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      Where the Witches Dwell

      
        
        Beyond the shafts of evolving time

        amidst the grapes of sun-soaked wine

        Within the walls of every church

        every leaf and every birth

        Behind the eyes of a child’s dream

        gently sleeping beside the stream

        In storms of love to sandy caves

        riding Natures breath

        and cresting waves

        Between the moon and Mother Earth

        In dancing fyres, laughs, and cures

        Singing 'round humanity

        touching hearts living free

        Without shame or guilt or fear of hell

        This is where the witches dwell
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        Prologue

      

      

      

      
        
        Eight centuries after the War of Realms, a fated Ancient was born. A raven-haired baby whose curious mother had once soothed an unsuspecting dragon.

        Climbing aboard the napping beast, the enchantress marveled too long inspecting the dragon’s green skin and scales, exhausting the power of her newfound charm. She soon yawned, content in the creature’s cradle. Time reeled as the young beauty lulled between sacred wings; she, the enchanted one.

        When the moon rose, the dragon soared, stranding her atop Doth’s highest lair, spellbound in the eye of a rogue storm. Had the dark Ancient not happened upon the bewitching maiden, she’d have perished in the night. He revived her in a cave with food and drink, where the tempest ravaged the summit until dawn. 

        By midday, the pair descended the peak in silence: she, thankful for her life; he, for a dragon egg.
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            AN ANCIENT ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is this a dream?”

      “Yes, this is a dream. Our dream.”

      “But I’m awake,” Agnes purred, smelling fresh grass.

      “I know, child. We’re always awake, even in our dreams,” Marlee soothed her little sister.

      “But are dreams real?” 

      “Of course, they’re real, silly. If dreams weren’t real, we wouldn’t be in them, now would we?” They giggled, keeping their eyes closed.

      Agnes fidgeted. Marlee stood behind her, teasing her jet-black braids into the ocean breeze. “It’s happening! I can see the blue stones!” She tipped onto her toes and then squatted on the bluff, her braids touching matted grass. “Who is that man?” Agnes pointed.

      “It’s okay. He can’t see us,” Marlee said.

      “He looks sad. Who is he?”

      Marlee stood tall when Agnes repeated, “Who is he, Marlee? Who is that man?” 

      “He is the one who is going to bring Aurora home.”

      “Today?”

      “No, not today. But with a little bit of magic and a lot of luck, she will be home in three moons’ time.” Marlee let go of Agnes and clapped.

      “Come on, it’s time for tea, my little one. Eyes open now, I’ve got games for us to play!”

      Agnes opened her eyes and hugged her big sister. She reached around Marlee’s waist to tug on her lengthy locks. Marlee sighed. She looked to the gray horizon, sending a whisper out over the waves breaking on the Great Sea. “It can happen now.”

      

      Roulic ignored the golden rays and hungry song of woodland birds. He rolled up his bedding, combing the forest edge for deciduous trees. Feeding on mushrooms and berries, he quivered upon finding four spotted eggs. A swooping crow squawked over the nest, reminding him he could thrive without them. He left, snatching hickory nuts from a young shagbark and tossing them into his cowhide pack. Coming full circle, he walked toward the rising sun.

      It was the East that beckoned, where Destiny, whose episodic call he had long ago come to heed, was now summoning him. He had grown to consider it an honor to pursue her cries, for they more often than not led to faraway and unusual places. The kind of places that blurred his perennial humdrum; his daily duty amidst mortalkin. Places made for the abiding squall only high adventure and dogs of distant dreams can deliver.

      Roulic hadn’t had four hours of rest, yet his limbs were quick to find a rhythm upon Old Rock Road. Millions upon millions of bluish rocks lay along a winding trail from the base to the summit of the noble Mt. Nocturne. The high mountain must have spent ages tending to the great puzzle, he thought.

      
        
        But what came first? Their form, their smoothing, or their placement as I walk upon them this very day?

      

      

      Winding through the flatlands led to Giant’s Hill, home to a little village called Dragon Fyre. The ominous name came from a long-ago legend about an unwitting dragon and a community of field mice. The mice, due to an abundant summer, had propagated into an unruly, starving horde. When they depleted their immediate food supply, they spread out. Working their way down to Giant’s Hill, they settled, exhausted, resting in dual entrances to a damp grotto. But while the teeming clan slept, a wildfire made its way to the village nestled below the kindled slope.

      Unknown to the mice and villagers, a dragon slept between the fire and the village. Its long, curvy tail lay buried beneath a dry bed of leaves and straw. When the blaze singed its fleshy tail, the scaly beast rose, emitting freakish howls. Turning, sunlight attacked the dragon’s eyes, drawing out an overwhelming reflex. Scores of mice within the wet nostrils of the bewailing beast clung to its coarse nose hair. The ensuing surge not only expelled the panicked rodents; its blast and bellow reached the highlands. Bells rang. Echoes lodged in passes. The blaze threatening to engulf the village was all but doused by the dragon’s violent sneeze. To this day, Dragon Fyre honors their “sneezing dragon” with solstice games, firelight feasts, and stories of the day the sky rained mice.

      Recalling the legend of Dragon Fyre made Roulic uneasy as he stopped at the village well for water. His unease came not from liking nor disliking dragons. And not because they spelled doom when spotted. He’d only seen a few dragons in his life, but every time they made him feel terribly sad.

      
        
        Dragons live for centuries in solitude.

      

      

      Or so he thought, and that idea was enough to cause him sorrow when thinking of dragons. He didn’t stop longer than it took to fill his canteen and to say “good morning” to a red-shouldered hawk whose clear, whistled call lifted his spirits.

