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And to her husband, my brother-in-law, Wayne Smith. He introduced me to hockey and Pal-o-mine bars. A good fellow.    
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“It does not do to leave a live dragon out of your calculations if you live near him.” J. R. R. Tolkien
“Always speak politely to an enraged Dragon.” Steven Brust

“I learned how to comport myself among trolls, elves, hobbits, or goblins. I learned that a friend can be lost to greed and avarice. I learned that solving riddles may be as important a survival skill as bowmanship. I know how to talk to a dragon and that it's best not to.” Karen Joy Fowler 
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CHAPTER ONE
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A RED DRAGON FLYING overhead did its best to hover as he watched the carriage moving fast on a muddy trail in the forest. The firedrake was so high that it looked like a toy with little beings fighting. Dragons were curious about humans, especially when they were fighting. Entertaining, although it could be sad as well. There were four brigands in pursuit of the stagecoach.

An arrow came less than a finger’s width from her head, striking the tree with a loud tok. Seventeen-year-old Nyssa was traveling with three well-trained soldiers beside her, all of them archers. The woosh of the bolt made her realize how close death had come. It was a violent world; sometimes, even the toughest did not survive. Sometimes it was better to be lucky than highly skilled, and today even at her young age, she was both. 

The rain was moderate but still could change the direction of an arrow enough to alter its course. It is what saved her from certain death. The rocking of the carriage as it sped along was a jolting experience and challenging to fight at such velocity. 

“Watch it!” Nyssa shouted as another bolt came flying.

They caught the smell of freshly dug earth as they passed a bunch of mushroom trees created by a long-ago sorcerer to conceal the entrance to his dwelling. There were several mounds of soil just off the path, graves where three men had been buried two days ago. Men that had worked on the new road.     

The horses were riding hard as they were pursued by four rough-looking thieves hell-bent on stealing what was thought to be the King’s gold, and they had no qualms about killing all of them to get rich. One had only two teeth left in his mouth, and his smile made him look wild and nasty. To say that the ride was uncomfortable was an understatement, as the coach was almost as rocky as a boat on the high seas, with the wood groaning as it went from side to side. The noise almost blocked out the sound of the horses’ heavy hooves. 

Nyssa was sucking on chamber spice, made with ginger, cloves, aniseed, juniper berries, pine kernels, and almonds dipped in melted sugar, having received a pouch of them from a wealthy fellow that had taken a liking to her. Unfortunately, he was later robbed and killed as he left his house. He had been too old for her, but she wished him no harm.     

Another arrow whooshed by Nyssa’s head and stuck into an oak tree. The trail was a newly created forest path by the King and meant to be a secret, at least for a little while, but it was evident that the private route had already been compromised. Nyssa aimed her bolt as best she could and killed the one that almost sent her to the land of the dead, with the shaft entering his heart. His body fell and was trampled by the horse behind him; the corpse’s bones breaking sounded like branches cracking.

They had picked up the girl for extra support as two men had been killed on the way to get their precious cargo. Nyssa had been trained by the Marawei from the tender age of seven until she was fourteen. Even at seventeen, not many could beat her one-on-one. Some said there must be magic in her fighting ability. However, her Father also fought like a demon; regrettably, he was no longer among the living.    

Nyssa calculated where one of the brigands would be when the sharpened arrowhead got there and caught the second one in the throat, killing him. However, it was her last arrow. It was not easy hitting targets at full speed. One of the bandits caught up and jumped on top of the carriage holding a dagger in his teeth using two hands to increase his chances of holding on, but a reverse turning kick from Nyssa caught him in the face and sent him flying. He died instantly when his body smashed into a tree as he tumbled awkwardly, with the unpleasant crack of his skull as it was crushed.

“Only two left,” shouted Nyssa. “Slow down before you kill the horses!”

Taking orders from a girl was strange, but the King had told them to treat her as a superior if they had to ask for her help and to pay her well. Nyssa was already well-known in some circles.      The two soldiers beside her fired the remainder of their arrows but missed. Nyssa grabbed her halberd and waited until she thought her aim was true, catching one of the last two in the chest and watching as he fell from his horse. The remaining miscreant stopped giving up the pursuit. As his horse reared, he turned and gave them one last glance, imagining all that gold getting away. The thief dreamed of what could have been. Believing that his odds of success had run out, he fled. If he wanted to live another day, it wouldn’t be near that female she-devil. 

