Earl asked. “Even the leaves are black.”

“Okay, I know none of us had seen Avooblis’s land before, but did you really expect it to be covered in colorful flowers with fairies and jolly nymphs prancing through meadows?” Elloriana asked.

“Dagdron’s the one who said it was ugly.” Earl reached out and tugged the rogue’s hood over his head. “I just didn’t expect the vegetation to be so alive. I mean it’s dark and ominous, but it’s still beautiful in a terrifying sort of way.”

“Whether it’s ugly or beautiful doesn’t matter,” Elloriana said. “What matters is how we want to go about searching for the heart stone piece. The forest is huge. Are we just going to wander around detecting magic?”

“Maybe we should try detecting magic from up here,” Earl suggested.

“I already did before you got up here,” Elloriana said.

“But we should try it with the minion token. If anything can give us a clue about which path to take, we’ll be better off,” Earl said.

“Hand it over,” Elloriana said.

Earl fished the gray minion token from his jerkin. Elloriana climbed on a boulder, held the coin above her head, and cast a trigger spell. Everyone watched intently, but the volcano on the token didn’t even glow.

“Your magic has gotten worse,” Dagdron said. “No wonder it took so long to make the heat-resistant potion.”

“The token didn’t light up because it’s not magic,” Elloriana said. “At least not here. In this land, it’s just normal. It won’t guide us anywhere.” She glowered at Dagdron before handing the coin to Earl. “I guess we’re wandering the forest.”

“No,” Lita said, finally joining the conversation. “The trees thin in two areas.” She pointed her muscly arm first to a clearing straight ahead toward the middle of the black forest and then off to the left where they could make out an open area midway up the mountain slope. “Those clearings are the only visible breaks in the forest. Our path will take us through the woods to search along the way. If the evil of the trees takes us in a different direction, so be it, but if not, the clearings are our best choice.”

“You might as well tell us what you think, Earl,” Elloriana said.

“I concur that that’s the best course of action and that Lita’s observation skills are brilliant for noticing the clearings even when Dagdron’s rogue skills didn’t,” Earl said, smiling at Lita.

“I didn’t want to look at the ugly forest,” Dagdron mumbled.

“That settles it, then,” Elloriana said, taking in a deep, nervous breath as she looked again at the foreboding forest. “Hopefully you can keep up.” She smirked at Dagdron. “If we get down this boulder mountain before it gets dark, we can camp on the edge of the woods and enter as it’s getting light.”

“See you down there, wench,” Dagdron said. He hurried off, jumping nimbly from boulder to boulder.

“It’s not a race, Dagdron,” Earl called after him. When the rogue didn’t slow down, he rushed after him, not wanting his best friend to get too far ahead in case an unknown monster appeared.

When Dagdron reached the bottom of the boulders, darkness was already setting in the valley. He scoped in the crevices in the rocks nearby for wildlife and then lounged while running his finger along his blade until Earl joined him.

“I know this quest is pretty terrifying with the desolate land and unknown perils,” Earl said as he crowded onto the same boulder, “but it’s also thrilling. I just can’t get over how we’re the first adventurers to journey into this lava land.”

“Get over it, then, so I can stop hearing about it,” Dagdron said.

“Nice try,” Earl said, yanking the hood from Dagdron’s head. “There’s no way you would’ve ventured off to get the lava nectar alone unless you were more excited than you’re letting on.”

Dagdron jabbed Earl in the side and returned his focus to running his finger along his dagger.

“What do you think of these boulders?” Earl asked. “They’re kind of different than the ones around Cliffmount, but I’m still getting kind of the same feel.”

“They’re not anywhere close,” Dagdron replied, glowering. “They’re a completely different ugly gray color, and most of them are jagged. Good to cut other people on but not fun to jump off.”

“I was noticing that,” Earl said. “The rocks are so rough, and they have all these holes and jagged edges. Do you think lava shaped them? For all we know, lava could’ve covered the entire land at one point. That’s way different than the wind and water erosion that helped shape Cliffmount.”

“Are you two seriously comparing the boulders here to the ones in Cliffmount instead of gathering firewood and seeing if there’s anything edible for dinner?” Elloriana asked when she and Lita reached the bottom.

“Sorry, Princess Elloriana,” Earl said, falling into his old habit of obeying her. “We were so excited about the quest, I nearly forgot how dark it was getting.”

Earl waited for Lita to join him, and then they strode off toward the trees to gather all the branches and kindling along the edge of the forest for a cooking fire.

Dagdron stayed lounging on his boulder, so Elloriana just rolled her eyes and scoped out the best camping spot close to the stream that ran out of the boulders and disappeared into the desolate forest. Only when the rogue saw the black wood burst into flames without smothering the area in evil smoke did he join the others.