      By midday he came upon a herder tending his tribe. Goats placed hooves in nooks and crannies, crossing Old Rock Road to graze the fertile slope. The herder saw him and waved his hands toward the skirting tree line. Roulic stepped off the azure path and stood among the animals. The herder drew near. When their eyes met, a shrill cry, carried by a gust of wind, blew over the mountainside. The haunting howl sent loose grass and twigs into the trees.

      “That one felt like my Taisiya. She’s not had a breath nor a heartbeat for three years now.” The herder beamed at Roulic’s adorned pack and sturdy walking stick. And sensed the curious young man was no commoner coming up the mountain.

      “The songs of the mountains are plentiful in passing. But none more melodious than those of this mighty one, old Nocturne.”

      “Aye, there never was a greater one than she,” the herder nodded. “Tell me, friend, where are you headed on this fine day?”

      Roulic panned a long arm, staring far off across the horizon. “I’m off to the other side of the mountains, beyond all this. To gaze at the Nine Oceans.”

      “What? Without so much as a horse or guide? And all by yourself in search of misty legends?” The herder then let out a ridiculous laugh while slapping both knees. His wind-worn cheeks framed a suspended smile.

      “My good man, just because you’ve seen no horse does not mean I’ve not a gallant steed awaiting yonder. Nor, as we speak, are three seasoned guides all coming my way.” Roulic’s lack of levity and bold assertion brought the goat herder back down to earth. Roulic continued, “Tell me, does the Harking Toad still stand? It has been quite a while since I’ve felt the hearth of that fabled frog.”

      “Aye, that’s where you are heading. Yes. She’s still standing. And, wearing the new roof they put up, the sum before last. It’s not so grimy now, the place. But she may be full up as there’s a gathering going on.”

      “I’ll take a chance,” Roulic said, “if the old Toad has any memory of me and the lad is still around.”

      “What lad?”

      Roulic changed the subject to the herd’s queen and collie. The herder revealed a loaf of bread from his knapsack.

      “Join me for lunch? I’ve got two cups.”

      The strangers soon found themselves lost in laughter and the merits of goat’s milk. While eating and resting, each man exchanged stories of high adventure on Mt. Nocturne. Roulic listened to how the brokenhearted herder had lost his wife, Taisiya, to a long illness. And learned that witches had hexed the mountaintop village of Top of the World. When it was time to part, they agreed to meet again someday on Old Rock Road, where fate had brought them together.

      “So, tell me, what draws you to the Nine Oceans? A beautiful girl?” The herder smiled.

      Roulic thought of Destiny urging him to the great mountain. “Something like that.”

      “Well, you are still young. You’ve got plenty of time to wander in sacred places between decision and destiny,” the herder said.

      “Too much time. I guess you could call me an endless wanderer.” Roulic walked away toward the trail of stones.

      “Forgive me. What may I call you, my wandering friend?” the herder continued. “My mother named me Alexander Chase, but you may call me Chase, as most do on this side of the mountain. I have little need of Alexander these days.”

      Turning with a wave, Roulic’s voice went deep while walking backward toward the trail. “You may call me Roulic, a friend for life on the Old Rock Road. And I will remember you, my friend. For on this fine day, I heard the wind cry out ‘Sasha’ as if to remind you—your beloved is alive and well and always by your side!”

      Alexander fell to one knee. Tears of joy wet his cheeks, waving farewell. “Taisiya always called me Sasha! And you knew!”

      Now, with a full heel strike, Roulic danced into the mountain mist. The grazing goats turned into distant specks. Wanton winds swept the trail in rapid gusts. Ascending the rocky maze, even with keen eyes on each stepping stone, led to his slipping in the rain, the brief peril spat from elite clouds burnishing the mountain.

      
        
        Should I have been so vague about the Nine Oceans? Should I have told the mortal the news I carry?

      

      

      With only two hours of light left, he knew darkness would await him at the Old Cave site.

      
        
        If it’s still there, still intact, and still suitable for shelter.

      

      

      Half a century had passed since he had last slept there, taking refuge from a pack of rabid wolves. Wolves sent to dispatch him.
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            ROSY REALMS

          

        

      

    

    
      Darkness followed him as he crossed a dilapidated bridge, eyeing his marker. The mammoth trunk’s twin claw-like branches—hours ago a lost memory—now ever present.

      
        
        They called this place Jackdaw Claws; I remember now.

      

      

      By the pond, two swings hung, held in thick knotted rope, clutched by the tree's great tentacled digits.

      
        
        After the rain, daredevils jumped from boulders to see who could land farther in the pond.

      

      

      He sighed, finding the Old Cave hidden under a dense thicket a hundred paces from the tree. Decades of growth had overtaken its top slab and sides. The only way in was to crawl atop the tangle, then penetrate an opening. Splitting the woodsy mess with his trusty bollock dagger, he slid down into the mouth of the hollow, shivering. Twigs and sticks fueled an infant-sized fire circled by small cave rocks. His pack, propped against the cold, earthen wall, held his achy back. Weary eyes gazed at the fledgling flame and his bones warmed, far from the tattered world he'd left behind.

      Drifting off, he counted the cost of discord between Doth and its southern neighbor.

      
        
        Another valley town burned to the ground.

      

      

      Months past amending their differences, both sovereigns brewed nasty tit-for-tat arguments in courts across the land. Then Dandoorthose escalated, the formidable Kingdom flexing its might in the first of many aggressions on small towns and villages. The rogue act declared war on anyone denying allegiance to the rising One Realm initiative. Bordering nations quickly positioned themselves as allies or enemies. So did dealers of the potent powder, Dragon Smoke, in pursuit of stockpiling armaments.

      
        
        This man’s war will find its way up the mountain to breach the door of Doth. Destiny’s right; I must warn the mountain folk.

