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The ignoramus dims his own light,

but mustn’t be allowed to darken the light of others.

A. J. Gallant

NO PART OF THIS NOVEL may be reproduced, scanned or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Purchase only authorized editions. This book is a work of fiction born of the author’s inspiration. Characters, names, incidents, and places are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form.

The author dedicates this novel to the memory of Kevin Morash 1956-2014.

You’re missed, and you deserved a better fate.

A place of wonder and struggle arises on a parallel Earth that isn't, altered by magic, where life is immersed in magic.  
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A BRIGHT BONFIRE GAVE atmosphere to the night. The crackling of the burning logs was satisfying as the three hunters watched the embers float into the dark sky, drifting up toward the crescent moon. The smoke from the fire was irritating to Henry’s eyes, especially when the wind momentarily changed directions. He tried hard to wave it away with his right hand. At sunrise, they would head to the forest to hunt deer. The three families would share whatever they killed equally. Their friendships made life a little easier, sharing the good times along with the bad. The weight of the world was a little easier when divided by three, their aid often immeasurable to one another. 

Quinn had a scraggly beard and was rather rough-looking at 40-years-of-age, but he was the best shot of them all. When he took aim with his crossbow, he rarely missed. His father would beat him when he was younger for not hitting his target, so he practiced long and hard until his fingers blistered and bled. Quinn vigorously scratched his head as the fire revealed some of his rugged features, his face, and nose much too broad and crooked for anyone to call him handsome. “Can’t wait to cook some venison, me mouth waters for it.”

“Aye,” said Dain. “Nothing like fresh meat. Salt keeps ‘er from spoiling, but nothing like a fresh kill. The little uns will dance at the sight. I like the raw heart best.” 

It was a risk being out after sunset. There was no telling what sort of beast lurked once the darkness pushed away the light. Certain forests were observed to be inhabited by previously unseen monsters, and these were not cute little creatures - they always resembled beings that could consume a person. Magical emanations in the atmosphere were increasing and complicating nature’s natural ability. 

Hadrian nodded at the thought of unsullied meat. “Eaten muh share of rotted meat, sickened muh but once. Green trenchers wiff plenty of gravy to cover the green.”  

They all nodded knowingly. They were going to hunt illegally in the morning, and they knew the risk because King Crewe was a cruel man. However, life had many risks, and that was one of them. A man would do just about anything to feed his family. Crewe’s forest was vast, and they always hunted on the outskirts. They had been in this area several times seeing no one, so they hoped luck would again be on their side. One thing was for sure, there was usually plenty of game in the king’s forest.  

Bain attempted to rub the weariness out of his eyes. It wasn’t safe to sleep at night out here. His yawn made the others yawn as well. They usually took turns, but when he had awoken last time to find the others asleep, it made him wary of dozing off. Bain never saw the attack coming. A giant ax cut into his left shoulder and down through his ribs, stopping his heart. Hadrian went for his crossbow, which had a bolt in it, but he never made it. A two-headed niiwu thrust his sword through his throat, enjoying the sound as he gurgled through his own blood, his last struggle in this life. 

The niiwu laughed and snorted at the sound. A second before being decapitated, Henry let out a scream, and then his head hit the ground with a thump. And for almost ten seconds, he could still think and hear as the second niiwu sniffed his head before biting into his face.  

The other niiwu pried Bain’s shoulder apart from his chest, both heads nodding appreciatively at one another at the meal they were so going to enjoy. One head slurped his blood as the other sniffed. Both heads crunched into the bones, blood running down their faces as one tore a piece out of his lung.      
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THE BLACK DRAGON TORE through the air, delighting in the view of the Kassa River. Below Ryxa were several puffy white clouds and beneath that, a magnificent landscape to ponder. She loved to hear the whoosh of her wings pumping, the wind in her face was heavenly. Nothing compared to the freedom of flight. Her muscles effortlessly handled the task of producing sufficient energy to keep her up. How could humans stand not being able to fly? Ryxa supposed they wouldn’t miss what they hadn’t experienced, but everyone should be able to fly. 