“We’ll be back unless you want to come hunt with us,” Earl said. “We can hear the yippuffs in the forest, and Twyla said she and Mazannanan ate them often. They might not be as good as sausages, but Dagdron, I bet even you’ll be ready to eat some fresh meat.”

“You can catch them,” Dagdron said.

Lita drew her sword and stomped off with Earl toward the trees. They paused at the edge of the forest and crouched before sneaking into the woods in their best rogue style.

“Do you honestly believe they’re going to catch anything?” Elloriana asked, sighing as she glanced in her pack. They had limited rations, and the lifeless land hadn’t shown many food-gathering options. “We might starve before we even have a chance to burn to death.”

“They’ll catch dinner,” Dagdron said, not looking up from the flames. But when he felt the enchantress staring at him, he finally added, “Earl’s told me many times he learned hunting skills at the academy. We usually had rations and inns to eat at, so that’s why he hasn’t hunted much before. There are so many yips coming from the trees, even he and Lita will catch something.”

“If you say so. I guess he could trample them with his boots if nothing else,” Elloriana said. “I’ll get the water, since you’re obviously not planning to do anything.”

She took a pot out of Lita’s and Earl’s packs, filled them with stream water, and set them on the fire.

“The water looks clean,” Elloriana said. She leaned her face close to the pots. “I can’t imagine how with all the lava and sulfuric stench that has taken over the land, but I think it’s drinkable. It must have turned fresh again over the years.” She waited until the water started boiling and then began casting spells into the pots to add a magical cleanse just to be safe.

“Are any monsters watching us from the boulders or forest?” Elloriana asked when she removed the pots. “And don’t say you don’t care. I can tell you’re keeping watch.”

“I don’t see any,” Dagdron responded.

“Dinner’s here,” Earl called boisterously as he and Lita emerged from the woods, both carrying two yippuffs spitted on long sticks. “We skinned them in the forest, and they’re ready to be roasted.”

“I’m sorry, but how in the land did you catch four yippuffs?” Elloriana asked.

“I would like to say my hunting skills are amazing, but there are just so many in the forest that it wasn’t hard,” Earl admitted.

“Are they edible?” Dagdron asked.

“You don’t trust your own mom?” Elloriana asked.

“Just wait until they’re cooking over the fire,” Earl said, crouching down to lay his spits over the fire. “They’ll provide you with the meaty scent you’ve been missing for the past month.”

“They better,” Dagdron replied as Lita added her catch to the flames.

They refilled their canteens with the water Elloriana boiled, and then she filled two more pots to have for drinking water throughout the night. As Earl had promised, a meaty aroma wafted over the area as the succulent juices dripped into the fire. Earl and Lita rotated their spits patiently until the warrior lifted his up in triumph.

“Okay, Dagdron, you’re the meat expert, so you try it and let us know.” Earl handed one spit to the rogue.

Dagdron glowered as he inspected the meat, but he tentatively sliced a piece with his dagger and lifted it to his mouth.

“It tastes a little weird,” Dagdron said.

“He didn’t keel over, so that’s good enough for me,” Elloriana said. She took a stick from Lita, and then the other three dug in to satisfy their hunger after their long journey up and over the boulder mountain.

After eating and cleaning up, Dagdron, Earl, and Lita bedded down for the night, but Elloriana paused.

“Do you think I can conjure my bed tonight?” The enchantress glanced toward the dark trees.

“I think you can,” Earl said with Lita grunting her agreement. “There are so many of these little creatures that I don’t think any huge monsters can be in the area. At least not currently.”

“Maybe I’ll risk it,” Elloriana said, lifting her hands. “I’d really prefer have a good rest to have all my energy for tomorrow’s quest.”

“Go to sleep, richy,” Dagdron said.

Elloriana cast a flame spell in his direction but then conjured her blue bed so it glowed as dimly as possible before she lay down to sleep.

Dagdron reckoned he’d been asleep a couple of hours when he heard Elloriana gasp. When he opened his eyes, he saw the princess-enchantress climbing off her bed and staring toward the forest.

“What’s going on?” Earl leaned up. Lita’s frame rose on the opposite side of Elloriana’s bed. “Did you hear a monster?” he asked.

Lita strode to Elloriana’s side with her sword in hand.

“No,” Elloriana responded. “At least I don’t think it’s a monster. Don’t you guys hear that?”

“Hear what?” Earl asked.

“It’s like a humming sound,” Elloriana said.

“As in a skeleton walker levitating?” Lita gripped her sword more tightly.