      

      

      His head lowered, chin on chest; he nodded off. Discarding thoughts of war, his mind unraveled like a ball of twine on the run. Spun yet undone, it sought the Soul, that tranquil thing that fears neither suffering nor the trial of time. That’s where he saw her, as he often did. She glowed in the Old Cave, and to his sleepy eyes, said hello with hers. He rushed into her warm, gentle blue’s, as if still the boy running to embrace her upon the dragon’s beach. Her sandy tufts of hair flitted across his harried mind, rocking back and forth until he fell into the slumber of his private poem.

      
        
        
        When the sea wept, the wind slept, and the sky closed its shining eye

        ’Twas no darker day; my mother’s flight, as Time’s skylarks flew, singing,

        “She won’t be home again.”

        Now, in a thousand visions veiled, our love remains alive;

        In rosy realms and apparitions, forever she survives

      

      

      

      While Roulic dreamed, violent clouds covered Mt. Nocturne, drenching all land and all life atop her noble peak. Lightning snapped, and thunder clapped, bashing like a god’s hammer forging brittle night. Then in the sopping welter, came a monstrous bang. He yowled squashing embers, and his bedroll flew, wrapping clear around both legs.

      Gathering his wits, he found exiting the cave much more difficult than entering it. Pricking a finger reminded him how thorny the entanglement had been fifty years earlier. Suddenly, a hand waved through the gate of brush.

      Roulic shouted, “Who are you? What do you want!?”

      A voice cut through the rain. “Roulic, it’s me, Callian! Grab my hand!”

      “What are you doing following me up the mountain? And in this storm, no less?" Roulic’s shoulder thrust through the brush, grabbing Callian's hand. His shirt got ripped and his pack scratched, both claiming victory in the tussle. Outside the pummeled cave, Callian pointed to the trees. Lightning blasted, impaling the sky. Callian ran into the woods.

      Roulic followed Callian’s lead, but something made him stop and look back at the musty chamber. He glimpsed something frozen in the lightning. A forgotten memory jarred in the howling downpour. It was his sister, Kolleen, on the day they discovered the abandoned cave some eight centuries ago. And for a moment the rain stopped, and the air warmed, night became a blue summer day, and the cave’s entrance, free of thorns.

      “We could live here, Roulic. We could live here forever." Kolleen's words lingered in the breeze, her thick blonde hair swirling as she spun her arms around. Roulic watched, spellbound.

      “Let’s go, old man! To the Toad!” Callian’s holler smashed the vision, washing away the little girl in the rain.

      Roulic ran quivering through the woods to the Harking Toad, hoping to weather the storm among the kindest people he had ever met—the mountain folk of Doth. He’d seen its renovation twice. His last visit was some fifty years ago; a fond, if not faint, memory of a summer and fall living atop Mt. Nocturne working for a small family as a farmhand.
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      You see, early on, fate revealed that Roulic’s face and form would not age. At least, not like a mortal. He learned the hard way never to live five years in any one place. After four years, people would talk about his uncanny lack of aging. So he always moved within three and a half. He didn't mind so much anymore. He’d thrived on a variety of farms and ranches. Sometimes, a family would employ him for years, treating him as one of their own. And more than once, they referred him for work at a neighboring farm. But these offers caused obvious problems, so he declined them. Politely. This lifestyle afforded obvious advantages: enduring youth and periodic freedom from rut. But its lasting effect on his psyche permeated his sense of well-being. Outliving everyone, he soon understood that all things in life are temporal. Especially mortal people.

      And while he learned to relish the joy of fleeting moments, he dreaded long goodbyes. Drawn-out partings nettled the loss of his birth family; an agitation he tried to bury at all costs. His true orphanhood only added weight to the endless string of heavy hearts he left behind. This pattern wove a web so tight, spanning the loss of every soul he'd ever loved; it never ceased stinging.

      Now, as Destiny led him back to the Harking Toad to warn mortalkin atop Mt. Nocturne to brace for war, so did a call ring from his place of birth. He reasoned that those of the Inner Realm had a right to know about this man’s war as much as any other.

      
        
        The majority here overlook the elusive folk, but I owe them at least the right to life. 

      

      

      “I will not abandon them,” he whispered.

      He didn’t want to tread Inner Doth. His entire family had vanished from within the Inner Realm, and so might he. This was an outcome he had spent centuries avoiding. Pulling up roots as often as putting on boots was safer than going back to the Inner.

      
        
        But what if they were still there somewhere, somehow? Alive and well?

      

      

      The closer he got to the Harking Toad, the more his heart’s desire urged searching for his family.

      
        
        Now, I am here at the Gateway of Dragons for a reason. And it may be now or never to go back to the Inner Realm.

      

      

      Fractured memories lay scattered about in a place called Black Shadow’s Beach. A tortured lagoon on the Great Sea, where vast caves once inhabited many dragons. It was the place he went back to in his most private moments. He didn’t know how to get there, but he knew it lay somewhere on the Inner Realm's east coast. 

      The more he remembered, the more hopeful he became. Memories bubbled up of the fabled Deadly Doors of Doth. Fanciful yarns from the odd mystic and sage souls who, now and again, crossed his path, telling of portals and wonderful worlds. He ran in the dark, chasing Callian, soaked in the promise of adventure.

      
        
        Warning mortalkin and the creatures of the Inner about the coming war may be my duty. But turning over every stone until I find out the truth about my blood kin is my right.

      

      

      Light flickering in the tavern lit their last steps through the trees. The "Toad" served as the town's meeting place and as an outpost for travelers into the Inner Realm. Callian led the way, jumping over the muddy path to a broad entryway. Jumping over wet bricks, they raced up the porch stairs to the battered doors of the Harking Toad. The tall, wet barriers boasted an aging veneer carved from top to bottom with frogs and perched owls.

