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“In war, when a commander becomes so bereft of reason and perspective that he fails to understand the dependence of arms on Divine guidance, he no longer deserves victory.” 
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Young Adorok

by

A. J. Gallant

[image: image]Adorok: In “of Knights and Wizards,” Adorok is an old and dying wizard. But here he is, a twenty-year-old talented warrior not yet pulled into the world of magic and years before his transformation into a complete wizard. (Not necessary to have read “of Knights and Wizards”).

GERVASE: An ancient wizard that seeks to do one more good deed before he passes, and the world's fate may depend on him accomplishing it.

CONSTANCE: An exceptional warrior that seeks treasure, but unexpected adventure rears its ugly head.

KING FUHUHRUH: A malevolent king that gets joy from making others miserable. He wants to control everyone, especially the dragons.

GALIATA: A mischievous elf that gets banished from her village. Even though elves don’t associate with humans, she befriends several as she starts her new life.

PROLOGUE  

[image: image]

A THUNDER OF RED DRAGONS flew across the morning sky, nine of them in all, their wings heard cutting through the air as far as a league away. Two of the firedrakes taking up the rear nudged one another for position. Such a large grouping was rare and usually only seen when they were off to battle other dragons. It was quite something to see as Weston and Mavis turned their attention from the sky to the hunt.

Less than an hour after sunrise, the overcast sky opened, allowing moderate rain to saturate the area, giving water to the plants and wildflowers. The two hunters welcomed the moisture, slight relief from the heat but appreciated it nonetheless. A large patch of tiny pink flowers was pleased to receive the life-giving precipitation, their petals now covered with droplets as the bees buzzed around them. The insects preferred to collect when it wasn’t raining because the water diluted the nectar, making it unusable, and most started their journey back to the hive.  

The moisture released the smell of the earth, making the woods even more fragrant. Although hunting was a chore, it was also a necessity, but Weston and Mavis enjoyed the labor as they made their way through the field of pink blossoms. If they returned empty-handed, the family would be disappointed. They didn’t know anyone that didn’t enjoy deer meat. Weston shook his black hair out of his brown eyes. He couldn’t wait to make a stew. He loved cooking, had a talent for it, and compliments always appreciated it.

There was a whippoorwill singing, adding its song to the sounds of the forest.

Mavis looked a lot like his brother, and although they weren’t twins, some people had difficulty telling them apart; his crossbow was ready to release its arrow at a moment's notice. Weston stood beside him while they were both as still as a statue. The deer they had been tracking now stood motionless, but before they could release an arrow, it fled for its life, making Mavis sigh, likely from the sound of all those dragon wings. They hadn’t eaten deer meat in almost a month. 

“Dragons spooked it,” said Weston.

“Or maybe the wind shifted briefly and it caught your stink? I told you to wash before the hunt.” Mavis looked up at the leaves and saw that they were barely moving, if at all. When the animal ran, they were almost in the perfect position for the kill. “Are you really going to propose to Lila?”

Weston nodded. “Tomorrow morning in the barn.” He cocked his head slightly, listening intently. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

Weston’s eyebrows tightened as he concentrated. “That’s just it. No birds, nothing. It’s too quiet. Have you ever heard it this quiet? It’s unnatural.”

It was Mavis’s turn to become attentive to the forest. “I hadn’t noticed, but it is quiet. Almost as if we’re the only two people left in the world.” 

And then thought they heard something, but it was so low that they couldn’t discern what it was, nor could they tell where the sound originated. Had it come from two areas simultaneously? The hair stood up on Weston’s arms. His pleasant feelings were gone now. 

Mavis looked into his brother’s eyes. “Did you hear that?”

Weston shrugged. “I heard something.”

After waiting a short time, they continued in the general direction where the animal had departed to see if they could pick up its trail. The animal was most likely quite far away because it had been running for its life. It was unlikely they would run into the same one, but they would try it nonetheless. Many deer were in the forest but tried not to become meat on the table.