“No,” Elloriana replied, shaking her head. “It’s hard to explain, but it’s a more musical humming. You have to listen carefully. The sound is really faint, but it’s there. And it’s beautiful.”

Earl and Lita held their breath, but other than the yippuffs hopping in the darkness, they didn’t catch the sound.

“Dagdron, can you hear it?” Earl asked.

“No, she must be imagining things,” Dagdron replied. “She drank some of the water before it was done boiling.”

“I didn’t dream it.” Elloriana scowled in the darkness. “And I can still hear it right now.”

“We’ll keep our eyes out for the source as we travel tomorrow,” Earl said. “For all we know, it could be the piece of the heart stone calling out to us.”

“That would be nice, even though I doubt the quest will be that easy.” Elloriana stared a moment longer at the woods.

Earl and Lita sat on their bedrolls until Elloriana had settled down again. Once they saw her resting peacefully, they glanced at each other before lying down themselves. They wondered if the humming was just in the enchantress’s sleepy imagination or if an unknown magic in Avooblis’s land could’ve already enchanted her before they even entered the dark forest.
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Chapter 3: Lava Stags & Screeching Spiders
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“What happened to her?” Dagdron asked.

“Nothing happened to her,” Earl replied. “You can tell she’s just having a good dream.”

Dagdron scowled at Elloriana, who was still asleep on her glimmering blue bed. Earl and Lita had already caught and cooked breakfast, but even with all the ruckus and meaty smells, the enchantress hadn’t stirred from her slumber. Her normally brown hair was disheveled and covered part of her giddy smile.

“She’s smiling like you do when you’re sleep talking about being on a quest,” Dagdron said.

“Then she’s obviously very happy,” Earl replied.

“I think we should wake her up to be safe.” Lita gazed at her friend with concern.

Dagdron whipped out his dagger, but inches before he could jab Elloriana, Lita clutched his arm and gave the bed a nudge with her knee instead.

Elloriana slowly opened her eyes, her hair tickled her lips, and she gave a snorting gag. As soon as she saw the other three staring at her, she bolted up. She glanced around bewilderedly, and when she saw hazy sunlight was already shining on the black-leafed trees, she leapt out of bed.

“I must’ve been so exhausted from the trek yesterday that I slept in late,” Elloriana said.

“Or you were bewitched by the imaginary humming you were hearing last night,” Dagdron said.

Elloriana glared at him, but then her face blanked as she slowly remembered her midnight episode. “Was that real? It feels like I just dreamt it,” she said.

“You woke us all up,” Dagdron said.

“The question is if you’re okay,” Lita said, pushing Dagdron back toward the fire.

“I’m just groggy,” Elloriana said. “I need to wash my face and eat something, and I’ll be good to go.”

Earl rushed to bring a pot of cooled water over so she could freshen up before eating her yippuff breakfast. The other three were all ready to venture into the forest by the time Elloriana repacked. She cast a flame spell at each of the others to confirm the fire resistance was still in place. Then she headed into the forest first.

Dagdron sparked his candle while Elloriana added light spells to illuminate the path. Earl and Lita’s desire for adventure and battle overpowered any fear of the dense black leaves blocking the morning light from filtering to the forest floor. Earl only paused from the monster hunt occasionally when he glanced back at Elloriana to make sure she didn’t look enchanted by any humming. 

“You weren’t kidding about the yippuffs,” Elloriana said, seeing all the furry creatures scurrying from tree to tree. “I bet I could fetch our dinner.”

“You’d probably still miss,” Dagdron said. “Unless you were in one of your trances.”

Earl glanced over his shoulder, but when Elloriana glowered at him, he quickly turned his focus back to the front.

“Will you tell me honestly if you heard it or not?” Elloriana asked. “I’m a little freaked out about it if that makes any difference to you.”

“No,” Dagdron said. “And no one else slept eating their hair either.”

“But why would it just affect me? And I didn’t drink any of the water before it was boiled,” Elloriana replied.

“I don’t know, but my mom would’ve left it in her notes if it had happened to her, so the forest must be able to sense your richy attitude,” Dagdron said. “Richies aren’t wanted in Avooblis’s land.”

“Very funny.” Elloriana chuckled before changing the subject. “The yippuffs are actually kind of cute.”

“They’re dinner,” Dagdron replied.

“There are so many of them, maybe I’ll take a few back to Lordavia when we return to our land,” the enchantress said.

“We’re never going back,” Dagdron said.

“We most certainly are,” Earl said. “Stay alert. There are less yippuffs up here.”

Crack!

