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THE FIRST NOVEL OF this series is Knights of the Dragon.  

(Knights of the Wizard are the continuing stories originating from Knights of the Dragon. Marcus is working hard at becoming a first-class wizard, but he has a lot to learn, and even Adorok’s spirit is becoming frustrated at his progress.  Ash is an exceptional baby dragon that dreams of an evil grey dragon that will come out of the bowels of the earth that will be a danger to everyone.) 

“The noir hero is a knight in blood-caked armor. He’s dirty, and he does his best to deny the fact that he’s a hero the whole time.”
Frank Miller 

“The battle begins before the enemy is at the gates and before the sword is drawn; the knight has to vanquish his fear before facing the enemy.”

A. J. Gallant
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THE EXPLOSION THREW MARCUS across the chamber and against the castle wall. The loud and devastating impact of skin and bone against the rock crushed the back of his skull. A broken bone in his neck would have killed him had it not instantly healed. Marcus was lucky to have natural protection against his own magic. The 13-year-old wizard had braced himself for a possible explosion, but it didn't help him as he got thrown with such force there was no defending himself. His lifeless body remained on the floor for a time, but then his right leg twitched, returning him to consciousness.  

“Well, that didn’t work.”

Face down on the floor, he pushed himself onto his knees and then got up, feeling dizzy and knowing something wasn’t right. In fact, something was very wrong. His neck was bent at an awkward angle. His head snapped back into its proper position with a snap and a crack. The most unpleasant sound the boy had ever heard, but entirely necessary. The stench of sulfur and the ground-up Rafflesia flower, which smelled like rotting flesh, assaulted his nose, like being in a fetid dungeon.   

Adorok had made most of his enchantments look so easy, a fraction of this, a pinch of that, and Voila, a successful spell. However, for the young sorcerer, nothing was simple. Marcus shuffled back and forth several times, the way Adorok used to pace when he was working on an enchantment that was giving him trouble. Marcus wondered if he looked like Adorok as he did so. He reviewed the spell, his cute face showing consternation, wondering what had gone wrong. He fiercely kicked the table's leg, bruising his big toe and jumping around from the pain. “Why can’t I cast a proper spell? It’s maddening!”    

Marcus limped over to the window, pushed the curtain hide aside, and stared down at Stone, teaching a prospective knight how to fight. Four of them were out there for instruction as about a dozen others watched. Watching Stone in action, effortlessly wielding his sword with his muscular arms, his defined bare chest, was highly entertaining. His ease of movement with such a massive sword was impressive. Stone’s anticipation of their actions was excellent. His father had given him a wooden sword when he was two, and his father had received a bump on his head because of it.  

“If only I could be a knight like Stone instead of a stupid wizard.” His stupid sister was a knight, for goodness’ sake. It was fun to watch Stone, but it accomplished nothing while staring down at the adept knight from the high castle window. He knew there could be a point where the defence of Leeander could rest entirely on his shoulders. In fact, it was a regular nightmare of his. 

From what Marcus could see, two of them had some talent with a sword, especially the 14-year-old blond fellow named Cyrus, though, of course, no match for Stone. But the other two were awkward and wouldn’t even be challenging to a goat with a stick. The knight looked up at Marcus and acknowledged him with a nod, showing the boy a smile that said he knew another spell had failed. Of course, he had heard the explosion. Marcus believed fate was leading him down the wrong path, especially with his lack of talent for being a wizard. The only thing he could accomplish was to conjure up an eagle. There would be no shortage of eagles while he was around. The very first eagle had been exciting.

“Some stupid wizard I am.” He sighed as he left the window, sitting on what had been Adorok’s chair. He missed Adorok now that he had passed from the land of the living. His brief conversations with his ghost just weren't the same. Marcus went through the small book from which he had cast the spell, reviewing the enchantment. Several words were incomprehensible. He had guessed at them but had gotten at least one wrong. But even the enchantments he was sure he had gotten everything right didn’t work.