The animals were brought to a halt. They would remain at their current position until the horses had recovered as Nyssa jumped down and went to fetch her halberd. Her arms were muscular from all the training. The danger was now passed, and Nyssa would head home with her two gold coins as soon as possible.  
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TWELVE-YEAR-OLD NYSSA had finished her morning run with the Marawei; ten warriors of the order stood in a line facing the compound along with the girl. The sun was low in the sky, and they waited in the heat to be let inside the gate. It was part of the training. Although she was not supposed to drink, she had stuck her head in the river to cool off. 

Master Jaufau came out wearing a black hooded robe and approached the girl. He studied all the faces of the men before he stopped in front of Nyssa. He stared at her unblinking eyes for a long time, and she was uncomfortable but tried not to show it. “Girl, did you drink during your training?”

“I did not, Master Jaufau.”

He gazed at her long wet hair. “Nyssa, we do not tolerate lies.”

“I did not lie. I stuck my head in the river, but I did not drink. I fell in the water and stayed there longer than I should have.” 

Master Jaufau showed a slight smile. “Well, I did not tell you not to dunk your head in the river.” 

The gates opened, and they followed Master Jaufau into the monastery, where food and a good drink of water awaited.  
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IAMUS, HIS LONG WHITE braided beard down to his belly button, ambled down the castle corridor using his walking stick, with his white robe touching the floor. He moved as if he were pulling heavy chains behind him. If he raced a turtle, judging the winner would be a guess. Both his feet hurt, and since it was impossible to limp on both feet, it was slow going. Iamus also had discomfort in his chest for the last week. He felt he had more aches and pains than five old men combined.

Around his neck, he had a necklace of seventeen carved white beads of slightly different shapes, each one a separate prayer to God he had personally created, asking for help and defense in the tough times that were to come. In his estimation, the human race was in jeopardy.

Iamus had used magic to extend his life, having just turned ninety-six, but it did not allow him to prolong it much longer in his weakened condition. His ability for spells had depleted over the years. A wizard might give him a few more years, but he did not know any, and God only knew what he would want for such a spell. Besides, he was tired, and that it would soon be his time was okay. 

Iamus wore a flat hat with a yellow feather sticking out of it; the feather once held magic and would inform him of anyone approaching with evil intent, but it was utterly depleted now. It had saved him from a rabid dog long ago, seemingly coming out of nowhere. His robe was adorned with three golden crescent moons, belying his status as a seer. Only an oracle that had earned four crescent moons had more rank. The school of prophets was not an easy place to gain one’s moons.  

He knew there were exciting but frightening times to come. Iamus knew he would not live much longer but felt he might still have a role to play before his soul left his old body, giving him a reason to get up in the morning. King Idiwu had summoned him; supposedly, he had what was required to take another look into the future. Although Iamus could see ahead, it was never written in stone and could be changed by certain events, with war usually being one.

Two guards with halberds stood guard at the entrance to the Great Hall, where Iamus saw a cat catch a rat and run off with it. They knew Iamus well and would definitely not stop the oracle from entering. The long table, covered with silk cloth, was quite ornate beneath the covering, etched with dragons and eagles. Iamus noticed that the King was not yet sitting at his chair at the head of the table. As he rested to the right where the King would sit, he noticed his majesty being carried in on his portable throne. 

King Idiwu was an ugly fellow with crooked teeth and just a bit of a misshapen head from birth, but he had once been a great warrior. He was sixty now, and old age also took a toll on him. Not as many aches and pains as Iamus, but he was getting there.

“Your Majesty, do you have it?”

The King gave a slight nod. “Yes, yes. A butterfly that died of old age. What was it last time? A rose planted during a full moon?” Idiwu gestured for one of his servants to bring the dead insect, and then it was laid out in front of Iamus on a scroll. “I must say, Iamus, you are not looking well.”

“I am not long for this world, your majesty. My time grows near. My heart jumps like a frog, not knowing which way to go.” Iamus placed his hand a finger’s width from the insect and closed his eyes. The King watched as the seer’s eyelids turned a light purple, as his pupils seemed to glow from within. His eyes danced as if he were in a deep sleep. After a time, Iamus screamed and opened his eyes, noticeably shaken, making Idiwu jump.