As soon as Dagdron heard the branch snap, he pressed himself against a tree trunk, his cloak camouflaging with the dark bark. Elloriana crouched but stayed ready to defend herself.

“Oh my gosh,” Earl said. “It’s a snow stag. Can you believe it?”

Dagdron slinked along in the shadows until he was even with the others. The stag was a short distance ahead, his white body standing out starkly in the darkness.

“Wow,” Earl said. “I’ve never seen a snow stag in the wild before, but he’s beautiful. His body almost glows in this dark forest. And I bet he’s so happy to be running free here. Gretta can’t capture his antlers here.” He chuckled at his own joke about the witch in the woods from Bodaburg.

The stag twisted his head, and Earl’s laughter became a startled gasp. The stag’s blazing orange eyes glared evilly, and his pure white antlers slowly turned orange. The animal stamped his hoof against the dirt, and then orange beams blasted from the tips of both antlers, sending Earl and Lita diving for cover. A beam whizzed inches above Elloriana’s head, and she rushed into the brush, screeching.

When the stag’s plodding hooves alerted them that he had fled, they cautiously crept out of hiding.

“So much for your beautiful nature moment,” Elloriana said, scoffing as she brushed the dirt off her robe.

“It was still a welcome scene to witness,” Earl said. “We can’t blame the stag for defending himself. I’m sure he adapted to this land. His antlers probably protect him from the magic and dangers of the forest.”

“I saw his evil eyes,” Elloriana said. “If we see another one, then you need to slay it. And don’t say anything about bad luck. I don’t think a lava stag is pure like a snow stag. And before you say we don’t know, then why did the yippuffs run away? Snow stags eat leaves, berries, and supposedly snow in the winter. Lava stags probably eat the cute furry animals.”

“You kill the next one, then,” Dagdron said. “We’re not going to be cursed.”

“Don’t even pretend like you care about pure animals or curses,” Elloriana said. She took the lead along with Lita. Flame spells crackled from her hands to light up the forest.

The deeper into the woods they ventured, the fewer yippuffs they saw. A few more lava stags appeared in the woods and fired orange beams, but much like snow stags in their homeland, the animals bolted off to avoid the adventurers, preferring solitude.

“There’s another stag,” Earl said, pointing in between two trees. “It’s a doe. She’s just standing there peacefully, and you have to admit none of them have attacked us just to attack. They’ve all run away except for the one I startled with my laugh.”

“Either way, we’re supposed to be trying to reach the clearing, not animal watching,” Elloriana said.

“I’m about ready to slay one to see what happens,” Lita said. “We should be close to the first clearing unless the magic of this forest is leading us in circles.”

“We’re not killing an innocent creature,” Earl said just as a horrendous screeching came from the trees. “Is that the sound you were hearing last night?”

“Not even close,” Elloriana said. “Does that really sound like magical humming to you?”

Before Earl could reply, spiderwebs shot down from the trees and stuck to the doe’s white body. She started bucking wildly. Three giant spiders with orange spots on their underbellies crept out of the branches. Pounding hooves came from the side, and another lava stag stampeded through the trees with his antlers blazing orange. The stag leapt, firing vicious beams that burned through the webbing. As soon as the doe was free, she bolted through the trees with the buck right on her tail.

The eardrum-torturing screeching began again, and the three spiders used their long, hairy legs to creep through the upper branches toward the adventurers.

Dagdron rushed and took cover behind a tree, where he could flee at the first sign of spiderwebs. Lita belted a mighty war cry as she lifted her sword while Earl beamed as he brandished his own. Together they charged through the trees.

“You did see they shoot webs, right?” Elloriana asked. She huffed as she glanced in Dagdron’s direction but then strode after their companions, firing flame spells up into the trees.

Before Elloriana could catch up, the first spider launched its webbing at Lita. The sticky substance wrapped around her sword and tugged her toward the nearest tree. The other two spiders screeched and fired their webs toward Earl, but Elloriana cast her spells and singed both strands before they could latch on.

“Grrrrr!” Lita growled ferociously and gave her sword a mighty tug, backing toward Earl. Her muscle power reversed the course of the tug-of-war, and the giant spider was yanked right out of the tree.

As the massive black body tumbled to the ground, Earl sprang into battle, slashing the spindly legs swiping at him. 

Elloriana rushed to the closest trunk to escape being crushed, but then more fireballs burst from her hands to combat the webbings from the two spiders still trying to catch their prey from above.

The spider on the forest floor gave a terrifying screech when it realized it was being overpowered, and it tried to flee back into the trees. Lita hacked off two of its legs before it could get ahold of the trunk. The spider tipped to the side and crashed to the ground. Lita and Earl both thrust their swords. Lita’s stabbed right into the orange spot on the underbelly.