It became silent again, with only sounds of their own making, not a squirrel or bird in sight. Light pitter-patters from the rain on Weston’s hat caught Mavis’s attention.  Then there was a strange odor. Perhaps something was dead nearby, a carcass of some sort? It was releasing a bad and peculiar smell, whatever it was.

The sound of a branch cracking to their right was so loud that Mavis thought it might be deliberate. It sounded like a bough breaking; the light wind wasn’t strong enough to accomplish that. He wondered if someone or something was following them. They stood staring in the direction from which the disturbance had originated, seeing nothing. Weston took an arrow from his quiver and held it against his bow, although he did not cock it.

Weston started walking in the direction of the disturbance. “Come on, let’s see if we can find it, whatever it is.” 

“Could be bandits trying to lure us. Look! What the? What the hell is that?”

A hideous monster attacked. In a few seconds they were both dead, sliced to pieces by razor-sharp claws.

ONE
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THE GREAT WAR WAS FINALLY over, and the result was unexpected. Due to the number of deaths from disease, both sides had agreed to terminate the effort. It was dubbed a tie. Or a truce. Nobody had seen or remembered such an outcome because one side had always defeated the other. Some said it was a sign from God that the creator was tired of all the fighting.

The pitter-pat of the rain hitting the leaves was like drops falling on leather; it was that loud to Adorok and soothing to the twenty-year-old. He was ruggedly handsome and robust looking, naturally muscular.  His chest, stomach, and forearms were awe-inspiring. The warrior had always liked the resonance of rain, although not so much when it went on and on. He enjoyed imagining it washing away his sins, making him right with God.

Adorok was beside his lean-to on top of an embankment with the forest path below. Having used the same lean-to before and always adding a new layer of mud and leaves each time he visited, it kept out the rain quite well. However, on this warm morning, he sat, permitting the moisture to cleanse him. Suddenly, the precipitation began to ease, like God putting his hand in a waterfall, blocking most of the water. 

A terrible year of death and destruction, but definitely a relief that the war had finally ended. Adorok was also thankful that he had not gotten the sickness, but one never knew what was around the corner. Some blamed the illness on a witch’s curse, but he knew that probably wasn’t the reason. Sickness was as much a part of life as birth and death. 

A crack of distant thunder took Adorok’s attention from the now light precipitation tip-tapping on the fallen soldiers' helmets, shields, and faces on the path. There were just too many for Adorok to bury. He would continue in a few hours; hopefully, the weather would have eased by then. He still had quite a bit of rabbit stew and some salted fish, but he was recovering from many weeks of battle and decided to nap before finishing his meal. While his eyes were getting heavy, he heard people on the trail below him before he could crawl into his lean-to. As a precaution, he loaded his crossbow, sat up straight, and listened.   

“What do we have here? The enemy thinks he can just walk past us without any consequences.” 

The voice sounded familiar to Adorok, and when he stood, he saw that three soldiers with red cloaks from the western alliance were facing a single one from the east that was simply looking to continue on his way home. Three against one would not end well, wouldn’t be a good result for the eastern fellow who had a stern face and a warrior’s stare from one battle too many, almost as if his soul had left him and joined the other spirits that he had taken. 

Adorok called down. “Let him pass. The war is over.” He made his way down the embankment to make sure that the fellow would be able to continue. Adorok had always despised bullies. He recalled a similar situation when he was a child. Those long-ago tormenters had been much bigger than him, and the confrontation hadn’t turned out well, but the boy they beat did manage to run away.

The soldiers with the red capes were on horses, the other man on foot, diminishing his chance of survival. “Do you know who I am?” said the one on the horse that appeared to be giving the orders; he wore a fancy helmet with spikes and red plumage.

There was silence for a time as Adorok gave them the once-over. He recognized him alright; he had run from him during the battle of Elgart. “I recognize you, General Armpit. Your status makes no difference to me at this point. You will let this man pass or your bodies will be floating downriver. Your choice.”