Many knights taught others how to be a knight, but no wizards were around to help him, and bumbling with magic was difficult and dangerous. His lack of success made him feel utterly hopeless. His confidence pounded like a blacksmith hammering steel, and each unsuccessful enchantment made him feel inept.  

A massive rat scurried across the floor, making a beeline for a small hole in the far wall, and as it momentarily halted, he angrily pointed his finger towards it. A lightning bolt exited from the end of his index finger, striking it. The rat never knew what hit it, exploding with a pop. Guts and fur flew everywhere, its tail hitting the boy, sticking momentarily to his forehead. That had been unexpected, adding more undesirable odors to the chamber. Marcus would have to get someone to clean up the mess before it began to rot. 

Marcus shook his head repeatedly and had felt the charge leaving his body. But what if Marcus had been pointing at a loved one, imagining his sister exploding with her guts all over the wall? He gestured at the wall to produce another bolt, but nothing happened. What was the purpose of haphazard magic? He wouldn’t be of any use to anyone, including himself.

Marcus’s sister Alexa entered the chamber with a tin cup, handing the cup to her brother. Perhaps she was the prettiest in the entire kingdom, but she was an absolute pest to Marcus. “What the hell is that stink? Here taste this and tell me if it’s sweet enough.” Why Stone had married her was beyond him, although the baby was cute enough. The baby’s laugh made him laugh, although it would have been better had Abbey been a boy.

The sorcerer drank, then promptly spat out the pure lemon juice. “That is not the least bit funny!” Marcus shook his head, and tiny magical particles flew all over the room, which had never happened before. The large oak table where he did his work floated, hovering about a foot off the stone floor. “Now what?” He approached the table and pushed it down, but as soon as he released it, it floated away as he pushed it, bumping lightly into the wall. “That’s just great!” 

Marcus went over to the table, picked up the chicken leg he had been eating earlier, flicked the dust off, and finished it. He threw the bone out the window even though his father, the king, had chastised him for doing it. Marcus pulled out the drawer, removed another of Adorok’s old books that were supposed to contain the most basic spells, and went through it, desperate to have something work.

He had even considered that being a boy and having smaller hands than Adorok. Hmm. Well, when a spell called for a pinch, he might have to add two instead of one, but even that didn’t work. His father’s raven flew in through the window and onto the table, bringing another branch, the fourth one this week. The bird cocked its head at the floating table and flew out the door and down the hall. Adorok had said there should never be a door to this chamber so that excess magic could escape.  

Marcus took the branch and threw it out the window. “I am not building you a nest, you stupid bird.”

The boy soon discovered a fire spell in the book, two fundamental ingredients placed between two fingers and then snapped the sulphur with snapper dust. He’d never heard of it but, after searching the shelves, found a container that was almost half full of it. Perhaps if this simple spell didn’t work, he should just give up. Marcus removed the bottle from the shelf and shook the ingredients. The label on the bottle indicated orange snapper dust. He realized that shaking magical elements probably wasn’t a good idea. Marcus got the sulfur, mixed it, placed it between his finger and thumb, and then snapped. 

Poof! Marcus's hair burst into flames, his screams piercing the air as he thrashed about uncontrollably. 

​TWO

––––––––
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WHILE TALKING TO STONE in the courtyard, King Darius witnessed the sudden blocking of the sun. A grey dragon was circling, and everyone ran. The largest of all dragons in the area and the meanest. It was an immense beast, and it spewed multiple balls of fire. People were running and screaming before catching fire and turning to ash. Nothing as terrible as the sound of a death scream. There was no holding back a death cry.       

Archers launched arrows from the castle wall, many striking the monster without effect. Some bolts stuck while others bounced off. The dragon turned and pumped its mighty wings. It sliced through the air with a terrifying sound, seemingly intending to hit the castle. And hit the castle, it did. The impact caused the castle to come apart, like a pile of rocks with no mortar holding them together. It crushed some people and buried others under the rubble. And then more horrible screams of people dying assaulted the king’s ears. 