      Callian extended his arm to push the hefty door. To their surprise, both doors swung with ease as each man pushed through his side of the entrance. Halfway open, a gust of life greeted them; the sounds of clanking mugs and barroom merriment. Then, a squeal, followed by a low whine, moaned from the fatigued hinges on the gangly old doors. Heads turned, watching the two get greeted by Barrett, the Toad’s red-bearded bartender. And, as none in the smoke-filled tavern knew them, a buzz circulated through the room before the two found a table.

      
        
        “Have you ever seen those guys?”

      

      

      Seated in a dark corner, Callian told Roulic how he followed him to bring him something he had left behind. "That’s how I found you: seeing smoke rising out of those bushes."

      “And in the nick of time, old friend,” Roulic said, still shaken from the thunderclaps.

      But, before Callian could return the item, Roulic rattled, “I must warn these people before it's too late. They must gather arms and provisions as soon as possible.”

      And grave news it was that Roulic sought to report to the good people sequestered atop the cantle of Mt. Nocturne:

      "Huddled in a tavern during the storm of the century, most won’t heed my news. They’ll prefer to cling to their notion of yesteryear’s peace. They’ve already sat through a night discussing witches. And many are drunk. But if they take me at my word, there's still time to act. Prepare for imminent attacks. If they deny my call, doom will come upon this mountain and all its inhabitants."

      Just then, a glassy-eyed, bearded man approached their table with a pipe in one hand and an empty stein in the other. Waving his pipe, he said, “Have you any fire?” Roulic obliged with matches from a pocket. The man said, “You look familiar, friend. Have you been up here before?”

      Roulic saw in the man’s eyes the lad he befriended while working for the boy’s father some fifty years ago. “Yes, I have. But it was a long time ago.” He saw their last conversation. He heard himself explaining the gift of longevity. How, as an Ancient, he had no choice but to live a life of swift departure. Betrayal and rejection surfaced in the man's eyes.

      “Is that you, Roulic?” he whispered through a wave of cherry tobacco. Roulic answered with his eyes and then offered the old man a place at their table. The three toasted ‘to old friends,' as indeed they were. Rarely did Roulic confide the crux of his longevity: roughly one year for every mortal’s fifty. And rarer still was it that two at his table shared the secret of his delayed senescence.

      “I had to leave your family, Janson. If I had stayed and someone had uncovered my secret, I would have been at the mercy of a terrible fate. This world has little understanding of the Ancient Ones, and far less compassion for them, I’m afraid. I was sad to leave you and your family. We had a great friendship, you and I." Callian watched the aged Janson take it all in. He then put his head down as if to hide his own eyes.

      “To tell you the truth, I was quite an angry young man when you left us. For a while. But I let all that go when my father died, and I took over the farm. What brings you back to Top of the World after all these years?” 

      Roulic's countenance revived. “Well, I'm not here under the best of circumstances. But there may be a fortuitous benefit to our synchronous reunition.” 

      Janson feigned surprise. “Now, what could that be, my old, younger elder?”

      “Well, my former lad, is your dear father's cannon still stowed away in the fodder barn?”

      “It hasn’t budged an inch since you last saw it. Why? What are you up to, Roulic?”

      Callian clutched Roulic’s property under the table, waiting for the right moment to return it. He, too, suffered from feelings of loss and betrayal because of Roulic’s hasty departure. Two days earlier, Roulic had told him the truth about his nomadic life and left without a formal farewell. Maybe, Callian thought,

      
        
        ...it was too painful for poor old Roulic to say goodbye to anyone.

      

      

      Callian’s mind had stirred with uncertainty, shadowing Roulic up Old Rock Road. Then the cave, the storm, and now Janson. He drank to calm down.

      “What are we up to?” Roulic said at last.

      "We are going to warn every man, woman, and child on the mountain to prepare for war.” Janson drew closer. Roulic told them about the siege in the valley town south of the mountain. Then, he laid out his plan.

      "Tomorrow we'll set out, first to the town square of Top of the World, and then work our way to neighboring villages. We'll stop and leave word at every farm along the way. We'll hold meetings, asking for volunteer leaders from each village. These leaders will oversee communications and provisions, including food, shelter, and medical supplies. And your cannon will defend well, hidden and stocked with plenty of ammunition. But time is of the essence if we are to prepare the mountain folk. The enemy is coming now,” Roulic said.

      “But how can we ever stop the Dandoorthose army from taking over?" Callian asked. "Mountain folk are simple farmers.” 

      “That may be, but a little preparation goes a long way," Roulic said. "And if these folk feel their livelihood threatened, they will rise up to protect their own. We’ll have our work cut out for us on the morrow.”

      Callian and Janson agreed. “On the morrow.”

      Rains battered through the night, testing the tavern’s new roof. Satiated with savory lamb soup and crusty bread, they smoked by the Toad’s crackling hearth. The roar in the room calmed. One by one, patrons gave in, awaiting dawn by falling asleep in their chairs. The Ancient's corner dimmed to darkness when the candle clock on the wall flickered out. Tall creaking closets opened, and a barmaid passed out blankets. The snoring of villagers became muffled rumbles covered in cozy blankets.

      Callian fell asleep. Roulic talked to the boy he once knew. “So, how’s life been treating you on Mt. Nocturne?” Janson studied the antlers on the opposite wall, recollecting a lifetime of memories. His eyes shone as he turned on the heels of his late-night brandy.

      “Do you want to know why there are so many people here tonight in this awful storm? We had a meeting. A very mixed meeting, I might add—to decide what to do about the witches.”

      “What witches?”

      Janson spilled, “A nasty fight broke out here last night. Two dimwits, full of ale and superstition, got to arguing about ‘good witches’ and ‘bad witches.' One of ‘em said his goats started talking, then singing. And the other one said that a strange bluebird guided him home from the Toad on the darkest of nights. Said he would’ve fallen to his death right off the cliff if it weren’t for that miracle bird!”