Only the bubbling brook broke the quiet until one soldier finally spoke. “That is General Armster,” said the man with a large wart on his face to the general's left, seemingly insulted.

Armster looked Adorok up and down, pretending not to recall the face. “Who in God’s name do you think you are, soldier? We are on horseback. You two are on foot. You don’t stand a chance.”

“Wait,” said the man to the General’s right. “I remember this guy. He fights like a demon. Perhaps we should just continue on our way. I have no desire to die here. Not now. After all, the war is over.”

Armster shook his head. “You dare question my authority?”

There was little the soldier to the left of the general could do; Armster could and would make his life miserable if he disobeyed. Maybe even have him killed when they got back. He knew he wouldn’t leave well enough alone, and from his calculations, they were only about two days from home. 

Adorok saw it in the general’s eyes; there would be a fight because the jackass wouldn’t listen to reason. Although he would like to dispatch the general, letting the other two live could bring future trouble. A standoff ensued, with everyone waiting to see who would make the first move. A drop of sweat slid down Armster’s face as the tension got to him.

Adorok caught Armster in the neck with a dagger. As the general pulled his sword, his horse reared, sending the General toppling onto his head. Adorok grabbed the crossbow dangling from his side, putting a bolt through his enemy’s eye and into his brain. An arrow killed the third fellow, originating from the man behind Adorok, before releasing his bolt.

“Will you join me for a meal?” asked Adorok. “I have stew and some fish to share.”

Bayard nodded. “You are too kind.”   

TWO
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A DROP OF BLOOD FROM an impaled raven slid down one of the castle’s spires, its point as sharp as any spear. The blood fell, pushed by the wind, and the liquid fragmented before it speckled the helmet of one of the king’s guards far below. Orastu liked to use his sorcery to control, smash, and impale them.

The black castle, covered with spots of blood from birds, spotted the fortress in several locations. The stronghold had sharp edges all over it, steel embedded into the mortar designed to look foreboding. Now, it had an extra element that people saw from almost a hundred leagues away added to its dismal atmosphere. Ten thousand crows circled high over the castle, partially blocking the sun's light, an unwanted emanation from a dark spell. Silent birds made the ambiance even more unsettling. A single crow headed toward the circle cawed; it managed to turn, fighting the pull to join the others, and headed off in a different direction. 

Something fell from a high window, catching the attention of one of the guards. The dead body crashed to the ground with a damp splat, ejecting some of the blood that remained in it. The guard cursed the sorcerer above him, although only under his breath. Nine out of ten people had minor magic in them, but the corpse that hit the ground did not and was useless.    

“Dispose of it!” Orastu shouted from above.

Evil plans without consideration for innocent victims were brewed like boiling tea, formulated by the king and Orastu. Malevolence of the highest degree was in progress, but several complications needed to be solved before the wicked spell burst into the ether. Tempers rose as patience dwindled. One of the king’s assistants flew out the window, screaming until he hit the ground. A cart with a blood-stained bed came around the corner to remove the corpse and the newly dead assistant. 

A black dragon that knew evil when it saw it came from the east, flying through trying to disperse the crows. However, being a thing of magic, the birds simply regrouped and reformed. A burst of flames accomplished little, so it flew off toward the distant mountains.


THREE
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THE MORNING SUNLIGHT, reflecting off the shimmying water in the babbling brook, caught the tree’s dew-covered leaves that Gervase was leaning against, creating sparkles of light in the droplets. A leaf had accumulated sufficient moister for a drop to leave it and fall on the old fellow’s partially bald head. Gervase, gazing at a nearby circular spiderweb covered in dew and more noticeable than usual due to the tiny droplets highlighting its shape, was surprised as a trout jumped from the stream returning to the water with a splash, taking his attention from the web. 

