
  
    [image: Knights of the Red Dragon]
  


  
    
      Knights of the Red Dragon

      A Soul Force Saga Novella

    

    
      
        James E Wisher

      

    

    
      Sand Hill Publishing

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by James Wisher

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Edited by: Janie Linn Dullard

      Cover art by: B-Ro

      082120191.1

      ISBN: 978-1-945763-60-1

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by James E Wisher

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Heat defined the Kingdom of the Red Dragon. Every day the sun hammered the people with its relentless fire. In the city of Dragon’s Landing, there was no mercy to be found at midday. Even the faint breeze did nothing but carry fine grit from the desert into the homes and businesses, coating everything and making the ladies sneeze.

      Al Elan had no time to worry about heat or sand as he ran across the flat rooftops toward Dragon’s Way, the main street running the length of the city. His feet never paused long enough to burn. When he reached the edge of the building, he leapt across the gap, landing easily on the roof of the local rug merchant. The fine red and gold rugs covering the bare stone made a soft place to rest and watch the parade. He never missed the daily parade.

      Glancing back over his shoulder, Al Elan found Hakam, his best friend in the world, standing at the edge of the first roof and studying the jump with fearful eyes. At thirteen, Hakam was a year younger than Al Elan, though he looked nearer to ten than his true age.

      Nothing like starvation to make you puny. Living on the streets wasn’t an easy life, but Al Elan did his best to make sure Hakam and the other urchins got what they needed to survive.

      “Come on,” Al Elan said. “If you don’t hurry, you’ll miss it.”

      “I don’t think I can make it,” Hakam said.

      “You always say that and you always make it. Take a running start like I showed you and get down here.”

      The distant stomping of boots reached him a moment before he spotted the cloud of dust. A couple more minutes and they’d be in sight.

      Hakam had backed up as far as possible. Al Elan looked back. The dust was getting closer.

      “Ahhh!” Hakam leapt from the roof, soared across the gap and landed amidst the rugs with three feet to spare.

      “See, told you so. Come on.”

      The boys ran to the opposite edge of the roof just as the column of dragon soldiers came marching into sight. The foot soldiers wore red lamellar armor that covered them to midthigh and carried long spears, their razor-sharp tips gleaming in the brutal sun. Behind them came the archers with their curved bows and wicked, barbed arrows.

      The hundreds of ordinary soldiers made an impressive sight, but they didn’t interest Al Elan. His gaze lingered on the final group, the Knights of the Red Dragon, with their crimson scale armor and thin, curved swords. Each of them carried weapons valuable enough to feed Al Elan and his fellows for a year. How much wealth must they have to afford such things? In three months, he’d turn fifteen, old enough to enlist.

      “Just think, Hakam,” Al Elan said as the last of the parade passed by. “When I’m a knight, I’ll be able to buy everyone all the food they can eat. New clothes too.”

      He gave Hakam’s threadbare tunic a playful tug, drawing an annoyed snort from his young friend. “You think it’ll be that easy?”

      “No, I don’t think it’ll be easy, but I intend to do it all the same. It’s either that or go from starving kids to starving adults. Unless you’ve come up with a plan to take care of everyone.”

      Hakam’s lips twisted and Al Elan immediately regretted what he’d said. He knew his young friend didn’t want him to leave. In truth, Al Elan didn’t want to leave the others, but if he didn’t, eventually his little family would get into serious trouble. It was only a matter of time before one of the gangs of grownups started making demands of them, especially the mother of the group, Iya. She was Al Elan’s age and well on her way to becoming a true beauty. He’d do anything to keep her out of Whore’s Alley.

      Al Elan spun away from the street. Three more months, but for now, he needed to rustle up something to bring the others for dinner. Where should they try today? Amed the baker was usually good for a heel or two of bread. Maybe some partially spoiled fruit from the bazaar. What they really needed was goat’s milk, but he had no idea where they might find some.

      “Ready, pal?” he asked.

      Hakam nodded and they climbed down three stories to the street, the rough stone of the building offering easy handholds for their nimble fingers. Their errands took them all across the city and by the time they finished the sun hung low in the sky. Despite the four hours it had taken, they’d collected some good food, including a string of burnt sausages that still had a little good meat in the centers. That would be a rare treat.

      “What do you suppose Iya will fix with our goodies?” Al Elan asked, his mouth watering.

      “She’ll put it all in the pot in hopes of stretching it as much as she can, same as she does every night. Every night we have food anyway.”

      They turned down a narrow path through the hovels that filled the slums they called home. Some of the tiny shacks were home to whole families. He didn’t know how they managed. Al Elan’s group lived in a partially collapsed church. It wasn’t the best when one of the rare rain storms hit, but that happened so seldom no one worried about it.