The spiders screeched from above again, but seeing their companion slain, they fled through the treetops, and their spine-chilling cries slowly died out.

“Grrrrr!” Lita leapt on top of the dead spider and pounded her fists against her chest. “After a month of defeating Earl day after day, I was finally able to conquer a worthy monster opponent.”

Earl’s exhilarated expression weakened slightly. “We were only keeping our sword skills sharp, Lita, not trying to defeat each other,” he said.

“Only a weak Thornrimian would give that excuse,” Lita said. “The only way to be prepared for a battle is to truly battle.”

“You two can discuss battle etiquette later,” Elloriana said. “We really need to keep moving before more spiders track us down.”

Earl held back as Lita and Elloriana took the lead again, the enchantress alternating between illuminating the forest in front of them and the dense branches above.

“Lita must’ve really gotten restless our month in Mazannanan’s chambers,” Earl said quietly to Dagdron as they followed. “I know she loves to battle as much as I do, but that was kind of uncalled for. We battled the spider together, too, even though she’s the one who yanked it out of the tree. You three better not have been secretly planning competitions behind my back again. We have to work as a team if we’re going to make it through Avooblis’s land.”

Dagdron pulled his own hood from his head and looked at Earl.

“What?” Earl asked. “I know quests can be stressful, but Lita’s been harsher than usual.”

“That’s because you want to take her to Bodaburg,” Dagdron said. “And not just for the Winter Carnival. Permanently.”

“I most certainly do not,” Earl replied, but then he dropped his voice to a whisper again. “Please don’t start saying that again. It was funny while we were at the academy, but especially after what happened with Keil and Linnea during our last visit, I realized how serious an issue adventurers ending up in Bodaburg is.”

“A whole army of Bodaburg adventurers battled us once, and now you’re saying that?” Dagdron asked.

“It’s just not funny, okay?” Earl said.

“Then stop talking about it and focus on the quest,” Dagdron said. “And stop hugging and staring at Lita after she defeats a monster.”

“I’m just impressed by her battle skills,” Earl said defensively. He took in a deep breath, put his arm around Dagdron, and picked up the pace so they could catch up.

They saw a few more stags and heard a handful of screeching spiders, but they weren’t attacked again by the time Lita pointed out a worn path a short distance ahead. The trail stood out because of the colorful glow that contrasted so brightly with the surrounding black forest.

“That doesn’t look like a natural light,” Elloriana whispered as Dagdron and Earl stopped right behind them.

“It must be magical,” Earl said.

“I know that,” Elloriana said, “but someone must have cast the spell to create it.”

“You think we’re about to see the first other living person since we’ve been here?” Earl asked.

“The only way to find out is if Dagdron sneaks and lets us know,” Elloriana said.

“Quiet, bossy wench,” Dagdron replied, but he crept off at once, slinking from tree to tree. He carefully leaned out his hooded head to take in the clearing. A huge mound of scorched dirt stood in the middle of the grove with a hole at the top, almost like a miniature volcano. A foreboding hut built with black branches and leaves on the far side was illuminated by the colorful lanterns hanging from branches along the edge of the clearing.

Dagdron focused on the lanterns and furrowed his brow. He turned around and bumped into Earl who had crept up behind him.

“What did you see?” Earl asked as Elloriana and Lita joined them as stealthily as they could.

“Something’s messed up,” Dagdron said. “There’s an ugly hut, but the lanterns look just like the ones hanging all around Lushmere.”

“That’s not funny,” Elloriana said.

“I don’t think he’s kidding,” Earl said, leaning his head for a quick glimpse.

“Would you like to explain to us how inedible Lushmerian Lanterns made it to Avooblis’s land?” Elloriana asked. She and Lita peeked for a view of the lanterns and hut but quickly jerked their heads back. “A witch is coming out of the hut.”

“Oh my gosh. It is the first living person we’ve encountered,” Earl said. He crowded next to Dagdron so they could spy on the woman together.

“Oh,” Dagdron said when he saw the wrinkly old woman in a dark robe with blue splotches dotting it. She carried lava stag antlers in one hand.

“Oh what?” Elloriana asked.

“That’s why the lanterns are like Lushmere’s. It’s Lolotte. She got sucked through the minion portal along with some dead giant ants,” Dagdron explained. “She’s even uglier now.”

“Lolotte? The woman who gave her shop to Bluma and then kept changing into younger women while she tried to fulfill Lurdecoy’s spell until she was permanently young again?” Earl asked.

“I haven’t even heard all the details about Dagdron’s quest, but my guess would be that’s the one,” Elloriana said.