The dragon landed in the courtyard with a mighty thump, shaking the ground and knocking the King off his feet. Stone attacked the dragon, sinking his sword into its side between the scales, but the dragon bit him in two. Darius screamed at the sight of it. He loved Stone like a son.

Adorok materialized out of thin air. “Darius, run for cover!” He launched a poison spell at the dragon, but it had no effect.

“Darius, wake up!” Adorok shouted.

The dragon launched a ball of the reddest fire at the king. The heat was terrible as his skin burned, preparing to release his scream of death.

“Wake up!”

The king sat up in bed. His heart was pounding, and Darius was soaked in perspiration. Thank goodness it had only been a dream.

​THREE

Fate's twists and turns were as numerous as the people themselves. Every time a person took a different path than they normally would, it changed things, not always for the better. Destiny had secrets up its sleeve, nasty things. It had been over two years since the Yurosy had been transformed into birds by Ash, the baby dragon wizard. People now felt safe. But there was a danger that was lurking on the horizon. Dark clouds were brewing. Unseen forces were moving forward; unknown wizards were hard at work.   

Hardship shaped people like chisel-shaped granite, transforming some but breaking others into pieces of their former selves. Throughout history, the resilient and steadfast had learned to navigate the turbulence of life and would continue to do so. But gentler souls always suffered the most, unable to comprehend life’s harsh realities, always hoping for a better world that never seemed to come. Greedy Kings wanting more than their fair share caused a lot of it. Children were always the most vulnerable, unable to understand why some could be so cruel, their little hands hopeless to fight back.   

After his passing, Marcus took over Adorok’s chamber in the castle, and then came the adventure that transformed him into a sorcerer. Being a wizard was not the smooth path he thought it would have been, not that he would have ever believed he would have become one. Magic appeared to be as complex as the insides of a dragon. When he closed his eyes at night, an odd gesture with his hand could blow a hole in the castle wall. A sneeze had knocked down both Stone and his horse. While one might find it amusing later, the experience was absolutely terrifying.

Marcus had no aspirations to be a wizard, even though he had imagined it a few times because of Adorok. Some of his spells had been incredible, but that small glowing glass ball had changed everything, transforming the boy. He couldn’t guess how powerful he was, but Marcus knew some people were now frightened of him, scared he would accidentally cast an irreversible spell or would kill them outright. He didn’t have the option of not practicing his magic because it leaked out of him like water out of an old bucket.

Marcus knew being an accomplished wizard might take a lifetime of learning, but his impatience was already getting the best of him. He wanted instant success, but already a year had passed, and he didn’t think he had learned much. None of Adorok’s spells had worked for him. His status should have been a source of pride, but it was embarrassing and more frustrating than he thought possible.

So Marcus experimented with adding extra ingredients to enchantments with disastrous results. He had transformed one of the king’s guards into a goose for several weeks and almost got him eaten when he escaped his chamber. He had also turned his father, the king, into a chicken for a week, confirming to many that the boy was dangerous. What was the point of having such a magical ability if one couldn’t use it to one’s advantage? Marcus had tried hard to turn rocks into gold, transforming them into feathers instead, having launched himself more than a dozen feet in the air from the explosion. The wizard was sure he had followed that enchantment to the letter, yet it had been a resounding failure. What the hell was he doing so wrong?     

The boy blinked his blue eyes as he combed his shoulder-length hair. Finding a knot, he pulled out a chunk. His face was young and handsome, although now he had a cut over his left eyebrow and a scar on his ear from a spell gone awry. Outside, the sun was just above the horizon, hidden behind a single cloud. The morning was new and fresh, but his problems were of the old variety. How to cast a spell without blowing himself up. 