And then a dragon circling overhead caught his eye. Gervase looked up at the red beast, wondering if it was paying attention to him. It likely had its vision on a pterocrit that he couldn’t see, and if it did, the animal would soon be a meal for the dragon. However, it did seem to be getting closer, but such creatures had little interest in humans unless they were being attacked. 

Gervase, soon to be eighty years of age, stood up from the moss-covered rock and steadied himself. On the handle of his cane was a rare, dark blue accumulator ring. It had a red jewel the size of a large pearl which was the only visible part of the band, and most of the time, it remained hidden by the palm of his hand. The ring, having sucked up magical energy over several years, is what transformed him into a sorcerer when he was nineteen.

Gervase loved observing nature and being surrounded by it. The sights, along with the smells and sounds, made him appreciate being alive. His forest surroundings facilitated thinking, helping him to remember certain parts of his long life. He had one more impossible task but didn’t know if he would live long enough to manage it. And it was a crucial undertaking. At his advanced age, Gervase wasn’t sure if he was up to the task.   

Scanning the sky, he noticed the dragon had vanished. “I guess I should be heading back.” He rubbed the scar on his left cheek, resulting from a battle with another wizard over forty years ago. The spelled arrow had gone into one side of his face and two days later was taken out the other side; no one thought he would survive that one. 

Gervase took in a deep breath, thinking that it strengthened his lungs. He looked down at a small trout swimming in circles. There was a plant in the water and the wizard imagined the red-striped fish was eating from it. The cold-blooded vertebrate lived a simple life, although Gervase thought it might be exciting if he lived in its body. Perspective went a long way when trying to figure things out. 

It had been a morning of contemplation, but it was time to go. Gervase took a boiled egg out of his pocket, cracked it open, and ate it. The day was getting older, and so was he. Carefulness was necessary at his age and a crick in his back didn’t help, knowing that a fall on a wet rock could be disastrous. He might have struggled like a turtle on its back until death took him. He cautiously climbed the slight embankment and then moved away from the brook. The branches overhead, pushed by a stronger breeze, complained as they rubbed against one another. Although the sky didn’t yet show it, the pain in his knee told him a storm might be brewing beyond the horizon.

The red dragon landed in front of him with a thump, startling him as it pulled in its wings, knocking down two trees in the process. Gervase wasn’t afraid of much anymore, and if this was the end, he hoped it would be quick. He gazed up into its beautiful green eyes. “Are you going to burn me or eat me?” he asked the dragon matter-of-factly, thumping his cane.

“Neither,” said the dragon. “I’ve been watching you. Is your condition because of your advanced age? Or are you sick? You wobble when you walk.”

Gervase was taken aback by the talking dragon. “How is it that you speak my language?”

The red dragon lay down to be less frightening, but its size made it appear no less imposing. “I was raised by humans for a time. I guess they found my egg. Of course, as soon as I could fly away, I did so. I have taught several others to speak the language as well. Being able to speak human is an amusement many of us now share.”

Gervase was amazed by its size, as a single one of its teeth was taller than him. “Yes, my age is advanced, making me sickly. I no longer have half the strength I used to, not that it would have ever compared to the power in a big beautiful fellow like you. You would be the ocean, and I driftwood on the beach.”

The dragon cocked his head. He liked the compliment. Did humans find all dragons to be striking? “Are you a thousand years old?”

Gervase laughed. “No, but I feel like it. Very few humans even live to be eighty.”

Not much of a lifespan. And still, humans always fight and kill one another as if their lifespans are not short enough. “I am summoned,” said the dragon. As it took to the sky, its tail almost struck him. He watched until it was out of view.

Gervase hadn’t heard anyone calling the dragon, but he was somewhat hard of hearing. That was one encounter he would not soon forget, releasing a sigh of relief that the animal was gone and he was still amongst the living. He cocked his head at the large footprint it had left behind. “What in the world? A talking dragon.”