“Shall we welcome our visitors, my pets?” Lolotte said.

The four adventurers carefully leaned back out. Lolotte was staring straight at their hiding spot. She had climbed up the back of the scorched dirt mound and now held the tips of the antlers to the volcano hole. A strange squeaking echoed around the clearing, and then the head of the first giant fire ant appeared. The shrill noise increased, and then ant after ant poured from the volcano-shaped top and rushed straight toward the spying adventurers.
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Chapter 4: Fire Ant Rumble
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Earl and Lita rushed out to face the oncoming colony of ants. Elloriana took position behind them and cast blast bolts while Dagdron stayed where he was.

“We’re not your enemies!” Elloriana shouted. “We’re lost in the forest and just trying to find our way out.”

“Anyone in this cursed land is my enemy,” Lolotte spat back. “I’ve spent months building my sanctuary, and no spider, stag, or other human is going to take it away from me.” The old witch lifted the antlers, and orange beams blazed above the ants. Elloriana rushed for cover.

Earl and Lita met the oncoming fire ants. Their slashes and hacks caused sparks to shower from the orange-spotted carapaces. More and more ants scurried down the dirt mound, and the flood of creatures shoved Lita toward Dagdron while pushing Earl to Elloriana’s side.

“There are too many of them,” Earl shouted as he swung his sword at the head of the ant butting into his legs.

“You think?” Elloriana replied, slamming blast bolts down on the swarm.

“Come, my other pets!” Lolotte yelled.

A high-pitched screeching joined the squeaking of the ants. Spiders emerged from the treetops above Earl and Elloriana.

“Run!” Dagdron shouted. He could tell Earl planned to keep following his warriors-never-flee philosophy, even though the hairy legs were already dangling directly above him. The last thing Dagdron saw was a web strand sticking to Earl’s sword arm before half of the colony of ants bowled him and Lita over. 

Lita growled with rage, and her sword swung errantly as she and Dagdron slammed to the dirt. The ants swarmed the lady warrior and rogue and lifted them onto their backs. The horde carried them off the pathway and into the forest underbrush.

“We have to get free now!” Lita flailed her body wildly, but she couldn’t get to her feet as the ants’ seemingly endless strength jostled her along their backs as if she weighed nothing. “Earl and Elloriana were already being taken by the spiders!”

Dagdron did his best to scowl in Lita’s direction for stating the obvious. He was hurled to the side and banged his shoulder against a hard shell. He slammed up and down along the stampeding insects but managed to pull his knees up and then thrust them back out and pushed off with both feet. He caught just enough air to get his legs underneath him.

The insects started squeaking with alarm, and every last rogue instinct told him to flee to safety up the nearest tree. Instead, he found himself leaping from ant to ant and ducking and dodging the branches and vegetation scraping against his cloak. He maneuvered toward the front fire ants that were still flinging Lita across their backs.

When he was only a few jumps away, he leapt onto an ant, and it bucked upward. The force sent him flying straight at Lita. He gripped his dagger with both hands and, as he crash-landed, he stabbed his blade in between the head and body segments. Sparks burst from the fire ant. The insect squealed in pain and collapsed to the ground.

Lita rolled to the side and onto her feet. She hacked the closest fire ants with her sword before turning and forging a path to the side of the charging colony. Dagdron raced on her heels into the undergrowth, stumbling as an ant bucked his legs. He regained his balance and sprinted into the darkness.

“We have to find an overgrown place to make a stand! Our only chance is to take on a few of them at a time,” Lita said before growling to drown out the squeaking behind them.

Dagdron considered taking the chance of climbing a tree and waiting the ants out, but not wanting to risk the arrival of a spider to team up against them, he sprinted right behind Lita, scanning the woods.

“Left!” Dagdron called when he saw a narrow path through two bushes. He wasn’t sure if Lita would even fit, but since the fire ants were right on their tail anyway, he figured if they didn’t take a risk they would be trampled down.

Lita bolted to the left without a thought and crashed through the brush. Dagdron lowered his head, the branches whipping back against him as he followed in her wake. They heard the squeaking get louder as the ants jumbled up trying to fit on the narrower pathway.

Thud!

Lita slammed into a blockage of vegetation, and Dagdron crashed into her back.

“Hurry!” Dagdron shouted as Lita hacked with her sword. He brandished his dagger, but even though the ants had been forced into single file, he was uncertain how badly he would be blasted by flames if he stabbed the insects.

Lita slashed and hacked, and the branches cracked under her strength. Seeing the opening still wasn’t wide enough, she backed up, bumped into Dagdron, and then launched herself forward with her shoulder lowered.