Ryxa flew down through a cumulus cloud at over six thousand feet, following the mighty river’s twists and turns, taking in the sights and scents of the forest and no matter how many times she flew over it, there was always something different to see. The spicy scent of cedar trees came up to meet her as well as the sound of children playing, and now the resonance of laughter. She had ten eggs back in her nest, but she just had to get away and stretch her wings. Flying was the best medicine. Ryxa glided for a time, slipping through the air like a fish through water. She launched a burst of orange-yellow fire towards the heavens and then flew through it before it dissipated. She smelled her breath, detecting the faint odor of the pterocrit that she had for lunch.

The air turned frigid, rising from a section of the river where winter existed from an old but powerful spell. Down through the V-shaped valley, she saw it snowing large snowflakes floating down haphazardly with almost no wind, quite a beautiful sight. Humans sometimes loved snow, but at other times hated it. The flakes were the size of a child’s hand, and the scene unfolding below looked magical from her point of view. Even in the winter section, the fast-flowing river never froze over, but the water was frigid. Several children had gathered; four boys and two girls were having a snowball fight. One girl noticed the dragon as she flew over and pointed up at Ryxa as she had come down to a lower height to get a better look.  

The dragon heard a splash and circled to see one of the two girls had fallen into the river and was now struggling in the fast-flowing water. The other girl screamed her loudest as the current took her best friend away, perhaps never to be seen again. Anyone that would dare to jump in would almost certainly suffer the same fate, and she saw all the children were in a state of panic. Ryxa landed in front of Cecelia with a tremendous splash. Using two claws, she picked up the girl without tearing her delicate skin and flew her back to the summer area, where she could dry off in the hot sun. 

Her friends ran their fastest to catch up and pointed up at the dangling girl as she was being flown to safety. Her friend screamed again, but this time with joy, thanking the dragon profusely. It was an unwritten rule that dragons didn’t interfere with humans, but Ryxa was more than happy to help, besides being friends with Marcus had broken that rule for her, like squashing a bug. 

She circled over a hunting camp where two hunters were following the tracks of an elk that had walked near their log cabin. The smoke from the cabin's chimney billowed into the sky, gradually dispersing with the wind. However, as the animal ventured out of the winter area, its tracks vanished, causing the hunters to halt and feast atop a massive, smooth boulder. Even from high up, Ryxa could smell their coffee brewing. She had never tasted such a brew and had no intention of ever doing so; to her sensitive nose, it smelled bitter, and she’d rather drink muddy water. 

The dragon watched as a beautiful elk came out of the forest, and the men dropped everything to grab their bows. When two arrows pierced the animal’s chest, it fell and then vanished as they ran over to it. The elk had been an enchantment that continued to wander through the forest. The hunters found it disappointing that their arrows had also disappeared. They cursed whatever sorcerer had created such stupid magic. It was hard enough to put food on the table without wasting time pursuing animals that weren’t factual, although its hoof prints had been genuine enough.   

“I’d like to kick whatever bloody wizard did this right in his arse!”

Ryxa spotted a flutter of Cherry Blossom butterflies. Tens of thousands of them had gathered in a big swirling ball and were now heading down towards the ground. She knew what they were up to, and so she followed. The sight of nature in motion was intriguing, even in the presence of magic. Sure enough, a little way from the river, they had formed a tree. They started at the base as one piled on top of another and the tree began taking shape, branches and all. In a few minutes, they formed the tree, and its spectacular colors of pink, white, and red swayed with the wind. Some believed the females accomplished the spectacle and attracted the males, but they were not sure. 

The sight of it made Ryxa smile. Another tree began forming beside the first as thousands more danced out of the sky, forming another tree. Although she couldn’t be sure, she assumed they were the males, and then both trees met in the middle, creating an enormous tree and they mated.