There were ingredients in the proper amounts to consider. The correct pronunciation of words to be spoken, and his wizard’s blood to be cast into the mix of some spells. It was a nightmare. For days, he had decided he wouldn’t be a wizard anymore, that he would ignore his abilities. But he sneezed in his sleep and knocked two of the crenellations off the top of the castle. It killed one of the king’s best horses, a beautiful black destrier named Abizad. The horse never knew what hit him, and Marcus had cried for days. He knew he had to control his abilities before killing someone, but it was easier said than accomplished. 

Adorok’s chamber had altered a bit, and Marcus now had a beautiful painting over the doorway of himself sitting on Ryxa’s back as they flew over Leeander. Down below, the Yurrosy were being transformed into crows. He had them install several more sconces for extra lighting and a beautiful tapestry of a meadow where a dragon lay beneath an apple tree. The red apples on the tree were so bright he enjoyed staring at them. He had his father commission another painting of him and Adorok standing near Ryxa by the river. Even though that scene had never happened, he liked to imagine it was real.    

“How did Adorok make these spells work?” He stood motionless for a time, thinking about it. He couldn’t give up, yet he didn’t feel like moving forward either, continuing to try hard with nothing to show.

Marcus missed the carefree days of being a boy. Now he was the kingdom’s only wizard. He felt the pressure of it, especially since his dreams showed him in an epic battle that appeared so genuine it left him shaking when he awoke. People enjoyed glorifying war after it was over, but nothing was glorious about it. Being a wizard had transformed even his dreams. They were so colorful, seemingly real, and not conducive to a night’s sleep. It was always trying to show him something or other he couldn’t grasp, cryptic meanings Lance called them.    

At night, Marcus liked to sit in front of the elaborate fireplace where different scenes of a wizard casting a spell chiseled into its face, inlaid with precious metals. The fireplace displayed the Knights and the Wizards in silver, and the sun and the dragons in gold. He sat and pondered on things that Adorok might have contemplated, watching the fire crackling into the night, trying hard to be more mature than his age allowed. Once, he saw a dragon in the fire, eating people and stomping others, making him wonder if he wasn’t losing his grasp on reality. Dragons avoided people, preferring only to associate with their kind, and that Marcus had befriended a black dragon named Ryxa still amazed just about everyone. Even his time with Ryxa had diminished because of this stupid wizard thing.  

“Well, that’s it then,” Marcus stated as he placed the last ingredient, a drop of dragon blood into the silver bowl and said, “I infuse thee dacijiasas!” An explosion blew him right off his feet, throwing him hard against the castle wall and knocking him unconscious for almost a minute. In fact, the blast had shaken the entire castle, spooked horses for miles, and made many people nervous, even beginning to affect the cows and their milk production. King Darius was receiving a myriad of complaints concerning his son. Marcus coughed, emitting black smoke from his lungs that tasted like coal dust and caused him to dry retch multiple times, creating a peculiar sound and an uncomfortable sensation. 

“That can’t be right,” he said to himself as he staggered around, seeing spots before his eyes, having to sit down before he fell over. It was one thing to have the power of a wizard and another to know how to properly cast a spell. Adorok had had age, wisdom, experience, and patience with him, but Marcus had none of those things. Although Adorok’s mind had slipped during his last year, the boy thought he was more adept than him even then. How sad was that?

Marcus lacks the ability to match his legend and may be remembered as the worst wizard ever, with a jackass drawing beside his name. This wizard business was getting downright depressing. People mocked Marcus instead of admiring him. There was a rumor his father was bringing in someone to test him, and he didn’t need proof that he was an incompetent sorcerer. Maybe he would bring in someone to remove his powers if such a thing were possible. That would most likely be for the best.       

Adorok’s ghost appeared and smiled at the boy, materializing from inside the wall, and took several steps forward. “I tried hard to stop you from doing that, Marcus, but being no longer amongst the living, it's hard to make my presence known. Never add dragon’s blood to a sulfur compound.” 

“Now, you tell me. It is hard to decipher your spells. Some of your writing is like chicken scratches. Looked like dragon’s blood to me.”