      Roulic took a swig from his pint. “There may be something strange brewing in the fog of The Toad’s backyard. Has anyone strayed into the haunted Woods of Everlan?” 

      Janson drew from his pipe, saying, “No, no. Folks ‘round here have stayed out of that part of the woods for years. Maybe the odd traveler,” he winked, "or a tourist might have wandered only to get lost for half a day and run out screaming. But no. I’ve haven’t heard any talk about those haunted trees for a long while… since Haggarty, the wizard, was found dead in there. Owssh! Puts me in a dither just thinking about it!”

      “Well, whatever's happening here leads right into those old woods. Those ancient woods." Roulic finished his drink. His head lowered, his voice slowed, and as if in a poetic trance, he recited some distant song:

      
        
        
        “By dead of night, by owl’s flight, old golden steps will lead. Those that pray by the light of day must end the curse before it gets worse, as uttered by old Mayem.”

      

      

      

      Two Dandoorthose soldiers entered the Harking Toad. All eyes awake drew to the creaking doors. One soldier was bleeding on his leg. The other soldier called out for hot water and bandages. Villagers crowded the bar, offering help. After tending to the one who had slipped in the mud and gotten pierced by a tree branch, they questioned the other. They learned that a platoon of 80 soldiers was waiting out the storm in Dragon Fyre. They would arrive in two days and set up a base in town, awaiting arms, supplies, and the rest of their troops.

      Most stood stunned. That valley strife could make its way over Old Rock Road and into Upper Doth was unbelievable. That had never happened before. To others, it made perfect sense. For powers seeking to dominate the continent, Everlan was a strategic cornerstone. Its prime value being the path to unexplored lands rich in natural resources. The powers that be knew that any army that occupied Everlan could seize Upper Doth and rule the continent.
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            BUZZ ON THE MOUNTAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      While villagers dozed in their chairs, cackling logs disintegrated. The storm waned to a fine mist, finishing with the calls of crows and the warmth of daybreak. Roulic hadn’t slept. War and witches preoccupied his mind. He walked out, milling about the barn where hungry horses whinnied, awaiting fresh hay.

      A tall, thin man dressed in black was putting a saddle on a black horse. Roulic asked, “Have you heard about the witches? People say strange things have been going on around here.”

      The man looked at Roulic, estranged. His low voice matched his somber attire. “I have. And I’m good friends with the fella whose livestock they hexed. He’s never done an ill thing to anyone in his life, and now he’s being tormented? It makes no sense. But I’ll tell you one thing, I’ll be leading the charge to root out those witches and bring them to fire for what they’ve done.”

      “What of the lad and the guiding miracle bird?” Roulic offered. “Could it be the same magician? Or do you think other forces are at work?”

      “I can’t speak to that, as I know not the lad, but I can say, whichever witch harmed those animals will surely pay. It’s just a matter of time until we find them.”

      Roulic asked, “Where will you look?”

      “The haunted woods. But if we need to, we’ll search every place in Doth until we get them.” He mounted his horse, tipping his black bycocket.

      “The Woods of Everlan?"

      “That’s where we’ll start. Be here at noon if you want to ride with us. Do you have a horse?”

      “No.”

      Piercing eyes discerned Roulic starting from his boots to his face. “I’ll bring one for you. And bring water. We'll be out until sundown.” He turned his horse and galloped through the mud into the woods.

      

      Skipping breakfast at the Harking Toad, Janson took Roulic and Callian to see his father’s cannon. It was as he described: five feet, five inches long, and made of solid bronze. Wheels of hickory wrapped in iron stood four feet high. One wheel had warped from moisture, but after inspection, Janson deemed it roadworthy. Behind the cannon stood a nifty four-wheeled limber to carry ammunition. Callian greased its wheels, restoring them to working condition. A ramrod in the limber lay by a tarpaulin covering dozens of stacked cannonballs. As did a pouch of the precious powder needed to fire the weapon: Dragon Smoke.

      Janson suggested hiding the cannon at "The Perch," a wide ledge overlooking Old Rock Road. Janson got married there, as did his parents. Its view: "spectacular." Its location: "strategically unrivaled." One could see the first bits of the azure trail beyond Dragon Fyre and the valley farms of Upper Doth. 

      But moving the cannon to the Perch would be no easy feat. First, two miles over muddy roads, then on the dank forest trail to the Perch. Janson readied the horses to pull the cannon and the limber. 

      “I’ll meet up with you and Callian at The Perch,” Roulic said. “We can still beat the platoon, but I’ve got to ride with the search posse to see these witches for myself. A platoon that won’t stop is coming, but inklings of sorcery could spread a contagion of sorrows far beyond Mt. Nocturne. Janson, do you have a horse for me?”

      “Of course I do, old friend. You can ride the best in my stable. Her name is ‘Ally’ and she’s pure, light, and bright. And with fine withers, she’s as sweet as pie. She’ll get you where you need to go.”

      Roulic thanked Janson, saddled Ally, and rode to meet the posse at the Harking Toad. But he was too late. An old villager, smoking a long pipe in a rocking chair, greeted him outside.

      “They’ve already left.”

      

      Ally lived up to Janson’s description. She caught up with the posse at a fork in the trail just as the man in black said, “Frank, you and your men go towards the pools and we’ll go to the canyon.” He waved his arms, and Frank’s riders took off. Roulic followed the man in black’s team. They exited the forest onto a winding canyon trail. At the bottom of it sat a washed-out sandy basin. The creek overflowed during last night’s deluge. A steed slipped on the muddy path, its rider downed, remounting as if nothing had happened. Roulic stayed at the group’s rear, spiraling down to the creek. The man in black found a circle of stones where someone had lit a fire before the storm. There wasn’t much else there except for some rusted hooks and old, tattered socks.