The dragon relished the winding journey she was taking to visit Marcus. Past the snow area, it was again a warm summer day, with a foggy area now separating the two. The sparkling blue water of the river was beautiful to look down upon. Several large fish jumped out of the water, creating large splashes as they re-entered. A little further down was a short waterfall of about five feet. The sound of the falling water was as soothing as a mother’s song to her child.

Ryxa liked to nap near waterfalls as the sound of the falling water helped her sleep, usually facilitating fantastic dreams. She flew back down to about a thousand feet over the river, seeing a huge black bear with its right paw inside a hole in a tree, scooping out honey while being attacked by bees, seemingly immune to their anger as it enjoyed the feast.

Finally, Ryxa flew onto the wall of Marcus’s castle to watch the goings-on, and snorting, she released a plume of fire as she observed, cocking her head slightly. What must it be like to be a human? They had such small, weak bodies and only two legs; how they remained upright without falling over must be magic. 

Thirteen-year-old Marcus walked up to the grey knight that he had conjured while sleepwalking, remembering the warning that it would likely be evil if he had invoked a black or grey knight. Although he would have liked to run away, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. As the dark knight looked around, he realized Marcus's twenty-five golden knights outnumbered him, each one fiercely loyal to their master. Marcus made his way through the others to get close to the grey knight, who was tall and formidable looking. Sleepwalking was tricky, especially for a sorcerer tossing around spells and not realizing what he was doing. At times, Marcus also frightened himself. What if he did something so terrible and wouldn’t be able to reverse it? He would rather not attempt to think of the possibilities.   

“Knights, draw your swords and protect me.” The sound of many swords drawn made Marcus’s girlfriend Raina back up. She didn’t want to be in the middle of a battle should it come to fruition. A creation from such a powerful sorcerer might have the strength of twenty men.

Raina grimaced. “Marcus, be careful.”

The sorcerer approached the knight with his wand in hand and then held it behind his back lest the grey attempt to grab it. “Are you, or are you not, an evil knight?” As soon as the words left his mouth, he felt silly, knowing that even if the knight was evil, it wasn’t likely to admit it. He wasn’t about to say, “Yeah, I’m evil, so what about it?” And besides, there were many interpretations of evil. Some were, of course, obvious, but others not so much and many levels of good and bad with lots of grey areas in-between. The deadliest evil might be a person or knight that feigned virtuousness.

Might this grey knight pretend to be valorous and then lop off Marcus’s head without warning? He had a natural defence from some of his enchantments, but did he have protection against this? Marcus hoped Brother and the others always kept their eyes on him.  

“I am not,” said the grey knight. The voice sounded hollow from inside its armor and seemed louder than all the other knights he had summoned, who mostly spoke in whispers. Was there a familiar timber to it? 

“Raina, hold my wand so he can’t get at it.”

Raina was a combination of beautiful and cute, and she turned many heads wherever she went. She was the most beautiful girl that the boy had ever seen, having full lips and long blonde hair. She didn’t want to touch Marcus’s wand, but she did as he asked. It had been challenging to get, and she didn’t want it destroyed. She took it and moved closer to the castle and away from the crowd, now noticing Ryxa up high on the castle wall. Raina waved up at the dragon, and Ryxa nodded down. The black dragon would come to his defense if the knight were evil. She was sure of that, but with Marcus’s proximity to the grey, it might end up being too late. 

“Raise your visor,” Marcus said in a commanding voice, as forceful a voice as he could muster, being more frightened than he’d like to admit. He knew the suit of armor should be empty, but what if it wasn’t? All the others were empty, containing the souls of long past knights pulled from the other side, so of course, it would also be empty. Why did he have the feeling that something sinister was inside? The unknown was usually more frightening than reality, as one’s imagination ran wild. There were always monsters in the dark, even when there weren’t.   