Adorok looked into the boy’s blue eyes and smiled. “Might have been dragon flower. What spell were you trying to cast?”

He wasn’t sure he would ever get accustomed to talking to a ghost. “A protection spell to keep people out of this chamber. I hate it when they move my things around, especially when Alexa comes in here.” Marcus’s always had a love-hate relationship with his big sister because Alexa often picked on him. She was as good a bully as any big brother would have been. At least, he thought so. She wasn’t after him as much since she gave birth to Abbey. Alexa might be the only one that wasn’t frightened of him.   

“A simple but effective one exists at the bottom of that drawer.” Adorok pointed as he faded out and then back in.

Alexa entered the chamber and had to laugh at Marcus’s blackened face. “Marcus, what on earth are you doing? Are you trying to destroy the entire kingdom? You knocked Stone off his horse again.” 

Marcus didn’t want to show his sister how inferior he was at being a wizard, but his blackened face made it difficult. Besides, it’s not like it was a secret. “I, ah, I guess I need practice.” Marcus was still dizzy as he staggered and sat down to recover from the blast. He would so love to wipe that look off his sister’s face. All she did was laugh and make fun. She was now a mother, so wasn’t it time that she grew up?

Alexa again laughed at Marcus. “That’s an understatement. You’re no Adorok.” And when she saw Adorok’s ghost, she gasped but was also happy to see him, having heard rumors he was appearing to Marcus but hadn’t believed it. Now that she realized it was true, it also made her jealous. “Adorok, it is so wonderful to see you! What’s it like to be dead?”

Adorok blinked several times. “Certain things I can’t talk about, my dear. You’ll see when your time comes.”

“Why don’t you take her with you,” said Marcus. “Look at her. I think she’s ready to go.”

Alexa gave Marcus a nasty look. “Not funny, Marcus. Adorok, I’m a knight now.” 

The boy shook his head. “Some knight. A knight in rusty armor. More like a tailor than a knight, I think. But really, Adorok, I think she is ready to go. You’d be doing me an enormous favor if you took her with you.” 

Alexa gave Marcus a kick, knocking him off his chair. “Adorok, why do you only appear to Marcus? I’d like to see you too.”

Adorok blinked several times. “I have unfinished business with Marcus, and you’d do well to show him more respect. There may come a time when you need his protection.”

Marcus wiped the dust off his sore butt. “Yeah, respect, and he likes me better than you, that’s why. I will get Adorok to show me a spell that will turn you into a turkey.”

Alexa checked what her little brother had done to Adorok’s chamber. “He doesn’t like you better. He’s trying to help you handle this wizard thing before you kill all of us. Marcus has killed father’s horse, you know.”

“Yes, I know. Abizad is here with me now.” They both heard the horse neighing from the other side.

Marcus directed his hands toward Alexa, making threatening circles and gestures. “That’s it. I shall turn you into a mouse, no, a rat!”

Alexa stood akimbo, looking directly into his eyes. “Marcus, don’t you dare try your magic on me! You’re incompetent, and you know it. Who knows what will happen?”

Marcus chased her out of the chamber and down the hall. When she stopped, he tried to enchant her, but he formed another eagle which took flight and headed out the long window he had just blown out. Realizing that Marcus had tried to spell her, Alexa chased and caught him as he ran back into the chamber, pushing him up against the wall and partially out the window. She held on tight, but it was still a dangerous thing to do. 

“There’s nothing worse than a stupid wizard. What if you had turned me into a frog or something and then couldn’t turn me back?”

Marcus smiled and nodded at the thought. “Then Stone would be kissing a frog, an improvement, I think,” said Marcus. “Stop it, you’ll drop me! You idiot!”

The sound of large wings beating filled the air as Ryxa hovered outside the window, ducking and cocking her head so that she could see inside. “Alexa, stop that.”

Alexa wasn’t at all happy to see the black dragon. “Not you again? Ryxa, why do you show up every time I try to teach Marcus a lesson?”