The King grimaced, and his face showed grave concern. “Don’t tell me that fucking war is still on? I believe you said that the future is pliable and often changes.”

The seer took an intense breath. “Yes, your majesty, I did say that. But this divination seems to be happening. The invading army carries a red flag with a gold shield, and I do not recognize it.”

Idiwu scratched his chin through his salt-and-pepper beard. He also did not know of such a flag. “I am not aware of any such kingdom. They must be from a foreign land. Do you see thousands of them?”

Iamus hesitated with his response and was relieved that he would likely not be around to see it. “From what I saw, there will be tens of thousands, and not only that, but they will have a black dragon with them.” Someone is trying to block the visions that I am being sent. No point in telling him that. It seems awfully strong to be fabricated divination. However, I feel that it is being altered in some fashion. 

Idiwu hung his head before looking back up at Iamus. Could the news be any worse? “Do you not have any good news?”

“I do not.”

“And when will they attack?”

“Less than one year. By next summer, the battle will be in full swing.”

The King’s army was just over five thousand strong, and it looked like they would be gravely outnumbered. And a fucking dragon? “I should not ask, but what made you scream?”

Iamus took a deep breath. “They will even slaughter the women and children, your majesty. And some of them don’t look human.”

One of the King’s personal guards listened intently and considered running away. Certain death was not something he wanted to face, but it would not be easy taking his family with him, including a small child. Hopefully, Iamus was wrong.

“What do you mean they don’t look human?” said the King.

“Some sort of MordOrk derivation, but different. Ugly sons of bitches. I am not a military strategist, your majesty, but if you could kill their dragon, it might make them think twice about attacking? Maybe.”

“How the hell do you kill a dragon? Has a human ever killed a dragon?”

Iamus shrugged, grabbed his chest, and dropped dead. His old heart had beat its last.
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THE SUN ROSE ABOVE the horizon, pushing away the darkness and making the stars invisible. The mountaintop jutted skyward out of the dawn mist, and above that, two black dragons flew past, their wings slowly pumping sound into the morning. Whump, whump, whump. Near the top of Seradith Mountain, sunrise came with a light wind with pink clouds visible on the distant horizon. 

Dawn also arrived with a warning for a witch. A white wolf with amber eyes limped out of the fog, covered in fresh blood. The animal circled in the newly fallen snow near the cave entrance, leaving bloody red prints against the blanket of white just outside the cavern that contained two witches. With the animal came the smell of burning flesh. 

Circella had had a restless night. She tossed and turned so much that she fell off the flat fur-covered stone. The massive chunk of rock had fallen from the ceiling long ago. The uneasy slumber usually meant a sign was coming, and they were never good. She stood near the mouth of the cave in a brown silk robe, naked breasts feeling the coolness of the frigid air. She had taken the robe off a dead wizard she discovered lying on the side of the road.

Circella drank hot tea from a fancy wooden cup; turning, she saw the bloody wolf. The animal howled, waking Clara inside the cavern sleeping naked on a boulder on top of a bear rug covered with several fox furs. Across from Clara, an enchanted purple fire warmed the cave, with lavender sparks occasionally taking to the air.  

The carnivorous mammal morphed into the face of a wizard that Circella had met long ago, and she doubted he would even remember her now. The wolf having a human face was odd and disturbing. But she managed to put a name to the sorcerer. Crontchaba. Is he sending me this message?

The animal shook his head; his looks had returned to normal.

The beautiful wolf vanished, seemingly absorbed by the fog, but its circle of bloody prints remained, with a single black feather in the center. The warnings were more frequent now, the first originating when she was twelve. The other side contacted witches and wizards when calamity was brewing because they wielded magic and had the best chance to avert nasty things. But it was a rare happening. However, the dark side often intercepted the messages, making them so obscure as to be incomprehensible. And so was the push and pull between good and evil.

Is that what is going on here? Evil deception? The wolf returned briefly and nodded. It was one of the most peculiar messages that she had ever received. Obviously, time was moving faster in a sense, the reckoning was getting closer, and she had to try and do something to stop it. Now it seemed that they needed to find Crontchaba. It would help a lot if the messages made more sense.   

She went to Clara and sat beside her. They kissed passionately.

“Was that a real wolf?” Clara asked.