The grey knight raised his visor, and Marcus screamed, not loud but delicate as a girl because what he saw was most frightening. Shattering his attempt at bravery. The armor wasn’t empty. It contained a skeleton with hollow eye sockets staring back at him. Very unpleasant to look at as if it had just dug its way out of the ground. Marcus had been told he would need to bind an evil knight but had not yet found such a spell, nor found sufficient time to research it. 

Being a wizard had more challenges than five people speaking five different languages trying to communicate with one another. He wasn’t sure what to do. He supposed he could make his golden knights hold it down while he tied it up. A temporary solution, but a solution.  

“Marcus, it’s me,” said the skeleton.

The boy’s eyebrows lowered. The voice did sound somewhat familiar. What sort of trick was this? “What do you mean, it’s me? Am I supposed to know you? I don’t remember being acquainted with any skeletons.” It was an attempt at humor.

“It’s me, Adorok. Somehow, you pulled me out of purgatory into this hunk of metal.”

What had he done now? And what were the consequences of what he had accomplished? “Oh my, it is you! But you’re not a knight; you’re a wizard!” Marcus ran and hugged Adorok but remembered that he was also clutching the scary skeleton. “Adorok, is there a spell to stop me from sleepwalking? I’ve had enough. I mean when a person is not in control of himself!” 

Adorok shrugged, making his armor clink. “I don’t know of any spell, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one. I think I prefer this to being in limbo, although I'm not sure if I’d like to remain in this state forever. My skill with a sword would be rusty. I’ll be quite useless as a knight, I think. Marcus, I’ve never seen such a complicated spell. You are a wizard of the wand, indeed.”

The thought of Adorok being trapped in there forever and not being able to ascend into heaven was disturbing. Marcus didn’t want to be responsible for that. Being able to accomplish things in his sleep that he couldn’t when awake was vexing. “You do know that you’re a skeleton?” 

Adorok examined the armor of one of the golden knight’s reflective metal, adjusting his position several times, surprised to see the skeleton looking back. “Oh, that is quite scary. I must say that I have looked better. No wonder I got a scream out of you. Things that look like this belong in the ground.”  

“Hello, I’m Raina; I shall be Marcus’s wife.”  

“Well, it is nice to meet you. She’s a pretty girl indeed, boy. Think of all the beautiful babies you shall make.” Adorok rubbed his hands together to try a simple fire spell, but nothing happened. “I was afraid of that. I am no longer a wizard in this form.” Might it have been better if I remained in the cell?

Marcus shrugged. “The wedding is not a sure thing, as I haven’t quite decided yet.”

Raina handed Marcus his wand. “He likes to pretend that he isn’t sure, but you mark my words, we’ll be married as soon as he turns fourteen.” 

Adorok nodded. “You still have awhile to go before you are thirteen, so there’s lots of time to decide. Of course, one shouldn’t decide on such things by looks alone, but she is exceptional.”

“No,” said Raina. “He’ll be fourteen next month. Right, Marcus?”

The wizard scratched his head vigorously. “Actually, Adorok is correct. I wanted you to think I was older.”

Raina locked her gaze with his blue eyes, unable to ignore the fact that even a minor lie was still a lie. A man was the sum of all his good and bad behaviors. “You lied to me?”

“Only a little one.”

Adorok could see that Raina wasn’t happy. “Marcus, you are already in trouble with your future mate. Honesty is the proper path for women because they sniff out the truth like a dog sniffing out meat, and you’ll never hear the end of it. At your age, that’s a hell of a long time. We should see King Darius, because I’d like to talk to him.”

“We’re going to Leeander in the morning so you shall have the opportunity then,” Raina smiled at the scary skeleton; he would take some getting used to, and she hoped he wouldn’t materialize in a nightmare tonight.

Adorok was eager to catch up on things with the king. “Very well then. I must say that I feel very awkward.” 

“I’m going to bathe to prepare for the trip.” Raina's annoyance towards Marcus's dishonesty persisted as she pondered the potential escalation of small lies into significant ones.