“Just lucky, I guess,” said Ryxa. She adjusted her position so her head pointed toward the window and her body away from it.

Marcus broke free of his sister’s hold and jumped out the window onto the dragon’s head, sliding down onto her back. “Alexa, if only you could fly, but you can’t. And just wait till I figure out my spells. I will turn you into a frog and feed you flies for a month.”

Alexa picked up a small metal cup and bounced it off Marcus’s head, and then she watched as the dragon flew off with him. “That pest is gonna be the end of all of us. A wizard he isn’t.” And then she imagined Marcus feeding her flies. Perhaps she should be nicer to him. What if he did eventually figure out how to be a proper wizard? What she was doing was risky.

Marcus and Ryxa flew around the castle several times, enjoying the view from the air. The wind on his face felt nice. Ryxa hovered for a bit. Below them, Stone was training several young soldiers as other knights looked on. Although they had shields and he didn’t, they were no match for him. Stone was correcting their technique and becoming irritated because they were replicating their errors. Stone placed his foot on the big one’s buttocks and sent him flying, knowing that those mistakes would almost certainly cost them their lives in battle.  

“Ryxa, you can bring me back to my chamber now. I’ll bet she’s gone.” Marcus was eager to make a spell work, any spell. 

The dragon pumped her wings and was a little disappointed because she thought they would fly around for a few hours. She had liked Marcus right from the moment he had climbed that cliff. But now that he was a wizard, they spent less time together. “You want to go back already?”       

Marcus nodded. “I might be a wizard, but everyone is laughing at me. I want to make a spell that will keep everyone out of my chamber and that works correctly. Being a wizard is hard. What’s the opposite of respect? Because that’s what I’m getting.”  

The black dragon got as close to his chamber as she could, and he ran and launched off her head, catching the windowsill but could not pull himself up. Ryxa gave him a boost with her head, pushing him back inside the castle, and sure enough, Alexa was gone. Marcus sighed and went through several notebooks that Adorok had kept over the years, sitting and reading for over an hour until he came to an exciting spell. He checked his ingredients on the shelf on the wall and smiled because he had everything necessary for the enchantment. The hard part was, of course, to get it to work correctly. 

Marcus stood for a minute, smiling as he visualized the spell at work, and then he disappeared down the hall and returned after a time with a bucket of dragon manure, which was great for keeping a single log in the fireplace burning for weeks. It could serve as a catalyst in certain spells. The manure was hard black lumps that looked like volcanic rock and had no odor. Smashing it with a hammer, it turned to dust, not as hard as it looked.

Marcus got a cloth, placed it in the dust, and ran it around the doorway and onto the floor. Then Marcus took three wooden bowls and, in one, ground up the bark from a duwub tree planted by dragons. They so enjoyed eating its bark. In the other bowl, he put in three hairs from a donkey’s tail with a large pinch of ground-up tree root from a dead sycamore tree. Finally, in the third bowl, a small drop of his blood onto a breadcrumb infused with some magical words.

Marcus nodded several times. “I have a good feeling about this one.” 

He put all the ingredients in a bowl and mashed it together. It glowed and then morphed into a rock as the spell said it would. Was it going to work? Marcus felt excited at the thought that it would be a success. He took another chunk of the manure, smashed it into fine dust, mixed a drop of his blood into it, and then sprinkled it over the rock. Marcus then took the stone and eagerly scratched all around the doorway with it, and every scratch glowed, suggesting that the spell was working. There was a flash of bright light and then a puff of smoke.  

“It worked!” Marcus could barely contain himself. “I think it worked!”

Alexa was chasing Abbey down the castle hall. She was a precocious toddler and a handful, as cute as they came. Abbey dashed into the chamber and experienced an abrupt transformation into a baby donkey, appearing perplexed as she looked around, attempting to understand what had just happened.  