As soon as Dagdron heard the massive crack of foliage, he stabbed the bucking fire ant and fled. When he passed through the tight opening, he tripped over Lita, who was wrestling on the ground with a bunch of vines that had tangled around her arms and legs.

The rogue jumped to his feet and whipped around, thinking the screeching ants were about to swarm them. But instead, a dim green glow shone over the opening Lita had bashed, and the fire ants were scurrying back down the trail in fear.

Dagdron sawed the vines writhing over Lita’s body until she had her arms free. She bellowed ferociously and rent the vines clean off, tossed them to the ground, and hacked them to pieces with her sword.

“Where did those fire ants go?” Lita asked, but then her eyes fell on the green glow.

Dagdron and Lita, both wary of magic, stood their ground. The lady warrior seethed after a minute and started ripping the remaining vegetation from the pathway. She exposed a stone archway that arced over the forest path, exactly like the one that led from Mazannanan’s chambers out into the lava land.

* * *
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Earl and Elloriana heard Dagdron shout but then saw fire ants swallow up him and Lita just as the spiders shot out sticking strands. The first one latched onto Earl’s arm, and he was jerked upward. Elloriana retaliated with flame spells, but the distraction of the dual attack by the remaining ants was too much. The warrior and enchantress were overpowered and found themselves lifted onto the insects’ burning backs.

They bounced up and down as the creatures carried them away against their will. Elloriana cast blast bolts in all directions, but they just ricocheted off the fire ants’ shells, sending flames and sparks all around. Earl tried to attack with his sword but ended up just gasping over and over as the air was forced from his lungs.

“Leave them, my pets!” Lolotte commanded.

Elloriana and Earl were tossed to the ground near the anthill. Earl made a short effort to get to his feet, but Elloriana just ducked and covered her head as the fire ants trampled over them into their home.

As soon as the last fire ant scurried up the mound, Earl and Elloriana forced themselves to get up. Lolotte was standing a few feet away, holding the glowing antlers. An orange blast shot out of each horn and sent the warrior and enchantress stumbling backward. Before they tripped to the ground, sticky web strands hit them in the back and yanked them into the air.

“Secure them, my other pets!” Lolotte yelled, holding the antlers above her head.

Elloriana and Earl flailed violently trying to escape, but they began to spin dizzily. Shortly afterward, they found themselves stuck to the tops of two trunks. Their arms were confined inside the spiderweb prison with only small holes for their faces.

The spiders screeched, but Lolotte gripped the stag antlers with both hands, and the hairy creatures retreated into the treetops. Their giant legs rustled and made the leaves and branches creak.

“This is worse than the silk-string spider,” Elloriana said.

“We’ll escape just like we did then,” Earl said. He thrashed back and forth, but no matter how much he wiggled, the spiderweb kept him stuck firmly to the bark.

“No one will be escaping,” Lolotte said. “Tell me who sent you to spy on me!”

“No one sent us,” Elloriana said. “We have no idea how we got transported to this land of desolation. We were just trying to find our way home. We thought we saw something on the other side of the forest.”

“We’re adventurers,” Earl added. “We would never harm anyone.”

“What?” Lolotte spat.

“Earl, what are you thinking?” Elloriana said, trying to twist her head so she could glare at him. “After what happened in Lushmere, you think she’s going to respond well to us being adventurers.”

“Who are you?” Lolotte asked, her voice filled with hatred. “There are only a few people who would know I’m from Lushmere. That meddling rogue, that arrogant magenta enchanter... or Bluma, the shop stealer. She sent you, didn’t she? She gave you a quest to come after me so I can never get back to reclaim my magic shop.”

“We don’t know who Bluma is,” Elloriana said loudly to drown out whatever Earl had started to say. “The rogue is with us, and he told us you were from Lushmere as soon as he saw you in the clearing. We didn’t know that before, and we didn’t even know you were in the forest. No one sent us to find you. Like I said, we’re really just trying to make our way through so we can find a way home.”

Lolotte let out a cackle before sneering up at Elloriana. “Now that I think about it more properly, I don’t know why I’m getting so riled up. Whether Bluma sent you or you’re just on an errant quest for that academy of yours, you’ll never be making it through this forest. I’ve been waiting months for the perfect specimen, and you’ll both do just fine in serving as the life essence to complete my spell of youth. I’ve been working so delightfully with the incredible ingredients in this oh-so-luscious land. First, I used the scorched earth the minion left behind as we swapped places. The dead ants that came with me nurtured my own colony of fire ants. Then I learned to tame the spiders of the forest, and finally I’ll have my permanent youth that was promised so long ago. Yes, you’ll be helping me fulfill that quest.”