Marcus was in his lab looking through his book of spells, which also had chapters on the general knowledge of wizards of the wand. He was sure the information hadn’t been there earlier, but the book appeared to be adding new information. Unlocking secret passages in the book made him feel important, as he effortlessly revealed new pages of valuable information with a simple wave of his wand. He wanted to read some of those chapters, but the book continued to flip to a particular page with a distinctive-looking bird. A Crested Caracara, said to be a spirit bird that traveled from the world of the living to the dead and back.

He heard Brother pouring the last bucket of water into Raina’s tub. Those knights came in handy. Marcus knew he shouldn’t do it, but he aimed his wand at the wall under the shelf that contained several scrolls. There was a pop. He had created a small hole for him to peek through. She dropped her robe and stood naked as she prepared to enter the tub. Marcus fixated on her beautiful breasts, but then she noticed light peeking through where there had been none before.

“Marcus!”

Marcus jumped up and smashed his head on the shelf, knocking it down and sending the scrolls flying all over the place. He fell backward, landing with a thud on his rump. As he looked down, a sinking feeling washed over him - his wand lay broken in two pieces. The gasp turned into relief as the wand pulled itself together and became whole again. He knew of no way to replace his precious wand.

Raina screamed, but this time, the scream was terrifying, causing Marcus to rush to her, finding her covered by a cloak, though naked underneath. “What is it?”

“That skeleton friend of yours is walking around without his armor on, and he scared me, like seeing the dead walking.”

“Why isn’t the door closed?”

“I closed it, but it must have come open by itself.”

Adorok appeared at the door. “I beg your pardon miss, I was exploring the castle, and I opened the door, not realizing that there was someone in here. My memory is not what it should be.” His skeleton was brownish as if he’d just been dug out of the ground, pieces of skin hanging here and there.

Marcus nodded. “I didn’t think it was possible for you to remove your suit of armor.”

“It’s more comfortable like this, although I imagine not as pleasing to the eyes.” 

Raina pushed the door shut so she could finish. “Marcus, you stuff something into that hole right now!” She smiled now that she knew he couldn’t see her.

“I will.” He considered saying it was an accident but realized that fibbing was a hot pan best left untouched. He also smiled as he remembered her nakedness. Might not be so bad to be married to Raina.  
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ON TOP OF MOUNT KACHENGA, three sorcerers huddled together under a protective bubble of warmth amidst the cold. It had taken them two days and two nights to climb the mountain, and that was with using bursts of magic to accomplish it. Otherwise, it would have taken them ten days. Each had a long walking stick and determination to succeed. The thought of getting their hands on the staff pulled them forward. They thought the walking staffs made them look formidable, even though the sticks contained no magical abilities. But their enemies wouldn’t know that, and Kapano had carved a skull into the top of his stick. 

It had been a long night, but it was much safer to travel in the sun’s light, because only heaven knew what deadly beasts moved under the cloak of darkness. Even a wizard could fall into a trap or get caught by some terrible beast who lurked under night’s shroud of darkness. By its nature, surprise was difficult to defend against. An arrow to the throat or an unseen trap could be fatal. And some wizards created particular traps to capture other sorcerers, often with a magical item as bait. Anything that glowed or sparkle caught their attention. 

They spent the night envisioning what they might accomplish with such a powerful weapon and the kingdoms they might conquer. Having control of others would make them kings or, at least, they believed it to be so, and they couldn’t wait to get their grimy hands on it.   

The sound of dragon wings cutting through the air caught their attention; it seemed close, but they couldn’t see it. The wind from it knocked off a branch that landed in front of the entrance. Not only did its proximity sound like its arrival was imminent, but the whoosh of its wings was getting louder by the second. Asher worried they might all find themselves caught in flames at any moment, an unpleasant though quick way to go, he supposed. All their eyes widened as the soil was blown away from the entrance, their hearts thumping faster than they would like. A dragon might mean certain death, depending on the creature’s mood. 