“Abbey! Marcus! What have you done?” Alexa screamed from the castle hall. She was furious as she entered the chamber to put a beating on Marcus, but now she was a donkey as well.

The colt ran and jumped around in the chamber, having lots of fun.    


​FOUR
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DEEP INSIDE THE BOWELS OF THE EARTH, the smell of sulfur was pungent. A channel of lava made its way through the vast cavern and continued underground and out of sight. Bubbles in the lava expanded and popped as water dripped down from the concave ceiling high above, creating a hiss of hot steam with each drop. It looked like, to a degree, what humans thought hell resembled. It was a poisonous atmosphere for humans, but a beautiful place to live for one particular dragon.  

In another area, more water dripped into a shallow pool of warm mud and water, and out of it, a baby mud mole forth crawled that quickly waddled off. The uneven walls glowed red from the molten rock as shadows shifted around from bubbling lava like dancing demons. A giant mole was digging through rock down a side tunnel. It broke a claw and screeched, but another grew back instantly.

“That hurt.”

It resumed digging, faster and more determined than before. The giant moles were the product of a wizard that had lived over five hundred years ago. A young sorcerer who had liked to play with his magic, turning ordinary moles into giants for fun. He hadn’t considered that they could mate and reproduce and evolve. Consequences often followed a wizard's lack of judgment.

It was a hot, humid, dark, and oppressive atmosphere, but not for Charox. The dragon was asleep on an enormous circular pillar that jutted out of the bubbling lava, dreaming of pursuing and killing other dragons. Dragons didn’t come any bigger than a grey dragon, except for perhaps a cruncher. Almost twenty ordinary dragons could fit inside one, an impressive sight.

The monstrous dragon awoke from his two-hundred-year nap and was immediately aware that another dragon wizard was in the world besides himself, another that could cast spells. And as he cocked his head and sensed Ash, he didn’t like him, managing a menacing smile. He scratched the sleep out of his eyes, which fell like dust and pebbles.

“A mighty sorcerer, eh?” Charox growled as he considered. “I cannot allow that dragon to exist. He might destroy me. He seems young, but it’s best not to risk it.”

The dragon yawned and cracked his neck with the sound echoing off the walls. He stretched his massive wings to get the blood flowing, continuing to scratch the sleep out of his eyes with his enormous claws. Charox caught himself in the eye with his claw, but it didn’t hurt, sounding like metal clinking on glass. He ran his nails over his chest, feeling the ridges and bumps on his scales, discovered a parasite the size of a giant rat, and ate it. 

The grey dragon believed that another dragon wizard was the only one capable of killing him.  Perhaps it was time for him to go to the surface world and check out that little sorcerer. Additionally, he hadn’t terrorized humans for centuries. It would be a lot of fun. Humans tasted salty.      

People knew little about grey dragons except that they seemed to be the meanest. They rarely showed their ugly rutted faces, but when they did, it was big trouble. Some thought the end of humankind would come at the claws of a grey dragon because they appeared indestructible. Might some even be immune to human magic? 

“Why am I still so tired?” 

The number of grey dragons was unknown, as were their weaknesses, but a grey dragon sorcerer was a different animal and that much more terrifying. Charox had been responsible for obliterating several kingdoms centuries ago. He loved it when they screamed and cried because it was just the thing that made life worth living and took away the tedium of it all. He ate people like humans ate blueberries by the handfuls and once had crushed over fifty of them with a single stomp. What satisfying little crunches they had made under his enormous feet. The history books showed the last appearance just over four hundred years ago, with more than a thousand human casualties. Perhaps Charox would have destroyed all humans had he not needed that nap. 

He incessantly blinked his fiery red eyes until he summoned a vision of Ash, swirling him around like a frozen entity in his mind, examining him from all angles, even upside down. He didn’t look like much until he used his remote sensor to detect his level of power. Charox then realized he could indeed be a genuine threat. No dragons except for him should be that powerful.  