      Al Elan rounded the final bend to the church and stopped dead. Hakam had his head down muttering about dinner and didn’t notice the two strangers standing near the entrance. The men were well known in this part of the city, at least among the slum dwellers. They worked as leg breakers for Morgani One-Eye.

      He grabbed Hakam and pulled him back out of sight. “What are—”

      Al Elan pressed a finger to his lips, cutting his friend off in midcomplaint. “Morgani’s at the church again. We need to go in the back way.”

      Hakam’s eyes were as big as saucers. “What’s he doing here?”

      “There’s only one possibility. I hope Iya isn’t back from the dress shop yet.”

      “You think he’s come to take her?”

      The only thing Hakam feared more than Al Elan joining the army was Iya having to work for Morgani. He knew just how his friend felt. If the whore master got his claws into her, Iya would never be the same. She wouldn’t be their Iya anymore.

      “Not if I can help it,” Al Elan said.

      Who was he kidding? He could brawl with the boys his age when it came down to it, but Morgani had a sword and wasn’t afraid to use it. He also had a dozen men and five times that many informants. If they went against him, there was nowhere they could hide, not in the slums anyway.

      Al Elan led the way around to the back of the church. It looked like the rear wall had totally collapsed, but there was a narrow passage through the rubble the kids could squeeze through if they had to. He pulled aside the broken board that hid the entrance and motioned Hakam through first. It was a tight fit for Al Elan now and he didn’t want to get stuck with Hakam behind him.

      They crawled through the dark and Al Elan winced at every crunch and grunt as he forced his too-broad shoulders through the tight passage. He was starting to wonder if they would ever reach the far end when Hakam’s butt vanished and a circle of light appeared.

      Finally. He pulled himself out beside his friend and they crawled through yet more rubble until they reached a vantage point that let them see down into the main chapel. Morgani stood with one of his men surrounded by the younger kids. Bright, multicolored silks almost painful to look at draped his broad, muscular form. A patch covered with crushed sapphires rode over his left eye.

      No sign of Iya, thank the great dragon.

      “One day, my young friends,” Morgani said, “you will come to work for me. Won’t that be glorious? No more scrounging for food or sheltering in this broken heap of a church. You’re all still a bit small to be of much use, but you’ll grow. Yes, indeed you will. But for now you can serve me best by telling me where Iya is hiding herself. I’m sure she’s about somewhere. Speak up, where is she?”

      When no one spoke Morgani roared. “Where is she?”

      The youngest of the company, a little girl they all called Kitten, broke into tears. Al Elan feared Morgani might hit her, but he seemed content to ignore her. One of the others, he couldn’t make out who from where they hid, pulled Kitten into his lap and calmed her.

      “She’s still at work, sir,” Tal said. “Iya got a job at a dress shop so she could get cloth to make us new clothes. She works until it closes then cleans up. It might be awhile before she gets home.”

      Morgani’s anger vanished as quickly as it appeared. “That was easy enough, wasn’t it? Which shop?”

      “The small one near the parrot man,” Tal said.

      “I know the fellow well. Until we meet again, children.” Morgani tossed a bag filled with strips of dried meat on the ground and led his man out.

      Al Elan grimaced. He didn’t blame Tal for talking, but he wished the boy had lied. Now it was a race, one he didn’t dare lose.
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      Al Elan ran through streets he knew as well as his own face. He ducked and darted, ignoring the savory smells of the kabob stands and the occasional shouted greeting. Only one thought existed in his mind: get to the shop before Morgani and flee with Iya.

      He had two advantages over the whore master, small ones to be certain, but he’d take what he could get. One, Morgani would never stoop to running through the streets and two, he’d stay to the main paths while Al Elan slipped through back alleys. He bumped into a man carrying a bundle of firewood, spun, shouted an apology, and kept going.

      So it went for fifteen minutes until he spotted a stand filled with cages containing dozens of brightly colored birds. Across the street was a narrow, two-story shop with a picture of a dress on the sign out front. Didn’t look like Morgani’s boys had arrived yet.

      He’d won the first leg of the race.

      Two deep breaths slowed his racing heart before he crossed the street and pushed through the dirty cloth that served as the shop’s door.

      “Hello, sir,” a girl about twelve said from behind the counter.

      He offered a friendly nod and moved deeper into the store. She must have been well trained. No one called him sir.

      Dozens of dresses in every color imaginable decorated stands. Bolts of cloth, muslin mostly, covered a table to the left of the entrance. Everything looked exactly like the last time he visited Iya, no sign that Morgani had been here.

      His gaze darted around, but he didn’t see Iya. There was a room in the back where the shop mistress sewed her dresses. She might be back there. The mistress sometimes used Iya as a dummy while she stitched. Iya hated it since she often got pricked by the needle.

      “Can I help you find something?” the counter girl asked.