As the large black dragon landed in front of the entrance, it shook the ground. When it peeked in, it startled all three of them. The dragon cocked her enormous head. The slit of the dragon’s pupil and her huge red eye took up the entire cave entrance. She snorted, and they could hear the roar of fire bursting forth from her nostrils. “What are you doing in there?” asked the dragon. “You best not be in search of the Staff of Herding. Only a fiery death awaits those who seek the staff. I am its keeper. I protect the light and chase dark souls into the darkness where they belong.”  

Kapano saw a bug on Asher's nose before turning his attention to the dragon, disappointed to learn about the staff's defender, especially a dragon. Why couldn’t anything be simple? “Never heard of it,” he lied. “What does it do? Heard sheep?”

Esmeralda stared at them, wondering if he was truthful. She had not conversed with many humans and so wasn’t aware of their character traits. Sniffing them, the dragon didn’t like the odor; it was a lot like swamp gas, she thought. Had they ever bathed? “Never mind what it does. What are you doing up here on my mountain?”

Asher felt like saying something disparaging about the dragon, thinking it owned the mountain, but it was best not to antagonize the beast, as they could be very temperamental things. They knew the beast could enforce its claims with its might, because a single burst of flame and all that would remain of them would be ash. “We’re searching for magical ingredients that only exist high in the mountains.”

The dragon’s eyes blinked. “And what ingredient would that be?”

“That is none of your business,” said Aewyn, standing akimbo and he stared at the eyeball. “We don’t want you to find it before we do. Should you desire it?”

Esmeralda grunted. Perhaps they were telling the truth. She had no desire to kill them without sufficient cause, and with that, she spread her wings and took flight. They watched her as she flew up on top of the cliff to the right. When she landed, she displaced a bit of snow that drifted down toward the ground far below. They noted her exact location. The morning wasn’t even born yet and was already off to a terrible start, and now they had more climbing to do. Unquestionably, a dangerous undertaking awaited them.

Kapano shook his head. “You know what that means.”

Asher nodded. “I know what it means.”

Kapano crossed his arms, not appreciating the complexity of the situation. “Do we have enough of the poison to kill it?”

Asher shrugged. “I think we might have just barely enough, but it is risky. A sick dragon could kill us all with a flick of its tail, never mind a fireball that would cook us. I guess it will take a significant risk to attain such power.”  

Aewyn grunted as much as the dragon had. “Yes, and a fool is unaware that he is, in fact, a fool. We’ve no choice if we want the staff. It could take months to find another dozen of those Black Spotted spiders to create more poison, and that’s the only poison that I know will kill a dragon.”

Kapano sighed. “Then we’d best go because it’ll take some time to get up there.” 

They left the confines of the cave and headed up the winding path. It wound around the mountain, which would take them to another encounter with the dragon, and no one was looking forward to that. Funny how multiple people banded together could make them more asinine than one alone, feeding one another’s stupidity. As they got higher, there was more snow on the trail, and an eagle had followed, flying in front of them from rock to rock, cocking its head. Whatever they were doing, something had piqued its interest. 

“We have company,” said Kapano.

Aewyn stopped and stared up at the bird. “Yes, I see that.”

The sky was now brighter, and the sun was about to peek over the horizon. A second eagle screeched from somewhere, but it remained unseen. A single feather flew down into Kapano’s hand, and it had writing on it. What are you doing way up here? 

“Oh, an eagle created by magic. Perhaps a human transformed?” Sometimes magical creations outlived their creators. Kapano stared at the bird as it looked down at him from a rock ledge. “Stop following us.”

Another feather dropped into his hand. I want to see the dragon eat you, or burn you, or stomp on you, or tear you into tiny little pieces. Are you going to scream?

Kapano shook his head. “Get the hell out of here.”

Aewyn took the feather from Kapano and read it. “Stupid Eagle wants to see us get eaten.”

This time, the feather lazily drifted into Aewyn's hand. You’re the stupid one.