      The ascent to the forest was slow going, with some men talking about Doth’s Spring Festival. Roulic queried two riders, discovering their hatred of witches.

      “We should blow these witches up when we find them.”

      “And do them during a festival barbecue. We’ll be heroes.”

      Disgusted, Roulic asked about getting some Dragon Smoke.

      "We could use that on those witches," the rider said, "except you'll never get any."

      "Oh yeah? Why is that?" Roulic asked.

      "Because the only Dragon Smoke north of the Valley comes from a pig farmer named Worsley," the other rider said.

      "But he won't sell it to you. We've already tried," the first rider said.

      "He only sells it to big buyers," the second rider said.

      When they reached the forest, Roulic got directions from the rider and split from the group. He stopped at a stream for Ally to drink before galloping past Janson’s place to meet the famed farmer.

      

      Callian got blisters pushing the limber out of the barn and pulling it through a pool of mud and onto the road. Janson, the cannon, and the horses waited. A metal chest, bolted to the limber, held the pouch of Dragon Smoke. Janson worried it wasn't enough to battle the army unit on its way. He rode his horse, Nell, alongside a team of two horses pulling the cannon. Callian rode behind them on a horse named Buck, who pulled the limber.

      

      Roulic arrived at the Worsley farm midday, getting invited in to wait inside by Mrs. Worsley. She told him that her husband was due back shortly. She was a well-fed woman and served Roulic green tea, farmer’s bread, and the best bacon he could remember eating. He ate while listening to her tell the story of how her husband discovered the bones.

      "Our lives changed the day he found those bones. He was out in the middle of the property, digging an irrigation ditch, when he found them. A monstrous pile of dragon bones. So many, he didn't know what to do with them all. There were too many to rebury. So, he took to grinding them into powder. That's when he found the substance flammable. That's when he put the word out. Now, all the arms dealers come around. They use it as gunpowder. Just about every coal-mining company came knocking. They use it to blast rock. So that's how my Mr. Worsley became rich and famous. Famous for finding the bones, then rich for selling them. Not only does he produce the best pork in Everlan, he owns more dragon bones than anyone else."

      After eating, Roulic waited on the porch. Eager to get the powder, he was apprehensive about how fast this situation was becoming dire. He lit his beloved pipe and observed a skein of geese flying by. Probably on their way to the pools of Everlan, he thought. 

      
        
        It's been too long since Destiny dealt me a tantalizing thrill, a mission of mortal intrigue.

      

      

      Yet, even as he welcomed the mission, what piqued him most was the buzz on the mountain: witches. He’d come into contact with witches over the centuries and understood their history of reclusiveness. And for good reason—mortals would rip them to pieces. Even faster than they would the Ancient Ones.

      He paced on Worsley’s porch, waiting to present his plea for powder to charge an old, tarnished cannon.

      
        
        What if they can can see what I can't? What if they can find my long-lost family? If anyone could, a witch could.

      

      

      Worsley's rackety carriage came into view, its wheels churning thick mud into a cloud of clods and dust.

      Roulic mused to the fading geese, “Who better to find a witch than an Ancient?”
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            MEANDERING WITCHES

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where’s Thot?” asked a pigtailed Agnes.

      “You mean, who’s Thot?” Marlee said.

      “Let me explain," Jillian said, defending her role as elder to Agnes.

      “Of course, Jillian, you go ahead," Marlee said. Alison, Aurora, Raine, and Marlee respected Jillian’s dutiful air more than she knew. They'd welcomed her hawk-like eyes on Agnes, Madelyn, and baby brother Jax, "the younger," years ago.

      But, even as Marlee and Jillian bore similar features, their paths were like the sun and the moon. Marlee's, invoking a lineage reinvented, clung to the fiery karmic wheel. Jillian's path, on the other hand, ebbed with every tide in the sea of life.

      “My dear Agnessa,” Jillian said, “Thot was a resplendent young mortal. He lived in olden times, and held, hmm, certain ideas that his friends and neighbors fell ill to.” Agnes looked up, absorbed; Marlee looked down, lost. “That’s not to say Thot harbored ill will toward his brethren," Jillian said. "He didn’t. Any at all. Thot was the impartial embodiment of goodwill. It’s just that his bright ideas went against the commonly held beliefs of his time.”

      “What’s impartial mean?” Agnes asked.

      “What I mean to say is that…" Jillian said.

      Marlee couldn't take it anymore. “What she means is that Thot never got a chance to share his ideas with mortalkin. They were so set in their old ways of thinking that even the mention of Thot made people afraid.”

      “Then why do we visit Thot if he’s bad?” asked Agnes.

      “He wasn’t so bad, you see..." Marlee said.

      “He was never bad," Jillian said. "But they banished him from Doth anyway. They put him in a special place that was only for Thot. A place for his thoughts and ideas.”

      “And dreams and visions!” Marlee said.

      “Yes, little one,” Jillian knelt. “Marlee is right. And the longer Thot lived in his new realm, the more ideas he had. And kept. You see, every night, when people dreamed, a few handfuls of their thoughts slipped out and up into the Realm of Thot. And that’s why we go there. To find thoughts. To learn things. To do things.”

      Marlee nodded. Jillian held Agnes’s little hands. “Did you know that every mortalkin thought ever thought is still floating around in the Realm of Thot? Think of that, child! Would you like to go there now? We can talk to Alison, too!”

      Agnes said with wide eyes, “Yay! I want to go!”

      The older sister’s eyes locked. “We’d better get Madelyn in on this bit of adventure. Where is the little smidgen? Out picking flowers?”

      “She’s supposed to be feeding the chickens,” Jillian said.

      “I’ll get her!” Agnes said, and ran out, letting the kitchen door slam shut.