      “Is Iya still here?”

      “No, sir. You missed her by five minutes.”

      Cursing his luck, Al Elan darted back out of the shop. Iya wouldn’t take the back ways like he did. She’d stick to the main streets, the same streets Morgani would take. If they ran into each other the game was over for Iya. He needed to find her fast.

      Calm down, just think for a minute. Running around like a chicken with its head cut off wouldn’t get him anywhere. He pulled up a mental image of the neighborhood. It took only a minute to plot out Iya’s most likely path.

      With a firm course in mind, Al Elan took off running. Aside from an occasional shout from one of the older merchants, no one paid him much attention. Kids running through the streets weren’t exactly a rare sight.

      He rounded a bend into the city’s main bazaar and stopped dead. He’d lost track of time. The stalls and alleys were packed with women out shopping for dinner ingredients. How would he ever spot Iya now? The only positive thing for him was that if he couldn’t see Iya, then Morgani wouldn’t be able to either.

      Not wanting to draw extra attention, Al Elan slowed his mad rush to a quick walk. He wove his way through the crowd, keeping a careful watch for Iya’s faded blue dress. How hard could it be to find one girl, even in a crowd like this? The constant chattering along with the shouts of merchants vying for customers made his head pound.

      A fat woman of middle years, obviously not a slum dweller, waddled out of his way revealing Morgani in all his hideous glory. The three thugs from the church still marched with him. Their eyes never stopped moving as they scanned the crowd for threats.

      Al Elan shifted so the fat woman’s bulk blocked him from view. Iya had to be nearby. His gaze darted from person to person as his heart raced.

      A pair of women in white stepped aside and there she was, studying the contents of a fruit stall. Morgani was headed straight for her. In seconds, one eye or not, he’d spot her and that would be the end.

      Al Elan refused to let it happen. Turning away from Morgani, he hurried across the street. His mind raced as he tried to think how to keep Iya from getting caught. If they ran, Morgani was certain to notice.

      Iya looked up just as he reached her. She was so beautiful, smooth bronze skin, bright red lips and deep, dark eyes. She should have been a princess, not a slum rat like him.

      Madness seized Al Elan. “Darling! I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      He wrapped his arms around Iya and kissed her full on the lips. He’d pay for that later, but for now it would block Morgani from seeing her face. She tried to pull away, but he held tight for a few seconds more.

      When Al Elan finally came up for air, he glanced over his shoulder. Morgani’s ugly silks were eight feet past them and moving farther away by the second.

      “What are yo—”

      “Don’t worry, dear,” Al Elan said. “Our oldest boy is looking after the kids. Still, best we hurry back now. It’s getting dark.”

      Arm in arm he pulled her through the crowd until they reached a back alley. They ducked in out of sight and he finally allowed himself to breathe.

      “Have you lost your mind?” Iya asked.

      “Morgani was looking for you.”

      The blood drained from her face.

      “He came to the church, demanded to know where you were. I fear our time has run out. When he doesn’t find you at the shop he’ll be back, probably first thing in the morning. We need a new hideout and we need it fast.”

      “Yeah.” They hurried down the alley toward home, unconsciously still holding hands. “Why did you kiss me?”

      “So Morgani wouldn’t see your face. He passed right behind us. I feared my heart might beat straight out of my chest.” He didn’t add that kissing her played almost as big a role in his near heart attack as fear.

      Pleasant as the kiss was, Al Elan forced it out of his mind. The sands of time were draining fast. He needed his mind clear, not full of fantasies about Iya. Anything less and they were all doomed.
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      Al Elan and Iya made it back to the church without further trouble. Hakam had a nice fire going though where he’d found fuel it was probably best not to ask. The younger kids sat around the fire nibbling bread. The moment they spotted Iya everyone dropped their food, leapt up, and surrounded her for a group hug.

      While the kids enjoyed their reunion, Al Elan slipped over to the fire where Hakam waited. “Any trouble?”

      “No. If Morgani left spies behind to keep watch, they’re well hidden. The arrogant bastard just assumed he’d stroll across the city and grab Iya without a problem.”

      If she hadn’t left the shop when she did that was most likely exactly what would’ve happened. They’d gotten a lucky break, but luck wouldn’t be enough to save them when he returned.

      “Any idea where we can hide for a while?” Al Elan asked.

      Before Hakam could answer, one of the kids loosed a wail that split the night. It was Tal. He clung to Iya and sobbed over and over how sorry he was.

      She let him carry on for a few seconds then crouched down. “It’s okay, Tal. You did nothing wrong.”

      “I told him where you were.” The boy sniffed. “Morgani might have gotten you because of me. I was so scared. I just wanted him to go away.”

      She ruffled his hair. “I know. Don’t worry, everything worked out fine. Let’s
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