Aewyn launched a fireball at the bird and accomplished a direct hit, but the eagle flew around unaffected. Apparently, it was immune to magic. Perhaps it was a wizard who had transformed himself into an eagle. Could it be seeking the staff? The bird hit Aewyn with an attack of his own, dropping his waste on his left shoulder before flying up to a higher perch to view the result. Its head bobbed up and down as it laughed.

Kapano shook his head. “It survived a fireball?”

Asher grumbled. “Magic seems to spread, give it another century, and maybe everyone will be a sorcerer.”  

“Perish the thought,” said Aewyn.

The trail curved up and to the left when Esmeralda's enormous head abruptly stuck out from the cliff, peering down the path as she watched them climb. What if they had something that was catching? Were they in search of magical ingredients or were they, in fact, after the staff? Perhaps she should kill them just to be safe. 

“You three are trying my patience,” shouted the dragon.

“Are there bushes up there?” Kapano asked the dragon.

Esmeralda looked around and then nodded. “A few, I guess. Stunted things they are.” 

They made their way up to where the dragon was, and all three went over to a bush covered in snow. The dragon snorted, and a plume of fire went into the air. She watched as they examined the bush. They now looked suspicious to her as Kapano glanced back. It appeared to be an ordinary bush, but then again, she knew nothing of magical ingredients. 

Esmeralda noticed the eagle circling, gliding gracefully. Unfortunately for her, it was the distraction that was needed for Kapano to reach into his pouch and throw a small bottle at the dragon, and as it smashed on her neck, the gooey liquid within burned a hole in one of her scales. She collapsed as the venom burned into her body, her monstrous weight shook the ground as she hit. 

Asher went up to it and kicked its enormous claw. “I think it’s dead.”

“Yah, I think so,” said Kapano.

Aewyn shoved his staff into the side of her mouth to make enough room so that they could go inside, and the others did the same. When a dragon was hiding a magical weapon, it sometimes swallowed it, being able to regurgitate it when necessary. Her fire extinguished, but it remained hot in there, a stench of sulfur and stomach acid. They all conjured small cubes of illumination to light their way. Glowing red embers flickered deep below, casting dancing shadows on her stomach wall, with the light extending up to the three wizards.    

“Oh no,” Kapano exclaimed. He felt the vibration from her beating heart. “One of her hearts is still beating, the smaller one, I think. We best get out while we can.” But then a glow caught his eye, the Staff of Herding, tucked inside a flap of skin on the side of the dragon’s throat, about a third of it was visible. The others hurried to get out as Kapano went for the magical weapon, hoping that it wouldn’t be the last thing that he ever did.

Asher was glad to be back out on solid ground. “He’s a goner if he stays in there much longer; the fire can ignite at any moment.”  

“Better him than I.” Aewyn climbed on the dragon’s tail, which wasn’t easy, and then listened for her heartbeat. “The heartbeat is quite strong, although somewhat irregular,” he said with his ear on Esmeralda’s tail. “I don’t think she will recover, but I can’t say that for certain.” 

Kapano fell out of the dragon’s mouth with the Staff of Herding, and all their faces lit up like a child getting the gift that he had always dreamt of; the staff was now in their hands. The dragon emitted hot gas and a partially digested piece of pterocrit as it belched. Kapano’s stomach lost its contents from the stench. 
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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A THICK FOG ROLLED THROUGH THE FOREST as a male niiwu made his way back to the others carrying a double-bladed battle-ax. The male niiwu took it a short while ago from a warrior who had lost his way in the fog and had gotten himself killed and eaten. The strong niiwu had no trouble wielding the heavy ax with his left hand, despite it being meant for two hands. He licked some of the human’s blood off the side of the blade.

The fog was so thick that Kromska had to use his nose to find his way back to the others. Now he could hear the crackling of the bonfire in the clearing. Other niiwu were aware of his presence by his scent, watching as he came into view. He emerged from the fog, raising the battle-ax in victory, his triumphant sounds echoing through the forest.