      Through a little window above the kitchen sink, Marlee looked out over the Great Sea. “This could draw a peculiar curiosity, Jilly.”

      Jillian snickered.

      

      Spring in Doth meant the Dandoorthose army would soon face the Deadly Ones: the cursed snakes on Mt. Nocturne. Not only did they bite through boots, but they could coordinate attacks on horses. For generations, they had thrived in and around Old Rock Road.

      Locals claim the Deadly Ones are the offspring of a curse cast by the wicked wizard, Zemzo. They say a shepherd heard the conjurer's cries coming up through the stones on Old Rock Road. That his constitution was that of a bull even after falling into a pit filled with snakes. The shepherd bore witness to Zemzo's last words and retold the legend of his venomous undoing:

      Spring in Doth meant the Dandoorthose army would soon face the Deadly Ones: the cursed snakes on Mt. Nocturne. Not only did they bite through boots, but they could coordinate attacks on horses. For generations, they had thrived on and around Old Rock Road.

      Locals claim the Deadly Ones are the offspring of a curse cast by the wicked wizard, Zemzo. They say a shepherd heard the conjurer’s cries coming up through the stones on Old Rock Road. And his constitution was that of a bull even after falling into a pit filled with snakes. The shepherd bore witness to Zemzo’s last words and retold the legend of his venomous undoing:

      
        
        A hardworking rancher, Zemzo suffered from chronic burning pain in his throat. He tried every remedy, but nothing worked until the day he met a hobbling man at the Everlan Livestock Market. Assessing his ailment, the odd stranger circled Zemzo thrice, waving a scarf at the full moon.

        “Wear my magic,” he said, “for three days and nights; then your pain will be mine!” Desperate, Zemzo tied the scarf around his throat and wore it home. He never saw the hobbling man again, but three nights later, his sick throat had healed.

        A fortnight after putting on the scarf, an insidious presence took hold of Zemzo. Its manifestation first took root in his mind, then in his heart. It consumed his psyche with a sick fixation: the cattleman could focus on no other subject than the art of sorcery.

        After slaughter season, Zemzo acquiesced to the obsession by selling his ranch. He left Everlan, rambling about Doth acquiring occult codices and tools of wizardry. Magic craft became his trade, conjuring his passion. But as the relentless thirst to reign as ‘Doth’s supreme sorcerer’ grew, his soul prepared to leave. When it did, his mind and body carried on, kept alive by heartless hosts immersed in darkness. 

        Centuries passed as the wizard gained longevity celebrating the depths of his stygian condition. Now, as he lay in a pit, moribund with a hissing snake coiled around his neck, he confessed to the shepherd.

        “Even as I lie here with bitten skin and broken bones, I take delight in the procedure of pain. Let the world know: my life’s work has been the unrepentant torture of creatures and mortals alike.” He stared up at the horrified shepherd.

        “And now I am to part,” Zemzo said. “But what of my last desire?” His eyes closed to create a wish so abominable that small rocks fell, causing snakes to shift about the den.

        “May every fertile snake slither from this pit to reproduce a deadly progeny, a forsaken species, a creature so potent, that every other will dread its lethal kiss. Go forth, my children; Doth’s enduring enemy—bestowed by the terrible Zemzo!”

      

      

      Following his final breath, obedient fangs tore into Zemzo’s accursed throat. Today, Everlanians warn of the “warlock’s curse”: accepting gifts from an old man bearing a chartreuse scarf and of soldiers approaching Old Rock Road, where a legion of Deadly Ones lay in wait.

      

      Callian’s first impression deemed the plateau an untenable battle station. But standing on it, where smooth rock overlooked the upper valley, changed his view; it was ideal.

      Janson couldn’t coax the horses near the Perch’s low circling wall, so he parked the cannon 10 feet back. The weapon radiated in the sun. Callian hitched the limber and horses. They sat on a bench with a view of the valley and waited for Roulic to join them. 

      “Have you ever been in a firefight?” asked Janson.

      “No, not like this,” Callian said. “But my father fought in the Territorial War. When he came home after the war, he drilled me and my brothers on how to fight. Mostly hand-to-hand combat. We did that every day for a year before we got to fire a small launcher.” He laughed. “My mother doesn’t want to hear guns firing on the farm unless we’re getting ready to go off on a hunt. So, one day, my father showed us a hot-gun he brought home from the war. For something so small, it sure was loud. It shot like a shooting star.”

      Janson, smoking his pipe, had a gleam in his eye. “What is your father’s name, Callian?”

      “My dad’s name is Oskar. Oskar Ronse. Do you know him?”

      “Why, yes, I do. Oskar Ronse served as a lance corporal in the squad I fought in during the Territorial War. Back then, we called it the Edge War. The Nobles started it, you know. They raised taxes to the brink. People couldn’t survive, so they pushed back. So did the Nobles. They divided us. But, as you know, the people have a will of their own and reclaimed their lands by force.”

      “What do you remember? Was he a brave soldier? He didn’t tell us much about the war.”

      “I remember his look, much like yours, was gentle at first sight but could turn into a flaming sword!” Callian looked surprised. “I also remember him speaking of you. His ‘youngest’, his ‘two-year-old buck’, waiting at home for Dad. No man on our squad fought harder than Oskar. Nor swifter.”

      Gliding over the lofty ledge, a lone raptor looked for thermals.

      “I’ll tell you one thing, lad, if you’ve got half the fight of your father, there’s nothing to worry about. These rascals coming up Old Rock Road don’t have a chance against what’s coming down upon their heads!”

      Callian felt proud. Proud of his father. Proud of his new friend. And proud to fight for the people of Doth. He felt the rush of proud blood pumping through his veins. He couldn’t know what tomorrow would bring, but he knew he was ready for it.