“No, it was a message. A message that was being interfered with, I think. Something bad is brewing.” Circella stared outside, now deep in thought. She preferred to live her life in the shadows and without turmoil.  
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NYSSA RAN OUT OF HER hut to discover a lone warrior attacking her grandfather with a club. Her jumping kick knocked the assailant off balance and pushed him sideways over a stump, and he fell hard, sending the club flying. The brute, Morton, was wearing thick leather armor. He looked like he had crawled out of a garbage dump and reeked. He was living in the forest when he stumbled upon the small community, deciding to take advantage and make the place his home. There seemed to be few tough men to challenge him, if any. He looked like he had deserted from some army and carried a circular red shield. The grandfather had stepped in when Morton began accosting one of the girls. 

Morton laughed as he stood up, seeing that his opponent was but a girl. If he could keep from killing her, he would have his way with the young wench, who he considered not yet a woman but not a child. “Drop your weapon, little one, and I won’t kill you, but I will shag your brains out. It is the best offer you will get today.”

Nyssa stepped back and went through a series of strikes and blows to show him who he was dealing with; the sound of her sword cutting through the air was impressive. It seemed that Nyssa had eight arms instead of two. She had exceptional moves that he had never seen before, a wicked style that almost appeared magical. Her movements had a level of power not seen in most men. She finished with a rapid slice that nearly caught him in the stomach; it was a deliberate miss, causing him to step back.  

Morton recognized that she had talent as a fighter, and he could not afford to take her lightly, so he decided her death was her best option. He would have his way with one of the others. This bitch fights like a banshee warrior from Dobalor. Never seen such determination in someone so young.

Morton swung with a lot of force and had he caught her, Nyssa would likely be in two pieces. However, she parried it, understanding that sparing his life would not be an option. It was either death felt or death dealt. The fellow was just too mean and hell-bent on murder. He tried to run her through with his sword, but Nyssa parried. Kicking his shield and throwing him slightly off-balance, she took his head before he could recover. The head thumped on the ground and rolled awkwardly against the stump. 

Nyssa had been taught many things from the Marawei, including that some people did not deserve to live. And the world was better without some scoundrels being six feet under.  
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NYSSA HUNTED IN THE old-growth forest two weeks later, more than a league from her dwelling. The smell of damp moss and flowers filled the air, a delightful scent that soothed her soul. Nyssa and her friend were distracted from the hunt and had begun following the sound of chimes and were getting close now, wondering if someone had a house nearby or if it was something else. Nyssa had heard of people being lured with such things as curiosity and had not only killed the cat. Finally, they found the source of the sound. Someone had hung chimes made from broken pottery from a tree branch, but no one was in the area.

The brook burbled with a human’s voice. “Burble, gurgle, gurgle!” 

“I’d put my foot in that brook’s ass,” said Nyssa. “If it had one.” She had been here before, remembering the stream devoid of fish and the babbling. The stream had a spell cast on it more than five hundred years ago by an inexperienced sorcerer, with unexpected results. Now the damn creek gurgled, sounding like a man gargling water. It was amusing for a short time but soon became annoying.

Nyssa was hunting with her fifteen-year-old friend, Boo. She had come to her village after her family had been attacked and killed in the forest. Nyssa wanted a rabbit or anything else she could bring back for a meal but had her mind set on rabbit stew. Mushrooms, garlic, butter, three chopped shallots, one chopped parsnip, and salt. And, of course, a rabbit was the main ingredient. It made her mouth water thinking about it.  

The old-growth forest was beautiful in many areas, and walking through did the mind good. Felt like a hug from mother nature. The dark green and the light green complemented one another. The scents and the joy felt like warmth from a fire on a cool evening. The sweet smell of cedar was also detectable; its scent was blown from a distance. The singing birds and the creaking boughs were soothing when the wind was strong. Nyssa often slept under the stars in her village, lulled into slumber by a nearby owl. 

They went away from the stream, and Nyssa stared up and into a rainbow tree with multicolored branches, with each limb taking a different solid color, gold, red, orange, and several pink. Some rainbow trees were well-painted, but this one just looked weird. It was the pink that didn’t exactly mesh. Nyssa had seen the colorful trees before, but none were close to her village. Some said they grew in areas where magic permeated, but that was not a proven fact as far as she knew.   