“Org ra!” Kromska held it over his head to show everyone his newly gained weapon.

A female approached him, admiring the two-headed ax, and he appreciated her attention.

Finally, Gauwyn, the wizard, had to admit to himself that he was lost. He had wandered away from his three-story home in the forest in search of seven varieties of flower petals, having discovered three before the mist had rolled in. He had journeyed too far. When darkness enveloped the forest, it made it that much more confusing to find his way back, an aging sorcerer that had made an error in judgment. He had let himself get too low on elixirs and now was paying the price; his joints ached to such a degree that he had a difficult time concentrating on things that needed to be accomplished. Searching for ingredients to ease the pain now took up much of his time.  

Gauwyn looked like he could be a hundred years old, a little old man in a red cloak; his wrinkles were many and his face weathered by time, but, in fact, he was two years under sixty. Sickness had sped up the aging process, even with elixirs to battle his different ailments, because some of his disorders were unknown. Sometimes a wizard ended up with peculiar problems from playing with dangerous magical ingredients; he had a roaming lump that was on his left knee yesterday but now was at the back of his head, and it ached something awful. 

Over his right shoulder, he had a large pouch that contained bottles for the petals to ensure the flowers didn’t touch, less they contaminate each other. It would render them not only useless for his spell, but dangerous as well. He also had powerful weapons; eight pre-made fireballs, three yellow and four red, not much larger than coins but they expanded when thrown. Now confused and hungry, Gauwyn sat with his back against an oak tree. He would continue when the sun came up. Hopefully, by then, the fog would vanish and allow him to get an idea of his location.  

He whispered to himself. “Night in the forest can be like a night in Hades.” His voice was somehow comforting. Gauwyn often talked to himself as he lived a solitary life. Years ago, he had conjured a bird that could speak to him. However, it died when it ate an ingredient that was poisonous, and he could not locate the fixings to create another.

Kromska sat with his two heads tearing apart a large leg of moose, eating bones and all. His talent was his nose. He could detect a scent better than just about anyone. As he stared at his new ax lying beside him, he took in an unfamiliar smell. It was human, and yet it was different. The niiwu turned and stuck both of his heads in the air, sniffing as he turned toward the west. The wind blew in just the right direction as he took off on the run, eager to eat another human so soon. He would pause intermittently, trying to catch the scent again, determined to pinpoint his target, aware that he was drawing nearer.  

The fog was so thick that Kromska ran himself into a large tree. It stung, but he shook it off. The scent was increasing in strength. Human flesh was salty, but he liked it. They would eat just about anything that walked or crawled but preferred human. He stopped and listened, both heads scanning the area as best he could through the mist, thinking his prey was close, and so he needed to be stealthy. 

Gauwyn was frightened and didn’t dare make a sound, knowing someone or something was out there, having heard a branch crack. Hopefully, it wasn’t something nasty. But then the wind shifted, and he could smell the stench of the niiwu, a distinctive stink like nothing else. He leisurely reached for a fireball, which lit up a small circle around him as he pulled it out. Not wanting to give away his position, he returned it to the bag. The sorcerer’s heart raced as he could hear the niiwu sniffing. It was a nightmare come to life, especially in this fog, and even in daylight, his eyesight wasn’t the best. He knew he couldn’t outrun it, so what to do? If only he could spot it before it spotted him, he could burn it.  

Kromska looked at the oak tree realizing the human was on the other side of it, nodding both heads simultaneously, smiling like a hunter catching sight of a deer standing still in the forest. Another niiwu was further behind him, watching, not wanting to spook whatever Kromska was after. Both of Kromska’s mouths salivated.   

Gauwyn knew the niiwu had discovered his location, its stink now palpable. And so, he removed a red fireball and let it cast its light, hoping it would frighten the beast away. Niiwu would run from a sorcerer, but this damn fog had him at a disadvantage. There was
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