The old witch cackled again, but then her attention shifted to the entrance of the clearing as the other half of the ant colony charged to their anthill.

“What?” Lolotte spat. “Where are the other two?” The ants squeaked in reply, but even under the disapproving glare of their master, the insects raced up the hill and wrestled one another to get to the safety of their home as quickly as possible. “My other pets!” she shouted, lifting the antlers above her head. “Bring me the other two adventurers! I need all four to make sure I have enough essence to complete my spell!”

Torturous screeching filled the clearing as the spiders set out through the treetops. Lolotte stormed back into her ominous hut. 

Earl and Elloriana squirmed, trying desperately to escape before they became ingredients in Lolotte’s evil spell.
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Chapter 5: Lolotte’s Life Essence
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“How is another archway here?” Lita asked before hacking a path around the left side of the structure so she didn’t have to pass underneath.

Dagdron pointed at the tree emblem where the green light had been shining from.

“It must have the same spell Mazannanan’s entrance arch has because it scared away the fire ants. This one has no color inside. What does that mean?” Lita glanced at Dagdron, but the rogue just shrugged. Lita sheathed her sword, glared defiantly at the archway, and then strode straight underneath it and back through.

“The arch itself isn’t active, but we’re lucky the monster-repelling spell is.” Lita seethed to herself before pounding her chest. “Maybe we would’ve been able to fight off the fire ants, but we had already fled like scared Thornrimian children, so we should be grateful.”

“Who cares?” Dagdron said, only grateful he didn’t have to battle at all. 

A high-pitched screeching echoed through the woods, so Lita drew her sword while Dagdron moved right next to the archway. The lady warrior inched her way down the pathway and slid her sword back into the sheath. A branch cracked above her, and a sticky strand shot out of the dark leaves. She lunged to the right just out of the line of fire. The webbing hit the ground, and Lita rushed back onto the narrow trail, gripped the sticky spiderweb, and gave a giant yank. The spider screeched in fury as it crashed to the ground. Lita gritted her teeth and dragged the spider toward the archway.

The emerald light cascaded over the hairy body, and the spider writhed with terror. It finally chomped its own webbing and fled down the narrow pathway. Lita drew her sword and glared up in the darkness, but the second spider had turned tail, rushing from tree to tree to escape even the sight of the arch light.

Lita wiped the sticky substance off her hands and then growled.

“What kind of weaklings are we if we need a random spell to rescue us from combat?” Lita banged both fists against the arch structure and then glared furiously at Dagdron. “Avooblis’s land has filled me with fear and turned me into a Thornrimian girl child.”

Dagdron scowled as Lita paced back and forth through the archway a few times before stopping and taking in a giant breath.

“Do you want to go see if the other two are alive?” Dagdron asked.

“Yes,” Lita said, unsheathing her sword again. Instead of charging instantly through the forest, she felt a worried look taking over her normally steely expression. She looked Dagdron straight in the eyes. “We need a plan. Do your rogue instincts have any ideas?”

Dagdron’s hands went to his cloak pockets. Relieved his pockets were still bulging after the ant stampede, he took out a gurgler pod.

Dagdron and Lita took cover as soon as they saw the illuminated pathway. Dagdron held his breath and listened intently for spiders or ants. He scurried up the closest tree without a word. He moved furtively from branch to branch, only pausing occasionally to catch the all-clear signals Lita was giving from below.

“I hate being an adventurer,” Dagdron grumbled when he parted the black leaves and had a view of Lolotte’s clearing. The old witch had set up a cauldron made of black wood next to the anthill. A purplish brew was already bubbling and frothing to the brim. Earl and Elloriana were stuck near the top of the trees opposite him. Earl’s eyes suddenly brightened, so Dagdron ducked back into the branches. He hoped against hope that Earl had enough sense not to keep staring at him.

“What’s this amazing spell you came up with?” Elloriana asked loudly.

“Wouldn’t you like to know, enchantress?” Lolotte rubbed her hands hungrily with her gaze on her foamy potion.

“It’s only polite to explain to your victims how you’re going to suck out their life essence,” Elloriana said.

“I don’t think any magic user from that academy of yours can understand the powerful magic I’ve laid my hands on,” Lolotte replied.

“I bet we could,” Earl added. “We had crossover classes at the academy, so even I learned about magic while I was there.”

Lolotte cackled again. “You think I don’t know you’re just trying to stall your inevitable doom? I won’t be sharing any of my















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE ADVENTURERS ACADEM
3 ‘ < ; ] ; ¥ \ | \

S






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