      “I hope the villagers are getting ready for this fight!” he said.

      “They’ll be ready before we can warn them. After what we heard at the Harking Toad last night, I’m sure word of war has spread by now,” Janson said.

      “Well, if they’re not ready, we’ll get them ready,” Callian said.

      “You sound just like your dad did. He always did have high hopes. I think I’ll call you Little Daddy,” Janson smirked. They were years apart but so close in demeanor that they acted like brothers. Brothers united in their fight against Dandoorthose. And they both held memories of Roulic. Tainted memories they could only share with each other. Janson felt young around Callian, and Callian felt better knowing he wasn’t the only one Roulic had hurt.

      “I sure hope Roulic gets here before sunset. We need to warm up this cannon,” Callian said. He paced the Perch, looking over the valley, until Roulic rode through the leafy archway. Janson stood from the bench, pipe in hand. Roulic savored the smoke coming from Janson’s pipe, then set his eyes on both men. He didn’t get off Ally. Instead, he pointed at the cannon.

      “All in one piece? You’ll have to test-fire her without me. I’ve got to stay the course with these witches.”

      “But we need your help!” Callian said.

      “Go ahead, Roulic,” Janson said. “We’ll manage here. When will you be back?”

      “Tomorrow. The posse is on its way to the pools, and I’m off to meet them there. I wouldn’t fire the cannon more than once. We don’t want to give away our advantage.”

      “Did you get the Dragon Smoke?”

      “With blessings for our worthy cause. We’ve got enough powder to send them back to Dandoorthose!” The Ancient One laughed, pointing to his saddlebag.

      Callian let out a whoop and stomped his feet. Janson retrieved the sack of powder and put it on the limber.

      Roulic steered Ally, saying, “Tomorrow!”

      Callian and Janson knew it was pointless to get Roulic to stay, so they waved, shouting, “Tomorrow!”
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            WAY TO EVERLAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Trees thinned before a meadow meeting the near-vertical blue rock wall. Its craggy tunnel, 20 feet high, 20 feet wide, and 200 feet long, separated the woods of Everlan from her pools. When it let out and sunlight warmed her face, Ally whinnied.

      A patch of sand outside the tunnel led to three paths. Each path had a sign with words burned into it. The sign on the left: Knowing (population: 108). The sign on the right: Belief (population: 369). The sign in the middle: Dragonfall Pools - Falls - Sanctuary. Roulic tapped Ally onto the middle path, to the pools of Everlan. She wouldn’t move. Another, less gentle tap of his boot. This time she responded by veering to the left, trotting down the path to Knowing. 

      “What gives, girl? What do you know that I don’t?”

      Ally’s trot became a lope. He decided to trust her intuition, but he found the behavior unusual, as she was as broke as could be.

      
        
        Why did she take the path to Knowing? Does she know it?

      

      

      When Ally’s lope went into full gallop, Roulic clutched her mane. He pulled the reins to slow her, but she kept charging even as the forest light dwindled with every twist and turn.

      
        
        Janson would have warned me if she had been skittish.

      

      

      Ally allowed Roulic little persuasion to sway her mind. He hung on as she ran her course, stopping at a roundabout of brittle brush. She circled its sunlit, flowering dogwood tree graced with glorious white and pink flowers, leading him to a tilted, two-armed signpost dividing the path: he read the left arm, “Knowing - not far.” Then he read the right arm, “Pools - dead ahead.”

      
        
        This is a shortcut. How did she know to take the faster path?

      

      

      He sped off feeling he had a good chance of catching up with the posse at the pools.

      Everlan’s biggest attraction, tourists flock to Dragonfall to see the watery lair. Indeed, the last dragons ever seen bathing did so in the pools there. Today, savvy merchants offer food, drink, and dragon-themed trinkets and souvenirs. One such keepsake is a talking baby dragon named Nans. The cowhide toy has a tube sewn inside its throat that emits a breathy word when squeezed: “Nans.” But despite the buzz of “the dragon’s return,” with word of war gaining ground, merchants were worried. And for good reason: their livelihood was at stake because the ‘powers that be’ could no longer just “be.”

      Others come looking for something deeper within the pools. But what locals long regarded as a sacred sanctuary has been resold as Doth’s public treasure. Tourism has taught the mountain folk that sharing their holy place comes at a price. Some pools became so polluted that they had to close them.

      
      Reaching Dragonfall, Roulic stopped to read a carved boulder resting on the edge of a crystal pool.

      “Tread lightly among these pools, for Dragonfall’s guardians wear wings of fury.”

      
        
        Indeed, those born on Mt. Nocturne have long revered these pools. I just hope I don’t see any dragons around here…

      

      

      He wondered why witches would be so bold about making use of this area during the busy season. Of all the times throughout the year, spring was the busiest. This made little sense to him.

      
        
        Witches are secretive in almost every aspect of their being. This is common knowledge.

      

      

      After a moment, he concluded that this was either a ruse set up to draw more tourists to Mt. Nocturne, or it was indeed the doings of meandering witches.

      
        
        Either way, I’m going to find out. 

      

      

      His hope of using the extrasensory perceptions of witches to locate his family hadn’t flickered out. Yet, his fear of entering the Inner Realm to find them angered him.

      
        
        I’ve been running in circles like a splintering wheel. Until now.

      

      

      The man in black and his men came riding up behind Roulic, half-scaring him into eternity.

      “Your horse is a lot faster than the one we brought for you!” heckled the man in black. The posse laughed at Roulic.

      The Ancient turned, wanting to scream at the man in black. But he didn’t scream; he didn’t scream at all.

      “Oh, there you are,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for you, gentlemen. Shall we resume in pursuit of our bloody witches?” All the men laughed again, except the man in black, who took the lead and led the posse
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fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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