Could he be more potent than Charox? Ash’s aura looked fiery hot, with sparkles of white light dancing inside it. Further examination revealed no other information, so whatever those sparkles were, he had no clue, but he didn’t like the look of them. Ash appeared to be a child, and his inexperience would be Charox’s advantage. In fact, it would be fatal.

The sound of rocks tumbling out of a side tunnel caused the dragon to turn his head so fast that it made his neck crack. He got up and flew off in search of the disturbance, turning left down a tunnel and then right, his wings occasionally scratching both walls. He suspected it was a mole, but confirming was crucial. He wouldn’t put up with any trespassers, and besides, it would be fun to terrorize intruders. Charox’s mate Charissa had wandered off a long time ago, and perhaps she was returning. But then again she might never come back, just because he tore a chunk out of the back of her neck during an attempt at mating.  

Charox cocked his head as he listened, staring at the rocks where he assumed something would appear. Sure enough, rocks dropped to the ground from the wall, and then the mole fell through the rock wall and down over twenty feet, momentarily stunned. The dragon bit it in two, roasted it with a blast of fire, and then swallowed the pieces. It wasn’t much of a bite, but satisfying, its blood squirting onto his tongue as he crunched its bones. Charox dug into the hole, making it larger, grabbing the mole’s mate and biting her head off, roasting and eating her.  

High in a mountain cliff inside a dragon’s lair, the sun was peeking in from over the horizon as Ash woke himself with a blood-curdling scream. So loud that it frightened the entire family awake, the cry echoing through the series of caves and tunnels. Ash’s sister Cinder-Ella shook her head as she thought, “Oh no, not again.” A good night's sleep was getting more difficult because of Ash and his nightmares.

Her brother had the same nightmare several times a week. A significant grey figure would emerge from underground and grab his father by the neck, shaking him so hard that his head came off. Zedock’s head always bounced before it came to a halt, with his dead eyes staring at Ash. The baby dragon refused to tell his mother the details of his dream, pretending that he could not remember, but he would never forget those awful dreams.    

Ash was changing his colors, now a combination of black and red, but it looked good on him. He was obviously going to be quite handsome when he was full grown. His mother, Ella, thought he was the cutest of her babies, but wasn’t about to tell his two sisters, Firestorm, and Cinder-Ella.    

Zedock yawned and stretched his black wings. “Everyone go back to sleep. It’s still dark.” Sometimes when dragons had an enormous meal, they liked to sleep in the following day. Zedock had been looking forward to it, but now suspected it would not happen as he closed his eyes.

Ash shook his head. “It’s not dark. The sun’s coming up.”

Ella raised her head as Ash came running into his parent’s chamber. “Ash, what’s wrong, honey? Another dream?”

“I think another grey dragon is coming, and he’s coming after me!”


​FIVE
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ALEXA WAS INSIDE MARCUS’S CHAMBER, and she was furious. The donkey chased him around and bit him several times on the ass until he pushed her out of the room. Luckily, as soon as she crossed the doorway’s threshold, she returned to her human form. Abbey followed her out and returned to her human form, but immediately ran back in because it was great fun to be a donkey. The baby was in her glory when she was in donkey form. 

In the hall, Alexa grabbed Marcus by his robe and lifted him right off his feet. “Are you insane? What if we had remained donkeys?”

“Calm down,” said Marcus. “As soon as you leave my chamber, you change back. Now put me down. If you don’t start showing me just a little more respect, you’re going to be sorry. Oh, so very repentant you shall be. For goodness’ sake, don’t you have enough sense to fear a wizard?” 

Alexa put Marcus down and coaxed Abbey out of the chamber, picking her up when she returned to her human form. Although she wouldn’t admit it to him, she was becoming wary of Marcus and his incompetence. How long before he concocted some terrible enchantment that wouldn’t just automatically reverse? “Marcus, you’re a menace. You need to be more careful. Please be more careful.”

Although Marcus wouldn’t admit it to anyone, his big sister was impressive. However, he would never tell her that. She has some moves
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