Nyssa, dressed in old brown leather with a black stripe around its edge, had several gaps and cracks in her ensemble. She had carved her bow and arrows. The girl had shaped volcanic glass for her sharp arrowheads, sometimes used to cut bread. Nyssa had a large pouch she lugged over her shoulder as she always tried to carry everything she needed, including a torch, a hatchet, food, flint, and other items. Her grandfather requested a rabbit to make a stew, so it was a cottontail that Nyssa hunted. Her father and mother had died two years past, having been set upon by three men while picking berries.   

There didn’t seem to be as many hares around as there used to be. Nyssa had barely missed one earlier but was hoping for another chance. Now in deep grass, Nyssa pulled Boo’s arm and brought her finger up to her lips to show her to be quiet. Boo wore a bear hide that was nicely trimmed and fit her well.

Nyssa ran as fast as possible with Boo close behind, completing a half-circle before stopping. Boo, and Nyssa stuck their heads above the grass to look. They were behind him, at least for the time being. The fellow was heavyset with dirty shoulder-length black hair, scanning the area to try and locate the girls. He had just come upon them and began following.

“What do you think he wants?” Boo asked.

“Nothing good,” Nyssa whispered. “Probably wants to put his worm in us or make us lick it. Probably both. Then kill us so we can’t tell anyone what he looks like or did.”

Boo shook her head. “You think so?”

Nyssa nodded. “I do.”  

“So, what do we do?” Boo wondered why Nyssa did not seem to be frightened. 

“He’s not young. Let’s crawl to the beach. It won’t be easy for him to get down those rocks.” Nyssa reached into the pouch over her shoulder and took out a round flat rock. “When he hears the rock hit the ground, he’ll look in that direction, and we’ll start crawling. If he shoots an arrow at us, I’ll have to try and shoot him. My Father always said if you are under attack, you fight back if possible.”   

Boo did not like the sound of that. A pleasant hunt had turned unpleasant quickly. Boo had such a cute face; obviously, she would be a beautiful woman.“Nyssa, have you ever killed anyone?”

“Only once, and it took seven arrows to do it. He did not die an easy death. I had to defend myself.” Nyssa lied about the number of kills, and she was unsure why. Boo was a new friend, and she supposed she did not want the girl to think less of her. Some men certainly deserved to die.

Vortigern was an unattractive fellow with a lopsided beard and a crooked nose that his Father had broken several times when he was young. Part of his lip was missing from a fight last year. A sword had sliced into it; a piece had fallen off weeks later. He had beady eyes and a crooked mouth before losing part of his lip. Vortigern had never been a handsome man nor cute as a boy. Both of his parents had been homely, which made life challenging. People were so judgemental.

They ran to the cliff’s edge that led down to the beach. There were many smooth rocks to climb over to get there. They both picked up a couple of stones, big enough to do some damage but sufficiently small to throw with a lot of force. The rocks might be sufficient to dissuade him.   

The fellow ran after spotting the two and shot an arrow from his crossbow at Boo, narrowly missing her. The bolt had been so close that it had ticked the end of her brown hair. It seemed that he intended to kill one to get to the other, knowing that the death of one would likely stop the other in her tracks from grief. “Stop running, you little bitches! You will only make it harder on yourselves when I catch you!”  

Nyssa tossed one of her rocks with all her might as he reloaded the crossbow, catching him on the left knee, making him dance and scream in anger and pain. His dancing made Boo laugh as he appeared to have a talent for it. Really she should have killed him, but it might have ended her friendship with Boo. Vortigern cursed them to the lowest as they made their way down the rocks.   

It was no longer so easy for Vortigern to walk. He stopped to check the status of the wound, and it wasn’t good. The convex bone was split in two, and it hurt like hell. Giving up the chase would be wise, but he wasn’t there yet. Now revenge was the thing. He wanted both of them under the soil.

Nyssa entered the cave she had played in last month and moved to its rear as she prepared her bow, holding an arrow against it, making it quicker to fire. She did not know if that fellow would give up and imagined the brute would come after them if possible. However, his leg did look awfully painful, so he might give up the chase.      

Nyssa looked around and noticed that something was different. A wall section had collapsed since she had been here, and now steps were leading down into total darkness. It definitely surprised her. A secret passage? If there was one thing that Boo would learn about Nyssa if they lived to see another day, it was that Nyssa was very curious. She would not leave the cave without going down and exploring, already questioning if there might be gold or magical items down there? The unknown always lit up her imagination.