His thoughts went back to his predicament. The old man’s problem was not an easy one to solve, perhaps even impossible. His telling dreams seemed to be vaguer than usual, almost as if someone were interfering with them, and whether or not that was the case, he could not say. He imagined that few people were even aware he remained among the living. Maybe his advanced age also affected his ability to see glimpses of the future. That worried him.    

More than an hour later, Gervase steadied himself with his walking stick on the path near his cabin while listening to the rat-a-tat-tat of a woodpecker overhead. He had a slight limp from arthritis in his left ankle and his right hip ached as he made his way. He grunted at the thought that he wouldn’t be able to limp on both sides simultaneously, finding it amusing to a degree. Gervase would be happy if, after he was gone, his soul could come and visit the wildlife now and then. 

His raven flew out of the window and landed on his shoulder. Kraw! Kraw! “Corbin, you are supposed to be in your cage. Now, get back in there and close the door behind you. I’ll be in directly.” The bird complied, hopping on the table inside the cabin, jumping back into his cage, and shutting the door behind him with his beak.

Gervase had a tickle in his throat, making him wonder if he wasn’t coming down with something. God, I hope it’s not the Devil’s grip. He knew his time in this world was waning, his body worn by time. His open grave awaited his arrival, although once he was dead, he would need to rely on the enchantment to finish the burial initiated by the last thump of his heart, and he wouldn’t be alive to make adjustments if something went wrong. Gervase could end up standing on his head in the hole with just his two feet sticking out. That image always gave him a chuckle. Some sorcerers turned to dust when their time came because of immersing themselves in magical ingredients most of their lives, but he had no idea if that was in the cards for him or not.

It was getting harder and harder to get up in the morning. The hot spring did help, but there was only so much it could do; never mind that walking that far was becoming more challenging. Nothing lasted forever. His heart jumping around erratically let him know the end was likely near.

With his cane, he began to climb the three steps leading into his cabin. An effigy of a black dragon stood to the left of his front door; he had chiseled it out of stone more than twenty-five years ago. Gervase pushed at a section of mud and straw stuffed into the cracks to keep out the wind before he entered. He’d been so fascinated by those creatures from age five, mesmerized by them spewing fire in the night sky. 

Gervase only had one thing he wanted to accomplish before his soul left his body, but he started to think that it wouldn’t come to pass. Few knew when the sand in their hourglass would drop its last grain unless a person was awaiting the executioner’s ax. The one thing essential for the world's balance of light and darkness was on him as far as he knew, but fate had a mind of its own. There were several possible paths; the challenge was to guide it into the proper one. 

His cane thump thumped as he made his way past the fireplace with the burning embers still having some life from steeping his early morning tea, which he had sipped from his front steps before the sun rose. He let himself onto the chair, finally sitting at the circular table that held the birdcage and a large stone.

A hefty black tome resting upon a brown trunk with a rounded top at the foot of his bed slid off, hitting the floor with a thud. Several letters from the book dislodged and spread across the floor, and then a tiny tornado of wind picked them up and took them back inside the tome. Gervase sensed a disturbance in the magical ether, meaning the balance had tipped to the dark side.

A lamp on a table beside his pillow burned with a bright yellow light. Inside the flame was a pixie that liked the heat. Confined for several days in a pixie trap, Gervase freed her. As a reward, she had bequeathed him three months of her service and wouldn’t take no for a response. However, her time would be up in two weeks and she would fly off and be free again. 

Gervase took some time to rest before shifting his vision to his seeing stone on the table, a big black glassy volcanic rock with a flat surface that scuffed the wood as he pulled it closer. With the daily chore of polishing the stone done, accomplished with a combination of soot mixed with beeswax and oil from the rare magical Mada plant that sometimes grew out of a crack near the highest point of a mountain, Gervase was just about ready to let the bird fly. 

Kraa, kraa! The raven looked past the bars at him. The animal knew what was coming,  anticipating the food he would receive after doing Gervase’s bidding. Although
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