“Boo, come on, I have a torch. Let’s go see what we can find.” Nyssa struck her flint, causing sparks, and after several tries, the torch took a flame. Those steps were leading down into the unexplored, but to what end?

Boo considered it a terrible idea, believing anything, including a monster, could be waiting for the two. However, she was not about to remain alone, and so followed Nyssa. The steps spiraled as they went, and the torch’s illumination did not reach the bottom. The whole place abruptly lit up magically from white stones irregularly spaced and embedded into the walls as they reached the halfway point. A relief that they could see. 

An elaborate throne sat in the middle of the chamber, covered in spider webs, made with reddish-brown ironwood, and the seat covered with dusty brown cloth. The chair was big enough for a giant, which worried Boo. The girl was not yet experienced in the ways of the world.

“Must be a bunch of spiders in here or one big assed one. Can we go up now?” asked Boo.

Nyssa laughed. “Are you kidding? I will burn the web and see what that throne looks like. Most spiders won’t hurt you. I think. I don’t know. Need to be careful of the brightly colored ones.” She burned the web away from the throne, removing the rest with her hand. A large ruby-like object was embedded into the back of the chair. Unfortunately, it was too big to be a genuine ruby. It could be possible that it was a magical object.

Enchanted objects could be fantastic items with powers, possibly create gold or even launch defensive spells placed inside that were ready to initiate. And could also be dangerous.

Boo grimaced. “There is magic. Those stones are lit by enchantment, which might mean a wizard is here. We can’t fight a sorcerer. We should leave.”

Nyssa nodded. “Or there used to be one. I’ll bet the sorcerer is long dead. We might find a magic sword, a great spell, or diamonds.” She tried to pry the sizeable red stone from the throne with her dagger, but it would not budge. Neither could the wood be scratched.

Boo wasn’t convinced. “Or some warding spell that kills the both of us.” Being friends with this one might not be too healthy. “Nyssa, I don’t like being in here. Why don’t we go up, and if he’s not around, we should head home. I’d rather be safe than sorry.” She took a closer look at the stone. “Boy, it sure looks like a ruby but it is so big.”

Nyssa was not happy. “I’m sorry; I need to know what’s in here.”  

“We could go home and see if we can get a warrior to return with us. Nyssa that could work.”

Nyssa shook her head. “Oh sure, and he'll take it if something magical.”

They were at an impasse. Boo did not want to return by herself, and Nyssa needed to know what the cave held. There had to be a reason for such a concealed place. There could be treasure, but death could await them if they went further. The path untrodden may as well be unseen no matter what fortune lies there. 

Boo pushed on the stone. It seemed to budge; the floor opened and abruptly gave way. The two found themselves on a slide, falling into darkness.    
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CHAPTER FIVE


[image: ]


[image: image]

––––––––
[image: ]


THE BLACK DRAGON WITH mesmerizing green eyes circled the cliff where he lived, aware his parents watched and did not like that they did. He smelled like lilies, having rolled in them for about an hour. The scent would be with him for a while. He had a thing for flowers. Koontz had tried to stay away from his den until no one was looking, but it appeared that his parents would not give up the watch. 

Koontz needed a nap and did not want to be observed as he landed. The top of the cliff was narrow, and at just under a year of age, he had not yet gotten the hang of landing. Most dragons did not take to the sky until they were two, so he was ahead of the game. Koontz knew they were proud of him but almost felt they enjoyed seeing him crash, thinking it was cute. Like a human toddler falling and not getting hurt.

However, his parents boasting about him being such a young flyer was not appreciated, and it was embarrassing when he crashed, which was most of the time. Additionally, his parents judging his every move made him more likely to fail. 

The night was blustery, and that did not help. The positions for deceleration with his wings were challenging, and Koontz had not yet perfected judging distance either. His speed remained difficult to control. He came in at an angle that only a well-practiced dragon could handle, lost the area he wanted to touch down on, and the remainder of his confidence in the process. Koontz sank and was out of sight when he hit the wall and spiraled toward the beach below. His parents, a red and a black dragon, knew what had happened but would not mention it. However, like a cat flipping and landing on its feet, he turned and slid through the air and recovered. 

Koontz decided to circle around, hoping his parents would return to the cave by the time he returned, and then he could sleep for a while. Sometime later, Koontz returned to observe the cavern and was happy that his Father no longer watched for him. Nonetheless, now his sister was sitting near the entrance wearing that annoying smile, waiting for him to make a fool of himself. 

“I am going in. I don’t give a shit what happens!” Koontz said to himself.   

Chusi, Koontz’s sister, was a beautiful dark muddy-red dragon with jade eyes and a longer-than-average tail with spikes on the end. Little brother did not have piercers, and his parents did, which was great for teasing him. Chusi realized he was flying too fast for a good landing and wabbled quickly into the cave just as he hit. It was a three-point landing with his head, tail, and left leg. And then he fell over. When Chusi returned, she found Koontz on his back, like a turtle, but he quickly flipped over and shook his head, releasing a high-pitched complaint.

Chusi giggled. “Perfect landing, little brother.”

“Shut up. Don’t forget I will be bigger than you one day and sit on you for days. Being ten years older makes a big difference now, but one day it won’t.   

She knew it was true and that perhaps she should ease up on the teasing, but it was so satisfying. What would a day be like without having a laugh at her brother's expense?
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CHAPTER SIX
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THE RAIN POURED ON the village of  Little Field, which wasn’t big enough to be a village, more like a settlement, but the inhabitants, just numbering over a hundred, had carved a sign and called themselves the village of Little Field. There were seventeen hovels made of mud and straw; only one was more like a house of oak. It was rather large, and most people would huddle there for safety on stormy days. A gathering place to tell stories and to hear what was happening in people’s minds and hearts.

They were on the outskirts of the kingdom of Azorvia. The village was so far from the empire that they weren’t part of it, but they liked to think they were. King Crostoma had visited once and sent back some food to sustain them through the winter, as the growing season had been awful the year the King had discovered them. It had been exciting that his majesty actually knew they existed.

Distant drums were slowly getting louder over several days, making everyone wonder what was going on. It was a small army five times the size of the settlement, and all were battle-ready.

The army was upon them before they knew what was happening, killing almost everyone as they slept. One of the young villagers managed to kill a soldier of the Yakmire but quickly lost his head in the brief encounter. Two families managed to escape into the deep woods. Boo was devasted that her father had been killed, permitting them the time to run.
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FIVE DAYS LATER, A wizard named Crontchaba wandered into the decimated village after falling off a cliff. His magic saved him, but it had been a close call. The ground had given way under him, and he could not determine whether someone had cast a spell on him. Some sorcerers were sneaky like that, hit and run.

Crontchaba carried a hollow staff with a dragon’s head on top and wore a brown leather robe with yellow highlights. He was disgusted with what he saw, killing for the sake of killing. Crontchaba had been here several times before, and the people had welcomed him even though he was a wizard. Many people were fearful of a spell caster. He did not remember the village having anything of significant value except love and friendship.

Crontchaba was dissatisfied with humankind, so he avoided the big kingdoms. He occasionally had future flashes but no notice of this massacre. He would have cast a shield around the village with sufficient time. However, now he would never get those images out of his head. With a silent prayer and a wave of his hand, he turned the dead to dust, creating a strong wind that took them away, observing as the souls blew around the trees.

The wizard departed the area and returned to his hole in the ground, magically hidden from passersby, shaking his head until he got to his bed. He awoke the following day to the sound of female voices talking; someone was obviously in the area. He ate a bowl of strawberries and some mixed nuts and drank a cup of tea for breakfast. It sounded to him like he had heard his name. Were the women searching specifically for him? He was trying to decide if he wanted to be bothered or not.

Crontchaba was impressed that they had managed to get this close to him, believing they were likely witches. Perhaps the two were short of a particular magical ingredient, but he would not give anything powerful to strangers. He would not aid anyone with evil incantations.  

When Crontchaba went up to talk, it seemed as if he had appeared out of thin air because he had walked through several layers of concealing magic. One he had got stuck in for a brief moment. “And what can I do for you ladies?”

Circella clapped her hands in triumph. “See, Clara, I told you we were close. Crontchaba, you have a concealing spell, don’t you?” Circella was in her early forties and still quite attractive. Circella had a few more wrinkles than she would like, but the blond witch with blue eyes also had a fantastic body. Crontchaba thought she looked familiar but could not put his finger on it.

Clara was fifty-five with brown teeth and a crooked smile but was easily average-looking. “Are you getting dark dreams? If so, we’d like to hear about them
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